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i n t r o d u c t i o n

Bruce Horner, Brice nordquist, and Susan M. Ryan

DOI: 10.7330/9781607325239.c000

Enduring economic recessions, growing economic inequality, the emer-
gence of a corporate state, and increasing privatization of education at 
all levels have made the economic a seemingly inevitable point of depar-
ture, if not an assumed premise, for those of us committed to the study 
and teaching of writing and rhetoric. For, like it or not, the economic 
as force and framework shapes the conditions, direction, and purpose 
of our work. There is thus ample exigency for a collection like this one 
that investigates economies of writing: how the economic defines, limits, 
and thereby shapes the work we do, how we do it, and to what ends and 
with what effects we do it. But a further exigency for this collection is the 
need to rethink the economic itself as force and framework by challeng-
ing the values of our work. We seek, then, to offer counterframeworks 
and forces alternative not to the economic but rather to how the eco-
nomic is commonly understood—as a predictable, all-powerful mono-
lith. Such representations work in concert and intersect with a notion of 
globalization as an inevitable, if not already completed, shift from a ford-
ist to a postfordist, fast-capitalist economic regime to provoke reforms to 
the ways in which work is conceived and conducted in all sectors of the 
economy. Fueled by the values and ideologies of market fundamental-
ism, such reforms are perhaps most evident in the increasing efforts to 
regulate the work of education. For example, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation’s A Path to Alignment Report asserts that “in today’s global 
age—an era in which a well-educated citizenry is absolutely vital to eco-
nomic success and social progress—a truly aligned education system has 
become all but indispensable. Without such a system, it will be next to 
impossible for us to forge the necessary human capital—the talent—that 
can power our economy and ensure a thriving democracy” (Conley and 
Gaston 2013, 2).

According to this appeal, a conflation of economic, social, and 
national progress depends upon the design and deployment of sys-
tems that can transport individuals from cradle to career and thereby 
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efficiently and effectively transform them into human capital. Students 
are convinced to undergo this transformation with a promise that as 
long as they are willing to be molded by the needs of capital, they will 
be granted a secure and desirable place in the economic hierarchy. And 
educators are tasked with facilitating this transformation by predicat-
ing the value of their work and the work of their students solely upon 
potential payoffs in the future (typically in the form of individual earn-
ings). Thus academic activities are valued primarily in terms of success 
at achieving such payoffs.

It is difficult for educators and activists, including teachers and schol-
ars in rhetoric and composition, to engage the debate on the shape and 
value of our work in terms set by these representations of the economic. 
But as Katherine Gibson and Julie Graham (Gibson-Graham 2006) have 
argued, without discounting the effectivity, on the ground, of dominant 
“capitalocentric” discourse maintaining capitalism as an undifferenti-
ated and all-powerful force, it is also possible to know the economic dif-
ferently, outside that framework, by recognizing and investigating the 
diversity of economic activities and practices flourishing unrecognized 
by that discourse and (thereby) the vulnerability, and invalidity, of hege-
monic representations of capitalism. For, as Gibson-Graham observe, 
noncapitalist activities are invisible only because “the concepts and dis-
courses that could make them ‘visible’ have themselves been marginal-
ized and suppressed” (xli).

Following such a strategy, while chapters in this collection do engage 
dominant economic discourse by investigating processes of commodi-
fication, conditions of labor, models of production, managerial mea-
sures, and so on and contend with changing articulations of writing in 
an age of globalization, digital communication, and late capitalism, the 
work gathered here refuses to accept unchallenged the terms and ide-
ologies of dominant economic discourse for the production and valu-
ation of writing and rhetorics. Instead, the collection approaches the 
economic as plural, contingent, and political, exploring the ways in 
which dominant ideologies of the economic obscure the full value and 
meaning of the work of writing and its teaching and study. Following 
Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) model of the interdependent and contingent 
relations among various forms of capital, the chapters in this collection 
explore the complex dynamics of economies by which writing, rhetoric, 
and composition both are produced and contribute to producing spe-
cific, contingent values.

The influence of Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1986, 1991a, 1991b) con-
ception of symbolic capital linking the economic with the cultural, and 
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specifically with language practices, is evident in the convergence of two 
traditions in the scholarship of rhetoric and composition: first, a long-
standing tradition of attending to the economics, and economic imbal-
ances, of writing programs, college admissions, social class, and labor, 
including concerns with the status of rhetoric and composition as an 
academic field; and second, a tradition of approaching and understand-
ing the writing undertaken within as well as outside such programs as a 
material social practice.1 Economies of Writing addresses this convergence 
explicitly. The chapters assembled here consider how specific forms 
of language and writing (broadly defined), writing pedagogies and 
programs, and public rhetorics can be understood in terms of econo-
mies that are inherently political rather than politically neutral, self- 
producing, and self-sustaining structures.

While many of the chapters in the collection trace threads connect-
ing economies of writing across educational, professional, and civic con-
texts, the book is divided into sections coalescing around four unifying 
themes. Part 1, “Institutional and Disciplinary Economies,” considers 
the circulation of value at the level of the writing program, the college 
catalog, and the discipline as a whole. Tony Scott’s account of writing 
program assessment at a large public four-year university (chapter 1) 
addresses the difficulties of attempts to effect meaningful institutional 
change within daunting constraints: how, Scott asks, can a writing pro-
gram administrator design and implement modes of assessment that 
value the labor of both instructors and students while simultaneously 
satisfying larger institutional and accreditation-agency imperatives that 
tend to commodify and dehumanize those very actors? Katie Malcolm 
reports on the efforts of part-time instructors at a Seattle community col-
lege to pilot an innovative redesign of the institution’s approach to basic 
writing—efforts, she argues, that demonstrate how “the most insidious 
economic structures of our institutions can become conduits for their 
own change” (chapter 2). Continuing this attention to the intersections 
among ethical, economic, and pedagogical considerations, Steve Lamos 
(chapter 3) articulates ways in which the field might counter the competi-
tive and rhetorical pressures that for-profit institutions have introduced 
in recent years by attending to the “dwelling work” that face-to-face writ-
ing instruction allows (and that might be done more effectively). Joan 
Mullin and Jenn Fishman (chapter 4) address a conflict between the 
principles and practices espoused within the microeconomy of writing 
studies, on the one hand, and, on the other, the ideological valuation of 
labor in academe’s macroeconomy. They pose as an intervention in that 
conflict the Research Exchange Index—an expanded and democratized 
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form of peer-reviewed digital publication that incorporates research 
projects undertaken by individuals in a range of positions within post-
secondary settings. Finally, shifting the scope of analysis from writing 
studies to English as a composite discipline, James Zebroski (chapter 5) 
invites us to think through the political economy of English to better 
grasp rhetoric and composition’s necessary, albeit fraught and uneven, 
interdependencies with literary studies and creative writing.

Part 2, “Economies of Writing Pedagogy and Curriculum,” sharpens 
the focus brought to bear in part 1 by addressing the ways writing and, 
more broadly, language itself circulate within postsecondary classrooms 
and curricula. The opening chapter by Anis Bawarshi (chapter 6) con-
siders the complex economies at work in knowledge transfer and their 
implications for the valuation, or revaluation, of the first-year composi-
tion course in light of its charge to produce writing skills with exchange 
value as commodities ostensibly transferable to sites outside that course 
(in the disciplines and the workplace). The chapters that follow explore 
recurring concerns in writing studies through the framework of the 
interplay of a range of economies of value. Yuching Jill Yang, Kacie 
Kiser, and Paul Kei Matsuda (chapter 7) consider the matter of teacher 
identity, especially as expressed and assessed in terms of intersecting 
linguistic as well as ethnic, regional, and gender markers, through con-
trasting case studies of teachers’ and students’ negotiation of status and 
authority in undergraduate writing courses. Kelly Ritter (chapter 8) uses 
the contradictory relations between assumptions of writing ability as a 
means of achieving economic capital and writing ability as a marker of 
cultural capital to better grasp the difficulties faced by those arguing for 
writing instruction at the graduate level. Samantha Looker (chapter 9) 
turns our attention to the economics of assigned handbooks in writing 
programs and the ways such handbooks’ commodifications of knowl-
edge about writing not only obscure the concrete labor at the heart of 
writing instruction but, by virtue of their economic cost, contradict ped-
agogies meant to engage that labor. Finally, in “Psychoanalysis, Writing 
Pedagogy, and the Public” (chapter 10), T. R. Johnson recuperates psy-
choanalytic theory—all but banished in recent years from mainstream 
work in writing studies—to reconfigure the field’s modes of engaging 
with the wider communities that surround colleges and universities, to 
earn more support from those communities, and to counter the “thera-
peutic” economic models of writing instruction directed at maintaining 
a rationalist model of individual production, posing as an alternative an 
emancipatory model that allows for exploration of the contingency of 
use-value through attention to the particular and local.
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The investigations that appear in Part 3, “Economies of Language 
and Medium,” consider the economic implications and complications 
of linguistic and technological boundary crossing. Rebecca Lorimer 
Leonard’s chapter (chapter 11) uses two case studies, both of multilin-
gual women pursuing nursing degrees in the United States, to examine 
the shifting cultural and economic value that attaches to their literate 
resources as they move through a range of professional and social con-
texts. Scott Wible (chapter 12) looks at the economic and social costs 
and benefits of language policy—specifically, the requirement to pro-
vide linguistic access for individuals with limited English proficiency—
within the United States’ complex healthcare systems, arguing for the 
need to hold the economic costs of public translingual writing in ten-
sion with the need to protect and promote social, cultural, and political 
rights. In “Web 2.0 Writing as Engine of Information Capital” (chapter 
13), Christian J. Pulver locates Web 2.0 writing in a late-capitalist mode 
of information production, arguing that the exchange values created 
by Web 2.0 technologies are always in dialectical relation to their use-
values, creating tension among digital literacy practices, user-created 
content, and commodified data. Jay Jordan (chapter 14) continues 
these inquiries into the economies of digital writing production, using 
the emergence of international domain names (in nonroman script) to 
explore the continuing, if continually evolving, dominance of English-
language features, and thereby the economic value of English, in the 
production and formulation of web pages and websites despite efforts at 
establishing and expanding non-English-medium means of digital site 
location, production, and circulation.

The three chapters that make up the collection’s final section exam-
ine writing economies within and across a range of public domains. 
Donna LeCourt (chapter 15) offers a thematic bridge between previous 
chapters’ digital considerations and an orientation toward the public 
sphere by reconfiguring Habermasian theories of public deliberation 
for use in an analysis of web-based communications. Against imagin-
ing digital public spheres purely in terms of the circulation of voices 
and texts, LeCourt argues for recognizing our immaterial labor not 
simply as grist for the web’s information economy but also as a poten-
tial means of exercising civic agency through direct influence on mar-
kets. Jason Peters (chapter 16) examines the ways an economy of writ-
ing coheres out of patterns in the circulation and interplay of texts and 
scripts surrounding public debate over the cleanup of a Rhode Island 
brownfield, arguing that translation might serve as “a kind of currency 
exchange” within that economy to make environmental activism and 
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intervention possible. Phyllis Ryder’s “Democratic Rhetoric in the Era 
of Neoliberalism” (chapter 17) offers a broader meditation on the 
relation between the economic and civic spheres, presenting an opti-
mistic, though hardly anodyne, inquiry into the ways in which partici-
patory democracy might prevail despite the pressures exerted by what 
she terms “a market-infused attitude toward public decision making.” 
Insofar as speaking and writing operate within—indeed, work to con-
stitute—various overlapping economies, Ryder reminds us, we cannot 
afford to concede that their injustices and inequities are inevitable. In 
her afterword, Deborah Brandt brings the collection to a close by situ-
ating it in the larger context of Dell Hymes’s (1974) concept of speech 
economy as well as Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of the economy of lin-
guistic exchanges, reminding us how these notions of the economic 
are at their root material and emphasizing the consequent need to rec-
ognize that language is both made from and integral to reworking the 
economic.

Taken together, these chapters are meant to extend and deepen 
broader debates concerning the teaching, administration, research, and 
public import of writing in a globalizing age. By expanding the range 
of points of departure for studying political economies of writing as 
course subject, pedagogy, technology, and social practice and by attend-
ing to local, or immediate, manifestations of such economies (e.g., a 
particular institution’s writing program) in terms of larger economies 
and pressures, the arguments of individual chapters and the collection 
as a whole work to render the economic as a necessary point of depar-
ture and contention for the field. While rhetoric and composition schol-
arship includes longstanding traditions attentive to particular ways of 
inflecting the economic in addressing writing and its teaching, those 
traditions compete with, and are vulnerable to being dismissed as, sub-
fields distinct from mainstream scholarship in the discipline—scholar-
ship that sets aside matters of the economic, however understood, as at 
best secondary to what is thought to be the field’s primary concern with 
rhetoric, stylistics, language, cognition, and teaching methods. Economies 
of Writing insists, instead, that these concerns are always and inevitably 
participants in, shaping and shaped by, political economies in their 
concern with forms of valuation, production, and circulation of knowl-
edge; with labor; and with capital. In this insistence, and in the specific 
demonstrations individual chapters provide of its necessity, Economies of 
Writing seeks to contribute to the field’s understanding of and ways to 
address the seemingly perdurable economic unease of its work.
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Note
 1. See for example Berlin 1988; Bousquet, Parascondola, and Scott 2004; Brandt 

2005; Brodkey 1992; Downing, Hurlbert, and Mathieu 2002; Fox 1990; Haas 1996; 
Horner 2000; Schell 1998; Scott 2009; Selfe 1999; Shor 1997; Soliday 2002; and 
Stygall 1994.
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1
t H E  P o l i t i c s  o f  va l u at i o n 
i n  W r i t i n g  a s s E s s m E n t

Tony Scott

DOI: 10.7330/9781607325239.c001

Two contrasting situations have become familiar tropes of writing pro-
gram administration and writing assessment scholarship in our field. 
Chris Gallagher (2009, 29–30) opens an article about assessment in 
Writing Program Administration with the description of one scenario in 
which university administrators are seeking to impose standardized 
assessments on a first-year writing program. The administrators are tying 
assessment to efficiency, centralized quality control, and accountability. 
Looming ominously within the scene is the Spellings Commission Report, 
which uses crisis rhetoric to call for an overhaul of higher education that 
has efficiency and accountability (typically code for mandated large-scale 
assessment) as central elements; also looming is the testing/textbook/
curriculum industry, which has become an important, politically active 
driver of state-imposed assessment mandates on higher education across 
the country. After presenting this daunting scenario, Gallagher offers a 
contrasting scenario in which the writing program administrator (WPA) 
is respected and placed in a position of agency. The empowered WPA in 
the more positive scenario is recognized by interdisciplinary colleagues 
and higher-level administrators for expertise in writing, and she is initi-
ating informed, democratic assessment practices with teachers that have 
positive effects in classes across campus (30).

Cindy Moore, Peggy O’Neill, and Brian Huot open an influential 
article in College Composition and Communication with similarly contrasting 
situations. In the first, a dean initiates contact with a WPA to seek advice 
about assessment in a writing-across-the-curriculum initiative. Moore, 
O’Neill, and Huot (2009) see this as an important development for its 
“implied message about the potential role of the composition director 
in the broad-based assessment this dean is beginning to imagine” (108). 
As with Gallagher’s more positive scenario, here the WPA is in a posi-
tion of power that comes from institutionally recognized expertise in 
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both assessment and writing. She is not only able to shape how writing is 
conceived and assessed in the writing program, she is also able to shape 
assessment policy across campus. The article then describes contrast-
ing, negative scenarios, which, the authors acknowledge, are common 
enough to have become established lore in the field. Here, assessments 
are imposed from outside, and WPAs are forced to work within narrow 
parameters that offer little autonomy for the writing program and little 
control over how scores will be used (108–9).

The problem posed in both articles is, How we might do assessment 
constructively, responsibly, and in a way consistent with current schol-
arly understandings of writers and writing, under circumstances not yet 
of our making? The responses to the problem are nearly always indi-
vidualistic and focus primarily on the actions, rhetorical acumen, and 
agentive scope of the WPA, who represents the seemingly unified inter-
ests of an entire writing program. A minimum requirement is that the 
WPA learn about assessment. Moore, O’Neill, and Huot (2009) advocate 
a fairly deep and rigorous knowledge that includes understanding of 
complex conversations in psychometrics and educational measurement. 
Gallagher (2009) advocates a perhaps more familiarly composition- 
situated expertise that combines a current understanding of writing 
pedagogy with a general understanding of technical concepts in assess-
ment. Both envision responses to assessment challenges that involve a 
rhetorically adept WPA who, lacking institutionally conferred agency 
and expertise in writing education, must create the conditions for it 
through the power of persuasion.

The trope of the can-do, rhetorically savvy, resourceful WPA holds its 
own place in the WPA scholarship. In her award-winning monograph, 
The Activist WPA, Linda Adler-Kassner (2008) offers frameworks WPAs 
might use to build relationships and coalitions across campuses and 
beyond to secure resources. While the techniques are drawn from activ-
ism, the purposes to which they are put are hardly radical—to create 
the conditions for a responsible and effective writing program. Kelly 
Ritter (2006, 61) similarly advocates that WPAs go public, outside of 
institutional structures, to gain a “hard-fought” authority not conferred 
institutionally and to secure seemingly basic operational resources. She 
advocates negotiating and building consensus with a broad swath of 
people—upper-level university administrators, regional WPAs, trustees 
on the school board, feeder institutions, high schools, and state boards 
of higher education. All of this work is to happen, one imagines, in addi-
tion to the demanding day-to-day work of actually administering a writ-
ing program.
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What are the conditions that have led WPAs to envision this superbly 
skilled, tireless, and self-sacrificing professional paragon whose primary 
goal is to overcome considerable institutional friction—only to responsi-
bly do what the institution mandates? How does the function of WPAs as 
skilled negotiators and assessment experts relate to the agency and con-
ditions of the TAs and contracted part- and full-time non-tenure-track 
instructors who teach most writing classes? Why, when so many first-year 
writing programs aren’t regularly resourced at minimally responsible lev-
els and in a time of austerity in higher education, is there such a strong 
push at state and federal levels to mandate writing assessments? In this 
chapter, drawing on my experiences with designing and implementing 
program assessments as a WPA, I further examine the political economic 
implications of large-scale writing assessment and how it relates to man-
agement/labor dynamics in composition. Though technical expertise 
in assessment is certainly important, so too is critical understanding of 
the persistent political economic ordering functions of assessment. I 
argue that a vital but largely missing element of the assessment scene in 
the scholarship involves labor struggle, or how assessment functions as 
a means of misrepresenting and ordering the labor of teachers and stu-
dents through controlling the terms of its valuation. The push to make 
writing labor (teaching and composing) a commodity, an exchangeable 
unit divorced from material situations and laboring bodies, extends from 
a neoliberal political economic ideology that seeks economization of all 
human relations according to a singular model of efficiency, competi-
tion, and concentrated accumulation. I argue that large-scale writing 
assessment mandates function as a means of making the terms of labor 
invisible through shifting the focus from the qualitative to the quantita-
tive, from multiplicity to singularity, and from the agentive exercise of 
professional expertise to the ordered achievement of symbolic outcomes.

d i f f E r E n t  r E P r E s E n tat i o n s ,  d i f f E r E n t  o r d E r s

In Testing Testing: Social Consequences of the Examined Life, Allan Hanson 
(1993) argues that assessment is ubiquitous in contemporary Western 
life because it serves as a means of imposing order and discipline. 
Hanson describes practices as varied as medieval witch tests, drug tests, 
polygraph tests, and standardized achievement tests that help to main-
tain order through enforcing and clarifying culturally/politically sanc-
tioned categories. Testing therefore serves to create boundaries, hierar-
chies, and representations according to the dominant assumptions of a 
time and place.
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I offer another WPA assessment scenario drawn from my past expe-
rience, one I will describe with emphasis on how it represents and 
orders labor.1 As an accreditation review approached at a large, public 
university in the Southeast, a dean was placed in charge of assessment 
across all colleges and units. The university had an assessment officer 
who, in coordination with the dean, developed an interpretation of the 
requirements of the accreditation body. Based on that interpretation, 
a set of assessment guidelines and a reporting process were developed. 
As WPA, I was told to design and implement my own assessment of the 
writing program. However, we were required to use formalized proce-
dures designed to respond to accreditation reporting guidelines, and all 
assessing units were required to report using the same form.

This requirement was important because the form was not philosophi-
cally neutral. It framed assessment in terms of deficit location and diag-
nosis at the programmatic level and it reflected an objectivist perspective 
on measurement (a copy of the reporting form is included in Appendix 
1.A). The ordering “story” the form is designed to create is that

• We have deficits in teaching in the program occurring across 
classrooms.

• Those deficits can be identified and quantified through the reliable 
evaluation of students’ texts, where they will manifest in aggregate.

• Those deficits can be remedied programmatically, and the results of 
the remedy should show in the next round of assessment. The pro-
gram structure is such that this instrumental action is possible.

• What we value in student writing and how we value it is necessarily con-
stant over time. If we don’t maintain the same stated outcomes, and the 
same means of measuring those outcomes, there is no means of com-
parison between assessment years, no way of tracking progress or regres-
sion. So the assessment mandate also requires stasis. We must close the 
discussion of what we value and how we assess: in this endless growth 
model, the premium is on comparison and directed change over years.

• Assessment is positivistic and objective. Through sound measurement 
and adjustment, we will be able to make verifiable progress toward a 
defined notion of perfection in student performance (and yet perfec-
tion remains outside of what the reporting form allows programs to 
claim).

• Language use can be extracted from the messy varieties of everyday 
utterances (parole) and seen and measured as it relates to a targeted, 
context-transcendent system (langue).

• The program is organized in a way that enables it to be honed by the 
administrator to address deficits effectively. So the assumption is also 
that there is a stable and professional teaching cadre with adequate 
administrative support for emphasis and focus.
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My colleagues and I recognized in the approval and reporting pro-
cess the “accountability” rhetoric that has become a central platform of 
national educational policy and instrumental in establishing the per-
vasiveness of testing in K–12 education. Objectivist assessments align 
with a labor model that technocratizes teaching and writing, seeking to 
convert it to measurable, manageable units. The assessment mandate 
compelled us toward methods of assessment that countered our con-
structivist understanding of all acts of reading, writing, and learning as 
socially situated and our understanding that standards are ideologically 
contended and socially produced.

Our requests for funding to develop a qualitative assessment were 
turned down (we were only given enough funding to pay scorers dur-
ing scoring sessions). Fortunately, in a competitive process we secured 
a program-development grant to conduct a constructivist assessment 
with substantial qualitative elements that built on the dynamic criteria 
mapping (DCM) model developed by Bob Broad (2003). This model 
seeks to include teachers in every phase of the assessment, including 
the development of the assessment standards. While it generated aggre-
gate numbers to satisfy the institutional requirement, the model was 
designed to be primarily descriptive rather than evaluative, a means 
of doing research on teaching and writing in our program and then 
using the findings to discuss the variety of practices and values that 
were present.

However, we still had to report out using the required form. The pro-
cess we developed for the assessment had elements we could embrace: 
it helped us to foster deep, informed discussions among a portion 
of the writing faculty about what we value in writing, and it gave us 
the opportunity to collect, describe, and discuss the types of writing 
students were doing across the program. Nevertheless, the broader 
administrative process at the institution—how it solicited, circulated, 
and sought to use scores—remained unchanged and was philosophi-
cally incongruous with the view of writing education we sought to pro-
mote within the program. Regardless of how we performed the assess-
ment, the administrative process converted the labor of teachers and 
students—which we qualitatively described and discussed in the local 
assessment—into flattened signifiers, a set of singular numbers that 
related to simply stated outcomes.

Below is the required set of numbers solicited within the process: an 
overall score accompanied by scores in five categories that aligned with 
the stated learning outcomes of the writing program. These numbers 
were obtained from a statistically significant sample of students’ writing.
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Overall 
Score

Rhetorical 
Awareness Development

Purpose/ 
Writerly Ethos Content

Technical 
Accuracy

Overall 
Average

2.95 2.9 2.75 3.5 2.9 3.2 2.95

This representation was produced by the reporting requirements 
and circulated as a true and objective portrait of student learning in 
the first-year writing program.2 The representation, and the circum-
scribed method through which it was reported, depicts a program in 
which there is agreement on what good writing looks like; it has been 
measured competently, and the program is functioning adequately. 
Proficiency in this assessment was designated as 2.5, so we seemed to be 
doing better than the baseline. Administrators got an assessment that 
satisfied our accreditation body; there was no reason for concern and no 
obvious impetus for greater investment of resources.

Now I offer another set of numbers, another way of representing the 
writing program that originated from another set of values and another 
ideology of labor. As we conducted this assessment, we were also steadily 
arguing that the writing program was substantially underresourced. The 
table below presents a different portrait of the writing program at the 
time of the assessment.

Total number of sections of first-year writing for the year 272

Percentage of sections in the program taught by part-time teachers on one-
semester contracts

58%

Amount part-time faculty were paid per course $2,000

Amount of funding set aside annually for part-time benefits $0

Average annual turnover of part-time faculty 31%

Average amount of experience of part-time faculty in the program < 3 years

Percentage of all instructors teaching in the writing program in this assessment 
year who were teaching in the program during the prior assessment year

< 50%

Designated annual budget allotment to the first-year writing program for profes-
sional development

0

number of tenure-line faculty who taught in the first-year writing program during 
the assessment year

0

number of tenure-line faculty getting release time to administer the program 1

The second table portrays a program that is likely struggling, if not 
in disarray. Most of its teachers are working under exploitative terms; 
they are not very experienced, and they are turning over at a high rate. 
The administrative structure involves one tenure-line faculty mem-
ber. Professional development is undersupported, with no guaranteed 
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annual allotment. There is no ethical means of compelling most instruc-
tors to participate.

The first representation was generated in response to a mandate that 
carefully constrained what is reported and how. The second representa-
tion was not mandated by any reporting mechanism. Indeed, even out-
side of the assessment there was no established requirement to compile 
any of these numbers, and there was no established pathway to report 
them. Through focusing narrowly on the assessment of students’ work 
(which was removed from the situations of its production) according to 
a handful of outcomes, the first representation created an order in which 
the onus of action was solely on the teachers and the WPA, carrying the 
underlying assumption that any deficits result from inadequate job per-
formance rather than systematic institutional neglect; the second repre-
sentation eroded the credibility of the assessment numbers as an indica-
tor of the success and adequacy of the program structure and put the 
onus on the institution to create the professional conditions for success.

t H E  P o l i t i ca l  E c o n o m i c s  o f  a s s E s s m E n t

I want to turn now to explain some of the political economic logics at 
play in large-scale writing assessments like this one, and I will start with 
value. Value is a noun. In its noun form, a value is a property of some-
thing that can be expressed as an abstract signifier. The categories we 
use to assess writing are values but so also are the symbolic markers 
we produce. The noun form is the expression of exchange value. Some 
important characteristics of the noun form of value (a value) are its 
abstraction, its transferability, and its transcendence of the situations of 
production. We can assign an essay a 3 on a five-point scale, but the essay 
is not the 3. In terms of the assessment, the essay is a material object with 
rhetorical use-value that doesn’t have any exchange value in circulation, 
but the generic value assigned to it, the 3, does.

When we assign values to students’ writing work we enter it into a 
closed economy of exchangeable signifiers. The relationship between 
valuation of writing and valuation of material commodities is parallel.

A student text = 3
A pair of jeans = $50.00

A unique piece of writing with use-value produced under singu-
lar conditions is given a generic exchange value that exists within an 
ordered economy of values.3 Likewise, a pair of jeans produced by real 
people under material terms is given an abstract exchange value for sale, 
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represented in cost. This cost connects the commodity to an ordered 
system, an abstract economy of exchangeable values, and the terms of 
production are obscured.

When writing is produced for some purpose beyond a grade, but is 
also commodified through the assignation of a signifier within an estab-
lished system of valuation, it becomes a contradictory unit of use-value 
and exchange value. Which brings me to the next point. Value is also a 
verb: it is material enactment. In assessment, valuation is a socially situ-
ated, ideologically shaped act performed by real people in specific cir-
cumstances. We value when we respond to work, when we grade work, 
and when we assess work on a large scale. The dual function of value 
as abstract signifier on one hand, and on the other as material labor 
performed by human beings, merits more focus. As assessments create 
economies of value, they create orders according to political economic 
ideologies that create tensions and contradictions between abstraction/
exchange value and materiality/use-value.

Much of Marx’s (1990, 1993a) most important and influential work 
centers on his “labor theory of value,” which describes the relationships 
among money, value, and commodities. The labor theory of value can 
help shed useful light on how large-scale assessments often function in 
academic institutions. In a classic, liberal theory of value, the basic for-
mula for the relationship between money and commodities is expressed 
as M > C > M, where money (M) is exchanged for a commodity (C) 
in an act of purchase: M > C. Then that commodity is sold again for 
money: C > M.

Marx (1993a) points out that through M > C > M, something mysteri-
ous, seemingly even magical, happens to value: the value invested in the 
beginning of this process can increase or decrease by the end. So the M 
in the formula of exchange is not constant. In fact, an increase of value 
in this exchange, the creation of surplus value, is at the very heart of 
capitalist economics. This is a part of what is called the magic of the market-
place, and it looks no less miraculous than transubstantiation: as though 
it is invested with its own life and natural reproductive powers, money 
somehow creates more money. It defies elementary logic: from nothing 
comes something. This seems magical because at first glance market valu-
ation seems to be based on equivalent exchanges. At the moment money 
is exchanged for a commodity, M1 > C, the money and the commodity, 
by market definition, have the same value: M1 = C. A chair costs $150: 
$150 purchases a chair. However, the chair can then be sold at a different 
value: C > M2; therefore C = M2. Someone can purchase chairs at $150 in 
one time and place, then sell them for $250 at another time and place.
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Marx (1993a) uses this analysis of exchange as a cornerstone of much 
critique, but he was not just a quantitative researcher. Qualitative inquiry 
into terms of production and exchange enabled Marx to follow values 
through actual material processes of valuation, describing what is so 
often obscured in a liberal political economy. Marx didn’t just work at 
the level of abstraction and representations of surplus (input and out-
comes); he worked to describe the materiality of labor and how surplus 
is realized. This description is what makes Marx’s theory of value a labor 
theory of value.

In capitalist economies, human beings sell their labor for money, 
and human time and energies become exchangeable commodities. 
Marx devised a labor theory of value to recognize that human labor 
power (LP) plus the material terms of production (MP) are included 
in the commodity.

M1 > C [LP + MP] > M2

In summary, the model of classic liberal economics seems to create 
the magic of increased value, of money somehow creating more money, 
because it emphasizes inputs and outputs, and its representations keep 
the terms of production and valuation (human labor) out of the equa-
tion. The focus is on the signifiers of values, the nouns, and not on valu-
ation and the ongoing, ideologically driven and messy processes and 
terms of production. Our periodic individual retirement account (IRA) 
reports, for instance, may show steady long-term increases in symbolic 
indicators on tables, but nothing in the representations encourages us 
to understand how the surplus that leads to our investment gains is gen-
erated. Unless you believe in magic, though, capital does not increase 
in value on its own.

As a researcher of how labor relates to value, Marx painstakingly 
documented the terms of labor in nineteenth-century industry that are 
systematically ordered out of the liberal economic formula: the exploita-
tion of children, working conditions that maimed and sometimes killed 
people and often took years off of their lives, conditions that kept peo-
ple working long hours at wages that never enabled them to accumulate 
capital and sometimes didn’t even enable them to acquire adequate 
nutrition or housing.

Valuation in assessment performs a similar function. Assessments cre-
ate constrained representations of quality that render invisible many of 
the factors crucial to quality, such as the maintenance of a stable cadre 
of writing teachers who have professional status and benefits, are cre-
dentialed in the field in which they are teaching, and are supported 
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within a professional-development structure that enables them to inno-
vate and grow in relation to research. Through reducing valuation to 
the measurement of a handful of traits in students’ work, large-scale 
writing assessments in higher education are used to create the decep-
tion of more for less.

d E m o c r at i c  a s s E s s m E n t  a n d  o r d E r

Over the past decade, Bob Broad’s (2003) innovative dynamic crite-
ria mapping method has been very influential in writing assessment. 
Rightfully so: we drew heavily on the DCM model in the design of our 
assessment and were impressed with how it can make assessments mean-
ingful for teachers and thus actually enhance pedagogy through the way 
it uses qualitative research methods. DCM assessments don’t appeal to 
universal values through employing standard rubrics but rather conduct 
systematic qualitative research that surveys the faculty who work at the 
site of the assessment to ascertain their perceptions of what should be 
valued in writing. They then seek to foster a degree of local consensus 
at sites concerning what will be favored in the assessment of students’ 
drafts. Students’ work is assessed based on whatever consensus has been 
built using this qualitative-research and consensus-building process. 
There is an important egalitarian spirit in these models, and they do 
get at least partially down into the messy material labor of valuation as 
teachers and administrators perform it. Yet, for all of its promise, there 
are also significant problems in the ways these assessments are some-
times deployed.

In What We Really Value: Beyond Rubrics in Teaching and Assessing Writing, 
and in the introduction to Organic Writing Assessment, Broad (2003, 
2009) variously characterizes DCM as “democratic,” “communal,” and 
“transformative” in addition to “organic.” These characterizations create 
the familiar contrast mentioned above between an externally imposed 
assessment and system of order and one that is locally conceived and 
affords agency for the WPA. Summarizing the strengths of his organic 
model with the help of assessment participants’ (teachers’) quotations, 
Broad writes (2003, 21), “Participants in a recent DCM process wrote of 
their experiences: ‘Helpful to hammer things out with colleagues’ and 
‘this was the kind of conversation [writing faculty] needed to be doing 
all along.’ . . . DCM also leads to a sense of ownership and belonging 
on the part of writing instructors—including teaching assistants and 
adjuncts—who see that they have a strong voice and a crucial role in 
articulating their program’s values. Plus DCM is fun—an intellectual, 
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rhetorical, and pedagogical party.” DCM is cast as an empowering pro-
cess of democratic consensus building, a tool for promoting ownership 
and buy-in, even a means of fostering a sense of belonging. The prob-
lem is the implication that there is a “natural” order in writing programs 
that has not been contaminated by externally imposed assessments 
that should be honored. In Broad’s (2009) collection Organic Writing 
Assessment, most descriptions of democratically minded DCM-initiated 
assessments erase asymmetrical power relations among administrators, 
teachers, adjuncts, and teaching assistants. The result is that most of 
the assessments don’t challenge how writing is perceived outside of pro-
grams, nor do they bring any attention to the professional status and 
terms of work of the largely part-time faculties who are tasked with doing 
their own assessments. The pervasive use of part-time teachers becomes 
an elephant in the room remarkable for its presence as a natural given 
and its absence as a point of focus. Indeed, it could be argued that assess-
ments democratized in this way are unintentionally serving as palliative 
managerial measures that divert attention from deep issues in terms of 
work through providing innocuous opportunities for expressing a voice.

For instance, in a chapter in Organic Writing Assessment, Barry Alford 
(2009) describes an assessment that is democratic but also seamlessly 
aligns writing pedagogy with the Academic Quality Improvement Plan 
for general education undertaken at his institution, a state community 
college. Here the democratic process initiated by the assessment is used 
to better meet the mandates imposed by upper administration—man-
dates designed to monitor and order teaching. Noting that many of 
the faculty at his college teach a five-course-per-semester load, Alford 
lauds DCM for its efficiency: because DCM is “grounded in the work 
students were already doing” and it is “based on the values that faculty 
already had,” DCM is “critical to making assessment work in an envi-
ronment where resources and time are already at a premium” (37). 
Because it enabled his program to develop standard rubrics (aligned 
with the large-scale assessment), Alford contends that the assessment 
gave adjuncts a voice in the assessment of their work and gave them a 
“concrete” means of understanding values and outcomes (46). A con-
crete means of understanding values and outcomes that came “organi-
cally” from them? This seems to be democracy put to the purpose of a 
managerial accountability prerogative.

Jane Detweiler and Maureen McBride likewise describe an organic 
and democratic process of consensus building that also meets an insti-
tutional mandate to, as they put it, show upper administration “the pre-
cise ways that the program appeared to be succeeding ‘by the numbers’” 
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(Detweiler and McBride 2009, 65). In this description, the democratic 
and organic assessment is used by the WPA to prove success to upper-
level administration. Detweiler and McBride reveal that they were 
operating with limited funding when carrying out their organic assess-
ment when they write, “We involved our instructors in revising teacher 
resources. For example, we asked for volunteers for a working group 
to look at examples of assignments from high-scoring (4.5 to 5.5 range 
overall) portfolios. We chose only high-scoring portfolios to ensure that 
the assessment did not become a critique of teaching. We had six volun-
teers meet for a Saturday with only a small bribe of homemade snacks 
and potential CV lines” (71). While qualitative, “local” models have 
the potential to describe the pervasive problems that result from the 
underresourcing of first-year writing education, in these descriptions of 
DCM there is no mention of problems with preparation, terms of work 
or oversight, and turnover among writing teachers. There is almost 
no acknowledgment of the differentiation of status among teaching 
faculty. One wonders why Detweiler and McBride were “bribing” first-
year writing teachers with the proxy wage of snacks and CV lines? Is it 
because they were unable to pay the instructors a real wage for their 
extra work? Why is the administration requiring proof of success with-
out even paying for the assessment? In her critique of gender and labor 
exploitation in writing programs, Eileen Schell (1998, 40) writes about 
“psychic income,” another form of proxy capital. Psychic income is the 
alleged privilege and status of teaching at a postsecondary institution 
and the gain of some temporary sense of professional status—one that 
isn’t actually recognized or rewarded by the institution (see Scott 2009, 
62–64). Most first-year writing faculty are part time and female, and 
women have traditionally been expected to do low-status work for psy-
chic income. In my experience, people are willing to give up their free 
time to do unpaid work like this in writing programs because they are 
otherwise institutionally disenfranchised and are only able to compete 
for the types of low-level opportunities that would make such a line on 
a CV worthwhile. Moreover, many part-time instructors feel compelled 
to “volunteer” for unpaid work, in part because they are on short-term 
contracts and feel they must do whatever they can to ensure they con-
tinue to get work.

The language of democratization and the fostering of buy-in 
becomes, at the very least, complicated when we acknowledge the stark 
power differentials and exploitative practices that characterize so much 
of the scene of first-year writing instruction. Notably absent in descrip-
tions of progressive, democratic writing assessments is any significant 
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presence of tenure-line faculty, who typically don’t teach the courses 
subjected to large-scale assessment (like first-year composition) and who 
usually require more than snacks or a CV line to be compelled to go into 
work on a Saturday to read portfolios. In these descriptions, democratic 
processes are put to use to meet administratively imposed assessment 
mandates designed to ensure quality without addressing the terms of 
labor and professional status of those who teach and perform the assess-
ments. The democratic processes and qualitative writing assessments 
might be put to more activist, agentive uses. How might the scope and 
function of writing assessments change if the terms of labor became an 
essential component in how labor is represented and how performance 
is evaluated?

toWa r d  a  l a B o r  t H E o ry  o f  W r i t i n g  a s s E s s m E n t

In his critique of the relationship between colonialism and moder-
nity, Walter D. Mignolo (2011) describes a “matrix of power” with two 
interrelating sides, which he argues poststructuralist and postcolonial 
perspectives never escape. One side of modernity is “constantly named 
and celebrated (progress, development, growth)”; the other side is 
“silenced or named as problems to be solved by the former (poverty, 
inequality, etc.)” (xviii). Mignolo goes on to describe how technology 
is joined with “free markets” and Western European- and American-
sanctioned models of democratic governance in narratives in which 
growth and progress overcome crises. The rub is that it is so often 
the means of progress, development, and growth that cause the prob-
lems they are alleged to address. It is a self-perpetuating cycle of crisis 
production. The current wave of state-level “reforms” and the Obama 
administration’s Race to the Top initiative build on the work of the 
Bush-era Spellings Commission. Claiming there is a crisis in higher edu-
cation, the Obama initiative seeks a substantial restructuring of higher 
education through employing a raft of neoliberal efficiency measures 
that include curricular control mechanisms, privatization schemes, 
and plans to offer transcript credits based on assessed competencies 
rather than credit hours from completed classes. Of course, the 30-year 
decline in state spending per full-time enrolled student and the increas-
ing reliance on contingent labor in higher education are not men-
tioned as factors in this “crisis.”

Gallagher (2011, 45) very usefully connects the dots among govern-
ment reforms, accountability, and the current concerted political effort 
to bring higher education more into alignment with neoliberalism.
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Accountability is the lever that will force U.S. higher education to rec-
ognize itself for, and start behaving as, what it is: both a competitor in a 
global market and itself a market in which individual institutions compete. 
Yet the commissioners leave “accountability” undefined, perhaps because 
it seems self-evident—and self-evidently good—within a neoliberal agen-
da. However, they frequently link the term to “transparency,” suggesting 
that accountability consists of institutions furnishing evidence that they 
are good investments to those who foot the bill—that they add value to 
their (student-) products. In the report . . . we find repeated calls for a 
systematic, comprehensive, outcomes-based, and, above all, consumer-
friendly database.

Unfortunately, the ways in which the field envisions WPA respon-
sibilities and does writing assessment may be helping to facilitate this 
project. We do now have sophisticated constructivist assessment models 
that include democratic elements. The problem is that you can arrive 
at numbers that measure outcomes using a constructivist and demo-
cratic approach, but the numbers then circulate as objective truths 
about students’ writing and the performance of teachers and the pro-
gram—absent the qualitative elements that tell so much of the real story 
of postsecondary writing education. The terms of labor of writing and 
teaching—even the terms of labor for those who did the work of the 
assessment—are erased. The outcomes focus ignores a model for excel-
lence in higher education based on professional expertise, research, 
and innovation and aligns with one in which drafts written in classes 
taught by seemingly any teachers working under any conditions meet 
acceptable thresholds for measurable outcomes in aggregate. The for-
mer, qualitative model puts emphasis on investment in the maintenance 
and support of a professional, credentialed cadre of teachers; the mea-
surable outcomes-driven model aligns with a technocratized neoliberal 
model in which underpaid, often variously credentialed teachers are 
plugged into static curricula that focus primarily on those aspects of 
writing that can be measured reliably. Innovations that make assessment 
more democratic and consistent with contemporary understandings of 
literacy and learning don’t escape the fundamental modernist narra-
tive of narrowly determined growth through a regularization process 
that involves circumscribed goals, the commodification of labor and 
outcomes, and increased managerial control over intellectual work. I 
question the value of consensus-building processes that pave over the 
messiness on which consensus is built and arrive at neat, familiar orders 
that don’t represent the materiality of writing and teaching labor or 
the ideologies of values. When the drive for consensus overshadows 
critical analysis and struggles for more resources and better terms of 
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work, democratic processes can actually serve to bolster professionally 
and socially irresponsible structures and practices. Democracy becomes 
amelioration when alternative values are procedurally discarded and the 
truth behind the magic of more for less remains safely hidden.

The field must continue to work on developing qualitative assess-
ment models but ones that are based on a labor theory of value and 
that incorporate the terms of labor into their notions of validity. These 
assessments should

• leave the question of what and how to value open from one assess-
ment to the next, emphasizing dialogue about pedagogy and what is 
valuable in writing over the need to compare; Broad’s DCM provides a 
good model for this;

• qualify any reporting of aggregate numbers as representing a singular 
set of values among others that might be equally legitimate; we did 
this in the assessment we implemented, in part by reporting two dif-
ferent sets of numbers from two different value systems so that no 
single number could be taken as the one accurate representation of 
performance in the program;

• include reporting of the terms of labor in the writing program, taking 
the opportunity of mandated assessment reports to publicize those 
terms, which we did as an addendum in the reports we filed; high-
lighting program facts like percentages of part-time faculty, lengths 
of contracts, levels of turnover, and allotments for professional devel-
opment can undermine the mirage that many programs have the 
resources and stability to respond to issues raised in assessments from 
one assessment period to the next;

• preserve teaching and writing as creative, intellectual, collectively 
imagined endeavors; an assessment based on a labor theory of value 
recognizes that creativity is a basic right of all workers, and assessment 
cannot be used as a means of overdetermining labor or making its 
terms invisible.

Assessment issues are inescapably labor issues. Greater critical under-
standing of the politics of valuation and the political economic functions 
of assessments is crucial to achieving the educational ends assessment 
mandates purport to support but are too often designed to undermine.



Appendix 1.A
Reflection on the Continuous Improvement of Student Learning

1. List the changes and improvements your program planned to implement as a result of last 
year’s student learning outcomes assessment data.

2. Were all of the changes implemented? If not, please explain.

3. What impact did the changes have on student learning?

Student Learning Outcomes (Knowledge of Skill That Is to Be Assessed)

changes to the student learning outcomes assessment Plan: If any changes were made to 
the assessment plan (which includes the Student Learning Outcome, Effectiveness Measure, 
Methodology and Performance Outcome) for this student learning outcome since your last 
report was submitted, briefly summarize the changes made and the rationale for the changes.

Effectiveness measure: Identify the data collection instrument, e.g., exam, project, paper, 
etc. that will be used to gauge acquisition of this student learning outcome and explain how 
it assesses the desired knowledge, skill or ability. A copy of the data collection instrument 
and any scoring rubrics associated with this student learning outcome are to be submitted 
electronically to the designated folder on the designated shared drive and hyperlinked to the 
Effectiveness Measure.
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methodology: Describe when, where and how the assessment of this student learning out-
come will be administered and evaluated. Describe the process the department will use to 
collect, analyze and disseminate the assessment data to program faculty and to decide the 
changes/improvements to make on the basis of the assessment data.

Performance outcome: Identify the percentage of students assessed that should be able to 
demonstrate proficiency in this student learning outcome and the level of proficiency expect-
ed. Example: 80% of the students assessed will achieve a score of “Proficient” or higher on 
the Oral Presentation Scoring Rubric. (note: a copy of the scoring rubric, complete with cell 
descriptors for each level of performance, is to be submitted electronically to the designated 
folder on the designated shared drive and hyperlinked to the Effectiveness Measure above for 
each student learning outcome.)

Notes
 1. These events happened at an institution at which I am no longer employed.
 2. We did subvert this somewhat in our reporting. Because we didn’t want any singular 

standard to stand as a universal set of values, we evaluated the students’ work using 
two different perspectives and reported two sets of numbers as equally valid.

 3. I realize that the degree to which writing produced in school settings has use-value 
varies and depends on how students’ writing is solicited and circulated. Much writ-
ing produced in school doesn’t have any circulation beyond the teacher and isn’t 
produced for any clear purpose beyond performance for a grade. It is produced 
purely for exchange value, making the writing alienated labor. Also, though I don’t 
have the opportunity to develop the point in this essay, parole/langue certainly paral-
lels use/exchange, as the latter requires stability and is undermined by variety.
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The point is that structures, from wherever they derive, can and do serve 
as vehicles for change. Such structures have to be corrupted—when they 
can be.

Keith Gilyard (2000, 38)

Keith Gilyard (2000) stakes an important third position here between the 
heated debates for and against the abolition of basic writing that ignited 
the pages of the Journal of Basic Writing from the mid-to-late 1990s. While 
acknowledging Ira Shor’s (1997) argument that basic writing courses do 
indeed support oppressive economic structures (e.g., labor inequality 
and delayed or obstructed graduation for many working-class students of 
color), Gilyard (2000, 41) adds that basic writing classes can also be sites 
of “challenge and change” to these institutional structures, particularly 
because they have an explicit commitment to creating access to higher 
education. Today countless courses offered throughout the United States 
deemed “basic,” “remedial,” “precollege,” “developmental,” or simply 
“noncredit” fit all too neatly into Shor’s (1997, 99) depiction of the “cash 
cow” in which overpaying students and underpaid instructors toil away 
in meager conditions while the administration reaps immense financial 
profits. As these classes continue to pervade the landscape of higher edu-
cation across the United States, Gilyard’s call to “corrupt” the common 
structures of our institutions that limit the availability of college credit, 
meaningful reading/writing instruction, fair compensation, and equita-
ble working conditions remains salient (Gilyard 2000, 38).

In this chapter, I describe a series of structural corruptions in an 
unlikely place: an open-admissions community college where part-
time instructors make up around two-thirds of the English faculty; 
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where students test into a myriad of non-transfer-credit “reading” and/
or “writing” courses based on their scores on a multiple-choice place-
ment exam; and where skills-based textbooks permeate the English 
curriculum at all levels. At this urban, state-funded community college 
(henceforth referred to as UCC), located in one of the most racially, 
ethnically, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse neighborhoods 
in the Pacific Northwest, the dominant writing economy is embed-
ded in the commodification of abstract skills underpaid instructors 
are expected to provide students in exchange for limited wages and 
benefits. As the narrative goes, after students acquire these basic skills, 
they can then move on to read and write successfully in their credit-
bearing college courses. However, the complicated reality of UCC stu-
dents’ reading and writing practices has clashed with this fiction, and 
as a result, this writing economy has become vulnerable, in spite of its 
deep roots in our institution. As public and private grants incentivize 
increased graduation rates among state-funded colleges, particularly 
community colleges, the low retention and pass rates of these courses 
no longer provide a satisfactory product. By leveraging the rhetoric and 
resources of one such grant, two part-time faculty members, working 
with various staff and administrators, were able to actively abrade the 
unstable structures of this economy to increase access and equity for 
our students and ourselves. As a result, we achieved (1) a mainstream-
ing model for students in the highest “developmental” writing course, 
English 098; (2) the institution of a five-credit supplemental class for 
these students with one of the lowest course caps on record; (3) an 
increase in student pass rates from 70 percent to 93 percent over the 
first year of study; and (4) a rupture in the pervasive skills-based econ-
omy historically endemic to UCC.

These are no small feats at a place that can require students to take 
up to five noncredit classes before entering the college-level composition 
course, English 101. The sequence of English courses at UCC is pictured 
in Figure 2.1, the “English Flow Chart,” which has been posted on UCC’s 
advising website.

To the right of the vertical line separating the “Professional-Technical” 
sequence, Figure 2.1 shows that students who enter UCC with a univer-
sity transfer goal select (or are placed into) one of three separate tracks, 
which the chart lists from left to right as (1) IEP (intensive English pro-
gram) for international students; (2) ESL, which is primarily for immi-
grants; and (3) writing/reading. The last track is where UCC’s English 
department is housed, and it is where students from the IEP and ESL 
tracks who hope to complete an AA or AS degree eventually converge—if 
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they’re lucky enough to make it that far—as the arrows pointing from 
their tracks into English 098 indicate. Within the writing/reading track, 
students place into separate writing or reading classes at various levels 
after completing any adult basic education (ABE) requirements, such as 
passing the GED. See Figure 2.2 for a focus on just this sequence.

This figure illuminates several of the structures upholding UCC’s 
dominant writing economies. First, as the top of the chart shows, stu-
dents are required to take the COMPASS test, a multiple-choice exam, 
to determine their placement in the academic-programs sequence after 
fulfilling any ABE prerequisites. COMPASS, like many computerized 
placement exams, has two divided English portions: a reading test that 
asks students to read a passage and then select a multiple-choice answer 
to a question about it, and a separate writing test, wherein students 
are given examples of supposedly effective topic sentences, incoherent 
ideas, and “errors” in a text and are asked to identify a correct answer 
about these. This instrument sends clear messages across the UCC cam-
pus about the dominant currency of college writing—for example, that 
finding the “right” answer to a text is more valuable than critical think-
ing. Scholars have invalidated these placement exams’ measurements 
of students’ actual abilities in a classroom (e.g., Royer and Gilles 2003); 
however, at UCC, instructors are often told that students’ performance 
on the COMPASS trumps everything else.

Figure 2.1. Urban Community College’s “English Flow Chart” (2013). 
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Another problem Figure 2.2 highlights is the overwhelming num-
ber of sub-100-level classes students face if their COMPASS placement 
score is low. These are commonly referred to as developmental courses at 
UCC, and they carry the same tuition price as college-level classes but 
no transfer credits—a fact that is particularly unfortunate given that 
most of these students hope to advance to a four-year university. The 
classes are sequenced as small building blocks, historically with a focus 
on sentences and grammar skills in the English 086 lab and English 094, 
writing paragraphs in English 096, and writing five-paragraph essays in 
English 098. The separate reading courses focus on skills such as the sur-
vey, question, read, recite, review (often abbreviated as SQ3R) method.

Basic writing teacher-scholars (e.g., Bartholomae 1979; Rose 1981, 
1985; Shor 1997) have long challenged the validity of skills-based classes 
for learning/practicing literacy successfully in academic contexts, but 
this curriculum has dominated UCC’s developmental sequence since its 

Figure 2.2. A close-up of 
UCC’s classes in the writing/
reading track. 
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inception. As outdated as the sequence may seem, these courses were 
designed—as were most during the growth spurt of open admissions—to 
help meet the perceived needs of students whose academic preparation 
differed from that of traditional college students. At the time of the last 
reported enrollment measure in 2012, available on UCC’s website, 54 
percent of UCC students were first-generation college students, 41 per-
cent reported that their “family language” was not English, and 22 per-
cent were working more than 40 hours a week while attending school. If 
we understand these students’ needs in the terms the COMPASS place-
ment test suggests, it makes sense that so many of them would need this 
breadth of skills courses. However, these classes have not proven to be 
helpful to our students. Data compiled for a Federal Title III grant (US 
Department of Education 2012), which I will discuss shortly, show that 
only 48 percent of students who tested into English 096, the paragraph 
class only two courses below English 101, made it into English 101 within 
two years at UCC. Here the cash-cow economics are undeniable; students 
pay tuition for a course that gives them no transfer credit and less than 
a 50 percent chance of helping them reach their goals for college-level 
enrollment within eight quarters.

Although alarming, this statistic would not surprise most basic writ-
ing teacher-scholars, particularly given Peter Dow Adams’s (1993) now 
decades-old research shared in “Basic Writing Reconsidered.” In listing 
the dangers of tracking students into remedial courses, Adams notes 
the “stigma” tracking imprints on the students’ peers, teachers, and 
themselves; that students’ demoralized feelings may result in poor writ-
ing; that they are denied the kinds of “role models” of “proficient” work 
and class behavior students in mainstream courses receive; and that 
“dumbed down” materials limit students’ abilities to perform at a col-
lege level (23). In his study of students’ placements and performance 
at Essex University, Adams found that students who somehow evaded 
their basic writing requirements passed the required mainstream course 
at Essex (English 101) at a higher percentage than their peers who fol-
lowed their placement in the basic writing sequence (33). In addition, 
over half of the students who placed into the lower of the two basic writ-
ing courses at Essex never took any writing courses there at all (29). 
Although Adams’s research shows remedial writing courses can do more 
harm than good, a number of community colleges, my own included, 
still require at least two “developmental” courses in their English 
sequence. At UCC, the idea that literacy “development” happens by 
first learning to write “correct” sentences, then paragraphs, then five-
paragraph essays, has dominated for decades. However, the impetus of 
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a Title III (US Department of Education 2012) grant motivated two part-
time faculty members to disrupt this emphasis on abstract, skills-based 
instruction and instead funnel institutional resources into sponsoring 
the social and material practices of reading/writing at UCC.

f u n d i n g  s H i f t s

In the fall of 2010, UCC received a federal Title III grant, awarded to 
nationally accredited schools that serve predominantly low-income stu-
dents. The Title III grant is popular among community colleges; its web 
page on “Awards” (US Department of Education 2012) reports that 
15 colleges from across the United States were rewarded hundreds of 
thousands of dollars each to design and implement new programs that 
would help “strengthen institutions.” Like any funding, Title III comes 
with a barrage of political and bureaucratic hurdles, and one seemingly 
insurmountable obstacle at UCC was that our administrators applied 
for the grant without any faculty consultation, even on its required out-
comes. Therefore, when faced with the grant’s mandate to improve 
pass and retention rates, our overextended full-time faculty members, 
entrenched in teaching three classes and other duties, were not moti-
vated to implement top-down-driven changes to courses they had spent 
decades developing and teaching.

In a shift from the typical labor dynamics at a community college, part-
time faculty were therefore given an opportunity to develop and lead pilot 
projects under the grant’s jurisdiction. With the opportunity to develop 
pilot courses, earn a $25 hourly stipend for all work related to the grant 
(including reading/reviewing scholarship, writing and reading e-mails, 
assembling course proposals, developing curriculum), and receive fund-
ing for professional development (including all expenses and meals paid 
for at 4Cs and other conferences), this project was appealing to my col-
league Holly Gilman and me, and we became co-leads in facilitating the 
grant’s projects related to English. Because we were the only two faculty 
members with graduate degrees in rhetoric and composition, the grant 
also gave us a chance to corrupt aspects of UCC’s writing economy that 
devalued the work of our field; we now had funding to use scholarship 
historically overlooked or dismissed at UCC in curriculum and course 
development. Excited by the research we presented for possible pilot 
projects, our dean and grant-project directors told us we could “be cre-
ative” in how we designed and implemented any well-informed projects 
as long as they would potentially move students through our develop-
mental sequence more quickly and with higher pass rates.
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In addition to the troubling institutionalization of our “develop-
mental” courses, Holly and I faced two other impediments to student 
success: first (as mentioned above), students in sub–100-level classes 
at UCC do not earn the college credits they need in order to receive 
an AA or AS degree and/or transfer to a four-year school. At least one 
study (Dryer 2007, 45) has shown that student performance in a class 
is largely determined by the attachment of graduation credit (or lack 
thereof). Second, the multiple-choice placement exam at UCC has been 
the sole assessor of students’ needs. When Holly and I began working 
on the grant, several UCC faculty members were developing COMPASS 
prep courses, similar to ACT/SAT study classes, with the goal of helping 
students achieve higher test scores. Of course, these “prep” courses only 
increased the expenditure of valuable resources on an already costly and 
questionable instrument. Holly and I could not begin our work on the 
grant by challenging the institutionally embedded COMPASS outright, 
but we could begin with a small measure of directed self-placement by 
offering students in English 098, the highest developmental writing 
course at UCC, an optional mainstreaming alternative that would ful-
fill the Title III (US Department of Education 2012) grant’s initiative 
to “improve student progression to college-level courses.” Although it’s 
only one course below English 101, institutional data show that English 
098 generally has a 30 percent fail rate at UCC. One mainstream-
ing model we considered, immensely popular among community col-
leges today, is the accelerated learning program, ALP (2012), led by 
Peter Adams and fellow faculty members at the Community College of 
Baltimore County (CCBC). There, ALP allows students who receive a 
low score on their placement exam to volunteer to take English 101 and 
CCBC’s highest basic writing course, English 052, in one semester. The 
same instructor teaches both English 101 and 052, and English 052 has 
a cap of only eight students to allow more individualized instruction, 
a sort of real-time experience of addressing difficulty in the context of 
their work in English 101.

Adams and his colleagues at CCBC have proven that this model is 
wildly successful for several reasons. First, students learn academic read-
ing/writing practices while actually practicing academic reading/writing 
in English 101, so what they learn is situated in an immediate context 
(Adams et al. 2009, 60–61). Students are also earning college credit for 
their work in English 101, which helps them to move forward in their 
educational goals and take themselves seriously as college students (60). 
Finally, the small class size and curriculum allow teachers to spotlight 
the material conditions that can interfere with students’ success, such 
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as losing handouts, poor time management, or confusion about how to 
interpret an assignment (62–63). As Adams et al. contend, these chal-
lenges present greater obstacles to students’ reading/writing success in 
English 101 than does their knowledge of writing conventions. Their 
research has disrupted the skills-based writing economy at CCBC, plac-
ing new value on understanding and meeting students’ social and mate-
rial needs in actual college writing courses.

With sensible theory, nationwide results, and seemingly easy import-
ability (as the ALP does not require any new courses), ALP was a 
desirable model for us at UCC. One quality ALP lacks, however, is the 
complicated “thirdspace” component that underpins another model 
for mainstreaming: the Writing Studio alternative (cf. Grego and 
Thompson 1996, 2008; Tassoni and Lewiecki-Wilson 2005). While the 
Studio model also allows students who test into precollege courses to 
take English 101 and a small “support” class (also typically with a cap 
of eight students), the Studio course is not institutionally recognized 
as a “basic” or “developmental” course, and it is not hard linked to 
any particular English 101 class. The eight students in Rhonda Grego 
and Nancy Thompson’s Studio course are typically enrolled in differ-
ent sections of English 101, and their Studio teacher is usually not the 
English 101 teacher. This thirdspace configuration gives the Studio 
instructor an important opportunity to help students recognize and 
navigate the inevitable conflicts they experience as writers, which can 
be particularly important for students who feel that what they are 
learning about academic reading/writing (and/or their English 101 
instructor) clashes with perceptions of their experiences or them-
selves. Because many of our students at UCC report experiencing this 
dissonance in English 101, offering a space separate from their English 
101 classrooms seemed key to helping them voice and traverse these 
conflicts effectively.

The Studio course would also allow us to corrupt disturbing historical 
trends in the institutionalization of “developmental” reading/writing at 
UCC. According to Adams et al. (2009), CCBC’s English 052 curriculum 
in the ALP model does resist skills-based instruction, but at UCC, nearly 
all of our institutional forces position English 098 as a writing-skills class. 
Although developing a brand-new course at UCC would mean extra 
work, starting from scratch seemed to be the most effective way to dis-
rupt the dominant writing economies funding the inequities within our 
developmental sequence.
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( r E ) W r i t i n g  “ n E E d s ”  at  u c c

Because we knew providing college-level credits would be one key to the 
success of our pilot, Holly and I began the design of our Studio as a 100-
level, transfer-credit-bearing course. English 100 was an available college-
level course number at UCC, so our dean began the process of claim-
ing English 100 in the catalog. Our next steps were to determine how 
many credits English 100 would carry and to secure its small class size. 
I had two fears about making English 100 the one-credit Studio course 
typical in other schools. The first was in the long term sustainability of a 
single-credit class; one-credit classes can be all too easy to eliminate dur-
ing times of budget crises and cutbacks (Malcolm 2011, 167–68). The 
second concern was about time, particularly in the already condensed, 
10-week quarter system common in the Pacific Northwest. Most quarter-
system classes carry five credits in place of the three-credit courses at 
schools on semesters. An additional complication was that any course 
carrying fewer than five credits is virtually unteachable for part-time fac-
ulty who don’t want to take a pay cut because our contract prohibits us 
from teaching more than 10 credits in a given quarter. With only six out 
of our 18 English instructors employed full time, we couldn’t design a 
course that less than a third of the faculty could teach. Holly and I pro-
posed a five-credit class with a cap of 12 students to our administrators.

Even with research to prove that the small class size would make 
English 100 more profitable (ALP 2012), this issue became the toughest 
to negotiate with our dean and vice president. Until this point, the small-
est class size in UCC’s university transfer division belonged to our “devel-
opmental” writing courses, with 25 students. Our college-level composi-
tion courses have a cap of 28, and overwhelming class sizes have been a 
central issue in an ongoing battle between UCC faculty and administra-
tion. In this climate, our VP was simply unwilling to “set a precedent” 
by creating a new class with a cap lower than any other on the books; 
by his logic, this change would lead to an insurmountable disruption in 
the labor economy at UCC, which has maintained unwieldy class sizes 
for decades in the name of a never-ending budgetary crisis. English 100 
would become a five-credit, college-level course with a class cap of 25. 
This outcome was not what Holly and I had hoped for, but it gave us a 
place to start.

Now that we had an institutional framework, we had to figure out 
what a five-credit Studio class with 25 students might look like. Because 
English 100 would carry the same number of college-transfer credits as 
English 101, we needed a curriculum with assignments and grades—
again, unlike most Studio courses. However, this need provided us with 

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


(Re)writing Economies in a Community College   39

an opportunity to develop an entire college-level course dedicated to 
highlighting what Grego and Thompson call the “invisible” aspects of 
composition instruction: establishing trust, attending to interpersonal 
relationships, and negotiating emotional/intellectual resources (Grego 
and Thompson 1996, 71–74). As Grego and Thompson argue, these 
invisible components consume just as much, if not more, of composition 
instructors’ time and energy than correcting “errors” on student papers, 
but the structures of our institutions keep these aspects of our work hid-
den where they cannot be recognized or compensated (63). Holly and I 
hoped English 100 would help us redirect the writing economies at UCC 
to spotlight and respond to these historically concealed needs in our stu-
dents. In doing so, we also hoped to shift an institutional understanding 
of writing instructors’ labor from one of inculcating skills toward one 
that attends to the complex social and material aspects of reading/writ-
ing in academic settings.

The first 25 students who volunteered for English 100 were enrolled 
in the class for the first time in the winter 2012 quarter. In order to help 
these students articulate, reflect on, and successfully complete their 
work in English 101, Holly and I designed one-page weekly reflective 
essays, asking students to respond to prompts such as “What are you 
learning this week?” “What are you having difficulty with? How are you 
attempting to work through these difficulties, and where are you getting 
stuck?” and “What have been some of your successes so far in English 
101 and/or English 100, and why do you think you have been success-
ful?” We also used the reflective essays as an opportunity for students to 
investigate questions that arose throughout the quarter, such as “How 
do I use a quote?” “What makes a good thesis?” and “How do I stop writ-
ing so many run-on sentences?” To answer their questions, students con-
sulted materials from their English 101 or 100 instructors and/or they 
searched online for reasonable answers, wrote about what they learned, 
and shared it with the entire class the next day. The latter helped us call 
attention to—and, as a class, negotiate—the inevitable conflicts between 
competing sources of information. The reflective essays were not graded 
based on “correctness” but on depth and thoroughness in response to 
the questions or prompts. Most importantly, they helped English 100 
instructors to address students’ invisible needs each week—which had 
more to do with time management, interpreting an essay assignment, or 
approaching their English 101 teacher than with understanding subject-
verb agreement.

Although the reflective essays provided us with an opportunity to make 
attending to the social/material conditions of writing a college-level 
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enterprise, our class size still set English 100 apart from the Studio with 
its cap of eight. To narrow this gap, Holly and I decided to make small-
group work the second hallmark of English 100’s curriculum. Usually, 
for two to three of our five hours a week, students worked in small 
groups in order to share, receive feedback, and collaborate on their 
work in English 101. To keep this time productive, another component 
of the English 100 course grade was devoted to group work. To achieve 
full points, students had to provide their group members with a read-
able copy of something they were working on in English 101 and a cover 
letter offering a detailed explanation of what they were sharing, what 
the purpose/goal of the assignment was, how it was being graded, and 
what, specifically, they wanted their group members to offer feedback 
on. Because the students were in mostly different sections of English 
101 (and therefore unfamiliar with their group members’ assignments), 
the cover letter was necessary for productive feedback. However, it also 
gave students a chance to engage with an assignment and its purpose 
beyond an English 101 teacher’s in-class lectures/instructions and to 
reflect upon what each of them needed for success, given their current 
conditions as they worked on that assignment.

At the beginning of the quarter, students’ cover letters usually 
requested “grammar help” (echoing their institutionally designated 
needs), but after practice and feedback from their group members, stu-
dents began to articulate their writing needs in terms that constructed 
their work more productively. For example, the student who asked for 
“grammar help” on a one-page draft that had only two days to become 
a five-page essay quickly learned that “grammar help” did not assist him 
in completing the essay on time. For his next session of group work, 
the student asked for feedback on specific examples, details, and argu-
ments he could add into his essay to meet the required page length. 
Consequentially, this student disrupted the dominant writing economies 
at UCC in two ways: (1) by resisting the idea that his primary literate 
needs were based solely on identifying grammar deficiencies, and (2) by 
deriving this shift from his own reading/writing experiences rather than 
explicit directions from an instructor or administrator.

Understanding the best questions to ask for feedback on their own 
writing also helped students offer productive guidance on their group 
members’ work, another component of the English 100 course grade. 
When grading each other’s feedback, English 100 students assessed how 
effectively their group members answered their own and their group 
members’ questions and stated needs in the cover letter. Holly and I were 
nervous about not being able to participate actively in all of the small 
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groups (as Studio teachers typically do), but we found that once we cre-
ated a graded structure for effective group work, students did not need a 
teacher involved—we could usually stand back and listen from a distance 
as students discussed their work, then jump in when a group was lagging 
or the students had a question they were unable to answer themselves.

Although our first two quarters of the English 101+100 pilot were suc-
cessful, with a 91 percent student pass rate in English 101 (compared 
to 70 percent in English 098), Holly and I feared the course would not 
be sustainable, for even with our curricular compromises to meet class-
size demands, collaborating with 25 different students five days a week 
still became exhausting for all of us. When Holly and I expressed these 
concerns to our dean, to our astonishment he responded that we would 
have to lower English 100s cap—as he put it, “We don’t want you to burn 
out from teaching this important class.” Starting in its third quarter, the 
course cap in English 100 was lowered to 20 students. Twenty may still 
seem like a large size for a Studio-inspired course, but it is the smallest 
cap currently in existence within the university-transfer division at UCC, 
and two non-tenure-track faculty members were given the resources 
to create it. With 20 percent fewer students, we noticed a significant 
improvement in our energy when teaching English 100 during the fol-
lowing quarters.

Attending to both students’ and instructors’ social and material needs 
at UCC has paid off: after four quarters, 93 percent of the UCC students 
who enrolled in English 101+100 passed English 101, and more than 
half of those with a 3.0 (B) or higher. English 100 is now offered every 
quarter (with additional sections budgeted for the 2013–2014 year) and 
is taught by a variety of UCC instructors. The course has created ripples 
on the entire campus; excited advisors, students, and instructors of the 
pre-English 098 classes (including teachers in the ESL and IEL tracks) 
have reached out to Holly and me to learn more about this new oppor-
tunity for students to begin their college coursework more quickly. The 
students themselves also report being grateful—98 percent of them have 
reported feeling confident at the end of the quarter about their decision 
to take English 101+100 instead of English 098.

Although English 101+100 borrows extensively from ALP and Studio 
mainstreaming models, instituting English 100 with five college-level 
credits and a class size more comfortable for an anxious administration 
has allowed for a widespread corruption of the cash-cow and skills-based 
writing economies maintained by English 098 and other developmental 
reading/writing courses at UCC. I have never heard of a class like our 
English 100 at any other school—probably because it was created under 
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very specific institutional circumstances that required acceleration, pro-
vided funding for research (giving Holly and me ample time to review 
different models of mainstreaming), and required design by part-time 
instructors compelled to resist institutional labels (such as developmen-
tal) to which we felt no allegiance. The future of the English 101+100 
pilot is uncertain, of course, but new language and concepts have now 
been woven into the institution—in some cases replacing developmental 
skills with foundational practices; universal with context based; and COMPASS 
placement with student agency. This experience highlights that even (or 
perhaps especially) in the most despairing situations, the most insidious 
economic structures of our institutions can become conduits for their 
own change.
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For-profit educational institutions have captured a large proportion of 
the undergraduate population in the United States, as much as 12 per-
cent by some counts (Tierney 2011, 29), enrolling large numbers of 
diverse learners that include first-generation college students, students 
of color, and students with low incomes (Bennett, Lucchesi, and Vedder 
2010). Proponents of for-profit institutions routinely attribute this rapid 
growth to an educational model rooted in the twin premises of standard-
ization and outcomes assessment. For-profits routinely develop stan-
dardized curricula designed by a few “experts,” deliver these curricula 
at scale using almost exclusively part-time teachers and tutors, and mea-
sure the outcomes of students’ exposure to these curricula through vari-
ous standardized measurements (Breneman, Pusser, and Turner 2006; 
Tierney 2011). Further, many for-profits cite standardization and assess-
ment as the basis for claims that the undergraduate education they offer 
is not only different from but better than that offered by traditional not-
for-profits. For instance, Andrew Rosen (2011), current chairman and 
CEO of Kaplan University, argues that “private-sector colleges may be 
better equipped to enhance learning outcomes” (138–39) than are tra-
ditional not-for-profit educational institutions simply because for-profits 
are prepared to offer “more standardization and more accountability” 
(133). At the same time, for-profits are offering increasing numbers 
of writing courses that seem to be shaping what not-for-profit writing 
teachers do: as Luana Uluave (2005, 121–22) points out, for-profits are 
“influenc[ing] the ways writing is conceived of as an academic subject 
for increasingly significant numbers of students, faculty in and out of the 
discipline of composition studies, and administrators.”
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The rapid growth and increasing influence of for-profit institutions 
may make those of us teaching writing within traditional not-for-profit 
contexts feel a bit nervous. We certainly do teach writing in ways that 
serve a diverse student body, especially through our work with “basic 
writing” programs, ESL programs, writing centers, and the like. We also 
certainly do try to provide holistic and meaningful assessments of stu-
dent writing, both in terms of product and process. But we might not 
always be documenting or publicizing the value of these activities in the 
same seemingly straightforward ways that for-profits are.

At the same time, we might also feel increasing pressures to revise our 
pedagogies to reflect for-profit values more fully. For instance, rather 
than tailoring writing instruction to the needs of diverse students or 
to the exigencies of linguistic and cultural difference within the class-
room, we might feel strong pressures to standardize what we do while 
assuming concerns with diversity can be “outsourced” entirely to some 
external entity (e.g., a fix-it-shop-style writing center). Or perhaps, 
rather than providing significant and detailed feedback to individual 
students on their writing in the context of small classes, we might feel 
strong pressures to offer writing courses at scale—perhaps even as part 
of MOOC-based partnerships with Coursera, edX, or other for-profit 
companies—in ways ensuring that feedback and grading are left entirely 
to paraprofessionals or to students themselves. And we might also feel 
increasing pressures to conduct our classes in keeping with the tenets of 
“customer satisfaction” rather than critical literacy or engagement, espe-
cially as so many of us are increasingly employed as contingent faculty 
perceived to be wholly interchangeable with other (purportedly) semi-
skilled teaching laborers.

Important to note, however, is that while for-profits may be growing 
rapidly, and while they may be offering increasing numbers of writing 
courses that challenge what we do as not-for-profit writing teachers, their 
claims regarding the superiority of for-profit educational offerings are 
increasingly being questioned. For instance, recent work by educational 
researchers David Deming, Claudia Goldin, and Lawrence Katz (2012), 
cited by the US Government Accountability Office during a recent inves-
tigation of for-profit educational efficacy, finds that the for-profit sector 
as a whole is failing to retain, graduate, satisfy, or employ its students at 
the same rate as not-for-profit institutions, even when student prepara-
tion levels and demographic factors are accounted for directly (Deming, 
Goldin, and Katz 2012). Specifically, this research demonstrates that 
for-profits graduate anywhere between 12 percent and 19 percent fewer 
BA students than do not-for-profits overall (158–59) while graduating 
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5 percent fewer students than not-for-profits enrolling identical student 
demographics (e.g., colleges serving large numbers of first-generation 
students) (159); that students in for-profit institutions are less satis-
fied with their educational experiences than not-for-profit students are 
(159); and that students from for-profits have lower rates of both post-
graduation employment and loan repayment than do their peers from 
not-for-profit institutions, accounting for as much as 47 percent of all 
undergraduate loan defaults in the United States (153).

Given these troubling statistics, and given Pegeen Reichert-Powell’s 
(2009, 669) recent assertion that we in not-for-profit composition are 
especially well positioned to consider issues such as retention, gradu-
ation, satisfaction, and employment in light of the “unique context of 
the writing classroom as an interface between students’ past and future 
educational experiences,” I want to offer a hopeful assessment here of 
the ways in which we in not-for-profit writing instruction can respond to 
the pressures being placed on us by for-profit institutions. Specifically, 
I argue that we in not-for-profit composition perform a good deal of 
important work foundational to effective and far-reaching undergradu-
ate education in ways worth explicitly identifying and publicizing in the 
face of for-profit pressures.

t H E  P r o m i s E  o f  dW E l l i n g  Wo r k  i n  n ot-

f o r - P r o f i t  c o m P o s i t i o n

To make my case, I turn first to Nedra Reynolds’s (2004) notion of 
“dwelling” to theorize the pedagogical work—what I term here dwell-
ing work—we commonly perform within not-for-profit writing courses. 
Reynolds defines “dwelling” as the process whereby diverse individu-
als (i.e., individuals whose bodies are marked by differences such as 
race, gender, sexuality, class, and so on) make choices about where, 
how, and how long to remain in and engage with particular material 
and discursive spaces (143). Reynolds further argues that, during the 
course of actively dwelling within particular spaces, diversely embodied 
individuals create “thirdspaces” from which to explicitly question hege-
monic power structures (141). In an important sense, then, Reynolds 
insists dwelling requires creating and recreating social spaces in ways 
that seek justice for all those living, working, and learning within them. 
Furthermore, she implies strongly that dwelling is fundamental to edu-
cational effectiveness: if individuals’ learning is to prove worthwhile, 
they must both dwell within educational spaces and seek to effect critical 
thirdspace-oriented change within and across these spaces.
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The importance of Reynolds’s conception of dwelling is further 
underscored by recent scholarship regarding the issue of transfer of 
writing and literacy skills and abilities from one setting to another. 
Admittedly, a good deal of recent scholarship concludes that transfer 
may not be occurring as often as we might hope: as David Slomp (2012, 
83) suggests, many well-known composition scholars interested in trans-
fer (e.g., Beaufort 2007; Smit 2004) conclude that “little evidence exists 
to support the idea that students are able to transfer knowledge about 
writing across diverse contexts.” Recent work by Doug Brent (2012, 
562), however, suggests that this contemporary transfer research may 
not yet have asked the right kinds of questions. He contends that much 
transfer research to this point has tended to provide its focal learners 
with “a surprisingly short time in which to learn relatively complex con-
cepts” and then has quickly “expected [learners] to reproduce them 
in a situation and according to standards that are often extremely nar-
row and prescriptive.” He finds that, as a result, this work has tended to 
conceptualize writing activities and skills as “modular entities that can 
simply be picked up from one situation and dropped down in another” 
(562) rather than as complex activities that can manifest across situ-
ations in a variety of ways. Or, to put things more simply, Brent finds 
that much contemporary work may not be finding evidence of trans-
fer because it is not yet looking for the concept in the proper places or 
using the proper methodologies.

Brent (2012, 562) concludes that we need a view of transfer that 
can account for the ways in which “learners re-create new skills in new 
contexts by building on foundations laid down in earlier contexts.” He 
therefore advocates that researchers investigate carefully how those inter-
ested in teaching writing and literacy attempt to foster particular mind-
sets within particular spaces—what he refers to as “transfer dispositions 
or ‘habits of mind’” (563) that encourage students to think long term 
about themselves, their futures, and the work they need to do in order 
to be successful. He further advocates that researchers study “long-term 
immersion” within particular learning spaces as well as the creation 
of “microcultures that nurture particular learning dispositions” (563). 
Finally, he recommends that we conduct more research into the ways in 
which not-for-profit writing teachers effectively teach for transfer within 
specific spaces, particularly through the “explicit teaching of rhetorical 
principles” within a larger “complex rhetorical environment in which 
[students] must rapidly adapt to competing rhetorical exigencies” (590).

Brent’s ideas about “dispositions,” “long-term immersion,” and “micro-
cultures,” as well as his insistence that teachers engage in “explicit 
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teaching” of various sorts, relate directly to Reynolds’s (2004) notion of 
dwelling. Brent insists, in effect, that transfer occurs when diverse learn-
ers are invited to dwell: that is, when they are invited to spend significant 
time within significant spaces while engaged in significant and challeng-
ing work (often without a clearly measurable endpoint in sight). He 
insists further that it is our responsibility as professional writing teachers 
to promote transfer through precisely such dwelling: to ensure, in other 
words, that diverse learners are simultaneously supported and challenged 
within the spaces where they are engaged in writing and literacy learning.

Brent’s work also begins to suggest reasons why a standardized and 
outcomes-assessed curriculum of the sort routinely championed by for-
profit institutions may be less likely to promote things like retention, 
graduation, satisfaction, and employment than does a more dwelling-
focused one. To return again to Brent’s (2012, 562–63) terminology, 
a curriculum focused primarily on standardization and outcomes is 
premised on the ideas that writing and literacy can and should be mea-
sured in “a short time,” be reproduced quickly “according to standards 
that are . . . narrow and prescriptive,” and operate as “modular entities 
that can simply be picked up from one situation and dropped down in 
another.” A dwelling-focused education, by contrast, is aimed at building 
spaces designed to foster critical “habits of mind” and to promote “long-
term immersion” in learning spaces with less regard for immediate or 
simplistic outcomes. It is these latter habits of mind that seem especially 
likely to help students persist and graduate, to view such persistence as 
worthwhile, and to demonstrate similar persistence in the pursuit of a 
career after college.

On the basis of this work from Reynolds and Brent, I contend that 
dwelling helps us to theorize what not-for-profit writing instruction can 
provide to our students that for-profit instruction does not. Specifically, 
it helps us to demonstrate that we provide a kind of supportive, diverse, 
and thirdspace-oriented critical immersion within dedicated learning 
spaces where students can grapple with complex problems over time 
and that we help to improve retention, graduation, satisfaction, and 
employment metrics in the process. Both of these points will be illus-
trated in the two brief examples that follow.

E x a m P l E  # 1 :  dW E l l i n g  Wo r k  t H r o u g H  s t u d i o  P r o g r a m s

An example of dwelling work we teachers of writing in not-for-profit 
contexts routinely perform can be found in Studio programs of the 
sort imagined by Rhonda Grego and Nancy Thompson in the context 
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of basic writing instruction (Grego and Thompson 2008) but since 
adopted in other contexts as well (e.g., Webb-Sunderhaus 2010). Studio 
programs are premised on the notion that all students, but especially 
those deemed “basic,” “remedial,” “at-risk,” or simply “diverse,” can and 
will succeed within “regular” curricula if provided with additional peda-
gogical and institutional support. Accordingly, Studio programs provide 
one-on-one and small-group support to students as they take nonreme-
dial writing classes. At the same time, studio programs explicitly aim 
to function as critical thirdspaces from which students are required 
to analyze the writing and writing instruction they receive through 
critical attention to unequal power relationships—or what Grego and 
Thompson (2008, 5) define as a “heightened awareness of the institu-
tional power relations that define not only ‘basic writing’ but also ‘stu-
dent writing.’” Studio programs thus require diverse students to com-
plete assignments while simultaneously examining and interrogating 
the power dynamics inherent in those assignments, fostering students’ 
critical meta-awareness of audience, context, and purpose in the pro-
cess. And, in these ways, Studio programs promote two crucially impor-
tant dimensions of dwelling: first, they provide diverse students with a 
supportive environment within the writing classroom that provides a 
level of comfort as these students learn and grow; second, they challenge 
diverse students to move beyond merely feeling comfortable and toward 
effecting substantive change in the world.

A growing body of preliminary research suggests that Studio and 
other similar dwelling-oriented writing-focused programs also help to 
increase retention, graduation, and satisfaction rates among under-
graduates who might otherwise be perceived as “at risk.” For instance, 
Peter Dow Adams, Sarah Gearhart, Robert Miller, and Anne Roberts 
have been tracking the course completion and overall retention rates of 
students involved in the accelerated learning program (ALP), a Studio-
type basic writing program at their home institution, the Community 
College of Baltimore County. They find that ALP “doubles the suc-
cess rate [for course completion], halves the attrition rate [from the 
first-year course], does it in half the time . . . and costs slightly less per 
successful student [than the traditional model]” (Adams et al. 2009, 
64). Along similar lines, Michelle Cleary (2011, 47), writing about a 
study of the Studio writing program at DePaul University in Chicago, 
concludes that her program improved next-term retention by 8 per-
cent and one-year retention rates by 25 percent. Still further, Matthew 
Kilian McCurrie (2009, 44) finds important retention gains for students 
enrolled in a Studio-type summer bridge program at Columbia College 
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in Chicago: its freshman fall-to-spring retention rate improved from 
61 percent in 2004 to 68 percent in 2008 (although he notes this rate 
still lags behind the 84 percent retention rate for regularly admitted 
students). McCurrie concludes that this program improves students’ 
overall satisfaction with the college experience by helping to “draw in 
students who felt alienated or silenced in high school or in their lives 
generally and give them a space to re-position themselves as successful 
students. Students felt successful [in Bridge] . . . when they were able 
to use their own language, select their own texts, and pursue their own 
interests. . . . These students see [programs like Bridge] as a resource to 
help them build fulfilling lives” (44–45). Of course, this fledgling body 
of research does not prove unequivocally that not-for-profit Studio pro-
grams are superior to standardized for-profit writing programs or the 
types of support the for-profits offer. Nor does this work yet touch on 
issues of postgraduation employment directly. But it does begin to dem-
onstrate that Studio instruction positively affects the sorts of retention, 
graduation, and student satisfaction metrics researchers (and pundits) 
typically use to measure institutional success—thereby helping students 
who, in McCurrie’s words, might otherwise feel “alienated or silenced” 
within higher education to dwell long enough to create a space within 
which to “build fulfilling lives.”

It is also worth pointing out that Studio programs do not seem partic-
ularly likely to take root within for-profit institutional contexts. Whereas 
Studio programs are premised on helping students to identify and cri-
tique the particularities of their educational, social, and political con-
texts in decidedly nonstandardizable ways, for-profit institutions’ work 
requires, by definition, that institutions try to standardize their experi-
ences and outcomes. Furthermore, whereas Studio work actively seeks 
to foster a kind of thirdspace political consciousness rooted in critical 
attention to difference, for-profit institutions aim first and foremost 
at providing an apolitical “customer-satisfaction” experience—or what 
for-profit DeVry University characterizes as a “world class customer ser-
vice” experience and a “product buy-in” orientation (Miller, Smith, and 
Nichols 2011, 28). While we should not simply dismiss for-profit efforts 
to retain and graduate diverse populations, we can and should recognize 
that the customer-service orientation upon which these institutions rely, 
as well as the standardization and outcomes-assessment ethos that ulti-
mately undergirds such a customer-service orientation, is not aimed at 
thirdspace interrogation but rather at the sale of educational products.

In these ways, we can begin to see how Studio programs help us to 
perform a fundamentally important type of dwelling work on behalf of 
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our not-for-profit students that is not only different from but potentially 
better than that offered by for-profit institutions. Indeed, through pro-
grams like the Studio, we simultaneously help students to succeed in 
the short term while preparing them to understand how this success is 
intimately related to a critical mindset necessary for making long-term 
changes in the world.

E x a m P l E  # 2 :  dW E l l i n g  Wo r k  t H r o u g H  c o m m u n i t y 

E n g ag E m E n t  a n d  s E rv i c E - l E a r n i n g  W r i t i n g  P r o g r a m s

A second important example of dwelling work routinely conducted 
within the not-for-profit composition classroom can be found in com-
munity engagement and service-learning writing courses that require 
students to write across a variety of experiences, both within and along-
side local communities. These courses routinely send students out into 
the community, requiring them to write individually and in groups 
(often with community members themselves) about these experiences, 
and, ultimately, to generate literate thirdspaces in which students’ writ-
ing and learning are integrated with those of the individuals and groups 
with whom they work. Tom Deans (2000, 9) characterizes these courses 
as taking “the next logical step of widening the audience for student 
writing to include those beyond the classroom” while simultaneously 
straddling “both disciplinary and wider nonacademic communities.” 
Carmen Kynard and Robert Eddy echo this claim as they characterize 
exemplary courses operating on historically black college and univer-
sity (HBCU) campuses: such courses aim to promote “collaborative- 
community teaching and learning” as well as to cultivate a “political 
stance for pedagogy where shared fate with neighboring communities 
allows for a transgression of the physical-ideological walls of university 
spaces” (Kynard and Eddy 2009, W38). Community engagement and 
service-learning writing courses thereby aim to create thirdspaces in 
which students learn to write at the same time they dwell within and 
alongside diverse communities beyond the academy, a form of what 
Deans (2000, 10) calls “pragmatic civic action.” Or, to put things differ-
ently, community engagement and service-learning writing programs 
actively use dwelling as a means to integrate “town” and “gown” into a 
new town-and-gown thirdspace.

There also exists a small but growing body of research suggesting 
that community engagement and service-learning writing courses help 
to improve student retention, graduation, satisfaction, and employment 
metrics. For instance, in a study of more than eight hundred students 
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across 22 service-learning courses on 11 campuses, Robert Bringle, Julie 
Hatcher, and Richard Muthiah find that these types of courses were mod-
erately related to students’ intentions to reenroll in courses from semes-
ter to semester and year to year (Bringle, Hatcher, and Muthiah 2010, 
43–45). They also find that students’ impressions of their experiences in 
these courses were highly positive, improving the “extent of peer inter-
action, extent of faculty interaction, course satisfaction, perceived learn-
ing, degree of active learning, and personal relevance” (45). Regarding 
service-learning writing courses more specifically, Mary Prentice (2009) 
finds that focal students at Miami-Dade Community College (more than 
95 percent of whom were students of color) achieved statistically sig-
nificant improvements in terms of retention (280) along with increased 
scores on various tests of “college learning skills,” “interpersonal skills,” 
and “postcourse civic responsibility” (279). She also determines that, 
among members of a small focus group she interviewed extensively, 
students perceived clear benefits from these courses in terms of their 
future employability, stressing that these courses “reinforced [students’] 
desire to persevere toward their career goals” (279).

This growing body of research on community engagement and 
service- learning writing courses indicates an important connection 
between the dwelling work of not-for-profit writing instruction and mea-
sures of retention, graduation, satisfaction, and employability. Students 
do appear to leave courses like these with an increased sense of dwell-
ing—of both their place within an increasingly diverse world and of 
their responsibility to improve that place—in ways that seem worth pub-
licizing. Equally worth publicizing is the fact that for-profits seem largely 
uninterested in offering community engagement or service-learning 
writing courses, perhaps because, as Shawna Shapiro (2011, 29) stresses, 
such courses “ask more from the institution” while at the same time 
making “fewer guarantees” regarding easily measurable outcomes. This 
lack of interest is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that, of the 1,289 
for-profit institutions currently recognized by the Carnegie Foundation 
(Carnegie Classification of Institutions 2016, 7), not one—not a single 
one—currently stands among the 361 institutions possessing Carnegie’s 
Community Engagement classification (New England Resource Center 
for Higher Education 2016), a designation reserved for institutions 
demonstrating a significant commitment to community engagement 
and service-learning activity. This striking statistic indicates that the for-
profit higher education sector does not generally wish to pursue the 
kind of dwelling work increasingly pervasive within the not-for-profit 
writing classroom.
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It seems clear that we not-for-profit writing teachers are performing 
important dwelling work in the context of community engagement and 
service-learning programs of the sort that for-profits either will not or 
cannot typically perform. We should both recognize and publicize this 
difference: through community engagement and service-learning writ-
ing courses, we prepare students to function as writers, readers, and 
literate persons who can both thrive and promote change within an 
increasingly diverse world, both in the short term and the long term.

f u t u r E  P o s s i B i l i t i E s  f o r  dW E l l i n g  Wo r k

I began this chapter with a quick overview of the pressures I think 
for-profit writing instruction is placing on those of us who teach writ-
ing within not-for-profit contexts. These pressures, as well as the dual 
emphases on standardization and assessment that undergird them, 
remain very real. Nonetheless, I believe strongly that we not-for-profit 
teachers (and researchers and administrators) of writing are well posi-
tioned to respond to these pressures by identifying and championing 
the kinds of dwelling work we routinely perform—work that helps to dis-
tinguish our educational enterprise as different from, and indeed better 
than, that of our for-profit counterparts. To this end, I think we should 
focus on at least two things as we move forward.

First, we must consider ways to expand our use of dwelling- centered 
pedagogies and practices within the not-for-profit writing classroom. 
This can and should mean, of course, that we continue offering 
Studio-type and community-engagement/service-learning writing 
courses that explicitly aim to foster thirdspace-oriented engagement 
on the part of students. But it might also mean that we continue to 
seek ways to infuse these and other courses with new sorts of explic-
itly dwelling-focused strategies that eschew facile attempts at large-
scale standardization in favor of small-scale engagement with diverse 
students’ needs and interests. Toward these ends, pedagogies rooted 
in translanguaging seem to hold particular promise. Such pedagogies 
are premised on the basic notion that, as Suresh Canagarajah (2006, 
593) contends,

multilingual people always make adjustments to each other as they modify 
their accent or syntax to facilitate communication with those who are not 
proficient in their language. Furthermore, they come with psychological 
and attitudinal resources, such as patience, tolerance, and humility, to 
negotiate the differences of interlocutors.
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Translanguaging pedagogies ultimately require that we not-for-profit 
writing teachers continue to offer our diverse students effective one-on-
one and small-group instruction designed to recognize and cultivate 
their strengths—indeed, to help “facilitate communication” through 
virtues including “patience, tolerance, and humility” in the classroom. 
They also require that we resist “outsourcing” our work with diversity 
or otherwise acquiescing to the idea that effective writing instruction 
can be delivered by semiskilled paraprofessionals. Given these require-
ments, we should try to expand our use of translanguaging pedagogies 
to help us ensure that diverse students can and will dwell effectively, 
both within our classrooms and in the world beyond them.

Second, we must imagine new ways to showcase the fundamental 
importance of our dwelling work to writing instruction and under-
graduate education more generally. One way to do so would be to con-
tinue studying and documenting the work of various kinds of dwelling 
pedagogies and their effects on students. Indeed, by producing more 
research demonstrating the value of dwelling work to retention, gradua-
tion, satisfaction, and (especially) employment, we can further establish 
that dwelling can and does have measurably positive effects in terms of 
students’ lives after and outside of college. Another way to do this would 
be to implement new sorts of research-supported advertising campaigns 
designed to promote dwelling. For instance, during the course of per-
forming preliminary research for this chapter, I did some quick Internet 
searching for the terms Studio, community engagement, and writing instruc-
tion. One of the websites that emerged repeatedly during my searching 
was that of the liberal arts school Hobart and William Smith Colleges 
(HWS) (2013a, 2013b, 2013c). Although I had no prior knowledge of 
HWS or its activities, I was struck by the ways in which it seemed to pro-
mote a dwelling-type focus across its site. This focus is evident within 
the HWS official slogan, “Worlds of Experience; Lives of Consequence,” 
which immediately evokes a dwelling orientation stressing spaces, places, 
and responsibilities (Hobart and William Smith Colleges 2013a). This 
focus is further evident in the specific ways HWS champions its focus on 
community engagement and service learning: it repeatedly mentions 
its status as one of the 115 institutions to earn Carnegie’s Community 
Engagement classification (Hobart and William Smith Colleges 2013b); 
it provides detailed discussion of its involvement with the local Geneva, 
New York, community, including specific efforts to help local K–12 stu-
dents with literacy learning (Hobart and William Smith Colleges 2013a, 
2013b); and it even describes in detail what appears to be a thoughtful 
undergraduate writing and rhetoric major and minor that stresses the 
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primacy of rhetorical analysis, revision, and student choice rather than 
a one-size-fits-all standardized curriculum (Hobart and William Smith 
Colleges 2013a).

I am not suggesting that those of us who teach writing in not-for-
profit institutions should simply copy HWS’s strategies as we imagine 
ways to publicize our dwelling work. But we ought to try understand-
ing the ways in which we might adopt a similar dwelling-oriented focus 
within our own work with groups such as CCCC, WPA, and other pro-
fessional organizations. By actively researching, documenting, and pro-
moting dwelling work as a central benefit of our professional activity, we 
seem more likely to distinguish ourselves from for-profits in favorable 
ways—thereby pushing back more forcefully against the pressures we 
increasingly face within a for-profit world.
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Historically, writing studies (under a variety of names) has generated 
policies and publications that recognize the worth of teachers of all 
ranks, administrators of all kinds, staff members, and independent 
scholars. Likewise, research in writing studies reflects the usefulness and 
importance of projects set in classrooms, writing centers, and other cam-
pus locations as well as diverse workplaces and community sites. A field 
that is currently flourishing, writing studies can measure its prosperity 
in terms of proliferating journals, conferences, departments, programs, 
graduates, and jobs. However, these familiar markers of disciplinary suc-
cess also signal a fundamental paradox: namely, a conflict between the 
principles and practices espoused within the writing studies microecon-
omy on one hand and, on the other, the ideology and related valuation 
of academic labor determined by the macroeconomy of academe. Thus, 
while writing studies educators seek employment, advancement, and 
professional rewards regulated by the academy, their day-to-day activi-
ties and long-term pedagogical and scholarly work more closely align 
with field-specific ideas and values. For writing researchers, this situation 
results in a state of contradiction, especially when researchers occupy 
marginal positions, such as undergraduates and graduate students com-
pleting thesis research; teachers and administrators leading classroom 
and program inquiries; or researchers conducting studies in languages 
other than English. In these situations, writing research may have high 
stakes (e.g., degree requirement, program funding, job retention) and 
high impacts (e.g., on individual researchers’ subsequent work, local 
teaching practices, institutional policies) but only limited credibility, 
such that the individuals who do the work seldom receive the credit 
they deserve.

The Research Exchange Index (REx) offers the writing studies com-
munity a means of negotiating—and ultimately even changing—these 
conditions. As an open-access database of writing research, REx differs 
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from resources such as ERIC and CompPile, which collect mainly bib-
liographic citations for published scholarship. By contrast, REx focuses 
on research activity and collects information about individual projects 
regardless of their publication status. Adopting a census-like model of 
crowd sourcing, REx gathers information periodically and directly from 
individual researchers, who fill out brief online forms for each study 
they have conducted between 2000 and the present. Just as REx editors 
review the contents of each form after it has been submitted, REx itself 
is peer reviewed by the digital academic press that publishes the data-
base. At the time this essay was published, the first edition of REx was in 
process, and plans for updating the database after its initial publication 
were already underway.

As a database, and a form of peer-reviewed scholarship, REx is more 
than a practical resource designed to increase the accessibility of knowl-
edge about writing research. REx is also a collective action planned to 
promote equity and access within the writing studies community while 
challenging the efficacy and fairness of the academic macroeconomy. 
In particular, by privileging the activity of research over one of its prod-
ucts, scholarship, REx confronts the powerful market bias in favor of 
traditional scholars and scholarship. This bias not only marginalizes the 
labor, desires, and value of many writing researchers, it also distorts the 
field of writing studies, skewing our sense of who conducts research and 
how, why, and to what ends it is conducted. Although neither REx nor 
this essay is a site for interrogating the evolution or intentionality of such 
inequities, the former invites active collective participation in redress, 
while this essay explains the rationale for change.

s H i f t i n g  t H E  E c o n o m i c  Ba l a n c E

Part protest, part takeover, part tactic for transforming academic cur-
rency, REx calls on the writing studies community to occupy research. 
For the Occupy Wall Street protesters who camped in Zuccotti Park and 
other public locations throughout the United States, occupation meant 
an actual invasion of physical as well as cultural and psychic space. In 
New York’s Financial District and elsewhere, occupation was also a dem-
onstration of civil disobedience: an action performed both to broad-
cast social critique and to cultivate the solidarity required for collective 
action against injustice and toward systemic, democratizing change. 
Notably, Occupy Wall Street engaged in a distinctly contemporary kind 
of occupying. As in the Arab Spring uprisings, not only did new, mass, 
and social media radically extend the reach of Occupiers’ site-specific 
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protests, but the movement’s messages also clearly connected redress 
with access to technology. According to the NYC General Assembly’s 
(2013) “Principles of Solidarity,” Occupy Wall Street’s “points of unity” 
included transparency, responsibility, and “redefining how labor is val-
ued” as well as “making technologies, knowledge, and culture open to 
all to freely access, create, modify, and distribute.” Similarly, since 2008 
when our pilot for REx went live, we have been calling on colleagues 
to democratize the field. Using everything from postcards and listservs 
to conference presentations, digital academic publications, and the 
database itself, we have been rallying active writing researchers to unite 
behind a resource designed to make their work freely available to any-
one who wishes to access, reference, aggregate, or replicate it.

“Make your research count!” is the call we repeated most frequently 
while we collected data for the first edition of REx, although it would 
have been just as accurate to have advertised “No project is too _______ 
or too _______ to be included.” Both overtures call for active partici-
pation: filling in blanks, that is, filling out short reports about indi-
vidual research projects and, as a result, working against the culture of 
exclusion that has been naturalized in mainstream forms of scholarly 
exchange. In this way, REx is an antidote to the assumptions that shape 
our expectations when we skim the index of a new journal issue or click 
a conference link to read the list of plenary speakers. When we engage 
in these activities, as when we discuss academic exclusions, we usually 
think categorically, grouping those present and absent from differ-
ent professional rosters according not only to names but also job titles 
(e.g., adjunct, assistant director), workloads (e.g., part time, four/four), 
and locations (e.g., regional faith-based college, non-US university). 
REx protests these practices and related habits of mind procedurally 
by changing the terms of inclusion. By inviting everyone who has con-
ducted writing research since 2000 to register their work, REx turns the 
focus from researchers to research. Thus, even while contributors must 
begin the registration process by establishing a personal account, REx is 
more than a Who’s Who of the field. As an index of contemporary writ-
ing research, REx collects and makes accessible information about the 
who, what, where, when, how, and why of writing studies.

The radicalness of REx’s inclusivity should not be underestimated. 
So deeply ingrained are the values of the academic macroeconomy that 
it has been difficult to convey the idea that REx is not only open access 
but also open to all researchers and all kinds of research projects—pub-
lished and unpublished, completed and in process, large and small, 
quantitative and qualitative, and so on. While, on one hand, we receive 
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continuous positive feedback on the idea of a comprehensive writing-
research database, on the other hand, we continually field questions 
that indicate the gestalt shift REx represents. Colleagues repeatedly 
ask us if REx is for only one kind of research (i.e., published or unpub-
lished). More than once colleagues have asked for advice about starting 
something like REx for research in their writing subfields or geographi-
cal locations. We receive messages from colleagues who work with data 
they cannot share publicly (e.g., registrar records) and who therefore 
apologize because they believe that prevents them from reporting 
their research. We also receive enthusiastic participation from prolific 
researchers who register only a single study, usually their most recent or 
best-known work, but do not report their programmatic research (e.g., 
program self-studies). And we receive promises from researchers who 
tell us they would like to participate but only have one pilot study or the-
sis project and believe they need more (e.g., published and/or funded 
research) before they can contribute. As editors, when we respond to 
these comments, we become teachers and activists, and we find our-
selves teaching not only the basic functionality of REx but also the cri-
tique of academic values REx contributors and users perform when they 
report their research and search the database.

As a mode of protest and a tactic for takeover and transformation, 
REx pairs inclusivity with efforts to increase REx contributors’ access to 
academic currency. These efforts are concentrated in the REx editorial 
cycle, which begins with a set acquisitions period (as opposed to roll-
ing acquisitions) and is followed by a two-part editorial process. During 
part one, as we lead editorial reviewers in reading and commenting on 
individual reports, our criteria for review are calibrated to clarity, cor-
rectness, and the usability of reports as searchable text. In part two, we 
submit the database along with supporting text to a digital academic 
press, much as one would send a manuscript to a traditional scholarly 
publisher for peer review. This editorial process eschews the speed and 
communal nature of wiki-style publication, but it offers the writing stud-
ies community something that is, at least at present, arguably more 
valuable: the academic currency contributors gain when their reports 
become both accessible and citable as part of a peer-reviewed scholarly 
publication. Serving as a new kind of literacy brokerage, REx shifts the 
editorial paradigm from one of evaluation geared toward gatekeeping 
to a system of valuation that promotes visibility.

Critiquing the current performance-based economy, our own field 
tends to draw on the work of public intellectuals, philosophers, and 
cultural critics such as Pierre Bourdieu (1986, 1991a) or Bruno Latour 
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(2005), who articulate critiques of not only evolving labor and valua-
tion practices but also of the nitty-gritty of language and writing instruc-
tion. The special issue on economies of writing Bruce Horner (2012) 
edited for JAC is a case in point. Contributors to that volume, all plenary 
speakers at the 2012 Thomas R. Watson Conference at the University of 
Louisville, questioned our reification of particular alphabetic systems 
(Cushman 2012; Lillis 2012), the actual public consequences of engag-
ing language beyond academe (Brandt 2012; Gilyard 2012), and the 
contexts that led to the valuation of certain forms of writing to the exclu-
sion of others (Gunner 2012; Milson-Whyte 2012). As Horner (2012, 
460) writes, such examinations of the “political economies of writing 
remind us not only of the materiality, and the effect of limited material 
working conditions to, academic work (that the academy often denies); 
they also remind us that the material working conditions of particular 
academic settings ‘affords’ the possibility of just such challenges to dom-
inant economies of writing.” The Research Exchange allows us to chal-
lenge the dominant economies by asking that current forms of already 
publicly valued production occupy space alongside writing and research 
practices less visible, recognized, and, therefore, valued.

On one hand, the actual REx site provides users with a genuine way 
to help create an “oppositional culture,” an academic counterculture 
that resists the “competitive, market-based, high-performance habitus 
designed for [academics] by management” (Bousquet 2008, 13). On 
the other hand, the process of designing a scholarly resource that chal-
lenges how work has traditionally been conceptualized and valued has 
shown us how difficult enacting political desires can be. Even while col-
leagues’ responses to REx have been encouraging, our own revisions 
and rearticulations of the project serve as regular reminders of how 
difficult it is, first, to think differently about doing academic work and, 
second, to go ahead and do work differently. Certainly we have been 
continually challenged to question our own position in the normative 
academic culture from which we benefit. Likewise, we have had to ask 
ourselves and each other if it is worth expending our own academic 
capital on REx and, more broadly, if it is realistic to promote and expect 
others to join an oppositional economy based on the networked distri-
bution of both labor and wealth instead of trafficking in individual repu-
tation and capitalistic chains of supply and demand.

We continue to believe the time is right for REx, and creating ways 
for writing researchers to participate in our profession differently is 
one more necessary step toward rethinking the profession itself. To that 
end, REx recognizes a range of materials with which scholars engage; 
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offers visible alternatives to market definitions of writing by including 
a wider representation of studies; makes known the value of writing 
researchers’ work processes to expand corporatized definitions of work; 
highlights research processes that can serve as mentoring models; and 
enacts equity, diversity, and access by challenging global inclinations to 
mechanize language and elide difference. REx answers Theresa Lillis’s 
(2012, 718) call to rethink access by giving the writing studies commu-
nity another way to look at “what scholars are doing, why and under 
what conditions.” Further, the development of REx has led us to think 
deeply about why we need to resist a system that has excluded so many 
of those whose labor ought to count.

ac c E s s  a n d  l a B o r

Since the publication of Research in Written Composition in 1963, writ-
ing scholars have focused a great deal of attention on assessing and 
improving the quality of writing research. However, when we go back 
to this field-shaping text, we notice additional, equally important issues 
of access and labor. The well-known and oft-cited 142-page assessment 
of the state of knowledge about composition offers a comprehensive 
review of writing research published before 1961. Commissioned by the 
National Council of Teachers of English, sponsored by the United States 
Office of Education and the University of Iowa, compiled by an ad hoc, 
10-person committee, and written by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-
Jones, and Lowell Schoer, Research in Written Composition reports:

Today’s research in composition, taken as a whole, may be compared to 
chemical research as it emerged from the period of alchemy: some terms 
are being defined usefully, a number of procedures are being refined, but 
the field as a whole is laced with dreams, prejudices, and makeshift opera-
tions. Not enough investigators are really informing themselves about the 
procedures and results of previous research before embarking on their 
own. Too few of them conduct pilot experiments and validate their mea-
suring instruments before undertaking an investigation. Too many seem 
to be bent more on obtaining an advanced degree or another publication 
than on making a genuine contribution to knowledge, and a fair measure 
of the blame goes to the faculty adviser or journal editor who permits 
or publishes such irresponsible work. And far too few of those who have 
conducted an initial piece of research follow it with further exploration or 
replicate the investigations of others. Composition research, then, is not 
highly developed. If researchers wish to give it strength and depth, they 
must reexamine critically the structure and techniques of their studies. 
(Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer 1963, 5–6)
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This pointed critique helped set the field’s agenda for years to come. It 
informed surges of research activity in the 1960s, again in the 1980s, and 
at the turn of the twenty-first century; it echoes in debates about the place 
and importance of replicable, aggregable, data-driven (RAD) research 
in writing studies; and it resonates through recent calls to combat anti-
education rhetoric with quantitative data (Anson 2008; Haswell 2005).

We recognize the contribution these conversations have made to writ-
ing studies’ currently robust research culture, and we appreciate their 
influence on current writing theories and pedagogies, including our 
own. At the same time, we recognize ongoing conversations about the 
conduct and quality of writing research as artifacts of the circumstances 
in which they emerged. This is not simply the product of reflective 
human dialogue, which we might track with Michael Oakeshott (1962) 
and Kenneth Bruffee (1984) from primeval forests to the vigorous, 
sometimes heated exchanges of the Burkean parlor. Instead, the shap-
ing conversations about writing research present as formal, scholarly, 
and public in a traditional sense. As such, they are marked by research-
ers’ ongoing efforts and obligations to credential their work in terms 
set and continually reset by the dominant academic research economy. 
Accordingly, we can read in the writing research that has accrued a 
metastory about researchers’ responses as well as their responsiveness 
to the system that establishes widely adopted standards for what consti-
tutes knowledge, who can and should produce it, and how and in what 
formats it should be produced.

Perhaps it goes without saying that all of us have a relationship to 
this system, and many, if not most of us—if we have earned advanced 
degrees, if we hold academic or alt-ac (i.e., nontraditional) academic 
jobs, if we strive to be retained or tenured or promoted—profit by it. 
Yet our relationship does not preclude us from scrutinizing and critiqu-
ing this system, nor does it prevent us from working to advocate for 
and attempt to create change. In fact, having benefited from the system 
should obligate us, given our discipline, to see it, not be blinded by it. 
REx represents one platform for cooperatively engaging this challenge, 
providing a database that includes information about not only com-
pleted and published research but also about unpublished projects and 
work in progress. With this inclusion, REx offers writing studies a means 
of changing how research is represented and circulated as well as pub-
lished. In turn, it stands to change the horizon of possibility for how we 
value and evaluate knowledge making in our field.

When the labor of writing research goes un- or underrepresented 
and when projects disseminated exclusively through informal and/or 
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alternative means remain largely invisible, many inquiries and inquiry 
practices that inform the field cannot be valued, and the actual labor 
of writing research is erased. This problem is everywhere in evidence, 
although one must look for it because it is often hidden in plain sight. 
Take Research in Written Composition as an example. Although the report 
and its general conclusions are often cited, its methods are not, nor are 
the studies selected as exemplars. Indeed, only the most conscientious 
readers, readers with superlative memories, and readers quick to open a 
browser window are likely to recall the Buxton, Harris, Kincaid, Smith, 
or Becker studies, which emerged as “the most soundly based” among 
the hundreds Braddock and his colleagues evaluated (Braddock, Lloyd-
Jones, and Schoer 1963, 55). Instead, we read that the Research authors’ 
evaluative methods were rigorous. They started by scanning “some 
[twenty] summaries and bibliographies” in search of studies based “at 
least in part on the direct observation of writing.” The committee also 
sought research that involved “a generous number of students,” clearly 
described data collection procedures, featured appropriate quantita-
tive data analysis, and was “as objective an investigation as possible” (2, 
55–56). The ad hoc committee whittled an initial list of 1,000 titles to 
485 potentially relevant published and unpublished studies, which they 
procured and read before selecting 100 for the close analysis the first 
sections of the report summarize.

Today, were a group of scholars to undertake a similar study, they 
would be able to marshal a greater range of resources, starting with avail-
able bibliographic tools. As of June 2013, CompPile (Rendleman 2013) 
includes 104,865 records focusing on postsecondary writing alone, from 
“journal articles, review-essays, [published] notes and comments, books, 
dissertations, ERIC items, and edited collections.” As a complementary 
resource, ERIC contains not only citations for presecondary writing 
research but also references to materials CompPile does not currently 
include (e.g., conference papers, technical reports). In addition, con-
temporary scholars might turn to DAI, the electronic counterpart to 
the printed volumes of Dissertation Abstracts that Braddock and his col-
leagues consulted, and to the growing number of prepublication papers 
stored in repositories and included in their online catalogs. Given these 
and other related resources, today’s Braddock-style researchers would 
certainly have incredible reach. But they would still be missing some of 
the kinds of research REx reports contain.

In contrast, REx calls for wider public deliberations about what con-
stitutes the production of knowledge about writing by collecting, in one 
space, information about a broader range of work than Braddock and 
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his colleagues were able to consider. Defining writing research as sys-
tematic inquiry into some aspect(s) of writing that involves one or more 
human subjects, REx welcomes a diversity of research subjects and meth-
ods from ethnographic to experimental studies. Designed both to reflect 
and invite reflection on the full breadth of contemporary research activ-
ity, REx also collects information in a way fundamentally different from 
bibliographies and other resources that feature records of scholarship 
or publications of different kinds: REx’s online form invites, directly 
from researchers, brief, census-like information about their projects. 
This tactic enables principal investigators to report on the rationales for 
and designs of their projects, their plans for execution, and their ear-
liest findings separate from articles they may or may not write, confer-
ence presentations they may or may not deliver, white papers they may 
or may not circulate publicly, and so on. To be sure, REx also collects 
information about extant results, findings, and publications related 
to each study in the database. However, by design, REx places priority 
on indexing research activity in the protean field of writing studies. In 
doing so, REx invites access to information about research motives and 
practices that would otherwise remain largely undocumented, unknown 
and unknowable beyond the comparatively small scope of interpersonal 
exchange or listserv inquiries.

REx also solves another problem: the impulse driving a great deal 
of writing research not readily available is urgency—a persistent class-
room problem, a time-sensitive need to defend course caps in first-year 
composition, a public demand for evidence of student achievement. 
However, the logic of much writing research is longitudinal, and even 
short-term studies are grounded in previous cyclical questions and take 
a long time from start to finish. With Julie Lindquist (2012, 645), then, 
we are “interested in thinking about how we might enable and come 
to value the products of research that is, by most standards of disciplin-
ary knowledge-production, emergent or slow-growing.” We also want to 
value explicitly the often slow processes of research, including work like 
Lindquist’s own, which she describes as methodologically “emergent, 
abductive, unpredictable, time- and equipment-intensive, and entirely 
inefficient” and thus not quick or productive in any conventional sense 
(651). By making this kind of research more visible (through citable 
database listings), REx not only changes the accessibility of such work, it 
also challenges existing citation practices and, at the same time, requires 
database users to think about what constitutes knowledge, its produc-
tion, and its value. Whether the academic macroeconomy chooses to 
recognize the newly exposed forms of common labor REx makes visible, 
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whether and how the availability of such new data promotes new motives 
and measures for assessment, remains to be seen.

E q u i t y

Thanks to the proliferation of both print and online publications, schol-
arly production and communication are more widely available, enabling 
searches across (sub)disciplinary and national boundaries. This devel-
opment should be an advantage for a field like writing studies, which 
draws from multiple perspectives and sites (e.g., linguistics, cognitive 
science, geography, design, IT, rhetoric, sociology, gender studies); how-
ever, many have pointed to the inequities advanced technologies have 
also produced (Gorski 2009; Selfe and Hawisher 2006). Such inequities 
exist not only between first- and third-world universities, but across US 
institutions where colleagues can be handicapped by site-limited search 
engines, budget-limited library resources, and currency-limited travel 
funds; limited knowledge of or participation in professional organiza-
tions; limited mentoring and time to mentor or be mentored. Tracing 
historical contexts that contribute to current publishing practices, 
Cynthia Selfe and Gail Hawisher call for a reconsideration of our often 
exclusionary peer-review processes, noting that increased publication 
and specialization have created “a hierarchy of prestige that has contin-
ued to exert pressure on scholars and departments” (Selfe and Hawisher 
2006, 677). They point to alternative models emerging in open-access 
digital resources such as Kairos, CCC Online, Computers and Composition 
Online, and Across the Disciplines, “convinced that only through such 
exploration and experimentation will we, as a large and complex profes-
sion, develop better, more productive, and more humane ways of deal-
ing with the peer review of scholarship” (693).

As can be seen recently in scientific and historical research, alterna-
tive models are worth pursuing since even peer-reviewed studies can be 
found wanting or fraudulent (Steen 2011). That there needs to be some 
method of reviewing work is not being argued, but at issue is at what 
point and how that review takes place. One of the more questionable 
practices emerged in a recent WPA listserv exchange about predatory 
online journals that feature slick websites and require a hefty publica-
tion fee. Addressing the need to be cautious about such digital-born 
journals, Charles Bazerman (2013) also points out that publication 
limitations have always been in place: “The print world is equally full of 
predatory practices, though not necessarily so visible in upfront costs 
to the authors, only in downstream costs to libraries, restricted access 
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to relevant audiences, pressures on editors to make choices based on 
profit-directed metrics, etc. The predation is also hidden under the 
cover of long-standing institutional practices and the brand-name rec-
ognition of traditional publishers.” Given the pressures Bazerman points 
to and the limits of access, time, and technology for many, how represen-
tative is our current scholarship? As Richard Haswell (2005) and others 
have pointed out, the lack of broadly representative findings in our field 
calls into question the scope of our knowledge, and, we believe, invites 
us to investigate whether current constructions of writing, research, and 
methods are representative of the whole or equally limited.

It may be easier to understand how such publication practices exclude 
a range of important writing research by looking at their effect on inter-
national scholars who have limited access to Anglophone privileges and 
publication traditions but are increasingly being required to publish in 
English-medium journals (Horner, Donahue, and NeCamp 2011; Lillis 
and Curry 2010). Diane Belcher (2009, 221) notes that articles in three 
primary Anglophone journals still demonstrate “less rhetorical diversity 
in their contributions than expected.” That scholarship must resemble 
mainstream expectations makes sense (genres demand certain rhetori-
cal moves), but in this case, the consequences should make us pause to 
think about whose logic such genre arguments employ. Theresa Lillis 
and Mary Jane Curry address these questions in their seven-year study 
of multilingual scholars seeking to publish in English-medium journals 
(Lillis and Curry 2010). Among other findings, their examination of 
scholars’ drafts, editorial feedback, revisions, and editors’ responses to 
those showed how the peer-review process could serve as exclusionary 
gatekeeping, even when performed by those in the profession dedicated 
to international knowledge building. Research questions, methods not 
valued in some Western traditions, or bibliographic citations unfamiliar 
to reviewers could result in a publication’s rejection. Authors were asked 
to reshape research questions, to do more “recognizable” research, to 
include familiar canonical scholars, and exclude those deemed “too 
regional.” Lillis and Curry’s study corroborates Selfe and Hawisher’s 
(2006, 680) claim that “peer review can be a conservative force across 
the disciplines with prominent gatekeepers often participating as review-
ers.” To be fair, Selfe and Hawisher note that finding those qualified to 
review new areas of study can be difficult, and any editor knows that 
when they must choose among the many manuscripts they receive, those 
working differently can and do get marginalized and rejected.

Openness must come from within the writing studies community, 
understood as an international community that embraces fully both 
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the conceptual and practical risks equity demands, for equity brings 
with it both opportunities and requirements. As Sedef Uzuner (2008, 
251) writes in his review of multilingual scholarship, peripheral schol-
ars “enrich the knowledge base of core academic communities in two 
important ways: (1) they write about things that mainstream disciplin-
ary communities do not know of; and (2) through accessing works that 
mainstream academic communities had not heard of, they draw atten-
tion to untapped or unknown resources.” Anticipating that providing 
research equity and inclusion will not for the first time raise fears of 
quality control, Suresh Canagarajah (1996, 469) notes that the inclusion 
he—and Uzuner—call for is

not just another [call] by the materially underprivileged seeking set-
asides, neither is it a plea to overlook excellence to provide greater repre-
sentation for periphery scholars in center publications. Rather [it] is an 
attempt to deconstruct the bases of “excellence” in published scholarship 
and knowledge construction. It is an argument for reconfiguring the 
relationship in academic publication networks so that we can construct 
knowledge—and presumably conduct international relations—in more 
egalitarian and enriching terms.

Canagarajah asks that we consider how language abilities and rhetori-
cal conventions work together to limit participation by peripherals 
(436), a challenge REx addresses. Contributors only provide summaries 
and short responses, making language and the rhetorical conventions 
demanded by academic journals less of a problem. While researchers 
are asked to enter the title of their studies in English, they are welcome 
to enter other details in their home language(s). As a literacy brokerage, 
REx encourages its users to become multilingual literacy brokers them-
selves and to work together to increase cross-border research along with 
cross-border access to research partnerships.

Whether international or local, the information researchers enter 
into REx makes explicit the labor that produces it and creates equity 
among researchers and research traditions. Such affordances speak 
especially to those for whom our national organizations have been 
strong advocates and whose research is often missing from our histo-
ries: writing program administrators, classroom teachers, and student 
researchers. Currently, robust writing studies resulting from PhD, MA, 
and (mentored) undergraduate courses and tutorials are available, at 
best, through college and university library catalogs and/or institutional 
repositories. By including these studies in a visible, searchable data-
base, REx provides a space where the field places traditionally validated 
forms of capital alongside those studies equally valuable in terms of 
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their expended labor and knowledge. As a result, REx provides not only 
agency (in the Burkean sense) for present and future research action/
activism but also a mechanism for creating new histories of writing by 
engaging in the history of writing (research) in a new way.

Serving as a collection point for information about the broadest 
possible range of labor and production, REx makes research, its pro-
cesses, and its range more visible. As a result, our institutions, policies, 
and committees—within which each of us holds power—can choose 
to define and allocate differently our tightly held academic currency. 
Instead of working from a model of scarcity and limited resources, REx 
hopes to demonstrate that there is more than enough to go around and 
that the distribution of capital rests on a willingness to share a different 
orientation toward wealth, need, and community with respect for the 
labor from which we all benefit.

Note
 1. As long-time collaborators, we follow the feminist coauthoring best practice of 

alternating the order of our names from publication to publication.
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Michael Corleone in The Godfather

Since 1970 or so, the United States has experienced one long, drawn-
out economic crisis with occasional short spurts of growth. Incomes of 
middle-class families basically plateaued in the early 1970s and since 1973 
have declined. In fact, incomes as a proportion of GDP have reached 
pre–Great Depression lows while corporate profits have skyrocketed.1 A 
New York Times article by Samantha Lowrie, published on September 11, 
2013, calls our time a new Gilded Age as far as the gap between the haves 
and have-nots is concerned.2 It reports that the top 10 percent of earners 
took home 50 percent of all the income made in the United States. Put 
another way, as Christopher Newfield says, “People don’t seem to realize 
the U.S. has the first generation that has attained less than its parents. 
This correlates with the era of privatization, which has been going on for 
30 years” (DePaul 2010). There have been very few long stretches of eco-
nomic prosperity and security in any of our lifetimes, young or old. As 
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Paul Krugman argued in a New York Times article published on September 
18, 2013, “The evidence suggests that we have become an economy 
whose normal state is one of mild depression, whose brief episodes of 
prosperity occur only thanks to bubbles and unsustainable borrowing.”

This macroeconomic crisis has obviously affected college English, 
starting with the job-market crash in literature around 1970, chronicled 
by Richard Ohmann (1996) and others, and the emergence of other 
specialties including creative writing and rhetoric and composition 
thereafter. In addition to a crisis in the job market in English, there have 
been enormous cuts to state higher education, a decline of state sup-
port of universities from perhaps 50 percent of the university budget to 
5 percent. Newfield (2008, 146) tracks both the state cuts and the ide-
ology that prepared for and accompanied them in his book Unmaking 
the Public University, noting that “rather than putting the development 
of cultural understanding ahead of market logic, LCS [literary and cul-
tural studies] leaders criticized the impact of markets on academic labor 
while continuing to adapt to them.” The leaders of literary and cultural 
studies, he emphasizes, cooperated in downsizing and self-imposed aus-
terity (150). In an interview with Amy DePaul (2010), Newfield argued 
that “‘conservative elites have long targeted higher education because 
of its role in creating a more empowered, democratic, and multicultural 
middle class.’” As DePaul points out, “[Newfield’s] view is that decades 
of slash-and-burn-budgets, culture wars, affirmative action attacks and 
pressure to run universities as a business are part of concerted effort.”

Given these trends, how have college English departments managed 
to survive? Why do college English departments at least manage to get 
by? Why have English departments not—so far at least—gone the way of 
classics departments?

This essay argues that it is in the political economy of English where 
we find some answers to these questions. The way each subfield of 
English makes sense of itself varies. These views are important and are 
certainly worth exploring, but that is not my primary focus, though 
there will be occasional allusions to these views when relevant to the 
larger argument. What the cultural anthropologist would call an emic or 
insider’s view is no doubt crucial, but this essay stays within the bounds of 
the political economy of English—how labor and resources are gener-
ated, circulated, sustained over decades, and become a part of what we 
call the field of English and English departments, which embody that field. 
My claim in this chapter is that in very specific ways, the aggregate labor 
literature, creative writing, and rhetoric faculty contribute to English 
makes us dependent on one another and constructs what we take to be 
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the problems—but also the potentials—of our field.
Within that thesis, my first claim is that English, like any good corpo-

rate entity in a capitalist economy, has responded to this prolonged crisis 
by expanding its product line—the products it offers to students, to the 
university, and to its subdisciplines—and by cutting labor costs, the most 
obvious but by no means the only way being the reduction of tenure-
track faculty positions and the increased use of adjunct and part-time 
labor. Further, I argue that academic capital has formed in English since 
about 1970, when the crisis in literature hit. Academic capital might be 
defined as aggregate labor (value and specifically surplus value) that has 
been extracted from its workers, accumulated over time, and reinvested 
into English. At least three sorts of what might be called academic capital 
circulate in English locally and nationally: (1) leadership capital associ-
ated with literature, (2) artisan capital associated with creative writing, 
and (3) professional capital associated with rhetoric and composition. 
Each of these will be further defined as I take them up. My next claim 
is that these capital formations do the work of these subdisciplines and 
tie one another together through economic networks in English. The 
main device by which this transaction occurs is composition (especially 
TA lines and adjunct labor), which all fragments of “English” “teach” 
and which provides a kind of common currency—a coin of the realm, 
a vehicle for the circulation of value, for English as a whole. Before 
launching this analysis, I ground it in the tradition within which this 
work has been done.

The work of this chapter follows certain precedents. Perhaps the ear-
liest and most influential is Ohmann’s 1976 English in America (repub-
lished in 1996), in which he tries to understand from a Marxist point of 
view the institutions of college English. He notes:

I look at the folkways of teachers, at English departments, at freshman 
composition textbooks, at the Modern Language Association of America, 
at the Advanced Placement system. The point is to understand some of 
the institutions that are most responsible for the transmission of literacy 
and culture. Their forms often reveal more about culture than do public 
pronouncements. (Ohmann 1996, 3–4)

Ohmann’s study remains a model of clear writing and deeply critical 
analysis of our own work that questions our institutional culture and 
tries to place it in a larger political economy.

While probably no one would see his work as dealing with the politi-
cal economy of English, David Bartholomae (2005), by focusing on a 
close reading of student writing, tangentially does often make profes-
sional claims. His essays are often critical not only of the commonplaces 
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of English but also of composition. For example, he argues that compo-
sition but also the university are institutions “designed to produce and 
reward mastery, not to call it into question” (2005, 330). This orienta-
tion leads us “to give awards to papers we do not believe in and to turn 
away from papers we do, papers most often clumsy and awkward but . . . 
ambitious, interesting, a sign of a student for whom something is hap-
pening” (331). We are trapped in our own discourse. Matched with his 
extensive experience not only teaching freshman composition but also 
as an English chair and as a national consultant, Bartholomae sees pat-
terns of practice that feed into a political economic analysis.

Finally, John Trimbur’s (2000) essay “Composition and the Circulation 
of Writing” lays the groundwork for my analysis. Trimbur argues for a 
focus on the circulation of writing that goes beyond attending to the 
individual writer or the individual text in the intimate, bourgeois famil-
ial space of the classroom (a focus he says Elbow and Bartholomae, for 
all of their differences, share) (193–95). Rather, when we look at the 
circulation of writing in the tradition of the Marx of the Grundrisse, we 
see much more than a product, much more than a commodity. When 
we look closely and deeply at a commodity (even writing), we see the 
social relations it embodies. Trimbur says, “The human productive 
activity (the labor power) ‘congealed’ in the commodity form not only 
produces worldly goods but also reproduces the prevailing and contra-
dictory social and economic relations of capitalism, where socialized 
production, with its promise of overcoming material scarcity, is at odds 
with the goal of private profit” (Trimbur 2000, 208). Although Trimbur, 
rightfully, looks at the whole process when attending to the circulation 
of writing, I will focus on only one part of that process—production—
where “profit” ultimately is produced, though, of course, without cir-
culation and consumption there clearly is no production—or profit. 
Although Trimbur moves toward focusing on writing as commodity, my 
chapter attends to curriculum as commodity or, perhaps, as a vast assem-
blage of commodities. If by curriculum we mean the courses we offer, 
the knowledge we produce and circulate, and the end products—edu-
cated students and graduates—we produce, then curriculum is, among 
many other things, a commodity, and English is a political economy 
through which and in which these commodities are made and shared.

So this essay takes up not composition but English as a political econ-
omy because with some exceptions that is where we find composition 
and because we are dramatically influenced by—in fact tied to—the oth-
ers in our departments in terms of how our work and theirs proceeds 
and is valued.3 Most historical accounts since Ohmann (1996) have 
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stayed inside their professional territories.4 Because most of us work 
in English departments, this account returns to English.5 The chapter, 
then, is divided into three parts:

1. A theoretical analysis of English as a political economy

2. A brief analysis of the place of composition in this political economy—
as an oddity and a commodity6

3. English in the year 2026—tendencies in the political economy of 
English over the next decade

i :  t H E o r E t i ca l  a na ly s i s  o f  E n g l i s H 

a s  a  P o l i t i ca l  E c o n o m y

Labor, Capital, and the Crisis of English

Labor, dynamically understood, is the source of all value and of all cul-
ture. Labor, then, must be where any materialist analysis begins. In a 
capitalist mode of production, the regulation of labor occurs both in the 
marketplace and, invisibly, in the production process in the extraction 
of value. Capitalism is necessarily about the extraction of labor: capital-
ists get profit not simply because they are crafty or cagey in the market-
place but by taking a share of workers’ regulated labor in the production 
process and by keeping it for themselves. All workers give up a part of 
their worth to provide this surplus, which fuels expansion. This surplus 
value goes to the capitalist in seemingly natural and invisible ways in the 
production process—in what is agreed to when a worker is hired and 
what the employer can get out of the worker once they are on the job. 
Still, the capitalist is not necessarily appropriating this surplus only to 
live well. A business must expand to compete; to expand profit, this sur-
plus the capitalist gets from the labor of the worker must be reinvested, 
or the capitalist enterprise fails. The tendency in the political economy 
then is for competition to increase, which means profits must increase. 
That inevitably means at some point in the longer run, workers’ wages 
and benefits must go down or, the same thing, the worker must produce 
more for the same wage and in the same span of time. The tendency in 
any enterprise over the longer run, then, is (1) crisis, (2) expansion, and 
(3) deeper crisis. The labor that makes possible an expansion is increas-
ingly exploited, and the distribution of wealth, all else being equal, 
increasingly favors those at the top.

Behind curricular practices in English are labor, labor power, and 
these deepening market crises. We—understandably—concern our-
selves with matters that on first inspection do not seem to be related. 
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For example, we concern ourselves with the numbers of undergraduates 
admitted each fall; with class-size numbers, the number of English majors, 
whether a course “goes” or not, the amount of the coursework a student 
completes in an acceptable fashion, and the amount of work reasonable 
in a course; with time to degree, whether we are graduating students fast 
enough; with admissions to graduate programs (especially to PhD pro-
grams); and with whether our PhDs are finishing quickly enough and 
getting jobs. Yet all of these are markers of regulated labor in English. So 
while the process of deepening crisis and the ever-expanding extraction 
of surplus value is difficult to see on the factory floor, it is nearly impossible 
to see in the rarefied forms it takes in our everyday professional academic 
practice.

We—all of us—students, graduate students, TAs, instructors, faculty, 
even administrators, are workers. We are wage labor. We do a particular 
job over a specified time for set wages and benefits, including grades 
and degrees for undergraduates and graduate tuition for TAs. All of 
these incomes come about because we are in the system in which labor 
power is regulated. We inhabit a system in which the surplus of our 
labor is taken off the top by the university. The university survives on the 
aggregate surplus value it extracts from us. And universities, especially 
state schools, for a variety of reasons find themselves in an economic 
crisis, no less than the wider culture. What is striking given cuts is that 
so-called state universities have responded as well and as imaginatively 
as they have. We are booming despite these deep contradictions. We are 
the only sector of the economy it would seem where we are more and 
more successful by any business criterion and yet, for that success, get 
cuts. So we are—and are not—being held to a business model.

Responding to the Crisis

English perhaps has been even more imaginative in response to this eco-
nomic crisis than the university as a whole. Beginning around 1970 with 
the sudden and unexpected collapse of the market for PhDs in litera-
ture, English responded as any good corporation would—it expanded 
the product line and cut labor costs. Let me take each of these strate-
gies in turn.

Expand the Product Line
First, English expanded the product line, the commodities we sell. For 
example, it is not by chance that basic writing and composition become 
major new areas in English during the 1970s, right after the literature 
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PhD market crashed, or that they were largely staffed by English gradu-
ates with PhDs in literature. James Berlin came over from Victorian 
literature, for example, as did David Bartholomae. Basic writing and 
composition were among the first product lines expanded in English. 
The expansion of creative writing programs traced by the founding of 
the Association of Writing Programs in 1967 (McGurl 2009) is also a 
marker of expanding the product line in English. The recent interest 
in creative nonfiction or literary journalism shows creative writing (and 
composition) still expanding. Theory in both literature and rhetoric and 
composition developed as one way to expand the product line by recon-
structing the categories and subject matter of our work. And the found-
ing of the Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA) in 1977 
has been noted as a significant date for the expansion of rhetoric and 
composition into writing program administration. In rhetoric and com-
position, the expansion of the product through writing program admin-
istration was a move in both new and improved subject matter and tech-
niques: one learned the subject matter of rhetoric and composition and 
then applied it as administrator rather than simply as teacher.

Cutting Labor
Labor in English was cut in a variety of imaginative ways as well. While 
the superstructure of the field of English and institution of English 
departments has remained remarkably stable since 1970, the infrastruc-
ture of English has been quietly and invisibly revolutionized. Despite 
utopian rhetorics, we cannot go back to the supposed Edenic days of the 
1960s when there were all those jobs for fresh PhDs in literature because 
the very capital, the very political economy of English, that opens a 
space for people advocating utopian rhetorics to do their work is based 
on the thing they are critiquing—expansion of the product line and cuts 
in labor. A whole new infrastructure has been erected in the hollowed-
out structure of English, the most obvious element of which is adjunct 
or part-time labor. But while adjunct labor and the abuse of part-time 
instructors is despicable, it is just the tip of the iceberg, the most visible 
symptom of a deeper transformation.

English did the usual things capitalist enterprises in crisis do—(1) 
outsource labor (in the case of the University of Houston Business 
College, writing instruction was sent electronically to Bangalore, India); 
(2) lengthen the working day (especially through technology—how 
many added hours a day do we spend on e-mail alone?); (3) add more 
work to each of our jobs (increased expectations for teaching—via 
the institution in the 1970s and subsequent mandatory use of student 
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evaluations in faculty tenure and promotion decisions, but also in 
increased publication expectations and a myriad of new service obliga-
tions often involving ever-intensifying assessment of students and fac-
ulty); (4) privatize public labor (secretaries once did faculty typing and 
made travel arrangements for professional conferences); (5) intensify 
self-policing of work through annual reports (what at the University of 
Houston is so appropriately called the FARF—Faculty Academic Report 
Form); (6) automatize that policing by using online programs like 
Sedona that assess the value of publication venues (peer reviewed, on 
official lists); and (7) keep salaries basically flat regardless of merit pay.

But more important, English has also transformed how its subdisciplines work 
together to produce and support English. Now what I am suggesting here is 
that we must see English as this political economy in which the fates of 
literature, creative writing, and composition are now inextricably joined. 
I further claim that attempts of writing programs to go independent and 
form departments replicate the same basic structures in the new envi-
ronment though filling these structures with a different set of personnel 
(see Zebroski 2002). I would go yet further: any political or economic 
analysis that remains inside the subdisciplines—that is, that focuses only 
on literature or creative writing or rhetoric and composition—will miss 
the central point, which is the way in which these enterprises form what 
I am calling academic capital in English.

Academic Capital in English—Leadership Capital, 
Artisan Capital, and Professional Capital

Why do literature, creative writing, and rhetoric and composition sub-
disciplines continue to inhabit the same house of English? Obviously 
there are many reasons. The areas of literature, creative writing, and 
rhetoric and composition have stayed in English because of (1) tradi-
tion, (2) ideology, (3) disciplinary practices, and (4) material reasons. 
In the material realm, all parties stay in the political economy of English 
because their separate academic capital is intricately interdependent. In 
short, all parties, whatever the disadvantages, gain more than they lose 
by remaining in this political economy. English departments survive 
because they produce, reinvest in, and expand these three conjoined 
forms of academic capital. English, then, is a system of labor extraction, 
a machine that extracts surplus value, making it into academic capital, 
which it circulates and trades. As I have said, there are at least three 
interrelated forms of academic capital circulating in English locally and 
nationally: (1) leadership capital associated with literature, (2) artisan 
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capital associated with creative writing, and (3) professional capital asso-
ciated with rhetoric and composition.

We often wonder why British literature scholars and often Shakespear-
eans tend to chair English departments when rhetoric and composition 
seems to make such an important contribution. Why, when we have all 
the students, does the literature faculty seem to control English—still? 
Why does the New York Times go to Stanley Fish, a Milton scholar, and not 
a rhetoric and composition faculty person when it wants an academic 
columnist? Why does popular culture including film tend to represent 
the English professor as a literature specialist?

Most research university English departments have a much larger 
number of literature faculty than rhetoric and composition faculty if we 
discount, as often happens, contingent faculty. Rhetoric and composi-
tion faculty (or staff) tend to take up lower-level administrative positions 
within English, while higher-level administrative positions tend to go 
to literature faculty. A different valuation is assigned to English majors 
pursuing literature and creative writing versus the number of actual stu-
dents enrolled in courses.

Obviously, literature can claim to speak for tradition and high culture 
in ways neither creative writing nor rhetoric and composition can eas-
ily claim. But it seems that one of the reasons for going into and surviv-
ing in literature in English as a PhD student is that one receives, if suc-
cessful, leadership capital, this added value by which one receives the 
authority to become a spokesperson for English to the external culture, 
whether spokesperson for what Murray Krieger (1994) calls the ideo-
logical tradition (high culture and elite values) or the counterideologi-
cal (the political critique of such values). We have always known certain 
areas of specialization carry more value, more prestige. But beyond the 
analysis of binaries, there is the issue of aggregate accumulated labor. At 
the local and national levels, leadership capital ties into national discus-
sions of English and academe and culture. The public sphere in English 
belongs to the leadership capital of literature; there is little evidence or 
reason to believe that is going to change soon.

If literature capital is leadership capital, then creative writing capi-
tal is artisan capital. Literature provides an objective tradition for our 
work, and creative writing provides everyone—students and faculty and 
the community—with the subjective, with the claim for uniqueness 
and specialness. Creative writing provides an artisan or crafted prod-
uct that balances the more objective product of literature. If literature 
provides access to the Tradition, creative writing provides access to the 
Self, to that which makes each of us uniquely ourselves. At the local 
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and national level, artisan capital ties into networks of the arts and arts 
funding. Obviously, this is not how our literary and creative writing col-
leagues view their work, but it tends to be how the wider culture—and 
our students—understand it, a fact that directly influences the decisions 
of provosts and deans.

Perhaps the most extensive analysis of creative writing as a national 
academic culture so far published, Mark McGurl’s (2009) The Program 
Era, looks at the ways the increasing popularity of creative writing pro-
grams in university English departments has shaped post–World War II 
American literature. McGurl notes that creative writing programs at the 
graduate level went from a handful in the 1940s, to 52 in 1975, to 150 
in 1984, to 350 in 2004. Nearly all have been housed in English depart-
ments. Citing David W. Fenza, McGurl notes that creative writing pro-
grams are “the largest system of literary patronage for living writers that 
the world has ever seen,” running to at least $200 million annually (24). 
Further, McGurl argues that creative writing curricula produce two val-
ues for the student—first, the opportunity to reflect and write about 
personal experience in an otherwise objective curriculum (12), and sec-
ond, what might be called creative writer ideology but that he names “the 
charisma of authorship”: “An elective element of the undergraduate 
curriculum, creative writing issues an invitation to the student consum-
ers to develop an intensely personal relationship to literary value . . . in 
favor of a more immediate identification with the charisma of author-
ship” (15–16). Such work allows the student to, in McGurl’s words, “take 
a vacation from the usual grind” (16). All of these values, embodied in 
the word craft, are included in my term artisan academic capital.

Finally, rhetoric and composition provides English with professional 
capital—ways to service the English department and the graduate stu-
dents but also service the university through first-year composition, writ-
ing across the curriculum, and writing in the disciplines. But materially, 
rhetoric and composition provides the TA lines English graduate stu-
dents from literature and creative writing inhabit.

Rhetoric and composition also appears to provide a growing propor-
tion of tenure-track jobs for the English department’s PhD graduates. A 
2012 Report on the MLA Job Information List notes that since 2000–2001, 
about 30 percent of the positions advertised have been in rhetoric and 
composition, close to the number of lines advertised in British literature. 
The third largest number of advertisements is for positions in American 
literature, ranging from 20 percent to 28 percent (Modern Language 
Association 2013, 17). However, what the MLA numbers support, but 
also obscure, is that the growth over the last 30 years has been in rhetoric 
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and composition at the expense of literature. Sharon O’Dair (2000, 
47–50) cites three dimensions of the market we must consider—(1) 
the number of positions, (2) the number of PhDs awarded, and (3) the 
kinds of positions, that is, whether literature, creative writing, or rheto-
ric and composition. When O’Dair includes these factors in her analy-
sis, she discovers that the total number of positions has stayed the same 
or has slightly decreased and the number of graduates of doctoral pro-
grams in English has declined, but the number of rhetoric and compo-
sition tenure-line positions has exploded from 21.8 percent in 1982 to 
26.5 percent in 1993 to 29.1 percent in 1996 (50). O’Dair concludes that 
rhetoric and composition has taken over the lines that before 1982 had 
gone to literature. And as we know, the competition for literature lines is 
usually more intense if one measures only by the number of applicants.

Rhetoric and composition provides the coin of the realm in first-
year composition. While it is unlikely that chairs would hire rhetoric 
and composition graduates to teach literature—though many of them 
have master’s degrees in the subfield—it is common to hire a litera-
ture scholar or creative writer to teach first-year composition, at least 
for contingent positions, and at small colleges often for regular tenure 
lines, too. Teaching first-year composition is the foundational job that 
the actions of chairs and hiring committees imply anyone can do for a 
time—especially if there are no jobs in one’s area. This power asymme-
try is further analyzed in the next section.

In sum, from a political economic point of view that includes English 
and extends to the public culture, literature provides the spokesperson 
for the public sphere, creative writing provides a place for “personal 
experience” (McGurl 2009), and rhetoric and composition provides 
those TA lines for all English graduate students and the jobs—first, ten-
ure-track jobs for rhetoric and composition PhD graduates and, second, 
first-year composition work for the folks in literature and creative writ-
ing who do not immediately get jobs in those specialties. It’s not per-
sonal; it’s business.

i i .  f i r s t- y E a r  c o m P o s i t i o n  a s  a n 

o d d i t y  a n d  a  c o m m o d i t y

Let me move to first-year composition, which is central to the circulation 
of value in English. My goal here is to try to defamiliarize something so 
normal, so natural, so automatic for most of us.

The people who teach first-year composition are always already 
provided, and at the Tier 1 research university, they are mostly not 
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rhetoric and composition faculty or graduate students in rhetoric and 
composition. In fact, quite the contrary. But then, faculty in rhetoric 
and composition are often not encouraged to teach first-year composi-
tion either, often being saddled with administrative work. Bartholomae 
(2005, 338) sees the trend, too, and is concerned about “the career 
of the composition specialist who never teaches composition.”7 And 
a surprising number of graduates of rhetoric and composition doc-
toral programs do not want to teach it. One of the epigraphs for this 
chapter is from a newly minted PhD in rhetoric and composition who 
informed me that they did not get that PhD in order to teach first-
year composition. And as Bartholomae notes, it is hardly ever the case 
that English hires graduate students with an eye to their participation 
in the undergraduate curriculum. Rather, first-year composition is 
the term used “to front the widespread support of graduate study in 
English” (337–38).

The biggest problem of first-year composition in English departments 
is that it provides the TA lines that float the literature and creative writ-
ing PhD programs, and no matter how goodwilled these TAs may be, 
they aren’t brought in to teach composition. And sometimes, the gradu-
ate student—or faculty person—acknowledges a distaste for teaching 
composition. While admitting that “we are not listening to what the 
market is saying, and neither are our graduate students. For if we were, 
more of our graduate students would be doing dissertations in rhetoric 
and composition,” O’Dair (2000, 47) nevertheless captures the sense of 
many colleagues in areas other than rhetoric and composition in that 
she would prefer to take the chance on a literature position, and if that 
doesn’t happen, leave academe altogether rather than teach composi-
tion. She says:

But if our graduate students responded to that pressure by doing disserta-
tions in composition—the only logical market response—then it follows 
that we literary and cultural critics would have fewer graduate students 
to work with and to supervise, or even to take our classes. We might find 
ourselves, occasionally, teaching composition. Instead of accepting that 
horrifying situation . . . [we] would rather take the risk of grabbing the 
gold ring of getting a tenure-track position teaching literature. (50)

The horror, the horror—teaching first-year composition!
Anyhow, as another epigraph for this chapter from an established 

faculty member and WPA notes, one does not need a PhD to teach first-
year composition. How does this compare with other disciplines? Who 
teaches the introductory courses? Is it a regular faculty member or a 
teaching fellow?
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Here, then, are some of the ways first-year composition is an oddity 
and a commodity:

1. Most people who teach first-year composition have little academic 
or professional interest in it (see Gadzinski 1997; Jones 1997; O’Dair 
2000).

2. Most people who teach first-year composition are literature or creative 
writing students.

3. Few rhetoric and composition faculty teach first-year composition; if 
they do, it does not happen very often.

4. Reading and discussion of essays plays the central role in most actual 
classes of first-year composition. Texts like Ways of Reading are bestsellers 
for this reason and because the readings are related to what the gradu-
ate-student teacher is studying—literature or creative writing.

5. First-year composition is the only core course that is “small” (about 25 
students) and has one of the smallest class sizes of any course on cam-
pus until one reaches graduate seminars.

6. Adjunct and part-time labor trades mostly in first-year composition. 
First-year composition for our graduates who do not get jobs is what is 
available when everything else has fallen through.

7. Most adjunct and part-time instructors who have the doctoral degree 
are PhDs in literature or creative writing. Hardly any have PhDs in rhet-
oric and composition.

8. The move in the last decade to “argument” in first-year composition 
is partly about “expanding the line.” Textbook publishers need a “new 
and improved” product to sell. WPAs need a new set of simplistic, 
enforceable “deliverables.”

9. What is crucial in the political economy of English is not first-year 
composition as subject matter per se but (1) the TA lines embedded 
in first-year composition that support the PhD programs in literature 
and creative writing, and (2) the flexibility and fluidity of exchange 
that labor facilitates (i.e., anyone in English is believed to be able to 
teach it at any university or college or community college or high 
school at any time. No specific credentials in rhetoric and composi-
tion are needed).

No one seems to want first-year composition—except if there are 
no other courses to teach or no other jobs to be had. It’s not personal; 
it’s business.

i i i :  t E n d E n c i E s  ( E n g l i s H  2 0 2 6 )
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If we follow out the consequences of this analysis, what can we expect? 
Given the tendencies we have seen over the last 40 years in the political 
economy of English, in the next several years several things will happen:

▪• English departments will still exist at large universities.
▪• Rhetoric and composition will still mostly exist in English departments.
▪• Few writing departments will go independent.
▪• Rhetoric and composition PhD programs will mostly be located in 

English. English provides security or “cover” in existing budgets in the 
largest department on campus but also prestige and the site of the 
most secure tenure-track faculty jobs for rhetoric and composition. 
Rhetoric and composition provides enrollments and TA lines through 
freshman composition. Rhetoric and composition also provides for 
the “feeding” and care of all English graduate students and jobs for 
its graduates. Rhetoric and composition job numbers, aggregated into 
the department numbers, float lower numbers in literature and cre-
ative writing PhD programs.

▪• Publication of research will remain the coin of the realm. 
“Excellence” in English departments will increasingly be determined 
by publication. The threat if one does not publish will be, ironically, 
heavier teaching loads; teaching “functions” as punishment despite 
what administrators say.

▪• A focus on publication does not mean teaching will disappear or that it 
will not in some way be valued. But it means that at large state universi-
ties, we are moving to a two-tier faculty system, predicted by Michael 
Murphy (2000), that will value teaching differently. Research faculty will 
teach larger numbers of graduate courses and will largely be assessed by 
publication and national reputation; clinical faculty, which will probably 
increase in numbers, will be constituted out of existing tenure-track 
lines that open with retirements. Clinical faculty will be the site of teach-
ing at the undergraduate level. Clinical faculty will teach heavier loads 
and will be assessed on the quality of their teaching.

▪• English departments will lose support if time to degree (TTD) at both 
the undergraduate and graduate levels is not soon improved. This 
means literature PhDs with a TTD of seven-plus years will especially be 
on the chopping block. With the cut of programs in literature, litera-
ture PhDs may be doing their work in literature within the structure, 
under the guise, of rhetoric and composition PhD programs in the 
next decade.8

▪• Creative writing futures will peak and begin to decline if all other 
things remain equal. To offset a worsening job market in creative writ-
ing, we should expect a countertrend in expansion in new offerings in 
creative writing. If poetry and fiction were the mainstays of the past, 
creative writing programs of the future will also offer creative nonfic-
tion and playwriting courses (Galef 2000, 161).9

▪• Rhetoric and composition futures in writing program administration 
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will peak and begin to decline.
▪• Rhetoric and composition futures in electronic curricula will increase 

exponentially. Online undergraduate curricula from start to degree 
will be the growth area in rhetoric and composition.

• Intense pressure will be applied to cut labor by outsourcing first-year 
composition, especially through dual-credit programs in the high 
schools or via community colleges and University of Phoenix-like 
online courses.

▪• As first-year composition is outsourced, there will be huge struggle—
the mother of all battles—between provosts and English chairs about 
keeping existing TA lines and keeping them in English.

• First-year composition will be evenly split among traditional face-to-
face classes, hybrid classes, and online courses. Soon all first-year com-
position courses will use digital textbooks. The day of university book-
stores is nearly over. In the short run, this means there will be oppor-
tunities to not use textbooks; in the longer run, textbook use will 
be even more closely policed and required. Curriculum in the long 
run will be shaped even more than currently by textbook publishers. 
Textbook company profits are huge; the corporate hold over first-year 
writing will increase, only with severe digital monitoring, which will 
increase the panopticon effect. For digital policing that is on the way, 
see the April 8, 2013, article in the New York Times, “Teacher Knows if 
You Have Done the E-Reading.”

Looking at the political economy of English should help us to see 
that regardless of the tendencies, we have agency, individually and col-
lectively. This chapter does not argue what Christopher Newfield (2008, 
168) calls “market determinism”; rather it begins with Jeffrey Williams’s 
(2013, 6) observation that “the market, after all, is not a natural force 
but a human arrangement, based on social contract, protected and 
encouraged by law as well as regulated by it.” This analysis, I hope, helps 
us to see what is the essential part of the system. In that respect, it helps 
us to pick our battles. As Maxine Hairston (1982) long ago pointed out, 
the first charge of rhetoric is to discover whether the issue in question 
is worth arguing about.10

But an analysis of the political economy of English also begins to 
point to the contradictions, fissures, and unintended consequences that 
can open up new spaces of agency and sites of innovation in curriculum. 
There clearly will be a lot of opportunities for rethinking the teaching 
of writing. Given online and hybrid and MOOC instruction, we will also 
need to revisit the last 40 years of research on the teaching and learn-
ing of writing. For example, we have good evidence that small groups 
in face-to-face instruction when carefully designed and implemented in 
a class seem to improve student writing. But this research has all come 
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from classes with face-to-face instruction. Is this principle still true for 
online instruction? We do not know yet, though recent work suggests the 
old research holds true for online education as well (see Miley 2013). So 
the point of this analysis is not that things are hopeless but rather that 
things are changing and that we and our students must change, too. We 
must remember that rhetoric and composition as a discipline emerged 
from the catastrophic failure in the job market for English PhDs in the 
1970s. The analysis of the political economy of English helps us to imag-
ine a better collective and individual future.

Notes
 1. The research on this matter is voluminous, but see Paul Krugman’s (2007) The 

Conscience of a Liberal. Both in his books and in his regular columns in the New York 
Times, we have a record and a call to action based on such evidence.

 2. See the New York Times article by Floyd Norris, August 10, 2013. According to fig-
ures collected by the US Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis 
and known as National Income and Product Accounts (NIPA), income in 2012 
amounted to 42.6 percent of GDP while corporate profits, after taxes, amounted to 
9.7 percent of GDP, a record. To give some sense of what this signifies, the earlier 
record high, if we go back before the last three years, was 9.1 percent in 1929, just 
before the Great Depression.

 3. This essay focuses on the “typical” large Tier 1 research university despite the fact 
that half of my professional life has been spent either at small liberal arts colleges 
or medium-sized state colleges. This focus should in no way be seen as assuming the 
priority of large state schools; it is simply a convenience. As Jeffrey Williams (2013, 
5) notes, “We take research universities as the standard, but they are not really typi-
cal of most people’s experience.” While I do think that some of what I delineate 
here also fits with smaller schools and departments, there can be no doubt that 
these private and so-called teaching universities have their own histories and values. 
Over thirty years of teaching in my professional life, the only places where teaching 
was truly valued were at two small liberal arts universities whose English faculties 
were miniscule—one was five and the other eight faculty. The work these colleges 
do is extremely important and of high quality.

 4. See Gerald Graff 1987, D. G. Myers 1996, and Mark McGurl 2009. Even Thomas 
Miller (1997) does not fully focus on contemporary English departments and the 
value of the work they do. What is critical is to not simply add parallel accounts or 
make some general claims about X in lit influencing Z in composition but rather 
to analyze how doing X and doing Y creates value in English.

 5. I want to make it clear that by using the term English—or creative writing faculty or 
rhetoric composition faculty—I do not intend to personify social forces as agents. The 
whole point of this essay is to recognize the human-made nature of the market 
and political economy and to argue for transformation. When I, quoting McGurl 
(2009), say something like the “creative writing curriculum creates an experience of 
subjectivity and a ‘charismatic model of creative being,’” this is shorthand. There is 
no monstrous single force out there labeled the creative writing curriculum. Certainly 
there is no such force in any English department. Such an effect comes from many 
individuals joined in a collective enterprise locally, nationally, and globally, and there 
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are fissures and divisions and fragments within any of these communities that are 
themselves crucial to examine. So each time I use such a representation, it is with 
this awareness and is an attempt to make the reading of this chapter a little easier.

 6. For the phrase the commodity as oddity, see the excellent analysis of David Smith and 
Phil Evans in Marx’s “Kapital” for Beginners (Smith and Evans 1982, 31). Ultimately, 
the idea is embedded in Marx’s analysis in the first volume of Capital: A Critique of 
Political Economy I (Marx 1990, 163–77). Further, see Bertoll Ollman (1976) and 
Terry Eagleton (2011).

 7. My home institution is unusual in that all of our rhetoric and composition tenure-
track research faculty teach first-year composition regularly. According to my data, 
our three active faculty members have over the last three academic years taught 
seven sections of FYW during the year and an added five during the summers. This 
averages to about one or two sections of FYW each year per faculty person, though 
the specifics depend on other rotating administrative and graduate commitments.

 8. At the University of Houston, we are already seeing students who have primarily 
literary interests applying for admission to the rhetoric, composition, and pedagogy 
doctoral program, even though it was created only in 2010. The RCP faculty have 
recently taken up the issue of establishing a process and criteria for “internal trans-
fer” from the literature PhD program into the RCP program.

 9. David Galef (2000, 168) says, “Concomitant with comp/rhet’s ascent as a discipline 
is the rise of creative writing programs to the point where most colleges in the 
United States now have at least some form of fiction and poetry workshops.” He 
adds, “As with comp/rhet the trend is economically driven—creative writing is a 
cash cow, a popular offering with low overhead. . . . As one professor with a foot in 
literary criticism and creative writing cynically commented: ‘All you need to start 
is a copy machine and an instructor with a few poetry publications under his belt’” 
(171).

 10. Maxine Hairston (1982), unlike many current rhetoricians, does not argue that 
everything is argument. She, in fact, radically constrains rhetoric by asserting that 
there are plenty of times when argument is “pointless,” a “waste of time.” In A 
Contemporary Rhetoric (3rd ed.), Hairston has an entire chapter (chapter 6) about 
when rhetoric and argument is helpful and when it is not, entitled “Where Rhetoric 
Starts—and Stops.”
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One does not have to look far to recognize the economics inherent in 
the concept of knowledge transfer, a concept that has garnered a great 
deal of attention in composition studies in the last few years because 
of its relevance to writing development, especially the ability to adapt 
writing knowledge and skills across contexts. The term itself is inflected 
with economic associations: the transfer of assets and funds, bank and 
account transfers, and so on. And indeed, traditional approaches to 
knowledge transfer have tended to treat the phenomenon in this more 
obvious economic way: as the carrying over of knowledge and skills from 
one context to another. However, in the last three decades and within 
the fields of cognitive psychology, education, and more recently compo-
sition studies, there has been an effort to understand knowledge trans-
fer in more nuanced ways that account not just for the cognitive but also 
for the sociocultural factors involved in transferability. These contribu-
tions encourage us to consider the more complex economies at work in 
knowledge transfer, a project that has implications not only for the study 
and teaching of writing but also, as I argue in this chapter, for how we 
imagine the possible value of first-year composition courses.

Questions regarding knowledge transfer have become increasingly 
common within composition studies, engaging some of the core issues 
involved in the study and teaching of writing and in the development 
of writing ability. In particular, they get to the heart of fundamental 
debates about the place, purpose, and use/exchange value of first-
year composition (FYC) courses: whether (and what kinds of) knowl-
edge and skills developed in FYC courses are useful to other contexts 
within and beyond the academy; whether there are generalizable writ-
ing skills that traverse contexts or whether writing skills are so situated 
in epistemological, material contexts that they can only be acquired 



88   A n I S  BAWA R S H I

and deployed within those contexts. These questions have animated 
debates between writing in the disciplines and FYC approaches to writ-
ing instruction. David Russell (1995, 1999), for example, has likened 
the teaching of generalized writing skills in FYC to teaching a course in 
general ball handling, under the assumption that such a course can pre-
pare students to play any sport that involves a ball. Russell’s analogy chal-
lenges us as a field to examine our operating assumptions about writing 
development and its transferability across contexts. As Elizabeth Wardle 
(2007, 66) puts it, we “would be irresponsible not to engage issues of 
transfer,” a point that follows from David Smit’s (2004) identification of 
“transferability” as a primary consideration for writing instruction in his 
book The End of Composition Studies.

In particular, Smit (2004) questions composition’s faith in the gener-
alizability of writing skills and knowledge. Although he is certainly not 
the first to raise these questions (see, for example, Petraglia 1995), the 
timing of his book and the provocation implied in its title posed a con-
siderable challenge for the field, as the number of writing-transfer stud-
ies that have appeared since its publication attest, most recently in the 
form of a special issue of Composition Forum devoted to transfer (see also 
Artemeva 2005; Beaufort 2007; Bergmann and Zepernick 2007; Brendt 
2011; Dias and Paré 2000; Driscoll and Wells 2012; Ford 2004; Fraizer 
2010; Jarratt et al. 2009; Nelms and Dively 2007; Nowacek 2011; Reiff 
and Bawarshi 2011; Roozen 2010; Wardle 2007). In brief, Smit (2004) 
argues that there is no such thing as a generic writing ability (beyond 
syntactic fluency), that writing is task-and-domain specific, that genre 
conventions are too complex to be learned through explicit instruc-
tion, and that there is no such thing as an “academic discourse commu-
nity” for which FYC prepares students. Instead, he proposes that writing 
instruction must take place within task-specific contexts and that writ-
ing is most effectively acquired through critical, reflective immersion. 
Although he describes an ideal curriculum that proceeds from a more 
general Introduction to Writing as a Social Practice course, which intro-
duces students to the idea of genre, discourse communities, and the cri-
tique of discourse communities, the main focus of writing instruction in 
his proposed curriculum would take place within disciplinary contexts 
and through apprenticeship.

My aim is not to get into the specifics of Smit’s arguments and rec-
ommendations, important as these are. Rather, I want to focus on the 
assumptions about transferability that underlie his critique of FYC 
courses. Smit’s definition of transfer reflects a long-held understanding 
of the concept: “In what sense can various kinds of knowledge and skill 
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be transferred from one situation to another, or learned in one context 
and applied in another?” (Smit 2004, 119). As Smit goes on to explain, 
“Overwhelmingly, the evidence suggests that learners do not necessar-
ily transfer the kinds of knowledge and skills they have learned previ-
ously to new tasks” (119). In making this observation, Smit echoes many 
studies that have challenged what Perkins and Salomon (1988) have 
called the “bo-peep” theory of transfer—the idea that once initial learn-
ing takes place, transfer takes care of itself. Instead, transfer research, 
since E. L. Thorndike’s (1999) work in the early twentieth century, has 
revealed the extent to which learning is a highly situated activity, and 
that once acquired, specific content will not necessarily transfer to new 
situations (Bransford and Schwartz 1999, 62).

Space does not permit a fuller discussion of transfer research, but a 
couple of distinctions are worth making. First, all learning involves trans-
fer in some sense, although transfer researchers distinguish between 
immediate demonstrations of initial learning and the transfer of learn-
ing across some gap: the learner doing something with what has been 
learned, under a different set of conditions, with a different appearance 
(Perkins and Salomon 2012, 249). Second, transfer is a more complex 
phenomenon than it initially appears to be. As Bransford and Schwartz 
(1999) have argued, evidence of failed transfer is often the result of 
perspectives on transfer that obscure its presence. Prevailing theories 
and methods of measuring transfer, they claim, “represent too blunt 
an instrument for studying the smaller changes in learning that lead” 
to transfer of knowledge (66–67). They describe these prevailing per-
spectives as based in direct application theory: the ability to directly 
apply one’s previous learning to a new setting or problem. This direct- 
application view has pervaded transfer research and reflects, I argue, the 
more traditional economic view of transfer I mentioned earlier. It also 
underwrites Smit’s and others’ critique that FYC courses do not have 
transfer value because skills learned in FYC do not appear to directly 
transfer to new contexts.

Direct-application views of transfer are often based on what Bransford 
and Schwartz (1999) describe as “knowing that” and “knowing how.” 
Knowing that refers to replicative knowledge we carry with us from one 
context to another. Knowing how refers to applicative knowledge we 
can apply to new contexts and tasks. Generally speaking, learners can 
directly apply knowing that and knowing how to new contexts and tasks 
as long as the contexts and tasks are perceptually similar. This is a crucial 
point. As research has demonstrated, while evidence of direct appli-
cation of knowledge and skills can be found across similar contexts 
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(known as near transfer), rarely can we find evidence of direct application 
across dissimilar contexts (known as far transfer)—the very kinds of dis-
similar contexts student writers often encounter after FYC.

Far transfer is much harder to notice using traditional “economic” 
measures. As Perkins and Salomon (1988) explain, far transferability 
“depends on deliberate mindful abstraction of skill and knowledge from 
one context for application in another” (25) and “involves reflective 
thought in abstracting from one context and seeking connections with 
others” (26). Bransford and Schwartz (1999) describe the metacogni-
tive processes (the ability to inventory, monitor, and assess one’s think-
ing and problem solving) involved in far transfer as based in individuals’ 
“Preparation for Future Learning.” A PFL perspective on transfer looks 
for evidence of learning a later task as a “function of ” learners’ previous 
experiences (69, emphasis added)—that is, not a direct application of 
prior experiences but a function of prior experiences. Citing H. S. Broudy 
(1977), they describe “function of” as a form of “knowing with,” a spe-
cial kind of knowing that involves associating, interpreting, adapting, 
and translating prior knowledge to help us perform new tasks in new 
contexts. Knowing with means we think about new tasks in light of what 
we already know or have learned to do, asking questions like these: In 
what ways is this task similar to and/or different from others I have per-
formed in the past? How can I adapt what I already know to help me fig-
ure out this new task? What prior skills, knowledge, and experiences do 
I have that can help me figure out what to do in this less familiar task? 
What problem-solving strategies learned through previous tasks can I 
use to help me figure out a new task? How can I translate writing expe-
riences, genre knowledge, and discursive resources from one context to 
another? Knowing with requires that we maintain a productive relation-
ship with what we already know, including knowing when to let go of 
prior knowledge. Relying too much on what we already know or reject-
ing too much of what we already know can limit how we engage with 
new tasks. In short, a knowing-with perspective on transfer involves tak-
ing the knowledge, skills, or thinking strategies learned in one context 
and translating/transforming that learned knowledge, skill, or thinking 
strategy to accomplish a task in another context.

In terms of writing, the difference between knowing how and knowing 
with can be seen in what students do with their prior writing knowledge. 
For example, students who know how to write a five-paragraph essay (and 
who initially learn it as a universal, fixed formula) may try to reproduce 
that formula when they encounter a more complex writing task in FYC. 
Students who know with a five-paragraph essay (and who initially learn it 
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as a problem-solving tool rather than a formula) may be more inclined 
to abstract and adapt parts of it when they encounter a more complex 
task. We observed this phenomenon in a study of students’ use of prior 
genre knowledge, in which some students persisted in using such genres 
wholesale while others repurposed parts of their prior genre knowledge 
for use in new writing tasks (see Reiff and Bawarshi 2011). We see exam-
ples of knowing with whenever writers translate prior genre knowledge or 
work to extract principles and strategies from prior writing experiences 
for use in new writing situations.

A knowing with approach to transfer shifts our attention away from 
direct application, a traditional economic perspective that measures the 
carry-over of knowledge and skills, and focuses instead on the metacog-
nitive, problem-solving dispositions involved in transfer. And indeed, 
a dispositional view of transfer (see Bereiter 1995) has become more 
prominent in transfer scholarship, with Wardle, Dana Lynn Driscoll and 
Jennifer Wells, Linda Bergman and Janet Zepernick, Rebecca Nowacek, 
and others arguing that we must cultivate students’ dispositions for 
transfer rather than (or in addition to) teaching them directly transfer-
able skills—in other words, teaching students how to know with what they 
are learning in our courses. Such a dispositional approach, however, 
involves more than metacognitive abilities. As transfer scholars have 
begun to demonstrate, dispositions are not only cognitively framed, they 
are also situated within and shaped by sociocultural conditions that chal-
lenge us to consider more complex economies of transfer.

Tuomi-Gröhn and Engeström (2003) as well as others, for example, 
have described the complex educational, socioeconomic, cultural, mate-
rial, and political economies that inform how, why, and when students 
transfer knowledge, including factors such as motivation, task recog-
nition, stakes, engagement, and teacher and peer feedback as well as 
assignment prompting and other affordances that can cue or limit trans-
fer. For example, in one study of FYC and transfer, Wardle (2007) found 
that one reason students did not transfer knowledge and skills from FYC 
is because they rarely reported the need to do so. They were not given 
transfer-inviting tasks. Wardle found that, in addition to the nature of 
the task and its degree of difficulty and authenticity, teacher expecta-
tions and feedback played a role in transfer, along with time constraints, 
students’ investment and engagement in the task, and their sense of 
the stakes involved. All these affordances reveal the interconnected 
elements of an activity system (subjectivity, mediational means, object-
motives, affiliations, and divisions of labor) that affect transferability and 
that call on us to consider wider economies of transfer.
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King Beach (2003) has also identified the sociocultural conditions 
involved in transfer, challenging the stabilities assumed in the very term 
itself. Traditional views of transfer, according to Beach, assume a stable 
set of contexts between which knowledge and skills are transferred, a 
stable understanding of knowledge and skills that remain unchanged 
in the process of transfer, and a stable self that transfers knowledge. In 
Beach’s view, all these components are, in fact, in dynamic play and are 
subject to transformations during transfer (see Wardle’s [2007] memo-
rable example of looking for apples when they have been transformed 
into apple pie). As a result, Beach (2003, 42) proposes the concept of 
“consequential transitions” to describe the shifts involved in transfer 
have consequences for the individuals, the contexts, and, indeed, the 
transferred knowledge itself. As a result, measuring transfer becomes a 
great deal more complex because the elements involved are transform-
ing in the process. Marilyn Sternglass’s (1997) study of student writing 
development, documented in Time to Know Them, provides insight into 
these consequential transitions. For one case-study student, Linda, we 
see how transfer of knowledge among a basic writing course, a psychol-
ogy course, a world civilization course, a women’s studies course, and 
nursing courses was tied up with Linda’s changing relationship to her 
mother, herself, and her place within the university, which allowed her 
to transfer knowledge via a changing understanding of women’s role in 
society. Sternglass’s research calls on us to consider the wider economies 
involved in transfer—how transfer needs to be thought of in terms of 
changing relations to oneself and others, one’s context, and one’s prior 
knowledge and experiences. It also challenges us to take a long-term, 
multidimensional view of transfer in order to account for the subtle but 
consequential transitions that take time to unfold before transfer can 
appear. Such a perspective is not accounted for in traditional, economic 
views of transfer.

More recently, Jarratt et al. (2009) have described the influence of stu-
dents’ pedagogical memories on how they transfer knowledge. As their 
research shows, pedagogical memory informs how students encounter 
FYC courses and make long-term use (or not) of what they learn there. 
In one memorable case, Jarratt et al. describe a student who recalls her 
disappointment about the location of her composition course more 
than anything she learned about writing: “Wow, I’m sorry. I don’t really 
remember a lot about first-year writing. That was my first class ever at 
UCI. It was in a trailer [laughter]. I was like, I’m going to university 
and I’m in a trailer? That’s a little disheartening” (63–64). Here we see 
how material conditions and affects (what Jarratt et al. [2009, 48] call 
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“emotional dispositions”) inform this student’s relation to her writing 
course and its transfer value, an issue Angela Rounsaville (2012) has 
recently taken up in her examination of the complex memory uptakes 
involved in transfer. Dan Fraizer (2010) has likewise described how loca-
tion impacts transfer, exploring how third spaces like studios and writing 
centers can help students make connections across disciplinary courses 
by virtue of their interstitial positioning.

Other studies provide greater insights into the complex economies 
of transfer. Bergmann and Zepernick’s (2007) research reveals how the 
institutional status of FYC (including the status of those hired to teach 
it, its relation to English, etc.) affects how students perceive its long-term 
value. They observe that “the primary obstacle to such transfer is not that 
students are unable to recognize situations outside FYC in which those 
skills can be used, but that students do not look for such situations because 
they believe that skills learned in FYC have no value in any other setting” 
(139). Again, we see how transfer is subject to a larger set of economies 
and ideas of value that affect how learners see and make connections.

Along these lines, Rebecca Nowacek’s (2011) research reveals how 
transferability is a rhetorical act, one that involves not only seeing con-
nections but also selling them within material conditions as well as 
institutional systems of value. In this way, transfer involves brokering 
and is subject to power dynamics. It is not enough for students to trans-
fer knowledge across disciplinary contexts; they must be able to “sell” 
it and it must be validated, which is where power comes into play in 
terms of what knowledge transfer is sanctioned, who is granted author-
ity to see and sell it, the institutional affordances that enable or prevent 
the seeing and selling, and so on. For instance, Nowacek examined an 
interdisciplinary learning community in which a cohort of students was 
enrolled in a team-taught cluster of history, literature, and religious 
studies courses. In some cases, because the connections among courses 
were institutionally made visible (or “seen”) by the very nature of the 
cluster, there was not a need for students to sell these connections to the 
faculty teaching each course, as when one student recognized connec-
tions between and brought historical knowledge about the Reformation 
to bear on his literary analysis of Doctor Faustus (44–45). There was no 
need to sell these connections because the institutional arrangement 
and coordination among the coteaching faculty had already authorized 
them. Even within such an institutional arrangement, however, Nowacek 
identified several instances in which students needed to or were not able 
to sell the connections they had seen. One student, for example, needed 
to sell the connection she was making between the religious studies and 
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literature courses. For a literature paper asking students to compare The 
Merchant of Venice and Paradise Lost, the student chose to compare the 
versions of marriage represented in each text, using Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan (which she had read in her religious studies course) as a 
framework for analyzing marriage. To sell the connection to her litera-
ture professor, the student employed a series of rhetorical strategies and 
attributions that enabled successful transfer, as validated by the profes-
sor’s positive responses (52–53). In some cases, though, students were 
not able to sell connections across powerful institutional and epistemo-
logical boundaries, as in the case of one student who struggled to apply 
ways of knowing from history to an analysis of a literary text. In this case, 
the history course’s collectivizing perspective came into conflict with the 
literature course’s individualizing perspective on the nature of experi-
ence (60–62). As a result, while the student was able to see connections 
between disciplinary ways of knowing, she was not able to sell them in 
ways her literature professor would find persuasive, as indicated by the 
professor’s skeptical reactions to the paper. Institutional and epistemo-
logical contexts, as well as the complex economies, systems of value, and 
power dynamics inherent in them, all play a role in how transferability is 
performed, recognized, and validated.

Nowacek (2011) also demonstrates how genres are powerful exigen-
cies for transfer, which become another affordance within its complex 
economies. Genres are not simply buckets in which students can trans-
fer knowledge across contexts. As epistemological formations, involved 
phenomenologically in how we recognize, encounter, and engage with 
situations, genres play an important role in transferability. For instance, 
Nowacek describes a history assignment that asks students to write a 
medieval diary entry in which they chronicle the material reality of 
someone living in medieval times. However, one student wrote a psy-
chological portrait instead, in part because for us today, a diary’s use-
value is largely measured by its introspective function. In this case, genre 
becomes a significant variable within complex economies of transfer, 
exerting its own epistemological and sociological use-value in ways unac-
counted for by traditional economic views of transfer.

Artemeva and Fox (2010) recently studied the transfer of genre 
awareness into performance in a first-year engineering communications 
course. Students in the study demonstrated genre awareness of technical 
reports, but when asked shortly after as part of a diagnostic exercise to 
write a technical report, the majority defaulted to producing traditional 
high-school English essays instead. What I find interesting, though, is 
that we learn later in the study that the technical reports written for 
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the diagnostic were graded, which raises a question about the role the 
economies of grades played in leading students to default to producing 
English essays rather than risk taking up their still-tentative awareness of 
technical reports. In addition, Natasha Artemeva’s (2005) research on 
engineering students’ transitions from academic to workplace genres 
further illuminates the complex economies involved in transfer. For one 
case-study student, Sami, the ability to challenge workplace genres and 
transfer prior knowledge early in his professional career is tied to his 
sense of cultural capital, which allows him to redefine a kairotic moment 
at work (394). Sami’s cultural capital is an inheritance of sorts, willed to 
him by his father and grandfather, also engineers, and by this sense of 
belonging. As Sami tells Artemeva, “[My dad] passes that information to 
me, so . . . I have the feeling I’ve been there before” (401–2).

So what does all this mean? In her afterword to the recent special 
issue of JAC devoted to “Economies of Writing,” Deborah Brandt (2012) 
explains that economies of language are not stable: “Rather they con-
stantly must absorb and adjust to the dynamic, changing conditions of 
local pressures, and they can be highly susceptible to the influences 
of distant locations, especially politically and economically powerful 
ones” (772). Considering the economies of writing, Bruce Horner (2012) 
explains, means accounting for the political systems of production, cir-
culation, ideology, and engagement that “left unchallenged, set terms 
for debate and exchange that define in advance the value and mean-
ing ascribed to the work of writing and its teaching and study, and all 
those involved in that work” (459). The same can be said about the com-
plex economies of knowledge transfer, which are subject to the dynam-
ics of local and distant pressures as well as to the political conditions 
that define in advance what counts as evidence of transfer. In Horner’s 
(2012, 459) terms, we must reset the “terms for debate and exchange 
that define in advance the value and meaning ascribed” to knowledge 
transfer, especially as these play out in debates about FYC.

Economic views of transfer as direct application tend to measure the 
value of FYC courses in terms of what might be called (or what I am 
loosely calling) their exchange value, the extent to which they provide 
something directly transferable to other contexts. But given how complex 
a phenomenon knowledge transfer is, I would like to propose that, rather 
than measuring FYC courses in terms of their exchange value, we instead 
see them as having a use-value in and of themselves as sites not only of 
knowing that and knowing how, but also of knowing with. That is, I want 
to propose an FYC course whose goal, at least in part, involves teaching 
about transfer—a course in which knowledge and skills such as learning 
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how to develop complex claims, how to write in academic genres, how to 
deploy evidence, how to read critically, and how to conduct research in 
support of inquiry are not the ends but the means or occasions for prac-
ticing and developing metacognition. In such a course, students examine 
the economies of transfer; read research on transfer; reflect on them-
selves as learners and on the predispositions that shape their encoun-
ters; negotiate and repurpose prior knowledge and experiences in rela-
tion to new tasks and contexts; develop problem-solving strategies; hone 
their abilities to see similarities in differences and differences in similari-
ties; learn how to see and sell connections across contexts; practice the 
adaptive skills that can come from engaging in cross-language and cross-
genre performances; engage in what Wardle (2012) has recently called 
“problem- exploring” dispositions, which can incline students toward 
curiosity, reflection, and a willingness to engage in trial and error; and 
so on. In short, I want to propose that the use-value of FYC should be 
defined not by the extent to which students can directly transfer skills and 
knowledge from it to other contexts (knowing how) but by the extent to 
which it prepares students for future learning (knowing with).

Such an FYC course would focus students’ attention on the tran-
sitional spaces, the interstices, the in-betweens where transfer takes 
place. We know from transfer research that near transfer (the transfer 
of knowledge and skills across perceptually similar contexts) is fairly 
unconscious and automatic, as in the case of transferring driving skills 
from a sedan to an SUV. Near transfer involves what Daniel Kahneman 
(2011) has called “thinking fast,” a form of routinized thinking that 
enables us to negotiate daily life without cognitive overload. Within 
activity systems, for instance, most genres enable fast thinking. I have 
taken to calling fast thinking once-upon-a-time thinking because of the way 
it ritualizes our behaviors and quickly tells us what to expect. Far trans-
fer, however, requires “thinking slow,” what Perkins and Salomon (1988, 
25) describe as “deliberate mindful abstraction” of skills and knowledge 
across dissimilar contexts. When a student writes a five-paragraph essay 
in response to an assignment asking for a technical report, that student 
is likely engaging in fast once-upon-a-time thinking when the rhetorical 
situation requires slow thinking—thinking that involves taking stock, fig-
uring out what the student already knows and does not know, abstract-
ing from, adapting, and translating prior genre knowledge. Positioned 
as it is on the edges of the university, a liminal space, FYC can be a pro-
ductive site for students to think critically (and slowly) about the nature 
of transitions, the negotiation between prior and new knowledge, how 
to know with the discursive resources they bring with them as well as 
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their prior knowledge. In my FYC program, for instance, we begin by 
asking students to write on one of three prompts:

• Describe a previous writing experience you had (in or out of school) 
and reflect on what you learned from that experience (not just skills 
but also habits and ways of thinking about writing) that you can draw 
on when writing at the college level. As you imagine what college-
level writing will be like, what can you know with that prior writing 
experience?

• Of the reading and writing skills you bring with you, which ones do 
you think will serve you most and which ones do you think will serve 
you least? And why? In what ways, if any, do you imagine you might 
need to adapt these skills?

• What have you done when you have encountered new ideas, especially 
ideas that challenge your certainties or strongly held beliefs? Describe 
a time when you encountered ideas that challenged you and reflect 
on how you learned with the knowledge you gained from this chal-
lenging encounter. What did you learn with that experience that you 
might want to emulate and/or avoid?

If fast thinking involves once-upon-a-time thinking, then slow think-
ing involves what I have taken to calling, courtesy of a line from Dylan 
Thomas’s poem “Fern Hill,” once-below-a-time thinking. When we encoun-
ter a phrase like once below a time, we are forced to slow down, invited 
to linger and to consider what it means to think about time in this way. 
It also changes our relationship to the familiar once-upon-a-time phrase. 
Inviting students, similarly, to engage in acts of translation, in which 
they recontextualize familiar genres or other discursive resources and 
then reflect on these performances, not only teaches students valu-
able rhetorical skills, it also creates a reflective space for students to 
examine the affordances made possible through different genres, lan-
guages, and forms of expression. At key points of transition, we can ask 
students to think critically about their encounters and performances: 
to consider what a particular task is asking them to do, to think about 
what it reminds them of and how it might be similar to and different 
from other tasks they have done, to monitor the ways they went about 
solving a problem and performing a task, to consider what they want 
to remember from the experience and how they can know with it in the 
future. By asking students to spend time in these in-between spaces, we 
provide them with opportunities to develop their metacognitive skills—
to sharpen their abilities to know with that can then prepare them to 
encounter later transitions more deliberately and productively.

Likewise, by giving students opportunities to write across genres, 
languages, and media, we also can help them develop their abilities to 



98   A n I S  BAWA R S H I

“sell” connections, especially those that are not obvious or are politically 
fraught or are subject to power imbalances. Often, as Nowacek (2011) 
has described, students’ attempts at making far-transfer connections are 
ignored, misunderstood, or rejected. A significant use-value for FYC can 
be its role in teaching students how to see and sell connections to vari-
ous audiences, including audiences that may be predisposed to reject 
the connections. Such an assignment could be especially valuable to 
translingual and transcultural students seeking ways to work and make 
meanings across boundaries.

Too often we think of activities in FYC as having failed because their 
transfer value is not obvious. For example, students and teachers may 
complain that peer review of student writing is useless because the feed-
back is not helpful or because there is little student uptake of the feed-
back. However, another way to approach the use-value of peer review 
is by framing it as an exercise in feedback selection. Its transfer value 
in this case is not measured by its direct application but by the oppor-
tunity it provides students to assess the feedback they get against their 
writing goals. Knowing with how to assess, select from, and make use of 
peer (and instructor, for that matter) feedback can prepare students 
for far transfer whether or not there is evidence of direct application of 
feedback in a student’s revised paper. The point is that we still can and 
should ask students to write papers, practice and demonstrate academic 
writing conventions, work across media, genres, and languages, do peer 
review, and perform other typical FYC tasks. But rather than defining 
FYC’s exchange value by the extent to which such skills and knowledge 
directly transfer to other contexts—an economic view of transfer that if 
“left unchallenged, set[s] terms for debate and exchange that define in 
advance the value and meaning ascribed to the work of writing and its 
teaching and study, and all those involved in that work” (Horner 2012, 
459)—we should define FYC’s use-value by the extent to which it pre-
pares students for future learning by providing them with opportunities 
to inhabit transitional spaces and consider the more complex econo-
mies involved in knowledge transfer in ways that can serve them well, 
well beyond FYC.
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In the first-year composition (FYC) classroom, teachers’ identities play 
an important role in shaping interactions and learning. The implica-
tions are even more significant in classrooms where teachers represent 
social attributes (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, education, nationality, 
and language) often associated with having less power than those sanc-
tioned by the dominant ideology. Over the years, scholars such as Min-
Zhan Lu (1994), Cheryl L. Johnson (1994), Jeanne Gunner (1993), and 
Terry Dean (1989) have examined how students construct their writing 
teachers as “racialized, gendered, and political subjects” (Royster and 
Taylor 1997, 27). Adding another dimension to the discussion of writ-
ing-teacher identity, Jacqueline Jones Royster and Rebecca Greenberg 
Taylor argued for the need to consider how teachers’ subjectivities are 
constructed and negotiated not only by students but by teachers them-
selves (Royster and Taylor 1997). While it is important to understand 
how and to what extent the teacher’s subjectivity is constructed by both 
parties, it is also necessary to consider how larger social forces assign 
value to various identity traits.

The goal of this chapter is to explore, from a Bourdieuian perspec-
tive, how teachers’ symbolic capital is affected by the force of a partic-
ular market and how those values might be negotiated through agen-
tive rhetorical actions. To this end, we present narrative case studies of 
two writing teachers—Kacie and Yuching—who negotiated their sym-
bolic capital as they moved from one linguistic market to another. Our 
exploration is preliminary, based largely on the two teachers’ percep-
tions and self-assessments. Still, we hope to illustrate how market forces 
affect the values of various types of symbolic capital. We also hope to 
show that, although teachers’ ability to negotiate individual traits may 
be limited, it is still possible to negotiate the net worth of their sym-
bolic capital by rhetorically constructing various types of identity traits. 
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Based on the narratives of two teachers, we argue for the importance 
of seeing symbolic capital as a portfolio rather than focusing on a lim-
ited number of traits.

i d E n t i t y  t r a i t s  a s  s y m B o l i c  ca P i ta l

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of symbolic capital provides a useful 
lens for explaining how various social attributes affect a teacher’s stand-
ing in the classroom. Bourdieu defines capital as “accumulated labor . . . 
which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or 
a group of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form 
of reified or living labor” (46). The accumulation and distribution of 
capital can influence how a person is positioned within a certain social 
space. Capital can be manifested in three different “guises,” including 
economic, cultural, and social. Economic capital is “immediately and 
directly convertible into money.” Cultural capital is “convertible, on cer-
tain conditions, into economic capital [that] may be institutionalized 
in the form of educational qualifications.” Social capital, “made up of 
social obligations (‘connections’) . . . is convertible, in certain condi-
tions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized in the form of 
a title of nobility” (47).

Among these three forms of capital, cultural capital is the most com-
plex, as it can appear in three different states: the embodied state, the 
objectified state, and the institutionalized state. Cultural capital in the 
embodied state involves “long-lasting dispositions of the mind and 
body” (Bourdieu 1986, 47). One type of embodied cultural capital is 
linguistic capital, which can be either consciously acquired or passively 
inherited. Linguistic capital represents a means of communication and 
self- presentation, which is acquired and learned from a person’s sur-
rounding culture. The value of one’s linguistic capital is determined 
by the linguistic market, but, as Bourdieu (1991a, 18) explains, “The 
more linguistic capital that speakers possess, the more they are able to 
exploit the system of differences to their advantage and thereby secure a 
profit of distinction” (italics in original). Cultural capital in the objectified 
state consists of “cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, instru-
ments, machines, etc.), which are the trace or realization of theories 
or critiques of these theories, problematics, etc.” (Bourdieu 1986, 47). 
One form of cultural capital in the objectified state is the institutional-
ized state, which is “a form of objectification which must be set apart 
because . . . it confers entirely original properties on the cultural capital 
which it is presumed to guarantee” (47).
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Bourdieu has been critiqued by some scholars, such as Judith Butler 
(1997, 147), who see his work as deterministic, not allowing for indi-
vidual agency or for social change. The view that Bourdieu’s notion of 
capital is overdetermined, however, ignores not only possibilities for 
individual negotiation but also for long-term fluctuations in the values 
that attach to various forms of symbolic capital. As some scholars, such 
as George Steinmetz (2011, 46), have recently argued, Bourdieu’s ideas 
embody historical dimensions, making them far from deterministic. 
Another important factor often overlooked is the shifts in contexts; as 
individuals move from one market to another, the value of their capital 
may also be affected. Equally important is the possibility for agency in 
negotiating the values attached to various social traits. In the context 
of short-term teacher-student relationships, a more pressing question is 
whether and how the relative values of various forms of symbolic capital 
can be negotiated in the immediate context of the classroom.

t Wo  ca s E  s t u d i E s :  k ac i E  a n d  y u c H i n g

The two teachers whose cases we examine in this chapter—Kacie and 
Yuching—are doctoral students specializing in rhetoric, composition, 
and linguistics as well as teaching associates (TAs) with a two-one teach-
ing load in the writing programs housed in the English department at 
Arizona State University (ASU). In the ASU Writing Programs, all first-
year TAs teach English 101 and English 102, a mainstream FYC sequence. 
These courses consist primarily of native English users, although many 
sections include a few L2 writers, mostly resident students (Matsuda, 
Saenkhum, and Accardi 2013). The dominant presence of privileged 
varieties of US English creates a particular kind of market, which largely 
privileges linguistic homogeneity (Matsuda 2006). This market condi-
tion affected the perceived value of Kacie’s and Yuching’s symbolic capi-
tal, requiring them to negotiate their net worth in various ways.

During the second year of teaching, after having taught the two-
semester sequence of mainstream composition courses, Yuching and 
Kacie chose to teach sections of FYC courses designed specifically for 
nonnative English users. The students were mostly international visa stu-
dents from outside the United States. The new teaching situation placed 
these instructors in a different linguistic market, requiring adjustments 
in how they negotiated their linguistic capital as well as other types of 
symbolic capital. Paradoxically, the L2 sections, despite their inherent 
linguistic diversity, tend to embody an even stronger inclination toward 
linguistic homogeneity because students and teachers often see it as a 
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language class as much as a writing class (Racelis and Matsuda 2015). 
In this analysis, we explore how differing linguistic markets affected the 
perceived value of the instructors’ symbolic capital and how they negoti-
ated their net worth.

Negotiating Symbolic Capital in Shifting Markets: Kacie’s Case

I am a native English speaker, born and raised in southeastern Virginia, 
and I speak a variety of southern American English, often referred to 
as a southern accent. I am a 26-year-old female, a fact that seems to make 
some of my students question my authority. However, I am both an 
experienced teacher (having taught high school) and an L2 writing 
specialist. This background gives me confidence in my teaching abili-
ties despite the feeling of self-consciousness my gender and age can 
sometimes bring. However, when I became a TA at ASU, I found that 
my teaching experience and L2 knowledge did not prepare me for the 
work of negotiating my symbolic capital in the composition classroom. 
These were skills I had to learn on my own as I taught.

Kacie’s Linguistic Capital
In the context of the mainstream composition classroom, my linguistic 
capital as a native English speaker was not challenged, as I shared the 
same language with my students, all of whom were native English users. 
Yet, I did make a conscious effort to monitor my speech, something I 
have done since my first year of college, because I was aware of the stig-
mas often associated with a southern dialect. People with a southern 
accent are perceived as “slow” or uneducated, labels college instruc-
tors want to avoid, especially when teaching English. It isn’t that I am 
ashamed of my background; rather, I do not want to have to deal with 
the stigmas associated with speaking a southern dialect. Because my 
authority is already somewhat challenged in the classroom because I am 
young, female, and a graduate student, I do not need my linguistic capi-
tal to be challenged as well.

In the L2 composition classroom, I was surprised by how much my 
linguistic capital seemed to increase in comparison to the mainstream 
composition classroom. The diagnostic writing I assigned my students 
during the first class revealed their reliance on me to help them improve 
their writing and speaking skills in English. One student wrote in a note 
to me on his paper, “Help me, Professor Kiser. I need you,” emphasizing 
how important it was to him that he improve his English writing skills 
in my class. My students assumed that, as a native English speaker, I had 
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the linguistic as well as metalinguistic knowledge required to help them 
improve their writing in English. The sudden increase in my linguistic 
capital in the L2 composition classroom also made me feel uncomfort-
able. I was concerned that my students would feel that their language 
backgrounds were not valuable and that they did not have anything 
to contribute. I learned to handle this discomfort by engaging my stu-
dents and asking questions about their own languages and cultures to 
help them understand that I valued their backgrounds. For instance, 
I occasionally asked my students how to pronounce a word from their 
language that they had used in their writing. When we discussed pop 
culture, I asked them to talk about pop culture in their own countries. 
I find that engaging my students in this way helps them feel more com-
fortable in class, encouraging active engagement.

Kacie’s Cultural Capital
Much like my linguistic capital, my cultural capital was unchallenged 
for the most part in the mainstream composition classroom. Yet, there 
are aspects of my cultural capital that I felt my students pushed against 
occasionally (for instance, the fact that I am a young female TA). In 
these cases I played up the cultural capital I brought to the classroom 
by emphasizing the similarities I shared with my students (beyond our 
language). Despite the decade or so between us, we shared similar 
backgrounds, values, and knowledge of US culture, so I was able to put 
myself in the position of their “ally.” Because I usually had a pretty good 
understanding of what they were interested in, I was able to use this 
knowledge to foster their interest and ask questions to motivate them to 
perform inquiry and analysis in their own research and writing. In addi-
tion, placing myself in the position of “ally” allowed me to build better 
rapport with my students and opened up lines of communication, which 
I believe contributed to their success in the course.

In the L2 composition classroom, I found myself having to do more 
negotiating in regard to my cultural capital than I did in the mainstream 
classroom because I had very little in common with my L2 students. For 
instance, unlike my experience in the mainstream composition class-
room, it was challenging to find commonalities in terms of background, 
as the majority of my students had just arrived in the United States from 
their home countries, and some were just beginning to learn English. I 
knew that the topics we discussed and the prompts I gave in class would 
have to be more culturally sensitive and accessible to L2 students, but I 
had not anticipated the gap between my students and me in terms of cul-
tural knowledge. I had to put more time into thinking about topics that 
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would engage them. I learned to avoid examples that were specific to 
US culture, which seemed unfamiliar to them. I also learned to be more 
open to the cultural values and assumptions my L2 students brought 
with them to the classroom.

I was also afraid my L2 students would be skeptical of my ability to 
relate to them and their experiences as international students. I had not 
had the experience of leaving my home country, traveling abroad to a 
new place, trying to adapt to vastly different cultural values and prac-
tices, and learning a new language all at the same time. I feared that my 
students would not open up to me or trust me to understand them and 
that our cultural differences would inhibit communication between us. 
To address this issue, I sought to negotiate what I perceived to be my 
lack of cultural capital right from the beginning, changing my usual self-
introduction to include the fact that I am an L2 writing specialist with 
significant knowledge and training in working with nonnative speakers. 
This information would not be important in a mainstream composition 
course, but I felt it mattered in the L2 class. I hoped it would show my 
students that, despite not sharing a common background with them, I 
was capable of meeting their needs.

Kacie’s Institutional Capital
In the mainstream composition classroom, I tried to compensate for 
what I lacked in institutional capital because I could tell my young 
appearance was quite surprising to them. On the first day of class, I 
established what institutional capital I did have by giving my students a 
brief self-introduction and explaining my background and experience 
both in my own education and in teaching. This included listing my cre-
dentials (i.e., a master’s in English and my status as a doctoral student 
in rhetoric, composition, and linguistics) and letting them know I had 
experience teaching at the high-school level, the college level, and also 
in the writing center. I felt that, by playing up these parts of my institu-
tional capital, I could assure my students that I was qualified and capable 
of teaching their composition course.

In the L2 composition classroom I also felt the need to compensate 
for what I lacked in institutional capital, but the feeling was not the same. 
While I had no idea what my L2 students’ previous educational experi-
ences had been like, I was certain they were probably used to having 
instructors who were older and more established in their positions, and 
I was concerned they might see me as unqualified and inexperienced. 
To establish my credibility as a competent writing instructor, I described 
my background in education and experience in teaching on the first 
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day of class, much as I did with my mainstream composition class, and 
when I talked to them about my background and experience, I added 
that I was an L2 writing specialist, which I hoped would show them I was 
knowledgeable about L2 writing and capable of teaching them.

Constructing Symbolic Capital in Response to 
Student Perceptions: Yuching’s Case

I am a native Mandarin speaker, born and raised in Taiwan, where I 
obtained a BA in foreign languages and literature, a secondary English 
teacher certification, and an MA in teaching English as a foreign lan-
guage. After graduation, I worked as an instructor at two prestigious 
Taiwanese universities for three years. As a nonnative English speaker 
who held only a master’s degree, I had strived to develop different 
strategies to establish my credibility when teaching students at various 
ages and levels and offering courses on diverse topics. With all the chal-
lenges, training, and teaching practice, I saw myself as an experienced 
teacher informed with expertise in second-language writing. My con-
fidence, however, was challenged in the FYC classroom in the United 
States as an international TA. The sharp contrast between the United 
States and Taiwanese contexts has forced me to seek other strategies to 
position myself professionally.

Yuching’s Linguistic Capital
The first day I stepped into my mainstream composition classroom, I 
looked into my students’ eyes and there was silence. There was no way 
to hide my skin color or my “Asian look.” I directed their attention to 
my name, Yuching Yang, and its Chinese representation, “楊雨芹,” on 
the screen. I explained that “Yang should be pronounced as young.” They 
laughed. I then said, “but you can just call me Jill because, for many peo-
ple, that’s much easier to pronounce and remember.” While attempt-
ing to build the connection with my native English-speaking (NES) stu-
dents, I was still constantly reminded of my “real” identity. Thus, I tried 
to create the image of me not as a nonnative English speaker (NNES) 
but as a bilingual teacher. To emphasize additional linguistic capital I 
possessed, I mentioned my training in linguistics as well as my ability to 
speak German and Japanese.

The possibility of negotiating linguistic capital became clearer to me 
during one of the peer-editing activities. I noticed that one of the stu-
dents had confused a while with awhile. I thought that was only a slip, 
so I just casually asked them the difference between the two terms. To 
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my surprise, the conversation turned into a heated discussion of gram-
mar. I then decided to offer a more formal explanation of the usage. 
After class, one student told me he was frustrated by his partner, who 
“grew up speaking English” but made so many grammatical errors. He 
also mentioned that I, as an NNES, knew more about English writing. 
This student’s comment helped me realize that linguistic capital can be 
viewed from multiple perspectives, at least in terms of metalinguistic 
knowledge, not necessarily proficiency.

In the L2 classroom, I felt much more comfortable and confident 
positioning myself as a writing teacher because of my own educational 
background and teaching experience. On the first day, I bluntly spoke to 
their possible doubt by saying, “You must have asked yourselves why you 
should take an English writing class with this nonnative English-speaking 
teacher, didn’t you?” I smiled, and they smiled back. In order to pre-
empt the stereotypical image of an NES instructor in an English compo-
sition classroom, I decided to bring in another language, Chinese, as a 
tool to negotiate my linguistic capital: “I’m a native speaker of Chinese, 
which, as you might know, is a language that is becoming more sig-
nificant in the world nowadays.” I made eye contact with my Chinese 
students, the majority in the classroom. I continued to make the con-
nection for them: “This is a composition classroom, but what you’ll be 
learning is not limited to English. What’s more important is the knowl-
edge and experience of the process and difficulties in learning a second 
language I can share with you.” To boost their confidence, I added, “Can 
you imagine how many years it would take for a native English speaker 
to learn your language to the level of your English proficiency?” Most 
of them shook their heads while laughing. Highlighting the process of 
enhancing linguistic capital called attention to the value of their linguis-
tic capital while also enhancing mine.

Yuching’s Cultural Capital
Unlike Kacie, I do not have the kind of linguistic capital my NES stu-
dents value, which may weaken my credibility. In the mainstream FYC 
classroom, I had to generate my cultural capital by mentioning how 
the differences I brought would contribute to their learning. The fact 
that I did not share a common background with those students was the 
niche I was able to take advantage of. When we discussed controversial 
issues, I did not take any stance in the beginning. I encouraged them to 
express their own ideas. Building upon what seemed to be shared knowl-
edge, I pinpointed the divergence of thought among them. I then ques-
tioned their assumptions, asked for further clarifications, and offered 
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alternative perspectives and explanations both in classroom discussion 
and writing. The intended message was that, with their richer under-
standing of how “differences” benefit their thinking and writing, the 
heritage of my cultural background could be viewed not as a “lack of” 
shared knowledge with them but as a source of new insights that comple-
ment their knowledge. ASU students are known as Sun Devils, so I told 
my students I would be “the Sun Devil’s advocate in this classroom.”

In the L2 writing classroom, my background as an NNES interna-
tional student helped create a common ground with my students, thus 
enhancing the value of my cultural capital. In contrast to the mainstream 
sections, where I was their “devil’s advocate,” I positioned myself more 
as an ally in the L2 classroom. Like them, I learned English as a foreign 
language. Every so often, I shared with them my personal encounters 
with the challenges in a new environment and with academic tasks, and 
I shared some of the strategies I adopted. I saw myself not only as a writ-
ing teacher but also as a mentor.

“Silence is also a form of classroom participation.” I repeated the 
words of Dr. Matsuda, who said this in a graduate class I had taken. Until 
I first heard this phrase, I had been frustrated by not being able to par-
ticipate fully in the discussion. I was struggling with a new type of aca-
demic discourse in this new environment. Dr. Matsuda’s words did not 
entitle me to remain silent; instead, I became more comfortable with the 
uncertainty, which allowed me to accept the possibilities of making mis-
takes. “I’ve been there,” I told my students. I continued: “I still want to 
see your active participation, but participation is not limited to class dis-
cussion. Your posting questions on Blackboard, sharing ideas in groups, 
and e-mailing me any thoughts are all evidence of your effort.” While 
some students remained relatively silent, others tried different ways of 
communicating with me. Addressing the concerns mentioned by most 
of the students at the beginning of class by sharing my struggles and 
strategies for dealing with them, I felt I was able to direct their attention 
to the course content. The constant and comfortable interaction among 
us further opened a window for me to know their lives from various per-
spectives, and the valuable information helped me adjust pedagogies or 
materials to cater to individual students’ needs.

Yuching’s Institutional Capital
While teaching the mainstream FYC course affected the value of vari-
ous forms of my symbolic capital, not all of them were significantly 
affected. I saw myself as an experienced teacher, and being a female 
was not a major concern for me. Aside from my language background, 
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I was most concerned about my youthful appearance. I emphasized my 
experiences in teaching college students and adult learners and being a 
full-time instructor for three years. However, one student jokingly asked, 
“So, you started to teach at like the age of eighteen?” At that point, I 
only laughed with them, not saying anything further. I knew I needed 
to seek different opportunities to establish my credibility and author-
ity in that classroom in addition to the title of teaching associate in the 
Department of English. I wanted to emphasize how my achievements 
elsewhere brought me here. The universities where I have worked are 
well known in Taiwan (National Taiwan University and National Tsing 
Hua University are ranked first and second in Taiwan, respectively) but 
not to my American students. In one class discussion of our decision-
making and sense-making processes, I asked them why they chose ASU. 
I then shared my reasons by mentioning the other universities I was 
accepted into: PhD programs at the University of California at Santa 
Barbara and the University of Texas at Austin. I explained how I evalu-
ated each program and why ASU emerged as the best choice. While 
each student might have still interpreted my credibility differently, high-
lighting my institutional capital did seem to contribute to my students’ 
interpretation of my qualifications as their composition teacher.

In the L2 classroom, I did mostly the same self-introduction as I did 
in the mainstream classroom, emphasizing my educational and teach-
ing experience. Yet, I did not see the need to mention the graduate pro-
grams I had been accepted into because being a TA at a US university 
seemed to give me enough institutional capital. In the fourth week when 
both the students and I had become more familiar with each other, one 
Chinese student told me after class about his first impression of me as an 
international TA. He said in Chinese, “You must be outstanding so that 
you can teach at the university. You are not an American but you teach 
English writing.” To that student, an NNES teacher is not necessarily 
inferior to NES TAs; on the contrary, to be entitled to this position as an 
NNES, they must possess some other traits to be competitive enough, if 
not exceptional. The writing program at ASU gave me my institutional 
capital, yet its value was negotiated or even increased by my L2 students, 
who had their own perceptions, impressions, and interpretations of my 
international TA status.

n E g ot i at i o n  o f  s y m B o l i c  ca P i ta l  a s  r H E to r i ca l  ac t i o n

The narratives constructed above represent how different linguistic mar-
kets contributed to the fluctuation of values ascribed to various forms 
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of symbolic capital—as they were perceived by Kacie and Yuching. They 
also show how Kacie and Yuching negotiated different types of symbolic 
capital in two different linguistic markets. Their experiences show that 
different linguistic markets do influence their sense of (1) the relative 
value of different forms of symbolic capital, (2) what is negotiable, (3) 
how it can be negotiated, and (4) to what extent it can be negotiated. 
In some cases, cultural capital was derived from visible assets, such as 
the teachers’ appearance and language features as well as information 
about their credentials; in other cases, their assets—such as knowledge 
and experience—were invisible.

Visible assets are more susceptible to the forces of the market because 
students are more likely to perceive those features, to value them accord-
ing to prevailing sociocultural expectations, and to respond to them 
directly and indirectly—through comments they make to the teacher 
and through more subtle forms of communication, such as facial expres-
sions and even silence. Invisible assets, on the other hand, are not 
readily accessible by students, and they must be brought to students’ 
attention in order for them to contribute to the teacher’s symbolic capi-
tal—like cards still held in the teachers’ hands, awaiting opportunities 
to be played. In fact, invisible capital can create more possibilities for 
negotiation through rhetorical action; teachers can foreground these 
assets by discussing them in a positive light or keep them invisible by not 
calling attention to them. To Kacie and Yuching, their previous teach-
ing experience as well as their expertise in second-language writing con-
stituted an important part of their overall symbolic capital. From time 
to time, Kacie and Yuching brought them onto the table to play up or 
down those assets or even to divert the students’ attention away from 
visible assets that might hurt Kacie’s or Yuching’s credibility. When and 
how they played these cards, however, was also shaped by the force of the 
linguistic market and the particular strengths of each teacher.

It is important to note that the distinction between visible and invis-
ible assets is not always clear cut. Language background, for example, is 
visible in some cases—when the teacher has what students perceive as a 
“nonnative” or “foreign” accent, which was what Yuching had to contend 
with—while for others, it is something that can be concealed with some 
effort, as was the case for Kacie’s southern dialect. Some types of invis-
ible assets are made visible institutionally. For example, some aspects of 
a teacher’s credentials—and labels that “usually accompany credential-
ing rites” (Casanave 2002, 24)—become visible as institutions list teach-
ers’ ranks through registration systems and directories, while other cre-
dentials, such as master’s degrees, may need to be made visible by the 
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teacher. The symbolic value attached to credentials seemed to play an 
important role as students gauged their teachers’ qualifications and, 
by implication, their authority in classrooms. Yet, the symbolic value of 
credentials does not always work against the teacher. In Yuching’s L2 
writing classroom, for example, her ability to hold a TA position at a 
US institution while being an NNES enhanced her credibility. By being 
aware of the symbolic value of different credentials and labels, teachers 
can choose to make visible assets more valuable or divert students’ atten-
tion from negative stereotypes attached to them.

It is important to point out that Kacie and Yuching did not simply 
bring different forms of capital to be evaluated in different markets; 
rather, they negotiated the overall value of their symbolic capital by rhe-
torically constructing different forms of symbolic capital. The process of 
interaction and discussion helped the teachers to know what capital was 
worthy in the students’ minds. Understanding students’ current ideolog-
ical positions may not immediately diminish the force of the prevailing 
ideology; yet, such an understanding may have helped these teachers 
expose dominant assumptions through the process of negotiating their 
various forms of capital. The exchange of the encounters, interpreta-
tions, and strategies also provided the two teachers with insights into 
their net worth as composition teachers.

toWa r d  t H E  s y m B o l i c  ca P i ta l  P o rt f o l i o

As we have tried to demonstrate, writing teachers’ symbolic capital is not 
entirely overdetermined in the context of first-year composition class-
rooms. The values of various identity traits fluctuate in different mar-
kets, as Kacie’s and Yuching’s transitions from the mainstream section to 
the L2 section illustrate. It is also important to note that the rhetorical 
negotiation of symbolic capital does not happen only within each form 
of capital. Rather, various forms of capital are negotiated systemically, 
each contributing to net worth. To fully understand the implications of 
various identity traits, it is important to think of symbolic capital from 
a broader perspective—as a kind of portfolio—rather than focusing on 
a specific type of symbolic capital or a limited range of identity traits, 
such as ethnicity or native-language status, no matter how salient they 
may seem.

Finally, we acknowledge that this exploration is based on the two 
teachers’ own perceptions and assessments of the market forces and 
their symbolic capital. As such, we did not attempt to assess the actual 
shifts in the market forces or the results of the negotiation efforts. To 
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continue this line of inquiry, future studies might explore the valuation 
and negotiation of symbolic capital portfolios by also exploring how 
students’ perceptions shift over time in conjunction with the teachers’ 
efforts to understand and negotiate their symbolic capital.
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It is common for universities to sell writing instruction to first-year stu-
dents as edifying drudgery—we faculty (and administrators) say, “These 
courses are good for you.” The “good” there is both intellectual (learn to 
write well, do better in school, have a sharper mind) and socioeconomic 
(learn to write well, get a better job, contribute to the community). Such 
inherent goodness is tied to a political notion of ultimate worth in a 
knowledge-based economy. Students should have a proper education in 
writing, the logic goes, to prepare them for the kinds of work they will 
do both in college and beyond it. Such preparation will make them not 
only smarter people but better and more economically viable people. As 
Deborah Brandt (2012, 770) notes, “The fake economy of language runs 
closely in synch with other faked up economies of scarcity, like the econ-
omies of respect or rights . . . [thus] language crises are always political.” 
In making this point, Brandt highlights the power of literacy acquisition 
as an economic good; those with less political, socioeconomic, or cul-
tural capital possess less ability to gain traction through language, always 
competing with those higher in the social order and always being made 
to feel inferior through language (769).

We see this microeconomy at work in the systems that control and 
define our first-year writing programs. WPAs always are faced with an 
incoming class of students who are, by university-level sorting mecha-
nisms, labeled as ready or not ready, even sometimes before or in counter-
statement to other mechanisms by which writing programs themselves 
seek to place students. Many of our institutions offer a range of courses 
designed to meet these labels, but increasingly, the decision as to who 
is “ready” and who is not (and for what, and with what kind of credit 
toward graduation) is made not by the writing programs themselves. 
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More prevalent are the widespread proficiency measurements (in the 
form of timed tests offered by conglomerates external to the institution 
itself) that are transferable across various campuses and institutional 
types, that privilege white middle- to upper-class students, and that 
are provided only at an additional cost, outside the curriculum. Chief 
among these are Advanced Placement, the ACT, and the SAT. More and 
more, students come to university writing programs such as my own 
less defined by what we see in their writing and more defined by what 
national testing companies that subscribe to the power of language see in 
the students’ more abstracted uses of it. As an industry, those who mea-
sure language skill and language facility make a significant number of 
judgments about what our students can and will do with that language, 
despite being divorced from any local rhetorical conditions under which 
that writing may be produced.

Brandt’s (2012) notion of “fake” economies is thus not about actual 
falsehoods but about “the political production of suffering and want” 
(770), which certainly plays a primary role in students’ approach to their 
increasingly expensive college educations, and the promise of getting 
“out of the way” general education courses—like first-year writing—that 
our culture mistakenly believes these students should have been fin-
ished with by high-school graduation, if these students were at all worthy 
of admittance into the postsecondary population. Given this national 
imperative, there is a real sense in which writing instruction itself only 
means as much as it signifies in various economies—which for under-
graduates are those specific to the metrics of the university (tuition, 
course requirements, certification upon graduation for a profession or 
a job) and which outside that system may be variably inflated in order 
to put more pressure on the value of measuring proficiency through 
language testing. It is also true, Brandt observes, that “writing . . . par-
ticipates in real economies because writing takes time and uses up men-
tal energies, both really valuable yet finite commodities. Writing also 
obviously requires tools and material that must be acquired or supplied 
beforehand” (770). There is a larger system of writing that involves peo-
ple, products, production, and of course, labor.

This combination of real and false economies of writing, even at a 
very abstract level, makes it all the more striking—but completely logi-
cal, also—that we rarely talk about writing instruction “goodness” in the 
same imperative register at the graduate level in the humanities, includ-
ing English graduate programs, where such instruction may be not 
celebrated but instead scorned, and where the stakes of language use 
and political capital obtained via literacy acquisition are arguably even 
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higher. Even as we frantically work to secure tenure-track jobs for our 
doctoral candidates in this scarce market, and recognize that “good” 
writing is part of that economic equation, we routinely save the instruc-
tional component of that preparation for comments and responses to 
the dissertation near the end of the educational process, if we attend to 
it significantly at all. Even as we recognize that writing courses can help 
students to grow intellectually in a community of like learners, with a 
psychic and systematic economic power both inside and outside the 
classroom, we do not seem uniformly to see the power of that instruc-
tional setting for graduate students—who theoretically have a much 
higher intellectual bar to clear than do their first-year counterparts. We 
are, I argue, still tied to cultural fears of inadequacy—of demonstrat-
ing the “language of those in charge” (Brandt 2012, 769) without ever 
admitting some of our students don’t really know what that is, how it 
comes to be acquired, or how it matters to their own prose, both inside 
and outside the courses in our programs. Further still, we are loath to 
admit that the needs of our first-year students may, in fact, not com-
pletely dissipate as they move through the curriculum. Some of those 
students meet us later, in graduate school, and despite our field’s recent 
research on transfer theory and now threshold concepts, we stubbornly 
refuse to believe such difficulties would ever also apply to graduate- 
student writers.

I contend that English studies graduate programs frequently pay 
scant curricular attention to students’ own intellectual and profes-
sional development as writers, even as these students are also teachers 
of writing, assuming instead that writing need not be explicitly taught to 
graduate students and that the benefits undergraduate writing students 
receive are either not aligned with those of graduate students or are not 
reproducible on a scale. We require that graduate students write semi-
nar papers, presentations, and so on, but in terms of separate instruc-
tion in the writing of that seminar paper or presentation, we typically 
are without outlets or curricular mechanisms that even approach our 
careful attention to first-year writers on the other “end” of the curricu-
lum. Our “instruction” in writing at the graduate (read: professional) 
level is usually embedded, at best, in the content-based seminars them-
selves rather than in a separate, freestanding course that mimics, but at 
a higher rhetorical register, the kind of instruction we see as so valuable 
at the first-year level. In other words, we like the idea of first-year writ-
ing very much—as a site of instruction that crosses students’ intellectual 
interests and academic specialties—but we do not like to see this system 
replicated at the graduate level, even within the much smaller range of 
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specialties typically found in an English department. We might find our-
selves saying, “Isn’t that remedial work? Aren’t these graduate students?”

From where does this reluctance emerge, and how does it inform 
the ways in which we guide these students through the profession? And 
further, how does our reluctance to help graduate students develop as 
writers both mirror and contradict the kind of careful attention rhetoric 
and composition studies, in particular, has given to so-called basic writ-
ers in the last two decades? One initial way to map the answers to these 
questions is again through economics. As faculty, we are reluctant to 
admit that writing at the graduate level (and beyond) takes a significant 
amount of work—work that will undoubtedly impact these candidates’ 
time once they do secure faculty positions postgraduation. We know the 
time commitment good writing requires; as faculty, we are often over-
worked already with committees and dissertation directions, let alone our 
own scholarship and teaching (and service, which on many campuses, 
including mine, is how dissertation direction is framed—not as a sepa-
rately compensated activity). We further know that one more course—
one more commitment within the graduate curriculum—takes time away 
from what we call content courses, or those that focus on the analysis of 
texts and theories central to English studies. This notion of a “content” 
course is regularly contrasted, imbued with markers of intellectual supe-
riority and field-specific knowledge, with both writing and pedagogy- 
focused seminars in graduate programs, which focus on the analysis and 
practice of methods or strategies for navigating aspects of the profession 
itself. As a consequence, writing and pedagogy courses for graduate stu-
dents are positioned in an identical manner to first-year composition 
courses (especially basic writing courses) within the larger undergradu-
ate curriculum—as courses that students should not actually need, and 
that distract from “real” coursework in other academic subjects.

And so to go deeply into writing instruction for graduate students, 
as we do with our undergraduates, is an explosion and exploitation of 
economic resources many faculty feel they do not have, or do not want 
to commit to, for the greater intellectual and labor good. But the lon-
ger view beyond our programmatic conditions—that of the new assis-
tant professor who struggles to rewrite her dissertation into publishable 
articles and/or a book—is even more dire economically. Faculty must, 
by and large, publish to gain tenure in our economy; there no longer 
exists a kind of institution in which scholarship matters not at all (com-
munity college campuses, perhaps, excepted—though note the rise of 
PhDs taking those positions and their attendant research agendas that 
will at some point make scholarship a perceived natural component of 
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the job, on some smaller scale). Worse still are the significant numbers 
of graduate students who will work in non-tenure-track positions with 
much higher course loads and much less job security while either revis-
ing or finishing their dissertations; these students struggle to gain those 
precious publications without even having the resources of a tenure-
track position and a campus that fully supports research and scholar-
ship. In short, as faculty who eschew graduate writing courses outside 
the dissertation-writing process, we push forward the problem of help-
ing graduate students to become better and more confident writers, on 
a systematic level, and this can be devastating in economic terms.

My aim in this chapter is to recall the ways in which graduate stu-
dents1 seeking explicit writing instruction—whether in the form of 
market-related and thus what I would call just-in-time genres (job let-
ters, curriculum vitae, teaching statements) or other more long-term 
professional writing (articles, book chapters, book manuscripts)—have 
become, for the above national/cultural reasons as well as other specific 
local ones, the new “basic” writers in our academic hierarchies and in 
our departmental conversations. I contend that even though our insti-
tutional response to and regard for basic writing students has dramati-
cally improved since the curricula discussed in the work of Mike Rose 
(1985), David Bartholomae (1993), and Mina Shaughnessy (1977), 
among many others, we now have transferred our fear of development 
as remediation onto our graduate-student writers, who seek and find 
some of the same learning pathways in their road to postdoctoral work 
as do our first-year underprepared writers.

Both sets of writers—graduate and undergraduate—are entering a 
new and strange intellectual world in which skills, knowledge, and the 
ability to deftly shift voices and registers and purposes at will is always 
already assumed. While we are willing to help one set, we are still often 
unwilling to help the other. This reluctance is because—unlike when we 
look at the first-year writer, from whom we have some social and intellec-
tual distance (and who we may never have been, given that many English 
faculty never were first-year composition students)—we are afraid that if 
we look too deeply into the graduate-student writer asking for help, we 
may see ourselves reflected. Worse yet, we will not see our reflection, and 
thus the mimetic chain that links us to our graduate charges, that which 
is tethered by emulation and the result of which might uncharitably be 
called a “mini-me” creation, is broken.

To admit that graduate students in one’s program need writerly help, 
for one thing, is to imply that the prestige of the program (and per-
haps its faculty) itself is “less than,” a particular fear in this unsteady 
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job market and one that extends beyond any particular writer or future 
faculty member. While I embrace Laura Micciche’s (2009, W47) vision 
of the graduate writing course as a study of “how writers make mean-
ing, forward and test new ideas, contribute to ongoing conversations, 
and interrupt or disrupt knowledge practices and paradigms,” some fac-
ulty’s view of graduate writing instruction—mirroring sentiments about 
undergraduate basic writing—is that it is “remedial,” a corrective mea-
sure we should be ashamed to offer. As we know, the fight against basic 
writing curricula nationwide is lodged in many versions of sheep’s cloth-
ing: dual credit, early college, and now curricular-based exit exams of 
the Common Core curricula, such as those in PARCC consortium states. 
In economic terms, basic writing is expensive, reductive, time consum-
ing, and thus inefficient; students should either gain traction in high 
school—ideally through coursework that counts for both secondary and 
postsecondary requirements—or their instruction should be relegated 
to sites where inefficiency in curricula is less expensive (i.e., community 
college campuses). Few faculty outside rhetoric and composition pro-
grams would equate “basic” writing instruction with a disruption of prac-
tices and paradigms or with knowledge making—even as, theoretically, 
it can offer both of those things.

Indeed, even the ways in which Micciche (2009) describes her own 
course are telling in terms of the relationship between first-year writing 
and graduate writing instruction. I should note that I do not believe 
Micciche herself embraces these parallels, but the rhetoric surrounding 
her course—itself an extended exercise in rhetorical strategies in vari-
ous genres—is nonetheless relevant, so I want to momentarily explore 
it, as my work here is in many ways a direct extension of and expansion 
upon her thesis. Specifically, in as nonpejorative a manner as possible, 
I’d like to resituate graduate students as not just a community of devel-
oping writers with common intellectual needs and interests, as Micciche 
does, but go further and consider their stance as potentially “basic” in 
terms of actually offering very fundamental and necessary instruction 
and inculcation into a particular discourse community (for graduate 
students, that of faculty scholars). I do so in order to complicate exactly 
how we approach explicit and intentional graduate-student writing 
instruction in our English studies programs and to question how differ-
ently it should be regarded from first-year writing if we affirm that first-
year writing is, in fact, a positive and necessary space for learning for all 
students. In offering this extension of Micciche’s work, and of similar 
scholarship on graduate professional development, I thus challenge 
those of us in rhetoric and composition studies to consider whether 
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we have, in fact, worked as hard as we believe we have to liberate first-
year—and particularly basic—writing students and courses from pejora-
tive historical and cultural associations and remedial stigma. If we want 
graduate students to develop their professional writing voices, perhaps 
in alignment with the enlightened curricular and institutional frame-
works we have produced and sustained for first-year writers, we should 
make sure those frameworks are, in fact, themselves enlightened.

As is often the case, stigma in part arises from intellectual location 
within a department; such is the case for Micciche’s (2011, 479) course, 
as she notes it is unofficially known in her department as “comp for grad 
students.” She is, however, careful to situate the course as multidisci-
plinary in nature, much in the way first-year writing can and often must 
behave within the larger undergraduate/general education curriculum:

I especially like the fact that the course is not viewed as a “rhet comp” 
course, but as a writing course relevant to all English graduate students—
this seems to me a promising indicator that students view critical writing as 
rigorous intellectual and rhetorical work that does not belong exclusively 
to specialists in rhetoric and composition. At the same time, I realize that 
the very aspect of the course that I view as a success might, for others, 
raise formidable problems in some departments, especially where ten-
sions around turf and specialization are prominent. One might counter, 
for instance, that what improves student writing is more study of content 
knowledge in a given area rather than rhetorical study. (495)

It is first interesting that the association with rhet-comp itself might be 
seen as a stigma, at least within a multifaceted English department, 
and in line with the stigma of first-year writing or basic writing within 
the college curriculum nationwide. Indeed, by framing the course as 
a study in rhetoric, Micciche does classify its work to a great extent in 
terms of subdisciplinarity but also runs the risk of moving it further to 
the margins in terms of typical English-department hierarchies (even as, 
economically, rhetoric and composition at the current moment holds 
far more real market value than does literary studies in terms of jobs 
advertised yearly and placement rates for rhet-comp graduate students 
within larger English departments, including my own). Such is also the 
case, of course, in departments that possess a strong writing track in 
their major or have on the faculty a number of writing and rhetoric spe-
cialists. These are attractive structural strengths for some stakeholders, 
while less so for others.

But I find more noteworthy here that even Micciche’s (2011) 
course—which sounds quite successful and is clearly seen as valuable 
within her department’s curriculum—is grounded in the same kinds of 
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practices we might teach in a first-year or a basic writing course: rhetori-
cal strategies, genre awareness, audience considerations. It is not, as I 
read it, a course in the very specific “market” considerations that gradu-
ate students face (journal-submission practices, comparative readings 
of publishers and publications, etc.). This choice, of course, is deliber-
ate on Micciche’s part, designed to cater to the multiple specializations 
present in her seminar—including, it’s important to note, creative writ-
ers, who are the hallmark of her institution’s PhD program. But I call 
attention to the structure of her seminar because it is so much like a first-
year course in its aims and because it differs from how I have taught such 
a seminar, as I will explain momentarily.

Moreover, Micciche’s course mimics the way we approach first-year and 
basic writers in our curriculum. And as such, the comp for graduate stu-
dents moniker is an apt and not necessarily negative one. Micciche seems 
to be replicating the structure that has worked so well for students and 
instructors in the graduate classroom. As she notes,

Although writing has principally denoted first-year required composition 
throughout composition’s history, this association is currently undergo-
ing considerable revision. Writing instruction at the graduate level pres-
ents exciting possibilities for reimagining where and how writing can be 
taught. More ambitiously, it asserts a shift in the mission of English gradu-
ate programs by admitting that critical writing is not a mere extension of 
undergraduate writing practices, and is not best learned by tacit immer-
sion. (Micciche 2011, 497, emphasis in original)

So Micciche’s class—one that works for her students and curriculum and 
is often referenced in current field discussions of whether or how to 
offer writing courses to graduate students—makes that alliance between 
first-year writing and graduate writing very clear. But despite this promi-
nent (if not completely conscious) call for such an alliance, there are 
still myriad negative connotations where graduate writing coursework is 
concerned, particularly if we consider English departments as a whole, 
beyond rhetoric and composition programs per se.

Basic writing instruction has been thoroughly interrogated in our 
field as a fruitful site for these disruptions of meaning and of staid prac-
tices, even as our discussions of professional development for graduate 
students often elide in-depth discussions of writing development. And 
while basic writing is not equivalent to standard first-year writing, the 
impetus for points of discussion such as preparedness, development, and 
the more negative gatekeeping still apply. In fact, very few articles on the 
subject of graduate writing per se, beyond Micciche’s (2011), have even 
been published, with Mike Rose and Karen McClafferty’s piece—which 
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appeared in a non–English studies journal (Rose and McClafferty 
2001)—following a handful of relevant others (most notably Patricia 
Sullivan’s 1991 JAC piece and several others focused on the importance 
of helping students to publish).2 This scarcity indicates that we have far 
to go before such curricula can be offered without the associative stigma 
of compulsory remediation and without the assumption that enrolled 
students are those who don’t “fit” in our erstwhile prestigious degree 
programs or with our own conceptions of ourselves as mentors and pro-
genitors of future scholars.3

Micciche (2011) presumes that the students who seek such help 
belong in the program and that they have come together in a community 
atmosphere, much like the workshop structure common to creative writ-
ing graduate programs. Indeed, she asserts that her “push here is for a 
graduate writing course—required or not, depending on local circum-
stances—the aim of which is to create space, community, and rhetorical 
awareness/flexibility necessary to brainstorm, create, and sustain a wide 
variety of critical writing projects” (478). She further observes that “it’s 
no secret that graduate students (much like faculty) regularly encounter 
academic writing as an emotionally fraught, privately experienced hard-
ship” (479). So, while this piece recognizes that such a writing course 
might constitute a community, there is still what I would call an upward 
alliance and even solidarity between her graduate students and faculty, 
rather than downward to first-year or basic writing students.

Herein, I think, lies the tension we face in teaching graduate students 
to write: we want them to be like us and want to teach them to master 
genres in which we write because soon enough, they will be us. But we 
also need to make connections between their stance as burgeoning com-
munity members (à la David Bartholomae) and their current political 
space and economic fragility in the academic hierarchy. They are “basic” 
in terms of their knowledge of community conventions and discourse 
requirements. But they are also us. How can that paradox ever be rec-
onciled unless we acknowledge that we faculty, too, were once “basic”? 
In fact, it further elides the real conditions under which we faculty are 
still “basic”—in that most writing theorists would agree that our develop-
ment as writers never stops and that when we enter new rhetorical situ-
ations (writing for a different journal audience, writing a grant, giving a 
talk to a group outside our discipline), we return, in many ways, to the 
position that many of our graduate students now occupy: entering, for 
the first time, that proverbial conversation.

The discourses about basic writing and graduate writing thus—by 
design—must and do uncomfortably overlap and intersect. A reification 
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of how faculty see graduate writing instruction—not as absolute pro-
fessional emulation but as professional and intellectual development 
toward beneficial alliance(s)—may allow faculty clearer avenues for sup-
porting and guiding our students toward becoming academic profes-
sionals. I next move away from a dialogue with Micciche’s (2011) piece 
to offer two of my own experiences teaching graduate-student writing on 
two very different campuses, each with its own local impetuses for what 
that writing course was to achieve. In doing so, I illustrate how our own 
class- and community-based assumptions about graduate school may be 
behind our unwillingness to offer, support, and/or teach graduate writ-
ing courses that necessarily must include some recognition—whether it 
be explicit, as in Micciche’s course, or implicit, as might be the case with 
my own instructional design—of the resemblances between basic writ-
ers and graduate-student writers. Basic (first-year) writers and graduate-
student writers share a trajectory toward their eventual linguistic and 
intellectual goals that is often nonlinear, frequently messy, yet incred-
ibly important in their growth as writers and scholars. They both seek a 
linguistic position that enables their desires toward the top of the socio-
economic hierarchy—one in the postsecondary academic and nonaca-
demic world and the other in the postgraduate job market and larger 
profession. What makes us uncomfortable, perhaps, as a discipline is the 
recognition of that very alliance as we puzzle over how to support gradu-
ate students as we do support (or as we aim to support) undergraduate 
basic writers.

* * * *

When we talk about graduate writing courses, we must engage in a 
careful and perhaps uncomfortable reexamination of what further hap-
pens to terms like good (or good for you) versus too good in this new set-
ting. As noted previously, while graduate writing courses are (in most set-
tings) not compulsory, unlike their first-year course counterparts, they 
are frequently unfairly stigmatized, set in terms of remediation, often 
pointing to the poor socioeconomic, ergo poor intellectual, preparation 
of the students enrolled. Why don’t you already know how to do this stuff? 
Alternatively, we have Rose’s myth of transience—here, that while we 
may have one “bad” class of graduate-student writers on a campus or in 
a program, it’s an anomaly we can eradicate and then move on (perhaps 
by not mentoring them well enough so that they drop out or by discour-
aging them sufficiently such that they fail). We also see the familiar argu-
ment raised regarding knowledge versus style/language conventions 
that also arises in basic writing discourse. Well, graduate students should 
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be smart enough to know those genre conventions. Issues of knowledge 
transfer—which we know now is critical in undergraduate-student writ-
ing development—are completely elided here, as Patricia Sullivan first 
noted in 1991.

Do we give graduate students sufficient opportunity to learn the 
conventions of scholarly writing as compared to the consideration we 
give our undergraduates? Or do we withhold that opportunity due to 
the stigma with which we typically associate basic writers? In addition, 
at what point do we draw the line between compulsory writing instruc-
tion for graduate students (i.e., the framework of much basic writing 
curricula) and elective writing instruction (aligned with other electives 
in a masters or doctoral program)? Perhaps my own two narratives can 
illustrate these rhetorical and paradigmatic quandaries, complete with 
noted flaws in execution, in local contexts.

s to ry  # 1 :  a  m a s t E r ’ s  c o m P r E H E n s i v E  r E g i o na l  i n s t i t u t i o n

In January 2008, as I transitioned from being a tenured associate pro-
fessor serving as the first-year writing program administrator to being 
interim writing-across-the-curriculum director at Southern Connecticut 
State University, I was asked to teach (off the books, interestingly 
enough, in terms of economies of labor) a writing workshop for gradu-
ate students in the master’s program in public health. The class was held 
once a week in seminar format (three hours per week) for eight weeks 
and was pass/fail—a noncredit, compulsory enrollment based on the 
results of a holistic essay exam given in the previous term. I thought this 
sounded like a great set-up for working with motivated adult students, 
especially because it would be graduate-level WAC in action, an initiative 
supported by the provost as well as the dean. As such, I eagerly helped to 
design this course in consultation with the director of the public health 
graduate program.

That graduate director had, in past conversations, vociferously 
lamented the grammar, usage, and style problems found in these stu-
dents’ work. He groaned at the thought of their butchering of APA 
style-sheet principles. He could barely stand to talk about their (in)
ability to summarize work or analyze source material, let alone write a 
coherent, compelling master’s thesis. Oh, and he said they plagiarized, 
too, probably because they didn’t understand how to properly cite their 
sources, as many of them were encountering APA style for the first time. 
In doing so, he enacted the paradigm of lack I heard English (and 
other departments’) faculty also do, on occasion, but without offering 
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any viable solutions for what they perceived as systemic writing problems 
among their students.

This director was a thoughtful, long-time faculty member whom I 
respected, despite his vitriol, so I was calm instead of launching into my 
own practiced lament of the one-size-fits-all myth of undergraduate writ-
ing education. We discussed, at some length, how these students’ diffi-
culties could be at least addressed if they were to take a writing course 
of some kind. I mentioned that in researching this possibility, I had 
found that a number of institutions around the country—including at 
the University of Chicago, the University of Michigan, and the University 
of Alabama at Birmingham—had extensive writing and research courses 
in place, some even with professional centers for graduate education in 
writing the thesis and/or dissertation. In fact, as of this writing (2015), 
there are no fewer than 30 of these kinds of courses offered nationwide, 
located in English departments with doctoral programs. So, I empha-
sized, it would not be out of turn for our institution to offer a course like 
this also. It would not be perceived as “remedial” work in this national 
context, I thought, but it could be compulsory in nature. After all, using 
my WPA training up to that point, I reasoned that such a course would 
be good for the students, so it would make sense to require that they 
take it. Right?

We struck a bargain, after some discussion and subsequent plan-
ning, that only those students who demonstrated true need, based on the 
results of a two-hour timed essay exam, would be required to take the 
course. We found a brief but seminal article in the field of public health, 
distributed it to all the students, and announced that the exam would be 
held in about three weeks’ time. We said the exam would be based on 
the article and that they could bring the article as well as any reading or 
writing notes they wished to the exam. I hammered out a four-pronged, 
three-level rubric with which to score the essays. Student essays would be 
coded and read blind, with my assessments sent to the graduate director 
with the codes attached.

In sum, about half of those tested showed “need,” and of those, 
almost all enrolled in the course after advisement. These 12 students 
and I spent our class time going over conventions of academic argu-
ments in their field, and I read copious amounts of PCH literature on 
the side, trying to familiarize myself with the field’s discourse conven-
tions and commonplace arguments. We did in-class and out-of-class 
writing, worked in groups, unpacked scholarly documents. By the third 
week, half of the students had dropped out. By the fourth week, the 
remaining students began to falter with the work, claiming it was “too 
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much,” especially because it was not a credit-bearing course—a senti-
ment with which many readers may be intimately familiar from their 
own experiences teaching basic writing and an issue I had already tack-
led in our own basic writing course in English at SCSU. After some dif-
ficult discussions with the class, we decided to discontinue the course 
altogether around week five—it just didn’t work for any of us. As far as 
I know—though I have been away for many years now—the course has 
not been offered since.

s to ry  # 2 :  a  r E s E a r c H  i i  d o c to r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n

Fast forward to 2010. I am now a tenured associate professor serving as 
the WPA at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. I have cre-
ated, in consultation with several English-department colleagues, a grad-
uate writing course called Writing for the Profession. We created this 
course for our department’s doctoral students based on their observed 
difficulty with final papers in our seminars and their difficulty outside 
our courses with article drafts as well as other professional or job-related 
materials—what I earlier in this chapter termed just-in-time writing. The 
course is an elective, is credit bearing, and is graded, aimed at those who 
are ideally in their second or third year of doctoral study within a five-
year program.

In its first offering, we enrolled about 12 students, and the course was 
team taught, with my colleagues giving guest lectures on subjects such 
as writing and submitting articles, developing dissertation abstracts, and 
preparing job letters. In spring 2011, considering the positives and nega-
tives of the previous year’s offering, we made some revisions (increasing 
the time spent on individual student writing within class meetings) and 
offered the course again, this time to seven students. In summer 2012, 
we offered the course a third time, with some further amendments, to 
10 more students. Throughout this process, the faculty with whom I had 
collaborated—all junior literature faculty save for one in rhetoric and 
composition—talked frequently about student evaluations, individual 
components of the seminar, and our desire to make the seminar a per-
manent course offering (which, as I noted above, did eventually hap-
pen). Other senior literature faculty in the department were aware of 
the course, and we brought a few who were positive about the offering 
into the mix of presentations for its second and third iterations.

In all three semesters of the course pilot, no one dropped out. No one 
complained of the work or the time spent (well, not in class, anyway—
I cannot account for hallway conversations or social media exchanges 
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outside my hearing). Students did the work and, by all accounts, did it 
well. Student course evaluations were very positive. Students who did not 
take the class asked when it would be offered again.

Then one day in 2012, we proposed the course as a permanent offer-
ing. The course passed the faculty vote and remains on the books. But it 
has also not been offered as a regular semester course since. What was 
notable about that process were the sentiments expressed in a faculty 
meeting to vote upon that proposal—sentiments that have, I submit, 
influenced the health and welfare of the course as something more 
than just a listing in our catalog that never is taught. Maybe readers will 
recognize some of these sentiments, all of which come from statements 
made aloud during the time I stood at the front of the room filled with 
English faculty with the course proposal before me, defending the ratio-
nale. I have bolded the words and phrases I heard that are most relevant 
to this chapter’s argument:

Don’t we already teach this material in our regular graduate 
courses?

Why do students need this kind of help? They are PhD students!
Isn’t this a remedial course? Why are we teaching remedial writing 

to grad students?
Isn’t this going to take away from their REAL courses?
Our students need more literature or subject courses. They don’t 

need this.
Who is going to teach this course? How can we afford to have a 

faculty member do this?
I don’t understand—what do you mean by a “graduate writing 

course”?
You want to make this a graduation requirement, don’t you? I know 

what you’re up to.

These two courses, across two very different campuses and student 
populations, offered students fundamentally the same instruction but 
with entirely different approaches—one was required, the other is 
elective; one was for entry-level students, to teach them to get “caught 
up,” whereas the other is for continuing students, to teach them better 
strategies for what they are already doing. But the first course, for the 
MPH students, was framed, I fully admit, as remedial in a stereotypi-
cal and pre-Shaughnessy-era way. It did not bear credit; it was not even 
a real course offering—making me now think of the Yale basic writ-
ing courses I would later discover in my own archival research, those 
that did not “exist,” either, and are susceptible to being lost to history. 
Like the Awkward Squad, there will be little—if any—trace of my MPH 
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experimental course. The course at UNCG, in contrast, is officially in 
the catalog, albeit after a political struggle, but it will likely never be 
offered again. It bears credit, is graded similarly to a “regular” gradu-
ate seminar, and offers what I and the original proposers aimed to be a 
truly preprofessional experience for a specific population. But still, we 
see embedded in the faculty outcry regarding the second course typical 
fears of instruction in “skills” versus “content”; fears of time to degree 
and students’ progress toward the doctorate having obtained correct 
and necessary field knowledge (insofar as this can be separated out from 
writing through that knowledge in scholarly genres); and fears of eco-
nomic viability, that is, how can a faculty member be paid to teach such 
a class, and how will it impact the economics of our salary and course 
allocations (in other words, our OE, or operating expenditure)? These 
fears—despite the best intentions with course design and other faculty 
buy-in—still negatively impacted its long-term success.

* * * *

What I hope readers hear in these local comparisons are two pos-
sible paradigms for basic writing on campuses nationwide—the former 
being a bad one and the latter a better one but with its own system-
atic limitations and shortcomings. In reality, neither of these courses 
worked because the larger political and economic system within both 
universities misunderstood the imperative behind the courses. And this 
misunderstanding—this fear and confusion over what “basic” writing 
instruction means to a graduate-student population—is not a fear that 
will subside without concentrated efforts to address the system as well as 
the pedagogy itself. While I hold up neither course as a perfect model, 
certainly I want to emphasize beyond these paradigms the perhaps 
more pressing issues as we consider how or whether graduate writing 
instruction should be a point of study for students in our English pro-
grams. What seems most critical is how we talk about graduate-writing 
pedagogy and how our notions of class, commodities, and academic 
systems, including economic models, shape that talk. We must confront 
our fears about the relative costs of different educational initiatives as 
well as different pedagogies. Are we committed to not only a social but 
also a financial investment in writing instruction from the first year 
through graduate studies? If so, what other accommodations will we 
need to make in order to make this instruction a reality? Will we need 
to restructure graduate programs such that we reconsider “content” 
versus “noncontent (skill)” paradigms and reallocate our resources to 
merge these concepts in our courses? Further, will we need to more 
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explicitly talk with graduate students about the economic realities of 
their own writing—the viability of their ideas as marketable in a field, 
the reception of their writing as writing as well as a marker of their own 
professional identities?

One may argue that part of the reason some members of my depart-
ment at UNCG opposed this course is because, as a field, we still resist 
writing as part of an English studies curriculum that does what I describe 
above: helps students work toward or grow a skill or ability as opposed 
to certifying or verifying existing abilities as if prior models are infinitely 
valid in the postgraduate world. But one can also argue that when fac-
ulty members begin to admit that students need “help” with their writ-
ing (and I put that in quotation marks to emphasize that some faculty 
see this concept as actual, while others see it as imaginary), the mimetic 
transfer from faculty to graduate student is broken, and this break is 
where many ideals about economic value (and resistance to efficiency 
models in instructional paradigms) begin to fall apart. Of course, mime-
sis continues as one of the vexing foundations of graduate study—
whether it be in literary analysis, creative writing, or even rhetoric and 
composition. We are to absorb, imitate, and repeat. Explicit instruction 
in writing, language facility, literacy acquisition, and genre identification 
should have already happened in our undergraduate studies, so by all 
means, don’t ask for it now.

What one may just as forcefully argue about my students at Southern 
Connecticut is that they pushed against the course for reasons akin to 
what my fellow UNCG faculty felt about graduate-writing instruction as 
a freestanding course. These students felt the stigma of remediation 
foisted upon them, and they were, in a sense, correct. Indeed, I should 
have railed against teaching this course without pay; I should have also 
protested the idea of a “secret” course that required students’ time and 
labor for no tangible academic credit. Even though our weekly writ-
ing and reading activities were centered on public health scholarship 
(in which I tried to become conversant and largely failed—myself a 
“basic” reader and writer in this context, an irony not lost on me), they 
were there because they were told, you don’t yet qualify. You are not ready. 
We gave them a timed test—like we give first-year writers—and many 
“failed,” like our basic writers do. This course certainly didn’t even meet 
the bar for successful basic writing courses, which, as Mike Rose (2010, 
5) notes, “set high standards, are focused on inquiry and problem solv-
ing in a substantial curriculum, utilize a pedagogy that is supportive and 
interactive, draw on a variety of techniques and approaches, and are in-
line with student goals and provide credit for coursework.”
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Embedded in the comments of my UNCG English department col-
leagues, as well as in the valid fears and anxieties of my Southern 
Connecticut MPH students, is not just a striking and occasionally explicit 
parallel to the discourse of basic writing but also a real anxiety about 
the future of English graduate studies, from both faculty and students’ 
points of view. I argue that many graduate programs unwisely continue 
to view their mission and their general composition from an elite per-
spective—in other words, that students who are admitted are simply 
being certified to exhibit what they already know and that the knowledge 
graduate students exhibit will be a recitation of that which is already 
formed. This perspective makes labor discussions about teaching con-
tent versus skill far simpler: there is only content; there is no skill.

This model, however, is particularly striking in terms of social class. 
Just as basic writers are typically framed as socioeconomically disad-
vantaged and/or persons from underrepresented minority groups—a 
myth I’ve tried to debunk in my own scholarship—graduate students 
who come from working-class backgrounds often struggle to be seen as 
“equal” to their more privileged colleagues and even their faculty.4 Even 
as we very generously welcome—indeed, on my own campus actively, at 
some level, recruit—basic writers who are from underprepared commu-
nities and/or working- or lower-class families, we do not seem to trans-
late this generosity into our graduate curricula—even though, theoreti-
cally, these students are one and the same. We see this paradox invoked 
in publications in the field and in trade-centered outlets, such as the 
Chronicle, as well as in our private department conversations about ten-
ure and promotion. We want to support, for example, our junior col-
leagues in their quest for tenure, but we hire them based on their abil-
ity to “jump-start” their careers and to do the work we need them to do. 
We don’t really care if they have been amply supported in these writing 
endeavors along the way; that stops now. And this does not even begin to 
address the idea of “investing” in a future colleague, from a departmen-
tal perspective. We generally agree that we hire in order to tenure—we 
don’t, as a rule, want to hire someone we feel we cannot keep. So why, in 
terms of that hire’s scholarship, are we so unwilling to invest in success 
at the graduate level? Why do we persist in thinking that the econom-
ics of graduate education and the economics of the tenure-stream labor 
market are divorced from one another, at this level?

When we are willing to say graduate students are in need of more, we 
frame that as subject specific. What we are far less willing to do is to say 
that these are also growing and developing writers. We instead revert to the 
“lack” paradigm, backed by the “good” exemption, deeply afraid of what 
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other possibilities it entails, economic or otherwise. As we do with basic 
writers, we want our graduate students to be “already done” with that 
which is the entrance to their educational path. We want them to be able 
to write, but we are not sure we really want to teach it. Graduate students 
(and many faculty) grapple with the same sets of new language (terminol-
ogy) and content (theories, paradigms, materials) undergraduates do, just 
on a higher scale. Graduate writing courses are not, however, remedial—
students cannot have already been taught what they have not needed to 
know before (how to write an article, how to compose an abstract, how to 
craft a job letter). Such also holds true, I argue, for basic or mainstream/
standard first-year writers. My mantra, well known to my own graduate stu-
dents, is that writing for college happens in college, or, college instruction 
happens on college campuses.5 But we could learn quite a bit about how 
we frame “remediation” and basic writing at the undergraduate level by 
looking to our better undergraduate writing programs.6

I encourage faculty, in their design and implementation of graduate 
writing curricula, to draw upon a distinction Paul Kameen (1995, 449–
50) made 20 years prior to this writing:

The discourses available to use for thinking and writing about the under-
graduate classroom . . . are not directly transferable to the venues—semi-
nar rooms, staff meetings, departmental committees—that predominate 
at the graduate level. In the graduate arena our roles as masters and 
mentors, as gate-keepers and door-openers, are more intensely driven 
by contradictory combinations of . . . power and humility, authority and 
deference, knowledge and reputation. And students come to us driven by 
their own contradictory desires for emulation and mastery, originality and 
conformity, rebellion and compliance.

Kameen’s point is crucial as we recognize the intricacies of teaching 
graduate students to work successfully in the complex writing genres 
we have long since taken for granted in our own work. I urge faculty 
to see both the positive and negative parallels in our socioeconomic 
discourse on graduate-student writing and our discourse on basic writ-
ing and to work to make the enterprise of writing as important to our 
future colleagues—our graduate students—as it is to the first-year stu-
dents we also teach.

Notes
 1. I use this term to encompass both MA and PhD students—and to illustrate the 

effects of graduate writing on these two populations in my own brief narratives 
later in this chapter—but as someone who advocates for explicit and deliber-
ate (and separate) writing instruction in graduate programs, I specifically call 
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attention to doctoral students, as it is these students who are most likely to be 
called upon to mimic the kinds of writing faculty do in their own (potential) 
future faculty positions.

 2. For example, see Duane Roen et al. (1995), Paul Kei Matsuda (2003), and Richard 
McNabb (2001).

 3. On this point of mentoring, it does seem that in the absence of adequate writing 
support from faculty in various English programs, students are well equipped, 
in some cases, to form that support themselves through writing groups. For an 
example of this in the specific context of mentoring, see Lisa Cahill et al. (2008).

 4. For example, see collections such as William DeGenaro (2007), Dews and Law 
(1995), and Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs et al. 2012. Also see Shepherd, McMillan, 
and Tate (1998). For a broader take on the importance of social class in literacy 
instruction, see Irvin Peckham (2010).

 5. And thus I take an explicit stand against dual-credit, dual-enrollment, and early-
college programs as a whole. But that is an argument, while certainly germane to 
this conversation surrounding where writing instruction “lives” and in what register, 
for another day.

 6. I put remediation in quotes here because while I respect Rose’s (2010) use of the 
term in his scholarship, I do not believe all basic writing is remedial, so I resist the 
term as a general rule when discussing writing studies.
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In “Activity Theory and Process Approaches,” David Russell (1999) 
reports the experience of seeing four bright yellow one-word posters on 
his daughter’s elementary-school classroom wall: PREWRITE. WRITE. 
REVISE. EDIT. Reflecting on how something so complex as writing pro-
cesses became so effectively distilled down to four words, Russell con-
tends that “the discipline of composition studies, like other disciplines, 
commodifies the products of its research and theory to make them useful 
to practitioners, clients, customers, students” (85, emphasis in original). 
Such commodification, he argues, is a necessary process, for otherwise 
many teachers and students would not have access to or understanding 
of theoretical scholarship. Russell cautions, though, that commodifica-
tion can carry a risk of overgeneralizing, too much of which can render 
our scholarly products “useless or counterproductive” (86).

An obvious form of commodification in writing studies is textbooks—
those literal commodities we write and ask our students to buy. I worry 
that, particularly in the specific genre of the first-year writing handbook, 
we have become insufficiently vigilant with regard to the sort of harmful 
overgeneralization Russell cautions against. If, as Debra Hawhee (1999, 
504) says, composition handbooks both “write the discipline” and “dis-
cipline the writer,” we must consider carefully what our handbooks are 
saying to students, teachers, and our wider scholarly communities.

In fall of 2011, I was hired to direct a first-year writing program that I 
am, at the time of this writing, leading through changes in its textbook 
policy. The policy I inherited with the program stated that instructors 
could choose any textbooks and materials they wanted for their classes, 
except that everyone was required to adopt a handbook from a select list 
of approved titles. From my own discussions with fellow writing program 
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administrators and from other scholars’ surveys (e.g., Rendleman 2013; 
Thompkins 2007), I know many other writing programs also have hand-
books as their only required textbooks. Why this circumstance worries 
me, and why I worked to change it in my own program, is that it says 
misleading things about the priorities of a writing program.

As we know, first-year writing programs have a wealth of goals, 
including critical thinking, process, working with sources, and rhetori-
cal awareness. I fear, though, that we frequently demonstrate to stu-
dents and faculty through our choice of textbooks that our priorities 
are grammar, style, and documentation format. Granted, programs 
that decide to require only handbooks do so for a variety of reasons, 
many of which have nothing to do with making surface issues a prior-
ity. For instance, program administrators may make blanket handbook 
decisions for the program in an effort to free up instructors for what 
they believe is the more important work of choosing other texts and 
materials. Regardless of intent, however, when faculty across the uni-
versity observe the dominance of handbooks on the bookstore shelves 
and students pay 75 dollars for a handbook but only 15 dollars for 
a coursepack of readings, the handbook, and its content, can easily 
come to look like a programmatic priority.

To complicate matters, regardless of their internal priorities, writ-
ing programs may wish to demonstrate exactly this priority on surface 
issues to their wider university, and even public, communities. As Robert 
Connors (1985, 67) points out, demonstrating attention to mechanical 
issues can be an understandable defense against a “furor over ‘illiter-
acy,’” and popular and scholarly discourse has reached such a furor rela-
tively regularly throughout the history of higher education in the United 
States. To borrow Karen Spear’s (1997, 331–32) words, “Expressions of 
alarm about student illiteracy have become one of those discourse con-
ventions through which members of the academic community validate 
themselves in the eyes of their peers.” Composition teachers, then, have 
a history of being faulted for their inattention to grammar, both by their 
extradisciplinary peers and by published books and articles (e.g., Gross 
1999; Lyons 1976; Mulroy 2003; Sheils 1975). One option for respond-
ing to such criticism is publishing in defense of the field’s pedagogical 
priorities (examples of this practice abound throughout the past five to 
six decades—e.g., Agee 1977; Hourigan 1994; Memering 1978; Spear 
1997; Tighe 1963; J. Ward 1981); another is demonstrating through 
observable pedagogical decisions (such as textbook adoption) that sur-
face correctness is indeed a programmatic priority, a move that may 
present an acceptable compromise on a number of campuses.
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Ultimately, by adopting a textbook, regardless of what we do with it 
in our classrooms, one of the things we also do is demonstrate to out-
side audiences some level of commitment to that text’s priorities (Bleich 
1999; Hawhee 1999), and the first-year composition handbook’s priori-
ties are surface issues like grammar, style, and documentation. These pri-
orities are not in themselves a problem; in fact, one of the points I wish 
to argue here is that these should be the priorities of a handbook. Many 
handbooks, especially the large comprehensive ones, include sections on 
topics like disciplinary genres, rhetorical concerns, or writing process, but 
this is rarely something to applaud. The format of a handbook can only 
accurately convey absolute rules, and we should not mistake what a hand-
book can do for true instruction in complex rhetorical and writing issues.

In 1999, Peter Mortensen summed up the views of “a good many 
critics of composition textbooks” by stating that “there is a serious gap 
between what research and textbooks say about the teaching of writing” 
(Mortensen 1999, 219). My goal here is not to replicate that criticism, 
which is both abundant and insightful (see, e.g., Gale and Gale 1999; 
Meyers 1971; Miles 2000; Rendleman 2009; Rose 1981; Segal 1995), but 
rather to situate within it a specific argument related to first-year com-
position handbooks: handbooks should not attempt to be rhetorics, and 
writing teachers and writing program administrators should not rely on 
them as such. The format and language of handbooks are well suited to 
rules but poorly suited to any facet of writing involving interpretation, 
contingency, or complexity. When academic writing is commodified in 
a handbook format, it is too often distilled into something more likely 
to mislead students than assist them.

t H E  H a n d B o o k  f o r m at

Given my own scholarly interest in how academic writing and language 
are defined for undergraduate students, I have examined many of the 
longest-running and most frequently updated first-year writing hand-
books for the definitions, explanations, and restrictions they offer (see 
also Looker 2011). In this process, I have found consistent contradic-
tions between complex information and commodified presentation.

Commodification and oversimplification are common to most text-
books, which, according to David Bleich (1999, 34), are written in the 
“language of simplification”:

The language of simplification, of boiling down, of giving summary 
sections and “bullets,” is present in every textbook. . . . While it is true 
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that more people will likely buy a book if its language seems simple, 
or if there are both complex discussions and “boil-downs,” it is also 
true that pedagogical and mercantile purposes conflict on this score. 
Teachers who write and use the textbooks are forced by the language 
of the text to teach the erroneous thought—for example, [in the case 
of one text Bleich examines,] that there “are” four categories [of writ-
ing purposes]—and they are forced unconsciously to present the text’s 
language as exemplary.

This language of simplification, and its accompanying distortion of 
material, seems especially characteristic of the first-year-writing-hand-
book genre, with its wealth of bulleted points, checklists, and dos and 
don’ts. Handbooks’ layout and language lend an air of authority and 
objectivity inappropriate to the complex, context-dependent nature of 
academic writing. Although students and instructors retain the option 
of reading textbooks against the grain, when rhetorical possibilities and 
stylistic preferences are presented in the same definitive statements 
and succinct lists as punctuation rules, it becomes much more difficult 
to examine standards critically. Because, as Bleich contends, students 
generally are conditioned to read textbooks for facts and instructions, 
they would be unlikely, without strong and deliberate scaffolding from 
an instructor (an act that in turn requires the instructor to be very well 
trained in the nuances of academic discourse), to read their texts in a 
way that allows them to imagine the wide range of options and alterna-
tives available to them.

Presenting all material as a rule may not truly be the goal of most 
handbooks; The St. Martin’s Handbook, for instance, advises students that 
there is a difference between “conventions,” which can be flexible and 
varying, and “hard-and-fast rules” (Lunsford 2011, 15). However, even 
when the message is more nuanced, the format of handbooks makes it 
difficult to distinguish between what is a rule or fact and what is not. 
Thus, even though The Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers, for example, 
has text encouraging students to view distinctions among formal, infor-
mal, and casual styles as “points on a continuum rather than hard and 
fast categories” (Ruszkiewicz et al. 2011, 210), its accompanying chart 
on “Levels of Formality” does not reflect that flexibility. Instead, we 
see three columns labeled “FORMAL,” “INFORMAL,” and “CASUAL,” 
showing students and teachers three distinct registers with different 
expectations for tone, word choice, format, and other factors. Here are 
several lines from the chart (211):1
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Formal Informal Casual

Abstract and technical lan-
guage; precise vocabulary: 
the diminution of nationalis-
tic sentiment

Mix of abstract and concrete 
terms; direct language: 
the weakening of patriotic 
feeling

Concrete language; slang 
and colloquial terms: nixing 
the flag waving

Impersonal tone; infrequent 
use of I and you

Occasionally and comfort-
ably personal; some use of I 
and you

Unapologetically personal; 
frequent use of I and you

Serious and consistent tone 
and subject matter

Moderate variations of tone 
and subject

Wide variations in tone and 
unexpected shifts in topic—
sometimes light and satirical

Similarly, The Writer’s Brief Handbook gives students a somewhat 
nuanced explanation of Standard English: “American Standard English 
(see pages 129–132) is the customary level of formality used in academic 
writing, but even within the fairly narrow confines of that standard there 
is room for individual differences of expression so that your writing 
can retain its personality and appeal” (Rosa and Eschholz 2011, 48). 
However, upon seeing pages 129–132 as directed, one observes that the 
only large, full-color heading on page 130 presents a much less nuanced 
picture of the issue: “3b Use Standard English.” I am reminded here of 
Mike Rose’s (1981, 67) point that textbooks’ “overall structure stands as 
a more potent statement than scattered caveats.” Chapter subheadings 
phrased as imperatives and neatly divided charts send a far stronger mes-
sage than any qualifying that might happen within a handbook’s text.

c o m m o d i f y i n g  t H E  aca d E m i c  c o m m u n i t y

Composition handbooks discuss a great deal more than mechanical 
rules. Like most texts directed at first-year writers and their instruc-
tors, they often include among their goals introducing students to 
college- level writing and to the standards to which they will be expected 
to conform. Almost invariably, these books paint a picture of a cohe-
sive academic community with shared standards and expectations. 
This cohesion is implied throughout handbooks by statements that 
tell students what to do in college writing or what an academic audi-
ence will expect. Most handbooks have a chapter titled something like 
“Expectations for College Writing” (Fowler and Aaron 2010; Lunsford 
2011; Ruszkiewicz et al. 2011).

Many handbooks also make more explicit statements about a unified 
academic community. The Longman Handbook for Readers and Writers, for 
example, identifies academia as a single discourse community, explain-
ing that “a discourse community consists of people with shared goals 
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and knowledge, a common setting or context, and similar preferences 
and uses for verbal and visual texts” (Anson and Schwegler 2011, 2). The 
academic community, this handbook says, is one of “three major com-
munities of readers, writers, and speakers,” the other two being public 
and work communities (4). A chart describing these communities lists 
idealized roles, goals, forms, and characteristics for each. The forms and 
characteristics, for instance, are as follows (4):2

Academic Public Work

Forms Forms Forms

Analytical report; inter-
pretation of text or event; 
research proposal or report; 
lab report; scholarly article; 
annotated bibliography; grant 
proposal; policy study

Guidelines; position paper; 
informative report; letter or 
email to agency or group 
flyer or brochure; action pro-
posal; grant proposal; charter 
or mission statement; letter to 
editor; Web announcement

Informative memo; factual or 
descriptive report; proposal; 
executive summary; letter or 
memo; guidelines or instruc-
tion; promotional material; 
minutes and notes; formal 
reports; internal and public 
Websites

CharaCteristiCs CharaCteristiCs CharaCteristiCs

Clear reasoning; criti-
cal analysis; fresh insight; 
extensive evidence; accurate 
detail; balanced treatment; 
acknowledgment of compet-
ing viewpoints; thorough 
exploration of topic

Focus on shared values; 
advocacy of cause or policy; 
fairness and ethical argu-
ment; relevant support-
ing evidence; action- or 
solution-oriented; accessible 
presentation

Focus on tasks and goals; 
accurate, efficient presenta-
tion; promotion of products 
and services; attention to 
organizational image and 
corporate design standards; 
concise, direct style

By contrasting features like an academic focus on “clear reasoning” 
against a public focus on “shared values” and a work focus on “tasks and 
goals,” The Longman Handbook ignores the enormous variation within 
scholarly and other communities in favor of presenting the three com-
munities as internally cohesive and distinct from one another.

As they claim a cohesive academic community, handbooks also frame 
themselves and the classes in which they are used as representative of 
this community. The Little, Brown Handbook advises students to disregard 
individual variation among teachers in favor of viewing teachers as rep-
resentatives of academia in general: “Like everyone else, instructors have 
preferences and peeves, but you’ll waste time and energy trying to antici-
pate them. Do attend to written and spoken directions for assignments, 
of course. But otherwise view your instructors as representatives of the 
community you are writing for. Their responses will be guided by the 
community’s aims and expectations and by a desire to teach you about 
them” (Fowler and Aaron 2010, 166). With statements like these, com-
position handbooks support efforts to make their writing standards, and 
those of the teacher and class, appear to be universal. This is a dangerous 
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illusion to present to students, given that there is no universal academic 
standard for quality writing and that much of being a savvy college writer 
is being able to adapt to different instructors’ standards. In the words 
of Mike Rose (1981, 72), “Every student knows exactly who his or her 
audience is—Mr. Jones, Ms. Smith, Professor Simpson. What the student 
needs to know is that Mr. Jones, Ms. Smith, and Professor Simpson might 
have very different tastes and standards. . . . Texts should offer sound 
advice on variation in academic audiences and further advice on how, 
purely and simply, to determine those audiences’ demands.” By painting 
academia as a cohesive community with shared standards, and by deny-
ing the need for students to adapt to individual instructors, handbooks 
can thus discourage the rhetorical development of college writers.

c o m m o d i f y i n g  aca d E m i c  l a n g u ag E

While the directive format of handbooks is problematic for the more 
complex aspects of writing, it works fine for some messages. In addition 
to “Use Standard English,” The Writer’s Brief Handbook also includes sub-
headings stating “Make an appositive fragment part of a sentence” (Rosa 
and Eschholz 2011, 178) and “Be sure a pronoun’s antecedent is clear” 
(167). Because there are no genres in which one customarily puts a 
period after an appositive, nor are there any circumstances under which 
an unclear pronoun/antecedent relationship might be preferable, these 
statements are just the sorts of rules to which handbooks are well suited.

Single-sentence handbook directives can also work for rules that are 
clear issues of appropriateness in an academic setting. The Simon & 
Schuster Handbook, for instance, lists “Never use sexist language or stereo-
types” among the items in its “Language to avoid in academic writing” 
Quick Reference box (Troyka and Hesse 2009, 261–62). This is an excel-
lent suggestion for life, never mind academic writing. What is unfortunate 
here, though, is that other items in the same box include far more nego-
tiable stylistic preferences like “Never use colloquial language,” “Never 
use nonstandard English,” and “Never use regional language” (261–62).

Simon & Schuster is far from alone in this juxtaposition; in nearly all 
of the handbooks I have examined, issues of formality and dialect are 
addressed together with issues of offensive language and incorrect word 
choice. Here is the series of directives provided in the chapter subhead-
ings of The Bedford Handbook’s “Choose Appropriate Language” chapter:

• Stay away from jargon.
• Avoid pretentious language, most euphemisms, and “doublespeak.”
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• Avoid obsolete and invented words.
• In most contexts, avoid slang, regional expressions, and nonstandard 

English.
• Choose an appropriate level of formality.
• Avoid sexist language.
• Revise language that may offend groups of people. (Hacker and 

Sommers 2010)

At least this nonstandard English directive is qualified a little in that 
we are to avoid it “in most contexts” rather than all, but the conflation 
of nonstandard language and sexist and offensive language as equally 
“inappropriate” is still troubling. We see a similar series of directives 
in the subheadings of the “Choose the Best Words” chapter in Keys 
for Writers (I have included a few sub-subheadings here to better show 
where nonstandardized English is):

• Use a dictionary and a thesaurus.
• Use exact words and connotations.
• Monitor the language of speech, region, and workplace.

▪the language of speech
▪regional and ethnic language
▪the jargon of the workplace

• Use figurative language for effect, but don’t overuse it.
• Avoid sexist, biased, and exclusionary language.
• Avoid tired expressions (clichés) and pretentious language. (Raimes 

and Jerskey 2011)

As the evaluative language of the chapter titles tells us, the tips in these 
lists are intended to foster “appropriate language” and use of “the best 
words” (emphasis added). Apparently, the “best” words are the standard-
ized ones, not those characteristic of ethnic or regional dialects.

Again, as in some of the earlier examples, some of the material 
communicated in these word-choice chapters is suited to quick direc-
tives. In the “Use a dictionary and a thesaurus” section, Keys for Writers 
points out that students must be careful of words that are commonly 
confused but have different meanings: “Use a dictionary to learn or 
confirm the denotation—the basic meaning—of a word. Some words 
that appear similar are not interchangeable. For example, respectable 
has a meaning very different from respectful; emigrant and immigrant 
have different meanings; and so do defuse and diffuse, uninterested and 
disinterested, and principal and principle” (Raimes and Jerskey 2011, 
368; italics in original). This works because there is no need for con-
text-based negotiation; there are no communities or genres in which 
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principle is considered the correct spelling for the person who is in 
charge of a school.

In contrast to “should I use respectable or respectful ?” or “does this pro-
noun have an antecedent?” though, “what constitutes academic lan-
guage?” is a complex question. Yet most handbooks answer it with little 
hesitation, through seemingly simple bulleted points and headings. This 
simplicity may result in part from the fact that, historically, one of the 
most common and least questioned assumptions about academic writ-
ing has been that it must be written in standardized English. As Paul Kei 
Matsuda (2006, 640) contends, “Implicit in most teachers’ definitions of 
‘writing well’ is the ability to produce English that is unmarked in the 
eyes of teachers who are custodians of privileged varieties of English.” 
With this in mind, it is not surprising that we see handbooks issuing 
blanket directives like “Never use nonstandard English” (Troyka and 
Hesse 2009, 262).

Though unsurprising, this practice is based on a faulty assumption 
that remains deeply objectionable because it does not reflect the reality 
of scholarly writing. Language-focused work by composition scholars in 
recent decades has worn away at many of the assumptions made about 
nonstandardized language varieties in relation to academic work (see, 
e.g., Buell 2004; Canagarajah 2006; Horner and Trimbur 2002; Lu 2004; 
Matsuda 2006; Young 2009). Such scholarship has illuminated how pres-
ent nonstandardized language already is in published academic writ-
ing and has challenged traditional assumptions that nonstandardized 
language varieties are less effective for clear communication or formal, 
complex messages. Such discussions of nonstandardized language in 
academic writing fit into an ongoing expansion of our definitions of 
the academic: as we now know, what qualifies as “academic writing” is 
shot through with a multiplicity of genres, voices, and textual histories 
that make the category far more blurry than traditional representations 
would suggest (as discussed in, e.g., Biber 2006; Cope and Kalantzis 
2000; Duff 2005; Prior 1998; Thaiss and Zawacki 2006).

If we continue to assume that all academic language is standard-
ized, we reinforce harmful and exclusionary language ideologies. Biber 
and Finegan (1994) note that registers perceived as literate and aca-
demic are similar to the speech and writing of more empowered social 
groups, both because these groups were able to create the standards 
and because their power sustains access to these privileged registers for 
learning and maintenance. The inherent power imbalance here, then, 
means traditional academic language standards both undermine efforts 
at inclusivity and fail to reflect the evolving diversity of the academy. As 
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Suresh Canagarajah (2006, 587) points out, “every time teachers insist 
on a uniform variety of language or discourse, we are helping reproduce 
monolingualist ideologies and linguistic hierarchies.”3 This is problem-
atic enough when done by an individual teacher, so why do we quietly 
tolerate it when it is done by millions of copies of central course texts?

I understand that material must be somewhat simplified, that we can-
not all assign Canagarajah articles to our composition students (although 
I and many other instructors do, and I applaud the ability of readers like 
Wardle and Downs’s [2011] Writing about Writing to bring students into 
the complex theoretical discussions of our field). However, going back 
to Russell’s (1999) point, we must ask what types of simplification make 
our knowledge useful and what types make it so oversimplified as to be 
useless. A complex question like What constitutes academic language? is 
more appropriately addressed outside of the handbook genre.

c o m Pa r i s o n s :  H a n d B o o k s  a n d  r H E to r i c s , 

t E x t B o o k s  a n d  P r o f E s s i o na l  P u B l i cat i o n s

To illustrate the benefits of addressing these complex questions in other 
textbook genres, I offer a few brief examples from first-year composi-
tion rhetorics, whose format allows for a much more nuanced treat-
ment of academic language issues. The minirhetoric They Say/I Say, for 
instance, includes the chapter “‘Ain’t So/Is Not’: Academic Writing 
Doesn’t Always Mean Setting Aside Your Own Voice,” which talks to 
students about mixing styles and language varieties, using examples 
including nonstandardized English phrases from Geneva Smitherman 
and non-English ones from Gloria Anzaldúa. It tells students outright 
that “what counts as ‘standard’ English changes over time and the range 
of possibilities open to academic writers continues to grow” (Graff and 
Birkenstein 2010, 128). It also encourages students to try out less tra-
ditionally academic forms of language for rhetorical benefit, as in this 
end-of-chapter exercise: “Find something you’ve written for a course, 
and study it to see whether you’ve used . . . any words or structures that 
are not ‘academic.’ If by chance you don’t find any, see if there’s a place 
or two where shifting into more casual or unexpected language would 
help you make a point, get your reader’s attention, or just add liveliness 
to your text” (Graff and Birkenstein 2010, 128). Granted, I still take issue 
with They Say/I Say’s reinforcement of a school/home language dichot-
omy through statements like “It is surprising how often such [academic] 
writing draws on the languages of the street, popular culture, our eth-
nic communities, and home” (128). Also, its frequent use of templates 
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does little to move the book away from the directive tone of handbooks. 
Nonetheless, a chapter like this is definitely a step in the right direction, 
closer to simplifying than it is to oversimplifying and distorting.

In another rhetoric, Lisa Ede’s (2008) The Academic Writer, discus-
sions of the “best” or most “appropriate” language are replaced by a 
more nuanced discussion called “Analyzing Textual Conventions.” The 
only bullet-pointed graphic in this section, titled “An effective academic 
essay is . . .” addresses academic language by saying that an academic 
essay “uses words, sentences, and paragraphs that are carefully crafted, 
appropriate for the writer’s purpose and subject, and free of errors of usage, 
grammar, and punctuation” (58, emphasis added). This graphic is the 
closest the book comes to defining what counts as academic in language, 
and what I appreciate about it is the use of “appropriate for,” not simply 
appropriate—it acknowledges that there are no intrinsically appropriate 
words, that appropriateness depends on context and aims.

What I appreciate even more about this section on textual conven-
tions is that it encourages students to draw their own conclusions about 
general characteristics of academic language, to uncover trends rather 
than having rules handed down on a stone tablet. Within the textual 
conventions section is a subsection called “Observing a Professional 
Writer at Work: Comparing and Contrasting Textual Conventions,” 
which presents excerpts from several articles by Deborah Tannen—all 
about her topic of agonism, but published in three different contexts: 
the Washington Post, the Chronicle of Higher Education, and the Journal of 
Pragmatics (Ede 2008, 65–67). By looking at the excerpts, printed much 
as they looked in the original sources, students can see at a glance the 
differences in format, use of visuals, and textual density. Students are 
also encouraged to examine details of the articles, such as the use of 
sources (anecdotal versus heavily documented) and the word choice 
(“attack” in the Washington Post is “oppositional argumentation” in the 
Journal of Pragmatics). What is especially invigorating about these exam-
ples is that we can also see commonalities between academic and popu-
lar writing that handbook definitions would not anticipate. For instance, 
the Journal of Pragmatics text is peppered with first person: in just the first 
paragraph, “we” use discourse analysis, Tannen claims her topic as “my” 
topic, and she ends the paragraph with “Here I turn my attention to . . .” 
(quoted in Ede 2008, 65).

Compare this to the earlier noted Scott, Foresman Handbook chart 
in which formal writing contains “infrequent use of the first person” 
(Ruszkiewicz et al. 2011, 211). Or to the statement in The Prentice Hall 
Guide that “first person is appropriate for a narrative about your own 
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actions and for essays that explore your personal feelings and emotions. 
Some teachers encourage writers to use first person to develop a sense 
of their own voice in writing” (M. Harris (2005, 129). These sorts of 
statements give first person a role outside of most of the textual variet-
ies privileged in academia and also serve to reinforce the exclusion of 
personal forms from academic writing.

In published academic writing, though, first person is regularly used, 
even in disciplines such as hard sciences where traditional wisdom has 
held that first person and personal opinions are inappropriate. In a study 
of scientific journal articles, Chi-Hua Kuo (1999, 131) found frequent 
use of we for purposes ranging from outlining methods and goals—
such as, “In this section, we consider a number of spatial/spatial fre-
quency representations”—to identifying disciplinary knowledge—such 
as, “Realize the further objective of what we call knowledge refinement” 
(126; emphasis in original). In a similar study, Iliana Martínez (2005, 
186) found especially frequent use of we by scientists for the function of 
“stating results/claims,” as in “Xtrp may function as an SOC in Xenopus 
oocytes. In support of this, we found that Xtrp was exclusively localized at 
the plasma membrane in Xenopus oocytes” (emphasis in original).

While the simple existence of first person in published academic schol-
arship already destabilizes claims about its absence, the ways in which 
first person is used also frequently blur related distinctions between the 
academic and the personal. When David Bartholomae (1985, 146), for 
example, says his students’ essays “are evidence of a discourse that lies 
between what I might call the students’ primary discourse . . . and stan-
dard, official literary criticism” (emphasis added), or Mike Rose (1985, 
342) contends, “The more I think about this language . . . the more I 
realize how caught up we all are in a political-semantic web that restricts 
the way we think about writing in the academy” (italics added), they 
are undoubtedly explaining important theoretical concepts. However, 
we might also call these concepts their personal opinions, which are 
arguably vital to the nature of theoretical academic discourse, even (or 
perhaps especially) when expressed in the first person. As Ken Hyland 
(2002, 1091, 1093–94) asserts, “Writers gain credibility by projecting an 
identity invested with individual authority, displaying confidence in their 
evaluations and commitment to their ideas. . . . First person then, is a 
powerful means by which writers express an identity by asserting their 
claim to speak as an authority, and this is a key element of successful 
academic writing.” From this perspective, first person, and its accompa-
nying visibility of personal identity and perspective, serves an important 
role in establishing a scholarly ethos. When students are discouraged 
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from use of the first person for anything but storytelling, they are denied 
that opportunity for authority. First person, then, is a useful representa-
tive example of how the discrepancy between textbook representations 
and academic practices restricts students’ ability to fully develop as aca-
demic writers.

c o n c l u s i o n

My goal here is not to engage in a blanket vilification of handbooks; 
some are better than others at avoiding stylistic and rhetorical choices 
as what Mike Rose (1980) memorably called “Rigid Rules.” I also cannot 
blame handbooks for including stylistic and rhetorical issues, however 
oversimplified they become as a result, because their inclusion makes 
significant sense from a sales perspective. Our field’s emphasis on pro-
cess pedagogy in recent decades has meant a danger, at least widely 
perceived if not actual, of teachers “tossing out their handbooks and 
grammar exercises to focus on process-oriented teaching” (Clark 2003, 
5); by emphasizing issues beyond surface ones, publishers respond to a 
perceived demand from the composition community. Also, it is impor-
tant to note that nearly all handbooks do some things quite well. For 
example, when we have citation practice day in my class during which 
teams of students test their MLA understanding by selecting from a pile 
of resources and creating works-cited entries, I appreciate that they can 
use their handbooks to locate instructions for citing a work with mul-
tiple authors or an edited collection.

I also understand it is simply not possible to fit a lengthy, nuanced 
discussion of certain stylistic or rhetorical issues into the limited space 
possible in a handbook. I argue, then, that any issue for which this is the 
case would be better left out altogether rather than pared down until we 
can no longer recognize it as anything resembling reality. Is there any-
thing to be gained from an oversimplified representation that conveys 
to students little or no truthful or useful information?

In making pedagogical and programmatic decisions, let us encour-
age handbooks to do what they do well and think twice about adopting 
handbooks that oversimplify complex issues better addressed elsewhere. 
We should remain aware that it is difficult for students to negotiate with 
textbooks’ authority through questions or discussion. One of the selling 
points of handbooks, in fact, is that students can grab them at any time 
so that they do not need a teacher around to answer their basic ques-
tions. If my students have a quick question about anything other than 
a basic rule, I sincerely hope they will ask me rather than consulting 
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the book I want them to use solely as a punctuation and documenta-
tion resource. As Michael Kleine (1999, 139) contends, writing text-
books “posture as authoritative and mysterious texts, prescribing writing 
behaviors and establishing standards of good writing without revealing 
how and why the values underlying the advice that they give were con-
structed historically.” If it is true, as Kleine asserts, that students tend 
to “internalize” their composition textbooks’ content and priorities, I 
do not want my students, or any students, internalizing rules about lan-
guage that are questionably accurate at best and linguistically exclusion-
ary at worst.

Notes
 1. Because the visual cues in handbook charts carry significant messages, I have 

endeavored to reproduce their boldface type, capital letters, and other visual ele-
ments in addition to their content.

 2. I have reproduced the use of full caps and bold type from the original chart; the 
chart also uses different colors to shade in each column.

 3. These monolingualist attitudes, incidentally, are why more recent efforts to include 
sections for ELL writers in first-year composition handbooks are admirable but 
insufficient. By singling out ELL writers as the primary group whose language dif-
fers from the standard expected in academia, handbooks neglect to acknowledge 
that diversity is everywhere in academic writing and thus that linguistic difference 
in the classroom is the norm for everyone, not the exception for a few international 
students or students from immigrant families.
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“I must mention it,” said Sigmund Freud (1964, 146), near the end of 
his life, “because it’s so exceedingly rich in hopes for the future, perhaps 
the most important of all the activities of analysis. What I am thinking 
of is the application of psychoanalysis to education.” And Jacques Lacan 
(Schneiderman 1983, 169), also fairly late in his career, said he under-
stood his work to be, finally, a contribution to the centuries-old disci-
pline of rhetoric. Given the interest in pedagogy and rhetoric voiced 
by Freud and Lacan, respectively, one would assume teachers of writing 
would have a lot to say about—and through—various concepts derived 
from psychoanalysis. They haven’t.

“So exceedingly rich . . .” said Freud, in the remark quoted above, and 
perhaps an unintended echo in these words reveals part of the rub: 
psychoanalysis has long been seen as the province of the leisure class, 
at least in the United States, of those rich to such an excess they can 
presumably afford to indulge in seemingly endless and relatively pri-
vate introspection about miseries far removed from the material con-
ditions of whatever work they might do. In contrast, those who teach 
writing tend to identify with a rather more hardscrabble ethos: bru-
tally overworked, underpaid, often with no job security, but devoted to 
empowering—on a very tight schedule—significant numbers of people 
through grueling practice in principles of rhetoric. Thus, psychoanal-
ysis and writing instruction would seem affiliated with quite distant 
registers in the United States class hierarchy and seem therefore the 
strangest of bedfellows.

But maybe not.
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As Lad Tobin (1991) noted, a number of scholars in composition 
have pointed out the considerable parallels between writing pedagogy 
and psychoanalysis only to disavow the connection as ludicrous: James 
Moffett (1988), Donald Murray (1968), Thomas Carnicelli (1980), 
Stephen Zelnick (1983), and Louise Rosenblatt (1938), among others, 
have all cautioned teachers away from a framework that in their view 
can only lead to trouble. Such a framework, they warn, seeks to replace 
the rightful focus on student prose with volatile intimacies entirely inap-
propriate to the classroom. Taking a new tack, Tobin (1991) set forth 
a psychoanalytic approach to the teaching of writing that did not seek 
to engage the unconscious of the student writer but instead to instill in 
teachers the habit of reflection on how their own work is shaped by the 
unconscious. But Tobin’s essay may only have added to the difficulty 
psychoanalysis has had in finding acceptance among teachers of writing 
because, as Tobin frames it, psychoanalysis seems to compromise quite 
radically the teacher’s authority: even if everyone knows that teachers 
are not repositories of objective knowledge and ideal standards (i.e., in 
popular parlance, that they are, in fact, “only human” and “just like the 
rest of us”), the institutional setting requires everyone to pretend oth-
erwise. Besides, if unconscious desires and biases loom too far into the 
foreground of classroom activity—as, presumably, they inevitably would 
in any psychoanalytically inflected undertaking—then, rest assured, law-
yers are soon to follow.

But what if Tobin and others are foreclosing too soon the potentials 
of psychoanalytic concepts to help teachers understand their work? 
What if, more specifically, our field has thought of psychoanalysis in a 
too-limited way as focused on intensely private issues? I’ll argue over the 
coming pages that psychoanalysis is an invaluable resource for organiz-
ing the public dimensions of our work and that, as such, it can shift our 
relationship with the public in ways that could improve the material con-
ditions of our work.

Specifically, when we modify our courses by linking them to projects 
of public service and publicly circulated student writing, repositioning 
the economies of student and teacher around a third term—the pub-
lic—we reopen the possibility of a rich relationship between pedagogy 
and psychoanalysis. More precisely, as I’ll argue here, in our efforts to 
engage effectively with a public, we can find no better tools with which 
to do so than those we borrow from psychoanalysis. Why? Because, too 
often, the university’s relation to the wider community defaults to a 
highly problematic parent-child dynamic—a dynamic psychoanalysis 
is singularly prepared to dismantle. In other words, when our efforts 
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to engage the public fail, they often do so because the academic side 
of the dynamic sees itself as a knowledgeable sort of parent bringing 
charity and economic development to an ignorant child or, perhaps 
less frequently, to an ignorant child venturing (usually through some 
sort of internship) into the real world to reap knowledge and another 
resumé line from the experts, who supervise, much the way a parent 
would, the child’s vaguely entrepreneurial gambits there. Either way, 
the binary of classroom and “real world” is entrenched rather than dis-
solved, and much is lost, especially when either side begins to revolt 
against the woefully inadequate parent-child model in ways not guided 
by the conceptual repertoire of psychoanalysis. That is, if too many on 
the nonacademic side, for example, come to resent our condescen-
sion, they’ll likely start to mock us and support politicians who promise 
to slash our budgets, turning the tables so we become the impudent 
children who need to learn a hard—that is, punishing—lesson. And 
conversely, if we send students into these nonacademic settings too ill 
prepared to contribute much and in overmuch need of supervision, 
the nonacademic side of this dynamic will increasingly turn away from 
us and stoke further the flames of the crisis of relevance already burn-
ing brightly in the academic humanities. Clearly, a more nuanced dia-
logue between the university and the surrounding community is essen-
tial to our long-term vitality. Through the concepts of psychoanalysis, 
we stand a better chance of building one.

I will elaborate this position, first in the context of the recent history 
of composition studies by showing how an emphasis on the public takes 
us beyond the outworn binary that pits a pedagogy of self-expression 
against its ostensible opposite, and more specifically how psychoana-
lytic concepts can provide terms that foreground the link between an 
individual’s experience and broader social forces, thereby muting the 
potentials for melodrama that inhere in the illusion of their opposition. 
These psychoanalytic concepts, moreover, give us a healthier framework 
for navigating what we used to call the dynamics of town and gown and, in 
turn, perhaps, a less hardscrabble future as we gain credibility and in 
turn more resources.

I will then elaborate this possibility more broadly and define key 
terms in greater depth by situating it in two longer histories: one that 
led to a relative dead end among writing teachers in the United States 
after the 1960s, the other that led in roughly the same period to much 
the opposite in the streets of Paris. From here, I invite writing instructors 
to imagine through these terms and these histories new ways of defining 
and locating and articulating their own work.
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B E yo n d  P E r s o na l  na r r at i v E  a n d  aca d E m i c  c r i t i q u E

The psychoanalytic pedagogy I have in mind, rather than plunging 
both teacher and student into the domain of the intensely personal 
in ways that are messy, even dangerous, can provide us with powerful 
conceptual tools for navigating and articulating the dynamic between 
our classrooms and a wider public. Specifically, following Alan France 
(1993), John Trimbur (2000), and others, I’ll suggest here that our 
classroom should move not only beyond the expressivist rhetoric that 
awards increasing value to increasingly honest and authentic per-
sonal narratives (which is probably what many assume a psychoanalytic 
pedagogy would become in actual practice), it must move beyond, as 
well, the approach that has presented itself as a corrective to expres-
sivism, the pedagogy associated with David Bartholomae and Anthony 
Petrosky (1986) that would emphasize the project of bringing students 
into increasing mastery over a cluster of texts (synthesizing or contrast-
ing them, delineating their strategies, implications, and assumptions) 
(Bartholomae and Petrosky 1986). Instead, we must link our courses to 
the public through service-learning projects and by enabling our stu-
dents to experiment with giving their writing a public meaning, a public 
life. Our classrooms, in short, must become staging areas, as it were, for 
journeys outside the confines of campus, an ongoing inquiry into highly 
particularized, local contexts and communities in which we don’t erase 
the authority of the teacher—as Tobin’s psychoanalytic pedagogy threat-
ens to do—but rather cast the teacher’s authority as one more force in 
an overdetermined blend of others.

Though I’m addressing here, specifically, the pedagogy of service 
learning, those researchers interested in discussions of ethnographic 
method will instantly recognize these concerns as central to the com-
plex ethical dynamics of doing academic work in, among, and upon 
nonacademic communities (see Brown and Dobrin 2004; Cushman 
1999; Kirsch and Ritchie 1995; Mortensen and Kirsch 1996). To draw 
our service- learning students into the same kind of reflection, and to 
help them by giving them the conceptual tools of psychoanalysis, could, 
I think, go a long way to building a better relationship with the wider 
communities of which we’re always, even if only unwittingly, a part.

Most simply, as Linda Adler-Kassner (2008, 4) has insisted, we can, 
through service learning, “re-articulate the college or university as 
part of rather than opposed to the local community” in ways that go 
well beyond the obvious: not just an economic engine that supports 
nearby pizza joints and bookstores and laundromats, not just as a pro-
vider of a variety of low-paying jobs for secretaries, professors, and 
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groundskeepers, not even as a place that “incubates” economically valu-
able new information and ideas that might stimulate the larger economy 
but, beyond all of these, as part of the same fabric of ideological and cul-
tural themes in which a thread pulled at one end can create tensions at 
what is wrongly seen as a very different area. To see the connection, says 
Adler-Kassner, requires “a crucial and difficult re-articulation.” I claim 
that psychoanalysis can help a great deal with this rearticulation because 
such rearticulation is precisely the purpose of psychoanalysis: it provides 
a language for discovering the ways the other and the self are always 
imbricated in each other and, ideally, for realigning them as equals who 
together transcend, as I’ll explain later, generalized exchange value to 
root in the particulars of use-value.

To say it another way, as our courses become sustained, explicit 
engagements with some wider public, some Other—that is, with what we 
don’t and can’t fully know—psychoanalysis can give us an essential set of 
tools for doing so. Psychoanalysis can help us delineate what Raymond 
Williams (1977, 132–33) calls “structures of feeling”: the hybrid of fixed 
social codes inherited from the past and mixed with the spontaneous 
realm of immediate, personal experience, the “meanings and values . . . 
actively lived” in a continuously evolving dynamic with “formal or sys-
tematic beliefs”; the specific, always unique, and ever changeful internal 
relations of thought and feeling that seem to be private but that in a 
properly psychoanalytic pedagogy are revealed to be thoroughly social 
formations. I hasten to emphasize that, in order to analyze and modify 
these structures of feeling, I do not recommend that a teacher func-
tion as a psychoanalyst; rather, I suggest that we adopt psychoanalytic 
terms in our conversations with each other and with students for these 
terms’ power to help us articulate what unfolds as our work winds its way 
through public space.

An example: consider the interpretation Adler-Kassner, Crooks, and 
Watters (2006) offer of Bruce Herzberg’s detailed account of a service-
learning student who developed a “sharp disjunction between [her] 
attitude toward the individual she worked with and her attitude toward 
a social group that this individual represented.” Adler-Kassner, Crooks, 
and Watters borrow the Freudian concept of “isolation” to identify how 
a person can “hold contradictory ideas or attitudes, provided the ideas 
never come to consciousness simultaneously” (9). This uneasy suppres-
sion of contradiction, this particular structure of feeling, is illuminated 
by the psychoanalytic concept of isolation—that is, the concept func-
tions as a set of tongs for grasping and examining items that could oth-
erwise be too heated, too polarizing to engage. What Adler-Kassner, 
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Crooks, and Watters do with Herzberg’s anecdote is what all of us can do 
more and more in reflecting on our teaching and thereby gain greater 
chances of intervening in various sorts of impasses between ourselves 
and the wider community more effectively.

A brief survey of the partial precedents for the move I’m suggesting 
will elaborate the point Adler-Kassner, Crooks, and Watters’s example 
illustrates and clarify what I’m after.

t Wo  s H o rt  H i s to r i E s  o f  P s y c H oa na ly s i s  s i n c E  t H E  s i x t i E s : 

i n  c o m P o s i t i o n  s t u d i E s  a n d  i n  t H E  s t r E E t s  o f  Pa r i s

In 1964, Janet Emig published an article in CCC called “On the Uses 
of the Unconscious in Composing” that offers a fully sophisticated 
notion of the unconscious and does so in language perfectly accessible 
and practical (Emig 1964). She describes the unconscious as the other-
within, what literary traditions often call the Muse, a sort of psycholin-
guistic lover who has an overwhelming power to generate and shape 
a writer’s greatest work. Soon thereafter, however, when Peter Elbow 
(1973) began to advocate for freewriting in what was perhaps the quint-
essential and defining breakthrough of that period in our field, no one 
ever made much of this invention strategy’s obvious link to the psycho-
analytic technique of free association, much less explored the wide array 
of implications this link might imply. Why didn’t anyone say more about 
the obvious link between Elbow’s famous freewriting technique and 
Freud’s talking cure?

Because, I argue, writing teachers in the decades that followed were 
increasingly consumed with the project of establishing their professional 
and disciplinary status, which meant minimizing dialogue with that 
which is distinctly Other: an other field (psychoanalysis), an other-within 
(Emig’s account of the unconscious), and, most broadly, the other that 
is the wider, nonacademic public. The last we almost entirely ceded to 
our colleagues in creative writing, who were happy to accrue the vast 
cultural capital associated with the production of “Literature,” while we, 
trapped in a different class affiliation, focused more or less scientifically 
on determining how best to transmit a narrowly cast set of writing skills 
we deemed essential to landing a job and joining the adult middle class, 
thereby enabling a sort of access for our students that, in turn, they 
would pass along to us, as our grim march toward disciplinary status 
inched along, one wave of relatively error-free student prose at a time.

Thus, the tradition of psychoanalytic writing pedagogy that seems to 
have begun in the mid-1960s with Emig and to have bounded forward 
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with Elbow never really got off the ground. Some 20 years later, in 1987, 
College English broke the silence by devoting a special double issue, guest 
edited by Robert Con Davis, to the dynamic of psychoanalysis and teach-
ing. As Davis (1987) asserted, all the articles in these two issues argued 
the point set forth in Shoshana Felman’s classic essay that our work as 
teachers is paradoxically suffused with the very resistances it seeks to 
overcome; that is, that insights are not opposed to but imbued with cer-
tain blindnesses; that knowledge doesn’t vanquish ignorance but pro-
ceeds only and always in a structural dynamic with ignorance; and how 
particular personalities are constituted shapes directly their capacity for 
navigating these dynamics of knowledge and ignorance—that is, know-
ing how to know and how not to know in order to hold open the poten-
tial for more learning.

Of course, the particular sorts of powers that inhere in the psychoana-
lytic way of knowing have an uneasy relation, at best, to the more com-
modified sorts prized in the academic institution, as manifest, that is, in 
more and more lines on the CV for one’s annual review and, in turn, the 
possible prospect of ever greater salary increases. Perhaps this explains 
why another 10 years passed with no more work on the subject among a 
generation of writing teachers who were eager to establish further, even 
fully professionalize, their growing discipline.

In 1997, however, Nancy Welch devoted a book to the psychoanalytic 
study of how writers resist the work of revision and also how they “get 
restless” and push to unsettle, in turn, their texts and their ways of think-
ing. Most broadly, she showed how psychoanalytic terms could enable a 
much more sophisticated and ambitious approach to teaching revision 
(Welch 1997). Around the same time, Mark Bracher (1999) published 
a book on how unconscious forces inevitably shape the struggle to write 
and the dynamics of writing instruction. And a few years later, Marshall 
Alcorn (2002) used Lacanian psychoanalysis to describe the project of 
enabling students to move away from the binding force of the ego’s 
identifications with authorities (which so mitigate students’ capacity 
for political engagement, to say nothing of their processes of revision) 
toward a more egalitarian social field and, moreover, for mobilizing, 
even radicalizing, their desire for social justice. These excellent books 
constitute a minor tradition in our field; and yet, despite them, psycho-
analysis has never played much role in our conversations.

The challenge this tradition faces, as Peter Taubman (2012) explains 
in Disavowed Knowledge: Psychoanalysis, Education, and Teaching, is that 
the academic institution is organized by an intolerance of ambiguity, a 
yearning to be perfectly straightforward, at one with itself, transparent, 
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devoid of ignorance, ready for accreditors, eager to measure up to vari-
ous objective standards and “learning outcomes,” wholly obedient to the 
authorities who preside over the dominant economy of knowledge pro-
duction, for whom concrete results are always the key to more money: 
more publications on the CV mean a better salary next year; higher 
performances on standardized tests mean a school is succeeding and is 
worthy of more and better resources.

This entrepreneurial logic and unthinking submission to the values 
of established authorities is the opposite of psychoanalysis. The latter 
frames the economy of knowledge production in terms of an ineradi-
cable excess: like those in our field most enthusiastic about the idea 
that writing is a process (of revision ad infinitum), the psychoanalyst 
knows there will always be yet a few more loose ends to tie up, and 
then a few more, always a few other implications to trace, and then a 
few others still; there can never be complete self-accountability, for the 
unconscious guarantees there is always some dimension of one’s self 
one cannot anticipate or recall or know. This is the logic of unconscious 
desire—the constant unveiling of an Other in which one is wholly imbri-
cated and by which one is utterly divided. In fact, for psychoanalysis, this 
distinction between what one can know and what one cannot know is 
the grounds for a dialogue between them, as it were, and this dialogue 
is the stuff, the activity, the work and the play, of psychoanalytic know-
ing. This way of knowing never seeks to be devoid of ignorance but pulls 
ignorance to the center of its processes, an insistent other in a structural 
dynamic that propels what William Covino (1988) called the “art of won-
dering”—an art of wondering, most specifically, about values rather than 
an unthinking devotion to and perpetuation of the values foisted upon 
one by the dominant culture, the values, still more precisely, of distinct 
particulars rather than those available to generalized exchange, about 
which I’ll say more later.

Taubman (2012, 5) reminds us that Freud referred to both pedagogy 
and psychoanalysis as “impossible professions” because they both act on 
and with the unconscious, and this “intimate alterity” always resists and 
disrupts the sorts of simple, causal narratives people, especially in insti-
tutional settings, are pushed to pursue. Taubman and others suggest 
that, in essence, the conflict between psychoanalysis and schools can be 
distilled into the distinction between two approaches, which are some-
times called the therapeutic project and the emancipatory project, a difference 
in essence between the individual and the subject. The therapeutic proj-
ect seeks to cure, to restore the individual as a sovereign unit to some sort 
of optimal level of functioning, productivity, and free-market agency; 
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the emancipatory project is more attuned to the pure form of Freud’s 
discovery of the unconscious, the aspect of the subject that links to oth-
erness and disconnects from or overrides the ego, the self, or individual. 
The emancipatory project eschews the naïve notion of a cure and aims 
instead toward ever-greater understanding, which is to say the constant 
renewal of dialogue with what the subject cannot know. Clearly, in an era 
obsessed with accountability, with concrete outcomes, the emancipation 
of the subject becomes a radically undervalued project, and the cure of 
the individual even becomes our sole mission, a mission defined, most 
darkly, around the impossible dream of removing the unconscious from 
the realm of human interaction altogether.

The best illustration of this distinction comes from Paul Verhaege 
(2004), who casts it as the difference between medical and psychoana-
lytic approaches to knowing: when a child exhibits certain symptoms 
such as a rash and fever, the parents take the child to a doctor who looks 
at the child and links the symptoms together and, in turn, to a gener-
alized syndrome on an objective continuum of health and illness, then 
sets forth a treatment that will return the child to a prior optimal state. 
However, in contrast, suppose a teenage boy has developed the habit of 
stealing cars and joyriding down the highway in them: his parents insist 
that he speak to a different kind of doctor, one who will listen to him 
and develop an interpretation of the roots of the behavior that extend 
well beyond the boy himself; the doctor explores how the teenager has 
unwittingly inherited certain conflicts from his parents and their rela-
tionship and how he is perhaps unconsciously striving to reconcile these 
conflicts, to regain something these conflicts, he feels, are costing him by 
producing the symptom that is the problematic behavior. The more the 
doctor listens to the boy, the less he links the symptoms to a generalized 
syndrome and the more he connects them to increasingly particularized 
roots that are not simply unique to the boy but extend into the particu-
lars of the intersubjective web in which the boy is, as humans always are, 
unconsciously imbricated—and that dominant, free-market ideology 
would deny and erase, thereby likely exacerbating the boy’s symptoms.

In Verhaeghe’s example of the teenage car thief, it turns out that the 
boy only steals Mercedes, that his mother comes from a well-to-do fam-
ily in a nearby town named Mercedes, that the boy always ditches the 
cars there after an evening of joyriding, that the father is a working-
class striver who has prospered and whose wife (the boy’s mother) is 
betraying him with a secret lover. What exactly does all of this mean? 
Whatever it means, it means only in this case, making it very different 
from the fever and rash in that other case to which the doctor appended 
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the generalization chickenpox. In sum, the analyst’s goal is to extend an 
interpretation as far as possible into the particular, renewing the always 
unique act of overturning what was hidden, to accept the surprising 
discovery of what one didn’t realize was a part of one’s self. In contrast, 
academic life in our time follows the medical model: we academics 
exchange highly conventionalized and generalized representations as 
commodities, mostly to bolster our authority, boost our lagging salaries, 
and buttress us against surprises.

I’ll say more in the final section of this essay about the distinction 
between exchange value and the always particularized use-value; first, 
though, I’d like to trace an alternative to the history I’ve just sketched, 
one that shows how well psychoanalysis can serve in the work of engag-
ing public life. We can see this alternative in bold, graffiti-like terms if we 
consider what transpired in Paris in the aftermath of the student upris-
ing of 1968. As Sherry Turkle (1979) writes, while a great many people 
were moved in an intensely personal way, even transformed by this far-
reaching shutdown of the major institutions of the country, the revolt 
was not a political success. One outcome, however, was the complete 
reversal of the place of psychoanalysis in French life—it went from a very 
minor, marginal, fairly maligned enterprise to one of overwhelming cen-
trality and popular enthusiasm. Describing Paris some 10 years after the 
events of 1968, Turkle says psychoanalysis had been embraced as a fully 
emancipatory rhetoric as opposed to a therapeutic science.

In short, as people grew disillusioned with the forms of political strug-
gle that held their attention in the period that climaxed in May of 1968, 
they turned inward. At the same time, much the same turn was made in 
the United States, and for the same reasons, but in the latter setting, this 
turn carried a spiritual rather than intellectual emphasis, leading not to 
psychoanalysis but to religious retreats, meditation seminars, encoun-
ter groups, and what we now call the New Age movement. Moreover, in 
France, this inward turn did not mean a complete disconnection from 
politics; rather, the French continued to engage politically, but they did 
so psychoanalytically—that is, through a devotion to psychoanalytic the-
ory and training and by undergoing analysis itself—as if psychoanalysis, 
like war, were simply politics by other means, a different form of politi-
cal struggle, a bridge between an inward politics of the person and a 
politics of social activism. Thus, after May 1968, psychoanalysis became 
thoroughly intertwined with analogous projects of Marxism, feminism, 
and antipsychiatry, suffusing the language of social criticism as activists 
devoted themselves, through psychoanalytic concepts, to transforming 
interpersonal relationships, a spirit expressed in the well-known slogan 
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“The personal is political.” They devoted themselves in particular to 
dismantling the binary of parent versus child to which interpersonal 
dynamics too often default and by placing supreme value on equality.

They felt they could use psychoanalysis to critique the rigid, imper-
sonal, abstract, overly structured order that keeps people so alienated—
so alienated, that is, from each other, from the world, from themselves, 
from knowledge, from meaning, from life, all of which are expressions 
of their alienation from the language of unconscious desire. And thus, 
says Turkle (1979), in the aftermath of the May 1968 uprising, vast num-
bers of Parisians were discovering that language—feeling, that is, that 
they were speaking to each other through the language of psychoanaly-
sis as they had never spoken to each other before, with what they felt to 
be a new depth and directness, a new excitement and pleasure, a new 
wit, profundity, and warmth. In short, after the uprising of May 68 col-
lapsed, psychoanalysis became the key to renewing—with all the inten-
sity of the deeply personal—a public life.

To many observers, May of 68 seemed to be an instance of surreal-
ism in action, a celebration of the unconscious not as a deeply per-
sonal, private reserve of secret passions, as commonly misunderstood, 
nor as a milieu merely influenced by or reacting to social and historical 
forces; rather, as Fredric Jameson (1981) would argue in The Political 
Unconscious, the unconscious is made of social and historical forces, 
overdetermined by them, the milieu in which they do their work and 
articulate themselves, a river of purest and most profound meaning, an 
overwhelming excess of meaning. Thus, the unconscious speaks the lan-
guage of poetry and serves as the staging ground of revolution. The title 
of a key book to emerge from that era—Julia Kristeva’s (1984) Revolution 
in Poetic Language—captures well the zeitgeist, as the book delineates 
what Kristeva calls “the semiotic chora,” the roots of language’s capacity 
to be musical, playful, poetic, charged with desire, and hence revolution-
ary in relation to the ego’s bureaucratic fantasies of control and perva-
sive alienation from and constant misrecognition and disavowal of the 
others that constitute it (25–30).

The legacies of these postsixties psychoanalytic radicals have, in fact, 
already shaped the practices of writing teachers in the United States: as 
Taubman (2012) notes, the simple act of asking your students to put 
their desks in a circle, rather than in orderly rows, largely derives from 
the psychoanalytic radicals’ moment; as does the use of small groups to 
get students to relate their feelings about a topic and to confront issues 
of bias; as does the inclusion of self-reflection, freewriting, and journal 
writing in the writing process. Moreover, whenever we try to make the 



156   T.  R .  J O H n S O n

curriculum relevant to student interest and/or more socially relevant, 
we are continuing the work of the radicals of that time. By bringing 
psychoanalytic language into reflections and conversations about our 
engagement with the public, we can carry that tradition further forward.

A qualification: I am, of course, not suggesting we simply revert to the 
wild, even anarchic realities of the streets of Paris in that era. In that situ-
ation, as Taubman (2012) notes, there followed a kind of revolutionary 
zeal in linking the radical edge of psychoanalysis to schooling, to abol-
ishing all disciplinary and institutional mechanisms, even the nuclear 
family itself, for all of these were understood as merely the fountains of 
the neuroses that give rise to racism, sexism, and imperialist war; in this 
view, schools only exist to create well-adjusted cogs in the social machin-
ery, and thus teachers should instead seek to nurture rebel-artists, whose 
mission would be to free up erotic energy across the rest of the popula-
tion. Obviously, all of that is long gone, and, many would add, thank god.

Rather, what I mean, at the risk of redundancy, is that when I link my 
course assignments to the public, my students no longer experience the 
university as a vertically organized mechanism of exclusion. In parallel, 
the ego too partially melts away to the point that it can enter into dialogue 
with the unconscious, or what has heretofore been unconscious—the 
powerful, overdetermined energies of the wider public. In a sense, this 
isn’t so far from the aftermath of May 68 if we understand that period’s 
“erotic energy” as an interpersonal economy that refused all parent-child 
dynamics in favor of radical egalitarianism. And, again, our best tool for 
doing this is the conceptual repertoire we inherit from psychoanalysis.

c o n c l u s i o n :  u s E - va l u E

In the context of projects of service learning, where strictly academic 
ways of knowing are explicitly pushed past their limits by the off-campus 
engagement in nonscholarly settings, my students become intensely 
conscious of who they are; more precisely, they can’t help but won-
der quite pointedly about the various social positions coming into play 
around the project quite concretely; they become immersed in rhetoric 
as what Verhaege (2004) casts as a journey into the particular, a poeti-
cally charged language that can be richly supported by key terms drawn 
from psychoanalysis.

And when they must produce something that will exist outside the 
immediate confines of the class and the semester—say, a short video or 
a training manual for future students who enroll in the course and for 
the people in the community with whom they’ve worked—this link to the 
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public, to a dimension that exceeds them, radicalizes their self-awareness 
still further. In other words, when a student creates a paper purely as an 
academic assignment, it has only exchange value—that is, it equals a cer-
tain amount of academic credit; as Evan Watkins (1989) argues in Work 
Time, that paper, much as it might enrich in subtle, personal ways the 
student’s understanding of some aspect of her life, never travels outside 
the university except as a unit within the larger unit that is her course 
grade, which in turn constitutes a unit within the larger unit of value that 
is her diploma and which, in turn, circulates only in very abstract and 
increasingly unreliable ways in larger, more vague systems of economic 
exchange. However, when a student creates something that has use-
value—when it is broadcast through the Internet or some other medium 
to serve a purpose in some specific community—it becomes particular-
ized in the way that psychoanalysis so prizes and that so energizes one’s 
relation to the unconscious. And the students themselves often come to 
particularize these experiences, to set them apart from the stream of gen-
eralized exchanges that otherwise blur together as “the college years.”

An appeal for precisely such a move was mounted by John Trimbur 
(2000) in “Composition and the Circulation of Writing.” He asked that 
we teach the old rhetorical canon of delivery in a fundamentally new 
way. No longer a question of how speakers gesture or modulate the 
sound of their voice, as in classical rhetoric, nor even the more recent 
way of thinking about delivery in terms of the physical design of one’s 
written document (typography, and what’s sometimes called visual 
rhetoric), Trimbur asks us instead to “devise delivery systems that circu-
late ideas, information, opinions, and knowledge [more widely] and 
thereby expand the public forum in which people can deliberate the 
issues of the day” (190). Rather than narrowly code the scene of writing 
instruction as a sort of middle-class family drama in which the teacher, 
as authoritative parent, demands that the students make an account 
of themselves (either by narrating an experience as in expressivism or 
by demonstrating a command of assigned readings, as in Bartholomae 
and Petrosky’s [1986] well-known corrective to expressivism), Trimbur 
would instead link student work to worlds outside of the academy, to the 
public “circulation of cultural forms and products” (190), to lay bare 
certain volatile contradictions between, for example, the exchange value 
that organizes the economy of authoritative experts (what, a moment 
ago, I characterized as medical knowledge, as the therapeutic project) and 
the use-value that organizes the particulars of the economy of lay people 
(what, a moment ago, I called emancipatory or psychoanalytic knowledge 
that is the basis of more robust and resilient subjects).
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Again, Trimbur (2000) insists that simply “doing service learning” 
is not enough, for it can entrench what he sees as a false dichotomy 
between the real world and the academic world, especially when rep-
resentatives of the latter are merely doing charitable works upon rep-
resentatives of the former and, especially, when motivated solely by the 
goal of accumulating various forms of academic credit or professional 
credential. Rather the key is to open economies that allow knowledge 
from both sides of this dyad to flow back and forth, economies in which 
neither side imagines itself to be answering to a parent or helping out 
a child. For Trimbur, the primary direction of pedagogy must be into 
greater and greater historical specificity, which he casts as Marxist, and 
that I, a moment ago, cast as psychoanalytic and emancipatory as distinct 
from medical or therapeutic ways of knowing.

In such a pedagogy, we seek knowledge that is neither purely personal 
nor merely academic but rather is articulated within a broader economy 
of desire, of self-other dynamics, that is always localized and particular-
ized and rooted in public use-value. Such moves can only strengthen 
our bonds to the wider public, which in turn can only help to improve 
our working conditions and muffle those political factions that seem 
most bent on shutting us down altogether. The key, for Trimbur, is to set 
aside the powerful, parent-like figure of the teacher, which both expres-
sivists and their detractors place at the center the pedagogic enterprise, 
and instead bring the students into a dialogue with a public, drawing 
knowledge from and testing their ideas against an audience that, again, 
is not a form of parent or of child but ideally becomes increasingly an 
equal. As academic and nonacademic forms of working and knowing 
grow more equal with respect to each other, perhaps the broader and 
more brutal inequities of the US class hierarchy can be mitigated, one 
local community and one semester at a time. Such radically egalitar-
ian immersions in the particular, in use-value, is the stuff of the uncon-
scious, an economy of desire always, by definition, new and surprising. 
Its older name is love.
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Literacies and languages have long been understood to have social or 
economic worth. But in the context of a globalizing economy, literate 
resources have “gained salience and value” and are understood now to 
be commodities with a direct exchange value in shifting global markets 
(Heller 2010, 107; see also Park and Wee 2012; Rubdy and Tan 2008). 
The literate resources that power this economy differ from primary 
(metals, food) or industrialized (electronics, processed food) resources 
in that they trade in information and services (Heller and Duchene 
2012, 9). Linguistic instrumentalism (Wee 2003), the idea that languages 
are useful tools for economic goals, frames an economy in which lan-
guage workers are central to processes that move information, people, 
and materials around the world. For Park and Wee (2012), this com-
modification of language represents a marked shift. They argue that in 
the past, language was a “marker of one’s social identity and therefore 
not something subject to exchange,” but once commodified, language 
“loses that association, which opens up the possibility of treating lan-
guage as an economic resource to be cultivated for material profit” (125) 
and, as Monica Heller (2010, 108) has noted, as a “resource to be pro-
duced, controlled, distributed, valued, and constrained.” Heller asserts 
that identity, too, is for sale, suggesting that both language-as-skill and 
language-as-identity (i.e., “authentic” experiences for tourism) are com-
modities on a literate market. In this context, the discourse of literacy 
and language as “resources” takes on symbolic and volatile meanings.

At the same time, those who study and teach writing increasingly call 
for writers’ literate resources to be recognized. Evoked often in calls 
for change, the word resource challenges deficit models of literacy, fore-
grounding amplitude rather than lack, the varieties that exist rather 
than the standard varieties that are missing. For example, Horner, Lu, 
Royster, and Trimbur (2011, 299) suggest that linguistic difference 
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is “a resource for producing meaning in writing, speaking, reading, 
and listening.” A. Suresh Canagarajah, in an undated post to CCCC 
Conversations on Diversity, has promoted a “resource discourse” over a 
“rights discourse,” saying that a rights-based discourse “simply affirms 
the existence or preservation” of different codes and languages; a 
resource-based discourse, by contrast, views “language differences and 
fluidities as resources to be preserved, developed, and utilized” (Horner 
et al. 2011, 304; also see Bawarshi 2010). Scholars studying multilin-
gualism in educational contexts similarly suggest that “there is a need 
for teachers to draw on the considerable language resources that such 
students bring with them to class” (Block 2007, 80) because multilin-
gual students use “the languages at their disposal as a resource in com-
munication” (Cenoz and Gorter 2011, 358). Canagarajah (2011, 407), 
for example, describes a student writer who “considers her background 
as a resource” and “draws actively” from her “multimodal resources for 
expression.” In other words, writing researchers and teachers recognize 
the value of literate resources in changing cultural contexts, asking that 
teachers draw them out in instruction and encourage their manipula-
tion in writing. An understanding of difference-as-resource—difference 
as locus of meaning—is distinct from and more precise than language-
as-resource or background-as-resource. But resource talk often slips 
among these frames, and by evoking a discourse of resources, scholars 
and teachers deem literate practices marketable and take on roles in the 
literate markets described above.

This essay explores the use of resource to describe literate abundance. 
What are these resources made of—what are their raw materials? And 
how do these resources become re- or devalued in specific communica-
tive contexts? By approaching literate resources in this way, this chap-
ter acknowledges a paradox—some writers benefit from their valuable 
literate resources while others do not—and attempts to show how and 
why resources are differently valued in the everyday experiences of two 
immigrant multilingual writers.

t H E  va l u E  o f  l a n g u ag E

As resources move across the world with their writers, they move through 
markets that value literacy and language differently. Following Michel 
Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu, Allan Luke (1996, 329) argues that lit-
erate capital “acquired in school and fully credentialed through grades 
or degrees” has no “intrinsic power of the skill, text, competence . . . 
acquired” but instead depends on (1) any given market’s valuing of that 
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resource and (2) the will of institutions or powerful individuals to con-
vert those resources into further social purchase. The realization of fur-
ther capital is “contingent on institutional pre-conditions which delimit 
and authorize what one is ‘entitled’ to do” (329). Thus, no matter the 
extent of one’s literacy and language resources, literate capital cannot 
bring about further social or cultural capital without access to specific 
institutional sites. If writers cannot access a graduate program, work-
place, or community center because of their accent, lack of documenta-
tion, or financial status, they cannot put their existing resources to use, 
and these resources may remain inaccessible or invisible. In other words, 
whether existing literate resources can be converted into further material 
or symbolic gain is contingent upon the relations of power that grant or 
withhold value. If one is already at risk of discrimination within certain 
institutions like schools, as oftentimes immigrants, refugees, or dialect 
speakers are, the value of one’s literate resources can be volatile indeed.

Further, this revaluing occurs within what Jan Blommaert (2010, 3) 
has called globalization’s “new and complex markets for linguistic and 
communicative resources.” Park and Wee (2012, 143) argue that global-
ization has created a “diversity of [market] conditions” such that “there 
can virtually be no . . . process in which there is no loss or distortion in 
the value of linguistic capital.” As markets have formed and reformed 
under a globalizing economy, they create competition among linguistic 
“winners and losers” (Blommaert 2010, 3). The language repertoires of 
multilingual immigrants are subject to these competitive markets before, 
after, and along their paths of migration. As migrating writers encounter 
shifting global conditions, so too do their resources experience shift-
ing value. In fact, the travel of language resources, the movement from 
one place and language to another, makes writers both socially mobile 
and socially marginal because their resources are always in flux. The 
accounts below show that it is in fact the mobility of the resources—a 
fact often celebrated—that causes the resources’ value to shift.

Thus the discourse of resources is fraught, not only because language 
and literacy resources can be highly valued, bringing about important 
material gain, but also because these resources are not automatically 
valuable in the constantly shifting linguistic markets across which migrat-
ing writers move. For example, Marco Jacquemet (2005, 267) claims that 
learning English, Chinese, or French is “the best—and sometimes the 
only—opportunity currently available to many bright people . . . for 
social and geographical mobility,” while Ilene Crawford (2010, 82) notes 
that developing such language resources can “secure a job with a for-
eign company that pays significantly more.” For many, the acquisition 
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of economically viable languages does, indeed, make life easier. But for 
others, “no amount of English fluency” can “completely transcend” the 
stereotypical designations the global economy assigns them, especially 
when that English fluency carries an accent (Prendergast 2008, 4).

In fact, scholars have long noted that literacy and language resources 
do not guarantee economic betterment (G. Graff 1987; Heller 1999, 
2003; Hernandez-Zamora 2010; Luke and Carrington 2004). For exam-
ple, Deborah Brandt (2001, 179–80) finds uneven literacy sponsor-
ship—family support but not more economically profitable institutional 
recognition—behind the “unstable currency” of Spanish-English bilin-
gualism. This instability is why some resources “allow mobility while 
others will not”; such resources “follow the predicament of their users: 
when [they] are socially mobile, their resources will follow this trajec-
tory; when they are socially marginal, their resources will also be dis-
qualified” (Blommaert 2010, 24, 47). In other words, literate resources 
are bound up in the social positions in which writers find themselves as 
well as the economic forces through which they write.

t Wo  W r i t E r s ’  r E s o u r c E s

The accounts of Khadroma and Tashi, multilingual nurses from China 
and India, respectively, illustrate the constantly shifting conditions that 
assign value to literate resources. These accounts are drawn from ongo-
ing qualitative research that traces how literacy practices travel among 
languages and locations in the world. In initial and follow-up interviews, 
Khadroma and Tashi were asked to describe their literacy memories, 
current literacy practices, and opinions about communicating as mul-
tilingual individuals. Khadroma is a registered nurse from China who 
grew up speaking Tibetan at home and Mandarin in school. Tashi is 
a registered nurse from India who grew up communicating among 
English, Hindi, Tibetan, and Kannada students in an English-medium 
boarding school for Tibetan refugees. Both Khadroma and Tashi com-
municate with highly developed literate resources, but their similar 
resources have been valued differently since their immigration to the 
United States.

Khadroma

In China, after completing her early schooling, Khadroma attended 
a teaching college where her classes were conducted in English, 
Mandarin, and Tibetan, a multilingual setting that Khadroma explains 
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was noteworthy for its inclusion of Tibetan language in the curricu-
lum. This wasn’t “just for the sake of language” or the learning of the 
languages themselves, says Khadroma, but for the sake of understand-
ing sociology, anthropology, and world literature through the frames 
of these languages. After college, she entered an English training pro-
gram funded by “a couple of American foundations” in which she was 
trained in interpretation and translation. At this time, Khadroma also 
was employed as a civil servant, writing eulogies for a newspaper and 
essays on health information for politically important retirees. Through 
connections from her American teachers, Khadroma also wrote trans-
lations and interpreted for American NGOs doing work in China. 
Though this was weekend work, she was happy to travel and work in 
her multiple languages.

Upon immigrating to the United States, none of Khadroma’s school 
credit or credentials transferred, but her interpretation practices 
became important resources. She decided to “start all over” and become 
a nurse, attending a local community college and then transferring to a 
nursing program at a four-year university. While in the nursing program, 
she was employed by the county public health department as an on-
call and on-site interpreter for Mandarin- or Tibetan-speaking patients. 
Khadroma’s nursing program also asked her to serve in a position called 
a Chinese officer, translating policy documents for the program and offer-
ing interpretation support. Later she was asked to help translate docu-
ments in preparation for the university chancellor’s trip to China. In 
other words, Khadroma’s multilingual resources were deemed highly 
valuable, not only in her program but also by local government and the 
university’s administration.

In the hospital where Khadroma is currently employed as an RN, 
multilingual patient support is regulated through a handful of poli-
cies and institutions. She says, “This is something that they are push-
ing forward now . . . we have materials printed in Spanish . . . [and] we 
do provide on-site interpretation through a different company. We are 
required to ask people if they speak English as a different, second, or 
third language.” Khadroma identifies these policies as different from 
those in her nursing program in that they are regulated by “Jayco, 
a committee that assesses the quality of care at different hospitals.”1 
According to Khadroma, “Jayco”—shorthand for Joint Commission on 
Accreditation of Health Care Organizations (JAHCO)—requires that 
nurses “ask people if they need language help in terms of their care” 
but then also read a script before starting service as an interpreter, as 
Khadroma explains:
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We do have something that, prior to dropping in as interpreter, you have 
to read saying, “This is my name, I’m going to be the interpreter, I’m 
going to interpret from this side and from that side, no matter what you 
gonna say.” So that kind of lay a general rule for people. . . . whatever you 
said gonna be delivered to the other person. I kind of like that because, as 
interpreter myself, people tell me, “Oh don’t interpret what I said,” but it’s 
not fair. Whoever is in the room, I’m here to facilitate the communication. 
I’m supposed to deliver the message.

Khadroma’s literate resources are clearly vast and also viable in the 
United States. Across multiple professional and geographic settings, 
her facility in Tibetan, English, and Mandarin is valued highly, causing 
Khadroma to decide she is “fortunate to know more than one language” 
as her economic prospects multiply in turn. Though Khadroma charac-
terizes her resources as uneven, saying her English is not as proficient as 
her Mandarin and Tibetan, her facility in moving among these language 
proficiencies is itself a resource that proves valuable. But Khadroma’s 
experiences are noteworthy both for the presence of outside organiza-
tions and for the specific ways these organizations, and Khadroma in 
turn, value Tibetan, English, and Mandarin.

Three different organizations seem to manage the language work 
in the description above: one company provides bilingual health pam-
phlets, another provides on-site interpretation, and an accrediting orga-
nization regulates both. While Khadroma is certainly agentive in how 
she leverages her resources, corporations and organizations also play a 
role in the process of valuation in both China and the United States. As 
Luke, Luke, and Graham (2007, 5) and others have suggested, in the 
globalized new economy, supranational corporations and organizations 
assign value to language goods and language workers more than do 
nation-states, which have been left simply to regulate their flows across 
borders. This is certainly the case throughout Khadroma’s literate his-
tory, as Western-language teachers, traveling business people, and gov-
ernment and university organizations deemed her Tibetan, Mandarin, 
and English each to be economically valuable.

Further, this high value is assigned especially when Khadroma treats 
her literate resources as straight language work, as standardizable skills. 
The script she is required to read reveals the influence of what Heller 
calls “Taylorist” management techniques that synchronize language 
work, like that done in call centers, into a “standardized sequence 
of steps” (Heller and Duchene 2012, 12; also see Cameron 2000). As 
Khadroma says, no matter the content of the translation, she is going to 
follow the protocol, translating “from this side and from that side.” From 
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this point of view, the value of her literate resources resides in their sta-
tus as language-as-skill. Khadroma presents herself as a conduit through 
which languages move, as present to “facilitate the communication” and 
“deliver the message.” That Khadroma treats her multilingualism as a 
tool to be manipulated, as a skill rather than an identity, seems to have 
kept her languages viable.

Tashi

Tashi’s literate history, however, includes institutions and powerful agents 
that value her literate resources differently. She grew up attending an 
English-medium boarding school for Tibetan refugees. The colonial leg-
acy of the school included instruction only in English from the first stan-
dard (kindergarten) on: “Only thing I was doing was English. I learned 
math in English. I learned science in English. I learned social studies in 
English.” Tashi believes that having had to “comprehend into English” 
and then write in English the “main core values or the main theme” of 
this content shaped her proficiency. She considers herself able to “express 
what [she wants] to write . . . 100 percent in English,” while she feels she 
can write about 70 percent of what she wants to express in Tibetan and 
about 10 to 20 percent in Hindi. So, while in practice Tashi’s school was 
multilingual (“The teacher teaches in English, but students answer in 
Tibetan.”), and she spoke Tibetan and Kannada at home before moving 
to school, Tashi identifies as an English-dominant communicator.

Though she immigrated to the United States with a master’s degree 
in science education, Tashi’s credentials, like Khadroma’s, did not trans-
fer. Tashi entered the same prenursing community college program as 
Khadroma and transferred into the same research university, writing a 
successful scholarship application along the way that fully funded her 
nursing degree. Tashi found much of the coursework in the university 
nursing program to be repetitive but was interested to discover that 
nursing’s “main language” was the communication of being “compas-
sionate, ready to help.” As a Tibetan-trained teacher, she felt she was 
already fluent in this language as well. Tashi found it “really easy to study 
psychology, sociology, and all because [she] can express especially easy 
when it’s writing.” Given her English education in India, which Tashi 
says was very focused on grammatical “rules, policies . . . similar to lan-
guages in the books,” she was surprised to see that English speakers in 
the United States “just write . . . put it down as they speak.” She says when 
writing summaries of readings with her nursing study group, “actually it 
doesn’t make sense, doesn’t look really good or grammatically right.” In 
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other words, Tashi not only feels proud of her literate resources in mul-
tiple languages, especially her English writing, she also often feels more 
proficient than her US counterparts.

However, in the high-stakes context of a hospital, Tashi feels her lit-
erate resources are devalued, each in a slightly different way. Tashi has 
experienced discrimination against her spoken and written English 
accent, explaining that if you don’t use English “as a native, like 
American people do, then people try to rough you, overlook you, or 
make you repeat it, like ‘what did you say?’” In interactions that “hap-
pen quite often in day-to-day life,” Tashi feels “not accepted if you don’t 
know that language” by people who “think in the world there’s only 
one language.” For Tashi, these experiences are particularly frustrating 
in light of her English fluency and the fact that she has come to “know 
that language” through a lifetime of schooling and well-honed academic 
literacy practices.

Further, Tashi’s Tibetan, the language with which she identifies cul-
turally, speaks at home with her family, and is proud to be passing on to 
her two children, is not valued at all:

I had the experience in my class, when I see my partner I speak in Tibetan 
and the patient felt kind of offended. So my clinical instructor, she called 
me aside and she was like “[Tashi,] you are not allowed to speak in your 
language when patient is there. She was offended.” I was sorry, it was so 
unconscious, like when I see her face, just comes out. . . . I thought, it can 
be true because patient like, all patient might not be feeling bad, but still, 
like some patient do have concern. And in her case like she has a right to 
feel offended because I didn’t ask for permission, so she might have felt 
hurt and she might have felt isolated or excluded? I told [my partner] 
sorry, but after that she chose another partner.

In this moment—in which she was communicating in a high-stakes 
clinical setting—Tashi’s literate resources were revalued into a liability. 
She saw her partner’s face and Tibetan just “came out.” Tashi’s full liter-
ate repertoire is rendered invisible in a context in which she becomes 
an othered, transgressive student. Instead, her use of Tibetan violates 
an implicit English-only policy seemingly created to avoid the potential 
“offense” to a real clinical patient. Tashi says, “I tend to speak to [my 
partner] in Tibetan as soon as I see her face. And if do this mistake, at 
the bedside of the patient, that’s breaking the policy.”

Tashi is doubly devalued in the American hospitals in which she 
learned to be a nurse and currently works. English, the language in 
which she feels most literate, is valuable in her classroom writing assign-
ments but marks her as an outsider in spoken hospital interactions or 

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


Literate Resources and the Contingent Value of Language   169

on written charts. Tibetan, the language with which she identifies, is not 
treated as an asset for interpretation or translation but instead as some-
thing dangerous. So though she speaks the national language, she does 
not “speak it properly,” in the opinion of those she describes, which, 
according to Heller and Duchene (2012, 5), requires that “you still need 
to constantly prove yourself against the measures developed by the dom-
inant group.” Her facility in Hindi, Kannada, or what she calls “nursing’s 
main language” remains invisible, while Tashi uses neither her English 
nor Tibetan resources in sanctioned ways.

l i t E r at E  r E s o u r c E s  i n  a  g l o Ba l i z i n g  E c o n o m y

This parallel presentation of Tashi’s and Khadroma’s accounts isn’t 
meant to polarize their literate histories. Though their resources were 
valued differently in these specific incidents, both writers are con-
tent with and proud of their work and family life in the United States. 
However, the accounts reveal the complex underpinnings of multilin-
gual literate resources. Khadroma’s and Tashi’s literate histories are 
different, but their lives in the United States are similar: they attended 
the same community college and university nursing programs; both 
participate in the local Tibetan community and are married with young 
children; both found full-time RN jobs in hospitals in the same city; 
and both write among multiple languages including fluent English. 
But while Khadroma’s multilingual resources are highly valued both in 
China and in the United States, many of Tashi’s resources have been 
devalued in the United States after immigration.

The accounts above suggest three possibilities for this difference. 
First, while both writers treat Tibetan as a language of identity—the 
one with which they identify culturally, celebrate during community 
gatherings, and pass on to their children—only Khadroma converts 
her Tibetan into a marketable interpretation skill valued by govern-
ment and corporate organizations. (She treats her Mandarin simply 
as a skill, neither identifying with the language culturally nor hoping 
to pass it on to her daughter.) Tashi explains that she speaks Tibetan 
exclusively at home or among friends at community events. As is evi-
dent above, her negative experiences with Tibetan at work reinforce 
this separation of language contexts. So Khadroma’s Tibetan is valu-
able both as a language of identity and a language of skill, while Tashi’s 
Tibetan is a language of identity but not one deemed economically 
valuable by the very hospital that hired Khadroma to interpret for 
Tibetan-speaking patients.
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Second, while Tashi’s literate repertoire is arguably more abundant 
than Khadroma’s—Tashi speaks, reads, and writes among more lan-
guages and has studied academic English for many more years—it is still 
a repertoire with more variability than standards. In a globalizing and 
increasingly saturated English-language market, organizations and cor-
porations—NGOs, language schools, interpretation/translation com-
panies, accreditation agencies—attempt to “manage the movement of 
resources across linguistically diverse spaces” where linguistic variability 
encounters the strict standards important for “Taylorist” efficiency mod-
els (Heller 2010, 107). Tashi’s accented English is not standard in a US 
context. In other words, in a saturated English-language market, power-
ful agents feel more pressure to discipline the language. So no matter 
the extent of Tashi’s literate repertoire or the deft wielding of her lan-
guage resources, these become less valuable in a language economy of 
standardized needs. Khadroma, on the other hand, believes the accredi-
tation agency’s standard policies to be fair and transparent and benefits 
from these rules.

Finally, while both writers employ a range of linguistic resources, 
Khadroma “navigates them expertly,” an appealing skill in a global 
work context that demands movement and flexibility (Heller 2010, 
106). While Tashi tends to separate her languages according to space, 
Khadroma blurs the lines among work, home, and community. In 
Khadroma’s case, this navigational skill has a history: she was shown dur-
ing her years at the American-run language school in China how her 
languages might be valued by travelers, tourists, and business people in 
a global economy. Her teachers modeled this navigation by employing 
her to interpret for their friends early on, and Khadroma traveled with 
this skill to the United States. Global organizations and corporations 
sit quietly in the background of both Khadroma’s and Tashi’s experi-
ences, valuing and revaluing the rising language work of an informa-
tion-dependent economy. This influence was already present in the late 
1990s in China and prepared Khadroma to leverage her multilingual 
resources after immigration to the United States.

Therefore, in a context of commodification, the value assigned to 
literate resources fluctuates according to economic, organizational, 
or political conditions and the powerful agents that determine them. 
Heller notes that “we cannot abstract away” from the values “attached 
to linguistic forms and practices” (Heller 2010, 102), and Khadroma’s 
and Tashi’s accounts show that, indeed, language valuation is firmly 
tied to specific contexts, moments, and interactions. These lived expe-
riences resist an abstract discourse of “resources.” But the repetition of 
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resource in the introduction above indicates its abstract use in writing 
scholarship, particularly in perspectives that treat separate, individual 
languages as distinct resources. While usually used in nuanced ways 
to describe varying phenomena, the frequent appeal to resources can 
open up a terminological vacuum into which expectations and beliefs 
are loaded. One of these expectations is that literate resources are dura-
ble—unchanging, always on call, reliably valuable—as writers carry them 
into new writing or communicative contexts. But, as the accounts above 
show, because the value of literate resources is always in flux, this dis-
course of resources might leave multilingual writers feeling less rather 
than more empowered. For these reasons, the term and the claims 
implied in its use merit further consideration.

But as Khadroma’s and Tashi’s accounts show, the potential of rec-
ognizing an abundance of literate resources is great: when multilingual 
writers are allowed or asked to call on their existing language and lit-
eracy resources, they often are able to put into play a heightened aware-
ness of audience and language, to compose from a spectrum of lived 
literacy experiences, and sometimes to leverage their practices for eco-
nomic gain. A nuanced understanding of what lies behind resources, 
and what in fact these resources are, might support more critical conver-
sations among teachers, students, and scholars about who values which 
registers, accents, dialects, and languages in what situations and why. 
This understanding might also help researchers to broaden or compli-
cate the practices they aim to trace when searching for the resources 
writers carry from one context to another. Teachers and scholars ought 
not avoid a discourse of resources but could instead reconsider how the 
word’s existing prefix—resource as a continual return to a literate font—
might point back to the sources of writers’ literate practices.

Note
 1. JAHCO seems to have recently evolved, but Khadroma described the organization 

in the manner above. Read more at http://www.jointcommission.org/.
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While English-only policies and other restrictive language policies are, 
at their core, grounded in nativist and racist ideologies (Davis 1990; 
Fishman 1992; Hill 2001; Sledd 1993), their supporters often promote 
them via explicit arguments about the economics of public bilingual-
ism and multilingualism (US English 2013a, 2–3; US English 2013b). As 
Bruce Horner and John Trimbur explain, “English Only advocates often 
portray immigrants as a drain on the economy—demanding health 
and social services, schooling, jobs, translations, housing” (Horner and 
Trimbur 2002, 618). Interestingly, Horner and Trimbur criticize the 
opponents of English-only policies because they too often “shy from con-
fronting the material and cultural costs” of these policies, even going so 
far as to “[deny] any costs associated with the presence of non-English 
speakers” (618). Instead, Horner and Trimbur suggest, supporters of 
translingual policies emphasize “that immigrants pay far more in taxes 
and contribute far more to the economy than they receive in benefits, 
and they point to the insignificance of the costs of providing transla-
tions of government documents and the like” (618). While this particu-
lar “cost-benefit assessment” may be true, Horner and Trimbur argue, 
“it sidesteps the more significant costs and even more significant ben-
efits, both economic and cultural” that would emerge in the pursuit of 
a translingual, English-plus policy, one that provides language accom-
modations for people who do not understand English and promotes 
English monolinguals learning a second language (618).

Over the past decade, one significant language policy has been 
advanced by the federal government (Holder 2011; OMB 2002) that 
openly acknowledges the costs of accommodating non-English speakers 
but subordinates these economic costs to the legal rights and social bene-
fits that language accommodations support. Executive Order (EO) 13166 
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(2000), signed by President Bill Clinton, renews the federal government’s 
commitment and obligation to provide language accommodations so that 
all federal programs and activities can be accessed by limited- English-
proficient (LEP) persons.1 Several important government documents 
related to EO 13166, both those that accompanied its signing and those 
that examined its subsequent implementation, address the economics 
of this translingual policy and the significant costs of providing these 
accommodations for non-English users; however, they also apply pressure 
to common-sense notions about the cost of English-plus policies as they 
identify not only the cultural and social benefits but also the economic 
gains that could result from their implementation. Ultimately, the lan-
guage-policy texts that give shape to EO 13166 show the need to address 
directly the economic costs of public translingual writing but to do so in 
a way that holds fiscal responsibility in productive tension with the protec-
tion and promotion of social, cultural, and political rights.2

To advance this argument, this chapter analyzes how EO 13166: 
Improving Access to Services for Persons with Limited English Proficiency 
has influenced research practices and written communication strategies 
within the healthcare sector, as the critical nature of medical services has 
put most hospitals and clinics into direct contact with linguistic minority 
communities in the United States. I begin by discussing the legal rights 
underlying EO 13166 and describing how these language issues manifest 
in relation to the ethical practice of health care. The chapter then takes 
up the Office of Management and Budget’s economic analysis of imple-
menting EO 13166, focusing on how the OMB balances its financial 
analysis with considerations of societal benefits and legal rights. Finally, 
I analyze the textual tactics deployed by healthcare agencies to create 
language accommodations for LEP persons. Here I attend to specific 
strategies that medical professionals have deployed to mitigate the costs 
of providing language accommodations while promoting the social and 
cultural inclusion of linguistic minorities in healthcare settings.

f E d E r a l  P o l i c y  a n d  l a n g u ag E - m i n o r i t y 

ac c E s s  to  H E a lt H  ca r E

Since the passage of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, US law has 
required that federal and federally funded programs and services be 
accessible to all people who have a right to them. Title VI emphasizes an 
economic dimension to political and social justice when it highlights the 
financial contributions all taxpayers make to support these programs 
and services:
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Simple justice requires that public funds, to which all taxpayers of all 
races, colors, and national origins contribute, not be spent in any fashion 
which encourages, entrenches, subsidizes or results in racial, color, or 
national origin discrimination.

Significantly, since the 1974 Supreme Court case Lau v. Nichols, the 
“national origin” component of Title VI has been defined in part in 
terms of language use and linguistic identity3 (US Department of Health 
and Human Services 2003; US Department of Justice 2002). That is, 
when federally funded programs and activities cannot be accessed by 
a group of people simply because they do not understand English, 
national- origin discrimination exists. Ostensibly, Title VI suggests that 
some public funds, acquired from citizens as taxes, be used to make 
these services and programs accessible to LEP persons. Since 1964 and 
1974, then, US language policy has been grounded in the economic 
rationale that all taxpayers have the right to have at least some portion of 
those funds used to facilitate communication in non-English languages.

By August 2000, President Clinton saw the need to renew the execu-
tive branch’s commitment to enforcing this law. In one sense, EO 13166 
simply reaffirms the value of Title VI, but it also underscores the fact that 
many agencies were either unaware of or unclear about their obligation 
to ensure that LEP persons can access federally funded programs and 
activities. EO 13166 calls for each federal agency to examine the lan-
guage accommodations they already provide and to “develop and imple-
ment a system by which LEP persons can meaningfully access those ser-
vices consistent with, and without unduly burdening, the fundamental 
mission of the agency” (Executive Order No. 13166, 2000). EO 13166 
also requires each federal agency to provide guidance to organizations 
that receive federal funding from it, clarifying their legal obligations to 
provide “meaningful access to their LEP applicants and beneficiaries” 
(Executive Order No. 13166, 2000). Significantly, given the interests 
of this present volume on economies of writing, the design and imple-
mentation of systems for complying with EO 13166 occur through texts, 
including each agency’s written LEP plan. President Clinton’s office 
created the Federal Interagency Working Group on LEP to disseminate 
information to all federal agencies about how best to comply with EO 
13166 and to catalog each agency’s LEP plan, which the working group 
continues to do via the website LEP.gov.4

The US Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) has 
been a leader among federal agencies in designing and implementing 
strategies to accommodate the language needs and preferences of peo-
ple who speak languages other than English. In many respects, DHHS 
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led the way for federal agencies in anticipating Executive Order 13166, 
addressing language diversity concerns and crafting an organizational 
and disciplinary language policy. In March 2001, just seven months 
after President Clinton signed the executive order, the DHHS Office of 
Minority Health issued a report entitled National Standards for Culturally 
and Linguistically Appropriate Services in Health Care that aimed to create 
cohesion where there had been a “patchwork of independently devel-
oped definitions, practices, and requirements concerning [culturally 
and linguistically appropriate services],” or CLAS (US Department of 
Health and Human Services 2001b, vii). This patchwork, the Office of 
Minority Health explains, had contributed to “inequities . . . in the pro-
vision of health services” (1). With these standards, the DHHS Office 
of Minority Health aimed to make CLAS “more responsive to the indi-
vidual needs of all patients/consumers” and “to ensure that all people 
entering the healthcare system receive equitable and effective treatment 
in a culturally and linguistically appropriate manner” (1).5

The DHHS’s efforts to improve cultural and linguistic accommo-
dation in healthcare settings have also been carried out through the 
department’s Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), 
an office tasked with improving access to healthcare services for people 
who are “uninsured, isolated, or medically vulnerable” (US Department 
of Health and Human Services 2013a). Cultural and linguistic minority 
communities, of course, are disproportionately represented among the 
uninsured, isolated, and medically vulnerable, so the local healthcare 
organizations HRSA funds have long worked to identify and meet the 
particular needs, accommodate the linguistic preferences, and acknowl-
edge the healthcare-related cultural beliefs of these communities. With 
this understanding in mind, the HRSA published a 2001 report enti-
tled Cultural Competence Works: Using Cultural Competence to Improve the 
Quality of Health Care for Diverse Populations and Add Value to Managed Care 
Arrangements, which highlights HRSA-funded programs that employ 
innovative and effective strategies “to provide culturally competent 
care for diverse populations” (US Department of Health and Human 
Services 2001a, 1). These strategies include valuing clients’ cultural 
beliefs, dialoguing with community members to identify their needs and 
preferences, acknowledging the complexity of language interpretation, 
and integrating cultural and linguistic competence into the mission and 
day-to-day practices of healthcare organizations.

The DHHS’s investment in and leadership on the issue speaks to how 
cultural beliefs and linguistic frames shape people’s understandings and 
enactments of health-related behaviors. Indeed, an increasing number 
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of medical professionals believe language and culture are absolutely 
central to the work of achieving positive health outcomes. In healthcare 
settings, failures to communicate effectively across language and cul-
tural differences can lead to financial difficulties, to be sure, but more 
importantly they can bring dire consequences for individual, familial, 
communal, and societal health. Gail Price-Wise, president of the Florida 
Center for Cultural Competence, articulates in precise detail how com-
munication across language and cultural differences helps professionals 
to deliver effective health care:

[For healthcare providers,] cultural [and linguistic] competence is as 
important to the outcomes of their patients, is as important to their mor-
tality and their morbidity rates as anything that they’re going to do in 
terms of pharmacology or surgical procedures. In order for a patient to 
be healed, several things have to happen. They have to come to the medi-
cal facility, they have to give a complete and accurate medical history, the 
provider has to order the correct diagnostic tests, and then the provider 
has to make the correct diagnosis and develop the best treatment plan 
for the patient. And the treatment plan has to be one that the patient 
understands and is motivated to follow. All of those steps require a good 
relationship between the provider and the patient. It requires trust, and 
that is completely dependent on the cultural [and linguistic] competence 
of the provider. (US Department of Health and Human Services 2010)

Price-Wise here speaks most directly to matters of oral communication 
and translation of the sort involved in patient-doctor consultations. 
Nevertheless, her insight underscores the importance of linguistic and 
cultural accommodation in written medical communication as well. 
Healthcare agencies cannot simply run written materials (such as medi-
cal history forms, treatment plans, or patient educational materials) 
through a machine translation program and consider their obligations 
for linguistic accommodation to be met, as such texts more often than 
not would fail to address differences in cultural beliefs about medicine 
and health. Healthcare facilities could hire localization firms to over-
see this translation and cultural accommodation work, but even that 
approach falls short as a strategy for creating meaningful cultural and 
linguistic access to healthcare services and programs. Instead, as tech-
nical communication scholar Nicole St. Germain-McDaniel (2010) 
explains, the DHHS, the Office of Minority Health, and the HRSA urge 
healthcare agencies to take on this work themselves. The HRSA, in its 
Cultural Competence Works report, in fact, contends that local healthcare 
agencies can and should develop “practical, experience-based knowl-
edge” about the communities they serve (US Department of Health 
and Human Services 2001a, 13) through the same types of qualitative 
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research methods familiar to rhetoric and composition scholars, such as 
focus groups and interviews. The HRSA report also highlights how some 
healthcare agencies have composed organizational policies that chan-
nel resources and direct employees’ practices toward accommodating 
language and cultural minorities (25), while others have created multi-
institution networks to meet their respective communities’ language 
needs (21).

While these strategies for community-based research, organizational 
policy writing, and networked language accommodation present a vision 
of how an English-plus US language policy can be integrated into the 
guiding mission and daily activities of healthcare organizations that 
serve LEP persons, these practices also bring the economic demands of 
language accommodations into view. In short, they cost time, they cost 
money, and they cost human resources. What emerges from the federal 
government’s analysis of EO 13166 implementation, however, is a more 
nuanced statement about the financial costs of a multilingual language 
policy, one that highlights the significant costs, to be sure, but also 
attends to the cultural, social, and even financial value created through 
the widespread adoption of language accommodation practices in fed-
eral and federally supported agencies.

Ba l a n c i n g  t H E  E c o n o m i c  c o s t s  a n d  s o c i a l 

B E n E f i t s  o f  l a n g u ag E  ac c o m m o dat i o n

In a March 2002 report to Congress about EO 13166, the US Office 
of Management and Budget (OMB) declared that the costs of provid-
ing language accommodations to LEP persons across all government 
and government-funded services would be “substantial” (OMB, 3). The 
OMB’s conclusions were grounded in a quantitative economic analy-
sis based on surveys of federal and state agencies, public comments, 
rough numerical estimates of national costs extrapolated from regional 
examples, and case studies of four sectors of US public life, including 
health care. The OMB (2002) estimated that the portion of federal, 
state, and local government services provided to LEP persons is about 
$46.7 billion, but it also noted that most of these costs would already 
be incurred in providing services to these same individuals, no matter 
whether they spoke English or another language. The OMB instead cal-
culated a 1–2 percent “premium” for LEP services; that is, an estimated 
1–2 percent could be added to the total cost of any service or program 
in order to make that service or program linguistically accessible. The 
OMB suggested, however, that the premium for healthcare services 
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would be lower, at 0.5 percent. The OMB stopped short of “endors[ing] 
as accurate any single summation of LEP-associated costs across all gov-
ernment or government-funded services” (57), but it did estimate that 
the aggregate cost of providing language accommodation—not just the 
cost of implementing EO 13166—would be less than $2 billion, and 
perhaps even as low as $1 billion.6 (The OMB conceded, though, that 
its analysis did not include private agencies or nonprofit organizations 
that receive federal funds, including those in health care.) That said, 
the OMB’s analysis, particularly its case studies, focused exclusively on 
oral interpretation services; it did not calculate the costs of translat-
ing written documents such as medical forms into multiple languages. 
Ultimately, then, the overall cost to the nation of providing these lan-
guage accommodations would most certainly be higher than the $1–2 
billion estimate.

Notably, the OMB (2002) punctuated its quantitative economic anal-
ysis of language accommodation costs with qualitative and quantitative 
assessments in support of them. Specifically, the OMB identified two 
benefits that “eligible LEP individuals experience when they receive 
meaningful access to federally-conducted programs or activities”: “First, 
LEP individuals may experience the intangible but very important ben-
efit connected with the fulfillment of a legal right. Second, LEP individ-
uals may benefit from an increase in access to federally-conducted pro-
grams or activities or to the programs or activities of recipients of federal 
financial assistance” (16). The first benefit speaks to the issue of social 
justice in the form of public recognition of one’s right to government 
service. Equally important, in the second benefit the OMB highlights 
the economics of language barriers that prevent LEP individuals from 
accessing necessary services. In the specific case of the medical field, 
of course, these economic concerns are the financial consequences of 
healthcare disparities. A recent study estimated that between 2003 and 
2006, the costs related to healthcare disparities, including the costs of 
inadequate or inequitable care leading to premature death, were $1.24 
trillion (LaVeist, Gaskin, and Richard 2009, 1). Although this specific 
study appeared after the OMB report, this type of finding about the 
costs related to healthcare disparities led the OMB to declare that the 
US government and American society also stand to benefit from EO 
13166. The OMB (2002, 16) suggests, “Increasing access to government 
programs may lead to cheaper, more targeted early intervention, avoid-
ing long-term and more costly services to government and society”; 
the OMB here alludes to activities such as primary healthcare services 
focused on prevention, early detection, and treatment of disease as 
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compared to the costs of late-stage disease treatment and emergency-
room visits. Providing services to LEP patients in their own languages 
can be a means to increase healthcare utilization and, by extension, 
to provide more appropriate preventative and curative medical care, 
with appropriate care in most instances also being more cost effective. 
Assessing the economics of language accommodations in health care, 
then, in part requires weighing significant short- and long-term invest-
ments for government agencies and other medical organizations along-
side potentially lower long-term expenses.

Given medical professionals’ ethical obligation to “do no harm,” the 
OMB (2002) complements its quantitative economic analysis with discus-
sion of the social and political value created through language accom-
modations. The OMB notes that within the healthcare field, the benefits 
of implementing EO 13166 include not just decreased medical costs and 
improved health but also “increased patient satisfaction . . . ; sufficient 
patient confidentiality in medical procedures; and true ‘informed con-
sent’ and understanding of other legal issues” (20). Indeed, the OMB 
here suggests that even potentially substantial economic pressures do 
not trump the legal rights or the personal and communal health ben-
efits that result from providing language accommodations to linguistic 
minority patients. The medical profession faces substantial costs in pro-
viding language accommodations, but these must be paid in order to 
meet healthcare professionals’ ethical obligation to provide the highest 
quality care possible to each individual.

The OMB’s report, then, suggests that the costs of language accom-
modation must be considered but ultimately do not trump professional 
obligations and legal requirements. It’s important to note that these 
relationships among economic, social, and political criteria have since 
been written into federal guidelines for implementing EO 13166. As 
part of its response to EO 13166, the DHHS (US Department of Health 
and Human Services 2003), like all federal agencies, created such guide-
lines for its own offices as well as for those agencies it funds in order to 
clarify why and how it can make language accommodations for its cli-
ents. Specifically, the DHHS sets out four factors that agencies should 
use to guide decisions about how to provide meaningful access for LEP 
persons to its programs and activities:

1. The nature and importance of the program, activity, or service provided 
by the program

2. The frequency with which LEP individuals come in contact with the 
program
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3. The number or proportion of LEP persons served or encountered in 
the eligible service population

4. The resources available to the recipients and costs (US Department 
of Health and Human Services 2003, 7)

Significantly, with this fourth factor, the DHHS guidelines allow agen-
cies to consider economic costs when designing their LEP accommoda-
tion strategies. Later in this same document, the DHHS explains why 
an organization’s financial concerns must be taken into consideration 
when assessing its obligations to accommodate LEP persons. As the 
DHHS suggests, “‘Reasonable steps’ [to provide language accommoda-
tions] may cease to be reasonable where the costs imposed substantially 
exceed the benefits” (US Department of Health and Human Services 
2003,10). In its own guidance document, the US Department of Justice 
(DOJ) explains that this particular economic factor—the resources 
available to the agency—carries significant implications for the ser-
vices made available to all eligible persons, whether LEP or not (US 
Department of Justice 2002). In effect, these guidelines allow an agency 
to ask itself this question: would providing a specific type of language 
accommodation put a financial burden on our organization that signifi-
cantly hinders our ability to carry out our mission?

A key consideration related to EO 13166 stems from the fact that 
while federal agencies such as DHHS and DOJ have an obligation under 
Title VI to provide language accommodations, nongovernment agencies 
that receive federal funding only face financial, not legal, consequences 
if they do not take steps to ensure LEP access. In short, if they fail to or 
decide not to comply with Title VI and EO 13166, they lose federal fund-
ing. The executive branch here anticipates that ignoring the economic 
pressures LEP accommodations can put on an organization could lead 
that agency to decline federal funding, which could in turn lead it to 
stop providing valuable services and programs to citizens who have the 
right and the need to access them. For these reasons, this economic cri-
terion for determining how and when to create meaningful access for 
language minorities acknowledges the fact that language accommoda-
tions can and do have significant costs.

These economic concerns, however, do not override the other three 
factors, particularly the first, that speak directly to the legal and social 
obligations to provide language accommodations. If the program or 
service is extremely important to an LEP person’s health and well-
being, or if the agency frequently serves a large number of LEP persons 
from a particular language group, the organization receiving federal 
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funds must find ways to enable LEP persons to access the service or pro-
gram and, equally important, must find ways to advertise these critical 
services or programs to LEP persons who might not already know about 
them or might think they cannot meaningfully access them because of 
language barriers.

Indeed, even when organizations claim that costs prohibit them from 
providing a particular language accommodation, the DHHS neverthe-
less expects them to “carefully explore the most cost-effective means 
of delivering competent and accurate language services before limit-
ing services due to resource concerns” (US Department of Health and 
Human Services 2003, 10). When agencies face economic constraints in 
the face of these language realities, they are required to document their 
financial circumstances and explain how implementing EO 13166 in a 
robust way would significantly hinder the agency’s ability to do its work 
for the broader, English-speaking public. At the same time, the DHHS 
guidelines demand that these organizations document their efforts to 
identify and explore all alternative accommodations—cheaper yet no 
less effective—before it intervenes to assist the agency in implementing 
a plan to enable LEP access.

r E s E a r c H  a n d  P o l i c y  W r i t i n g  i n  t H E  s E rv i c E 

o f  l a n g u ag E  ac c o m m o dat i o n

This section examines three specific linguistic accommodation and 
language policy-writing practices in the healthcare field, each of which 
illustrates concerns central to the DHHS guidelines, the Office of 
Minority Health’s CLAS standards, and the HRSA’s recommended 
practices for delivering culturally competent health care. While more 
attention has been paid to oral interpretation services in healthcare 
settings, the practices highlighted here speak more directly to writing-
related concerns, both in terms of cultural accommodation and linguis-
tic translation as well as in terms of organizational policy writing that 
informs an agency’s practices in meeting a language minority commu-
nity’s health needs and communicative preferences. These three exam-
ples underscore the economic costs of translingual communication 
practices even as they complicate any analysis focused solely on finan-
cial considerations. Indeed, these organizational strategies for facilitat-
ing translingual communication highlight the range of benefits that 
follow from pursuing language accommodations in the name of the 
medical profession’s ethical obligation to provide meaningful health 
care for all people.
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Networked Translingual Writing and Communication Practices
Healthcare organizations have devised different strategies to marshal 
the economic and human resources needed to carry out the types of 
translingual writing and interpretation demanded by Title VI and EO 
13166. The HRSA recommends that healthcare agencies “ma[k]e con-
certed efforts to create and sustain a ‘learning loop’” between them-
selves and the communities in which their patients live (US Department 
of Health and Human Services 2013b, 17). According to both the CLAS 
standards (US Department of Health and Human Services 2013b) and 
the HRSA’s (US Department of Health and Human Services 2001a) 
list of culturally competent healthcare practices, this learning loop 
means organizations invest in identifying and developing the language 
resources that already exist in their workforce. The CLAS standards in 
particular, though, encourage organizations to do more than simply 
identify bi- or multilingual employees and assign them to translation 
and interpretation tasks. Instead, these healthcare agencies must do as 
organizations such as Adventist Health Care, the parent of Washington 
Adventist Hospital in Takoma Park, Maryland, has done: create oppor-
tunities for its bilingual staff to develop higher levels of proficiency in 
a second language, to acquire medical literacy in a language, to learn 
and refine translation and interpretation techniques, or to receive other 
forms of cultural-competency training (Barclay, Washington Post, April 
21, 2009).7 Such training costs time and money, of course, but the OMB 
(2002, 44) determined through its economic analysis that the costs in 
hiring and training bilingual employees results in a significant reduc-
tion in resources needed to provide language accommodations—both 
in terms of money and the time employees end up spending in dialogue 
with LEP patients—compared to hiring and working through outside 
interpreters. In particular, the OMB suggests that if providers recruit, 
train, and retain bilingual staff, they will “not incur additional costs 
based on the interactions of LEP individuals with trained medical staff 
that are (at least functionally) bilingual, except in those cases where the 
staff are paid a premium for their bilingual skills” (47). The lower costs 
would result because personnel would already be interacting with these 
individuals no matter what language they spoke, whereas professional 
interpreters force medical facilities to pay costs they would not otherwise 
incur in the course of their normal practice.

While many organizations have made language expertise a key cri-
terion in hiring decisions, others have established hiring or volunteer-
recruitment networks within the local communities themselves to meet 
these needs (US Department of Health and Human Services 2001a, 19; 
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2013b). This practice has the added benefits, of course, of folding com-
munity knowledge into the organization’s activities and approaches to 
health care as well as signaling that the organization trusts and is com-
mitted to serving that community. The costs associated with such pro-
fessional development and language training, however, have led other 
healthcare organizations to create networks to meet their transling-
ual and transcultural writing and interpretation needs. The OMB has 
highlighted one such practice now taking place in some metropolitan 
areas where nonprofit organizations have started “language banks” that 
recruit, train, and schedule interpreters in a variety of languages for 
doctors, hospitals, and clinics (OMB 2002, 44–45). Meanwhile, other 
healthcare agencies have created technological networks to meet the 
language needs of medical professionals spread across wide geographic 
areas. Eastern North Carolina’s Tri-County Community Health Center, 
for example, serves an area that experiences the ebb and flow of migrant 
farm labor. Because of the area’s relative isolation, hospitals and clinics 
found it difficult to hire translators and interpreters, so the Tri-County 
Community Health Center established an over-the-phone interpretation 
service to better support health professionals and their patients (US 
Department of Health and Human Services 2001a, 21; 2013b).

These linked language practices highlight the potential for broad-
based EO 13166 compliance to help reduce the financial costs of pro-
viding language accommodations. The OMB suggests that if all federal 
agencies and all recipients of federal funding work to implement EO 
13166, the increased demand for services that support language accom-
modations could drive down per-unit costs, especially in terms of tele-
phone-based interpretation and translation services. The OMB (Office 
of Management and Budget 2002, 59) explains, “The Executive Order, 
by stimulating increased demand for language services, may increase the 
size and efficiency of the language service industry, and agencies might 
consider steps to facilitate bulk discounted purchasing of such services 
by federal programs and recipients of federal funds.” Agencies would 
still be footing the bill for providing these language-accommodation 
services, but the cost burden could be lessened with a more broad-based 
effort to provide meaningful access to LEP persons.

All healthcare organizations have been prompted by EO 13166 to 
reflect on the limits of a monolingual communication strategy in prac-
ticing medicine and public health (Executive Order No. 13166, 2000). 
These collective strategies for meeting language obligations challenge 
the notion that translingual writing situations always demand that a single 
person must necessarily possess some sort of cosmopolitan ideal of fluent 
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multilingualism in a host of languages. Organizations such as Adventist 
Health Care, the Tri-County Community Health Center, and the medi-
cal “language banks” have invested financial and human resources in 
building a multilingual network through which to create knowledge and 
design strategies for enacting more positive health outcomes.

Community-Based Research and Translingual Writing Practices

While geographically isolated medical facilities such as the Tri-County 
Community Health Center have networked with telephone-based 
interpreters to accommodate LEP persons, other community-based 
health organizations have directly dialogued with the linguistic and 
cultural minority communities they serve in order to tailor health-
care texts for these groups. Some agencies have used focus groups 
and interviews toward these ends (St. Germain-McDaniel 2010), while 
others have created advisory boards comprising community members 
or hosted regular public forums in which non-English-speaking indi-
viduals are able and encouraged to participate (US Department of 
Health and Human Services 2001a, 17; 2013b). Of course, healthcare 
agencies undertake these activities in order to gain valuable insights 
into local communities’ cultural expectations and linguistic prefer-
ences for medical care as well as the cultural beliefs that shape their 
health behaviors. At the same time, as the HRSA notes, this dialogue 
also often exposes other aspects of life experience besides language 
and ethnic or national culture that affect people’s ability to integrate 
medical treatments and preventive behaviors into their daily lives (US 
Department of Health and Human Services 2013a, 11). These factors 
might range from literacy levels and familial and communal gender 
dynamics to financial pressures and housing conditions. By engag-
ing in community dialogue, local healthcare agencies are able to, in 
HRSA’s words, “define culture broadly” (11), enabling healthcare prac-
titioners to understand how different communal and group beliefs and 
experiences intersect to inform an individual patient’s world-view and 
health-related behaviors.

Generating knowledge through these dialogues helps healthcare 
organizations to tailor written materials and medical services to specific 
community needs rather than adopting the cheaper translation strategy 
we might characterize as a one-size-fits-all-Spanish-speakers-everywhere-
in-the-United States type of approach. Even more significant, this direct 
engagement with local linguistic minorities attributes greater value 
to their languages, which are too often politically and economically 
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devalued within the United States. In the dialogues between healthcare 
organizations and community members, these traditionally marginal-
ized languages become a legitimate means to define community health 
problems, identify existing community resources, and design strategies 
to create positive health outcomes.

One example of such engagement with language-minority communi-
ties, one that comes from HRSA’s 2001 Cultural Competence Works report 
(US Department of Health and Human Services 2001a), highlights 
how healthcare organizations have drawn on the language and cultural 
resources of community members in order to localize their written mate-
rials and, in turn, to effect positive health outcomes. The Massachusetts 
Department of Public Health’s Community Health Education Center, 
or CHEC, facilitated the client-centered production of a brochure on 
domestic violence. The research and writing process began with a focus 
group that included three Latinas, two Haitians, and three African 
American women. Initial conversations among this group revealed a 
wide range of cultural and personal perspectives—indeed, much dis-
agreement—about what is and is not domestic violence. What emerged 
through continued dialogue and analysis, however, was the fact that these 
culturally distinct definitions of domestic violence were connected by a 
common thread, namely, fear of the man in one’s domestic life. CHEC 
director Lisette Blondet explained how this communally constructed def-
inition enabled the writing project to progress: “There was resistance to a 
homogenous definition of domestic violence, but we were able to come 
up with a core ingredient that’s applied differently in different cultures. 
Once we were able to identify the root itself, we were also able to pick 
the different trees that can come from that root” (14). Specifically, the 
CHEC produced a brochure that reflected three dimensions of domestic 
violence: physical and sexual abuse, mental abuse, and emotional abuse.

This example illustrates the translingual research and writing prac-
tices demanded by EO 13166. From an economic perspective, these prac-
tices are resource intensive, particularly in terms of time and opportu-
nity cost, but through dialogue and analysis, the CHEC and focus-group 
members reached stasis at the point of definition. Only after identifying 
this common definitional core of domestic violence could the CHEC 
compose its educational materials, texts that acknowledged the differ-
ent cultural definitions of domestic violence and began to teach people 
how to integrate positive health practices into their lives. This nuanced 
cross-cultural writing practice, despite requiring more time and carrying 
a greater opportunity cost, best enabled the CHEC to create “meaning-
ful access” for LEP persons to the healthcare services it delivers.
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Organizational Policy Writing

In its policy guidance accompanying EO 13166 (US Department of 
Justice 2002), the DOJ recommends that all agencies that receive fed-
eral funding create formal language-assistance plans outlining the spe-
cific language accommodations they will provide (41455). This process 
calls on agencies regularly to identify the language communities they 
frequently serve as well as their needs and communication preferences; 
to ascertain the specific accommodations that enable these LEP persons 
to access services and programs in ways both effective and meaningful; 
and to educate relevant personnel about these procedures and train 
them to carry out the necessary accommodations. Drafting these written 
language-assistance plans is not required by law. Nevertheless, the DOJ 
emphasizes the many benefits agencies would likely realize in creating 
them: they would simplify their process of documenting Title VI compli-
ance, but more important, they would supplement training, operations, 
and planning procedures by ensuring that “when the need arises, staff 
have a written plan to turn to—even if it is only how to access telephonic 
or community-based interpretation services—when determining what 
language services to provide and when to provide them” (41455).

Even as they draft these language-assistance plans, some agencies 
have engaged in an additional form of organizational policy writing that 
makes linguistic and cultural accommodation a central part of their mis-
sions and day-to-day operations.8 These organizations have revised their 
mission statements and strategic plans to address the linguistic diversity 
of their patients. This organizational policy writing responds to CLAS 
Standard 9, which recommends that agencies “establish culturally and 
linguistically appropriate goals, policies, and management accountabil-
ity, and infuse them through the organization’s planning and opera-
tions” (US Department of Health and Human Services 2001b, 13). The 
following explanation, from Joseph Wahl of the Multnomah County 
Health Department in Oregon, illustrates how agencies can use policy 
writing to integrate cultural competence into their processes and deci-
sion making:

One of the things that was the greatest step for us as an agency was the 
strategic planning process. We incorporated values on diversity, cultural 
competence, and quality into the strategic plan. . . . All staff can see the 
department is committed to achieving certain levels of quality improve-
ment and cultural competence for everyone. We have cultural perfor-
mance objective plans . . . for managers to help increase [their] own cul-
tural competence, then they’re able to work on that with their teams. The 
strategic plan states that all managers will go through an orientation . . . 
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and will select objectives for their annual performance evaluations having 
to do with diversity and cultural competence that they will be evaluated 
on, so it becomes part of their performance evaluation. That’s a way of 
building accountability into it, and because managers are now focused on 
that, [they make it] part of the team’s focus. (US Department of Health 
and Human Services 2001b, 25)

It makes great sense, of course, that local health agencies and organiza-
tions would write cultural competence into their mission statements and 
strategic plans. Their ultimate goal is to effect positive health outcomes 
for individuals and communities, and linguistic and cultural accommo-
dations are central to the very practice of delivering effective health care.

Significantly, Wahl’s insights show that these changes in organi-
zational culture can be created in part through writing practices, or 
more specifically, organizational policy-writing practices. Indeed, for 
writing scholars committed to promoting language diversity and sup-
porting translingual writing, significant political and economic effects 
follow from textually weaving these values into an organization’s mis-
sion and strategic plan. These policy documents guide key economic 
decisions about what positions, what services, what outreach activities, 
and what training programs to fund. When these organizational texts 
are written in ways that emphasize cross-language and cross-cultural 
communication, they prompt the healthcare agency to fund new hires, 
training, and writing activities that meet linguistic minority communi-
ties’ health needs. In turn, these policies also create greater symbolic 
value for traditionally marginalized languages in the United States, 
as they show that financial pressures do not trump the necessity of 
enabling eligible people to access services and programs they have a 
legal right to enjoy.

c o n c l u s i o n

The 2002 OMB report clearly confirms English-only supporters’ com-
mon argument that public and private organizations—and by extension, 
taxpayers—incur significant financial costs when they create the type of 
linguistic and cultural accommodations required by Title VI of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and EO 13166. While the OMB report calculated a 
0.5 percent language-related “premium” for healthcare services deliv-
ered by federal agencies to LEP persons, several smaller community-
based health clinics have estimated that these services account for any-
where from 30 to 60 percent of their overall costs of caring for patients 
from linguistic minority communities (US Department of Health and 
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Human Services 2001a, 30).9 As one might imagine, then, commu-
nity-based healthcare organizations that routinely serve linguistic and 
cultural minorities have made themselves into active grant seekers. 
Paradoxically, however, these agencies have found more grant support 
for implementing new programs than for sustaining proven language-
accommodation activities (31). Moreover, there is vigorous debate 
within the healthcare field about how organizations’ existing, effective 
practices for working with these communities would be enhanced or 
hindered by moving into relationships with managed-care organiza-
tions, the larger healthcare networks that provide insurance reimburse-
ments to hospitals and clinics.

This debate about managed-care organizations gets to the heart of 
policy writing, economies, and the value of languages, particularly non-
English languages. These managed-care organizations craft and carry 
out their own language policies when they decide whether to fund 
important practices related to linguistic and cultural accommodation 
such as translated and localized written texts; interpretation services; 
and the convening of community forums and focus groups. These activi-
ties improve a healthcare organization’s ability to work with traditionally 
underserved groups, but they typically are not financially reimbursed. 
Community health agencies must make—and in several cases, have 
already made—both quantitative and qualitative arguments that their 
culturally centered practices improve the quality of service, the quality 
of patient care, the quality of employees’ working lives, and the organi-
zation’s overall cost and efficiency.

Of course, healthcare organizations that receive federal funding 
are required to enable LEP persons to meaningfully access their pro-
grams and services. LEP persons’ economic contributions through 
taxes become, in theory, the financial source of the costs necessary to 
provide this access. Ultimately, though, private-sector policy created and 
implemented by managed-care organizations has the potential to greatly 
enhance or severely hinder EO 13166’s aim of ensuring that medical 
professionals meet the healthcare needs of linguistic minority commu-
nities in the United States.

Notes
 1. According to LEP.gov, a federal interagency website that provides information 

on EO 13166 and related language-accommodation concerns, limited-English- 
proficient (LEP) individuals are people “who do not speak English as their pri-
mary language and who have a limited ability to read, speak, write, or understand 
English” (Limited English Proficiency n.d.; italics added).
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 2. Following current thinking in sociolinguistics, political science, law, modern lan-
guages, and related disciplines, I define language policy expansively, considering not 
only government-related documents such as EO 13166 but also texts that emerge 
from a wide variety of public and private spheres of activity and either overtly or 
covertly attempt to influence peoples’ or organizations’ language practices. For 
an extended discussion of these definitional issues, see Thom Huebner (1999), 
Bernard Spolsky (2004), and Scott Wible (2013, 6–9).

 3. The Supreme Court concluded in Lau v. Nichols (1974) that Title VI’s prohibition 
on national-origin discrimination extends to “conduct that has a disproportionate 
effect” on people who do not read, speak, write, or understand English.

 4. President Barack Obama’s administration reaffirmed EO 13166 in the form of a 
February 17, 2011, memorandum from US Attorney General Eric Holder (2011).

 5. The CLAS standards apply most directly to healthcare organizations, although 
the DHHS and Office of Minority Health encourage individual providers to use 
them as well in order to prompt them to examine their strategies and practices for 
making health services more culturally and linguistically accessible. The Office of 
Minority Health published enhanced National CLAS Standards in 2011 that build 
on the DHHS’s 2011 Action Plan to Reduce Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities and that 
“reflect the past decade’s advancements, expand their scope, and improve their 
clarity to ensure understanding and implementation” (US Department of Health 
and Human Services 2013b).

There are 14 CLAS standards organized by three different themes: cultur-
ally competent care, language-access services, and organizational supports for 
cultural competence. The 14 standards are also arranged in terms of mandates, 
which the federal government absolutely requires of all agencies receiving federal 
funds; guidelines, which the Office of Minority Health recommends that federal, 
state, and national accrediting agencies adopt as mandates; and recommenda-
tions, which the Office of Minority Health suggests that healthcare organizations 
integrate into their agencies’ practice on a voluntary basis. Of particular interest 
to rhetoric and writing scholars is the fact that all three mandates specifically con-
cern language assistance, whereas cultural accommodations have been labeled as 
recommendations.

Specifically, these CLAS standards require healthcare organizations to “offer 
and provide language services, including bilingual staff and interpreter services, 
at no cost” to each LEP patient (standard 4); to provide written notices to patients 
in their preferred language, informing them of their right to receive language 
assistance (standard 5); and to assure that the language-assistance services are 
provided by professionally and linguistically competent interpreters and bilingual 
staff (standard 6).

 6. This estimate, the OMB (2002) noted, reflected the total cost of providing lan-
guage accommodations rather than just the cost of implementing EO 13166. The 
OMB explained that it could not accurately calculate the cost of implementing 
EO 13166 because it could not establish a clear economic baseline for comparing 
pre- and postimplementation spending, as many government agencies already 
provided some types of language accommodations even before President Clinton 
signed EO 13166.

 7. In its 2002 report entitled Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities 
in Health Care, the Institute of Medicine of the National Academies recommended 
that all healthcare professionals, including clinicians, receive training in cross-
cultural communication (Institute of Medicine of the National Academies 2002).

 8. My argument here draws on the notion of “institutional critique” advanced by 
James Porter et al. (2000).
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 9. For example, in some parts of the country such as Washington, DC, hospitals and 
doctors report that contracting with interpreters to comply with Title VI costs up to 
$190 per hour (Barclay, Washington Post, April 21, 2009).
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Toward the end of “Writing after Print Capitalism,” John Trimbur (2012, 
729) makes a particularly compelling observation:

To my mind, the fuss about digital rhetorics, new media and composition 
2.0 amounts in a certain sense to the invention of a past we are supposedly 
leaving behind in order to make the present knowable . . . an attempt to 
resolve the blurriness of the current situation we find ourselves in, to get 
some traction on our uneasy state of in-betweenness by coming to terms 
with the sentence imposed on us by the persistence of late capitalism and 
the human desire to break out of this prison of suspended animation.

Trimbur has, I think, articulated well the strangeness of the digi-
tal moment—one of those liminal historical junctures in which, as 
Raymond Williams (1977) puts it, dominant forms of cultural produc-
tion are being overtaken by emergent forms. Emergent forms, more often 
than not, arise during periods of radical technological change. This is 
nowhere more evident than in the emergence of new digital writing 
technologies and the literacy practices they foster. Thus, as researchers 
and teachers of writing, we become both witness to and adopters of the 
newly networked, digital frontier—a frontier that, as Trimbur reminds 
us, emerges out of a long historical process of capital accumulation.

My chapter explores this uneasy sense of “suspended animation” by 
looking at the problematic phenomenon of Web 2.0 and a particular 
kind of writing theory it has inspired. Drawing on Marxian notions of 
value and the industrial circuit of capital as laid out in Capital, volume 
2 (Marx 1993a), I explore how we can expand our analyses of Web 2.0 
writing to better account for the growing tensions among user-created 
content, commodified digital data, and the changing literacy practices 
that invariably emerge with contemporary digital media. I argue that 
to more fully theorize writing in Web 2.0 we must keep it embedded 
in a late-capitalist mode of informational production in which the more 



192   C H R I S T I A n  J .  P U LV E R

conspicuous use-value of Web 2.0 technologies is always in dialectical 
relation with the less obvious exchange value they create.

W E B  2 . 0  W r i t i n g  t H E o ry

In “What is Web 2.0?” publisher and open-source evangelist Tim O’Reilly 
(2005) invokes the term as a way to describe the state of the web after 
the dot.com crash of the late 1990s. O’Reilly noticed that those compa-
nies that had survived—Google, Napster, Amazon, Yahoo—possessed 
certain traits that distinguished them from the failures. The successful 
companies were built on a more flexible web-as-platform model that 
effectively leveraged open-source technology. What emerged, according 
to O’Reilly, was a slicker web, built on a more transparent and coopera-
tive ethos and propelled by social practices of networking, collaboration, 
participation, and sharing.

As would be expected, many writing scholars have found inspira-
tion in these trends and have accepted Web 2.0 as a paradigmatic shift 
in the nature of literacy, leading to what I label here Web 2.0 writing 
theory. One of its tenets is that, in the shift from print to digitization, 
there’s an expansion of textuality. That is, a lot more writing is taking 
place now than at any point in history. Drawing on research from the 
Stanford Study of Writing (2001–2006), Andrea Lunsford claims in a 
Wired interview that “we’re in the midst of a literacy revolution the likes 
of which we haven’t seen since Greek civilization” (Thompson 2009). 
As Lunsford emphasizes, Web 2.0 writing technologies aren’t “killing 
our ability to write”; rather, they’re “reviving it—and pushing our lit-
eracy in bold new directions” (Thompson 2009; see also Haven 2009). 
Kathleen Blake Yancey (2008) expresses a similar sentiment, calling 
Web 2.0 the “Age of Composition”—a blossoming of rhetorical activ-
ity brought on by the development of the personal computer, the web, 
and online social media. This is a qualitatively different public sphere 
from that of the print-driven twentieth century, a deinstitutionalized 
space where people engage more than ever in “self-sponsored writing” 
(Brandt 2001) that falls beyond the purview of formal schooling. As 
Yancey (2004, 301) notes,

Today, we are witnessing a parallel creation, that of a writing public made 
plural, and as in the case of the development of a reading public, it’s tak-
ing place largely outside of school. . . . Whatever the exchange value may 
be for these writers . . . it’s certainly not grades. Rather, the writing seems 
to operate in an economy driven by use value.
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Like Lunsford, Yancey sees the growth of a writing public as inher-
ently positive and even “operat[ing] in an economy driven by use value.” 
James Porter (2010, 176) concurs, arguing that this changing sense of 
value in self-sponsored writing is “the secret of the Web 2.0 dynamic.” 
He insists that we cannot understand Web 2.0 writing practices from 
a purely economic model of monetary exchange. Rather, we need to 
imagine the web as more like a “gift-sharing economy” (188) in which 
writers engage in social, literate activity in exchange for a multitude of 
values (participation, connection, expression, collaboration) beyond 
the exchange of money.

Thus, in Web 2.0 writing theory, it’s assumed that the growing tex-
tuality of the digital age is driven by the use-value writers find in digi-
tized communication more so than its exchange value.1 That is, for Web 
2.0 writing theory, emerging digital literacy practices appear to be just 
beyond the imperatives of capitalism, circulating in a noncommodified 
realm. In Marxian terms, we might say Web 2.0 writing theory inverts the 
exchange/use relation. For Marx, value gets expressed in the shape of 
a commodity—the material expression of the contradiction between how 
useful a commodity is and how much profit it can make in exchange. In 
capitalist societies, use-value is often locked in an asymmetrical relation 
with exchange value—that is, subordinate to the imperatives of profit. 
Web 2.0 writing theory problematizes this assumption. In contrast to the 
“darker side” (Porter 2010, 174) of the exchange/use asymmetry, Web 
2.0 writing theory prioritizes the use-value(s) of digitized, networked writ-
ing over its less assured, more ambiguous character as exchange value.

Web 2.0 is clearly an expansion of textuality that is reshaping public 
discourse, a phenomenon that Web 2.0 writing theory acknowledges 
while maintaining a broad sense of the value(s) we might attach to 
these changing literacy practices. At the same time, however, we must 
be careful not to disembed the growth of this user-created, use-value 
driven writing economy from the logics of capitalist accumulation. Web 
2.0 writing theory falls into this trap. In light of recent trends in data 
collecting, mining, and selling, there’s a need to extend Web 2.0 writing 
theory to account for the exchange value in digital writing practices and 
address how the expansion of use-value in Web 2.0 also (always) entails 
an expansion of commodification.

t H E  u s E / E x c H a n g E  c o n t r a d i c t i o n

As Porter (2010) argues, we must expand our notion of Web 2.0 writing 
and the kinds of value it produces. But this expansion shouldn’t come 
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by overemphasizing the use-value of digital writing. Rather, in following 
Marx’s dialectics, we should also be exploring the material social rela-
tions that shape the use/exchange contradiction and inquire into the 
tensions that manifest as a product of this relation. At the same time, 
we should recognize that Marx’s analysis of the use- and exchange 
value of industrially produced commodities doesn’t always translate 
seamlessly into digital, informationalized commodities like digital 
writing. That is, while the use/exchange relation is very much alive in 
“informational capitalism” (Fuchs 2010), it has taken on new forms in 
a digital environment. As Marx (1990) reminds us in the early chap-
ters of Capital, volume 1, the contradiction between use- and exchange 
value should not be confused with the shape this contradiction takes 
(commodity fetishism). Rather, we must see the use/exchange contra-
diction as forming out of the long history of exchange practices that 
have become the conditions for capital accumulation. All commodi-
ties carry the use/exchange tension, but the shape of this tension will 
be infinitely varied. It can only be so. In fact, for Marx, use-value, as 
the intrinsic worth of a commodity for fulfilling a human need, must 
precede the expression of exchange value. That is, an object must be 
useful enough to attract exchange value. Exchange value, then, is not 
simply the antithesis of use—it is also the extension and appropriation 
of useful objects into commodity relations to exploit their potential for 
creating surplus value.

The Internet and Web 2.0 are currently undergoing this process. 
The Internet, from its inception in the early 1960s through its develop-
ment in the 1990s, was largely funded by taxpayers and developed under 
the auspices of several public universities and government agencies 
(Hauben and Hauben 1997). By the mid-1990s, the National Science 
Foundation, which had managed the “backbone” of the Internet for the 
previous decade, opened the door for privatization, and thus the public 
utility of the Internet gave way to capital, transforming this once publicly 
owned space into one for business and commerce. So, whether we are 
talking about the expensive hardware needed for digital writing or the 
toll to get online, the use-value of the writing we do in Web 2.0 already 
carries exchange value (see Harrison 2005; Ryan 2010).

This appropriation by capital of the time, materials, and labor of the 
Internet has led to new forms of value production, the most conspicu-
ous being the enormous amount of data our digital writing produces. 
The rise in the exchange value of digital data exposes another oversight 
in Web 2.0 writing theory. When we look back at O’Reilly’s (2005) origi-
nal definition of Web 2.0, it’s bubbling with a rhetoric of business and 
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innovation—a vision of the web as the perfect balance of neoliberal ide-
ology and communitarian responsibility. Exchange value is not just pres-
ent in “What is Web 2.0?”—it is very much a driving force, one that fun-
damentally depends on the massive production and collection of digital 
data. O’Reilly (2005, 9) is clear on this point:

One of the key lessons of the Web 2.0 era is this: Users add value. . . . The 
key to competitive advantage in internet applications is the extent to 
which users add their own data to that which you provide. . . . Therefore, 
Web 2.0 companies set inclusive defaults for aggregating user data and building 
value as a side-effect of ordinary use of the application.

Thus, the “secret of the web 2.0 dynamic” isn’t simply a thriving 
use-value driven economy of writing; it is also the latent potential of 
exchange value that can be siphoned from user-created content. The 
companies that emerged from the dot.com crash figured out that 
producing value was not going to happen in ways typical of twentieth-
century print capitalism. The enigma to be solved by Google, Amazon, 
Facebook, and other Web 2.0 companies was how to build web appli-
cations that would attract a core base of users with “free,” simple, 
and “functional” (Dilger 2010) tools for communication, consump-
tion, and information management. By building a useful application 
for easy social and semiotic production, these platforms could then 
become hubs for the creation of several layers of exchange value. I 
call this the process of ascendant exchange value, and in the context of 
Web 2.0, it emerges in full force in the transition from a centralized, 
manufacturing-based economy to the informationalized economies we 
have today (Brandt 2005; Castells 2010; Jameson 1984). Viable mod-
els of Web 2.0 writing theory that recognize ascendant exchange value 
must struggle with the context of globalized, commodified informa-
tion and its relation to user-created content. At the center of this is the 
“currency of the web” (D. Harris 2011): digital data. Understanding 
emerging Web 2.0 writing practices requires a deeper engagement 
with digital data—the conditions of its production and use as well as 
its circulation through culture.

c i r c u l at i o n  i n  W E B  2 . 0  W r i t i n g  t H E o ry

The idea of circulation is integral to Web 2.0 writing theory. Many in 
the field have found it to be a useful metaphor for thinking about the 
fluid nature of digital textuality (Eyman 2007; Porter 2010; Rice 2005; 
Trimbur 2000; Yancey 2004). In “Made Not Only in Words: Composition 
in a New Key,” Yancey (2004, 312–15) outlines three ways we think about 
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circulation in the field: textual circulation, genre circulation, and media cir-
culation. Textual circulation is what we would associate with the intertextu-
ality of quoting and paraphrase. Genre circulation centers on the genera-
tive ways texts organize human relations. And media circulation refers to 
the ways old and new media converge to create new semiotic forms in 
a digital environment. These are helpful guides for understanding the 
circulation of digital texts in lived culture. At the same time, there is a 
disconnect similar to the one encountered in Web 2.0 writing theory’s 
inversion of the exchange/use relation—that is, the three types of cir-
culation Yancey cites (all common in the field) bracket digital literacy 
practices from their constitutive role as circulators of capital. Thus, 
while Web 2.0 writing theory has been quick to pick up on the meta-
phorical power of circulation to help theorize digital literacies, it has 
also been quick to divest it of Marxian analysis and the circulation of 
capital. Trimbur’s (2000) work is an exception here. As he points out, 
“The question to begin with is not so much where the commodity goes 
as what it carries in its internal workings as it circulates” (209). When 
commodified writing circulates, not only does it carry rhetorical, semi-
otic meaning (which makes it a unique type of commodity), it “also 
reproduces the prevailing and contradictory social and economic rela-
tions of capitalism” (208).

From a Marxian point of view then, circulation is not simply about 
tracing written artifacts as they move from writers to readers. Rather, 
it’s about understanding this movement in relation to the circulatory 
demands of capital and how this process conditions our literate activity.

d i g i ta l  W r i t i n g  a n d  t H E  i n d u s t r i a l  c i r c u i t  o f  ca P i ta l

One way we can begin to articulate the ascendance of exchange value in 
Web 2.0 writing is to bring Marx’s theorization of the industrial circuit 
of capital more fully into our discussions of digital writing. This macro 
view of capital circulation comprises the sphere of production and the 
sphere of circulation (sometimes called sphere of exchange), as expressed 
in the following diagram (Figure 13.1):2

Despite the static depiction, this circuit should be seen as the 
dynamic, material social production of surplus value. The M at the cir-
cle’s zenith stands for money in motion, or capital. Money is used to 
purchase C (commodity) in the form of MP (means of production—
technology, machinery, etc.) and LP (labor power). MP and LP then 
enter into the sphere of production, P, and emerge from this process 
changed as C* a new, “altered” commodity that now embodies the labor 
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and technologies used to produce it, which makes it “swollen” with sur-
plus value (Marx 1990, 298). C* enters into the sphere of circulation 
and will, ideally, complete the circuit by being sold on the market. Once 
sold, the labor power congealed in the commodity is set free in the form 
of s—surplus value. In completing the circuit, capital has regenerated 
and increased in size.3

While Marx had industrial capitalism in mind when he conceived of 
the industrial circuit, he was well aware that communication technolo-
gies matter to the circulation of capital.4 This truth becomes even more 
prominent in informational capitalism and Web 2.0, in which our writ-
ing practices take on a primary role as engines of capital circulation 
and accumulation. Critical media theorists Vincent Manzerolle and Atle 
Kjøsen frame it this way: “Media enable capital to move as an iterative 
process and are therefore the key component for capital’s circulation; 
and it is media . . . that are the means by which capital communicates 
itself to itself in and through society” (Manzerolle and Kjøsen 2012, 
216). Manzerolle and Kjøsen use the general term media here, but in the 
context of this discussion, we are specifically focused on the writing that 
takes place in and through digital media and how our digital literacy 
practices contribute to the circulation of capital.

Figure 13.1. The circuit of capital. 
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t H E  s P H E r E  o f  d i g i ta l  P r o d u c t i o n — t H E 

data  m i n E  a n d  t H E  r i s E  o f  B i g  data

As a dialectical relation, the sphere of circulation can only be under-
stood in interaction with the sphere of production. That is, in order for 
circulation to occur and for value to accrue, there must be something to 
circulate. In an industrial economy, these were tangible, manufactured 
commodities. In the context of Web 2.0 and informational economies, 
it’s digitized data of all kinds. While Web 2.0 writing theory has cer-
tainly recognized the productive capacities of Web 2.0 writing, it hasn’t 
taken the next step to connect this growth in writing production with 
processes of capital accumulation. This kind of value creation is evident 
in practices of data mining and surveillance that have become standard 
for both governments and corporations (Andrejevic 2012; McKee 2011; 
Turow 2011). We can take the online advertising industry as an example. 
According to the Wall Street Journal’s series “What They Know” (Angwin, 
July 30, 2010), “The largest U.S. websites are installing new and intru-
sive consumer-tracking technologies [cookies, beacons] on the comput-
ers of people visiting their sites—in some cases, more than 100 track-
ing tools at a time.” This kind of consumer surveillance has spawned a 
multibillion-dollar-a-year online advertising industry that sells user data 
on several flourishing exchanges.5 Research from the IAB (Interactive 
Advertising Bureau) shows that revenue from online advertising has 
grown no less than 10 percent a year since 2000, with some years reach-
ing 20 to 30 percent growth. In 2012, ad revenue reached $36.6 billion 
(IAB 2013).

Keeping in mind O’Reilly’s (2005) emphasis on data management, 
we shouldn’t be too surprised that Web 2.0 companies are becoming sav-
vier in their collection and use of user-created data. According to IBM 
(Zikopoulos et al. 2012), the world generates 2.5 exabytes of data every 
day—the equivalent of two and a half billion gigabytes. By 2020, they 
estimate the world will be producing 35 zetabytes of data annually.6 This 
large-scale industrial production of data comes from all kinds of sources, 
but a good percentage of it comes from our writing online—e-mails, 
tweets, reviews, posts, and comments. The information- technology 
industries have labeled this deluge big data, and it has become the raw 
material of informational capitalism. Big data, in addition to being 
another clever marketing phrase, is the kind of bulk information that 
cannot be analyzed by human beings. It requires the combined power 
of networked servers and algorithmic programming to sift through 
data streams looking for the telltale signs of human patterns and social 
trends (see Dumbill 2012).
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Understandably, big data has raised a few eyebrows, and several 
scholars have expressed doubts about its overblown claims (see Boyd 
and Crawford 2012; Gomes 2012). But as critical media scholar Mark 
Andrejevic (2012, 74) stresses, we should make no mistake—large-scale, 
extensive data collection is

at the core of the economic model upon which Web 2.0 services and 
platforms are being constructed. That the business literature is hyping 
the model and businesses are staking billions of dollars in building the 
databases and developing the hardware and software for storing and 
sorting data may not mean that the model will work, but that it is worth 
considering the consequences.

Although O’Reilly (2005) had made his own predictions regarding 
the centrality of data in Web 2.0, the rhetoric and activities of big data 
are definitively more aggressive in tone and style. Expanding practices 
of data mining and data commodification are particularly virulent for 
the way they turn Web 2.0 writers into “double objects of commodifica-
tion” (Fuchs 2010, 57), as our writing, and the digital detritus we leave, 
is collected, sold, then doubled back upon us through an “intensified 
exposure to commodity logic” (Fuchs 2010, 57) and the use of targeted 
marketing and advertising (Turow 2011). This is what it means for 
exchange value to be ascendant—the moment exchange value is “in the 
air,” heightening the single-minded effort on the part of Web 2.0 corpo-
rations to actively seek out vibrant spaces of use-value that can then be 
leveraged for capital circulation and production.

d i g i ta l  W r i t i n g  a n d  ac c E l E r at i o n

The evolution of Web 2.0 demonstrates how processes of value creation 
take up and get intertwined with our digital literacies. One of the out-
comes of this relation is acceleration—digital writing technologies are a 
key means for accelerating the circuit of capital accumulation. As Marx 
(1993a, 185) makes clear, the circulation of capital must be understood 
as a process, one incessantly trying to speed up and shorten the time of 
the circuit and secure surplus value:

Capital, as self-valorizing value, does not just comprise class relations, 
a definite social character that depends on the existence of labor as 
wage-labor. It is a movement, a circulatory process . . . [that] can only be 
grasped as a movement, and not as a static thing.

Marx draws our attention to two fundamental aspects of the circula-
tion process of capital. First, circulation is shaped by the insatiate need 
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for capital to “self-valorize” and regenerate itself; and second, this need 
to regenerate conditions the social relations that emerge in support of 
capital’s circulation. What this suggests is rather striking in terms of the 
circulation of Web 2.0 writing. If writing, in all its digital iterations, is 
fundamental to the circulation of capital (as I’ve been arguing), then 
the growth of the digital writing public is also, in part, a manifestation 
of capital’s need to grow. The movement is the emphasis here—the “sus-
pended animation” Trimbur notes at the beginning of this chapter. 
From the perspective of the industrial circuit of capital, capital’s inces-
sant need to regenerate itself is the force that drives capital circulation. 
As David Harvey (2010) puts it, “If capital flow stops then the body poli-
tic of capitalist society dies.” Our digital literacies are essential for this 
movement to occur.

As our day-to-day experiences tell us, completing the circuit of capi-
tal is a process of struggle, one continually confronted by what Marx 
(1993b) calls “barriers” to and “interruptions” (Marx 1993a) of profit. 
Such barriers come in many forms—market competition, bad weather, 
government regulations, illiteracy—but the two fundamental barriers 
slowing capital’s circuit are time and space; or, in other words, materiality 
itself. Christopher Arthur (1988, 117) notes that the first obstacle to cap-
ital’s circulation is that “capital must invest itself in matter” in the shape 
of a material commodity. For capital to be realized, it needs a transport 
vessel—some thing that must be produced and then circulated socially in 
order to acquire value. Once the circuit is complete, surplus value pre-
cipitates out and the process repeats.

But what if there were a way to accelerate this process and skip the 
transformation into a tangible commodity? What is needed is a technol-
ogy that dematerializes objects in time and space—the exact thing com-
puterized, digital writing technologies are designed to do. It’s critical 
to note that this process of dematerialization is through and through a 
written process in which human-made writing technologies are used to 
codify material social phenomena into binary mathematics and electric 
pulses. Thus, when we talk about the “speed” of digitized life and the 
“logic” of acceleration, we are intuiting the ways digital media help to 
create the conditions for capital accumulation “through progressive re-
organizations of space and time and the adoption of newer and faster 
media such as . . . transportation[,] . . . digitization, [and] telecommu-
nications” (Manzerolle and Kjøsen 2012, 219). The acceleration of com-
modity exchange enabled by digital media, by collapsing time and the 
material spaces through which capital must travel, plays a defining role 
in the digital literacies of Web 2.0.

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


Web 2.0 Writing as Engine of Information Capital   201

r E c o g n i z i n g  t H E  t E n s i o n s

One of the strongest aspects of Marxian analysis is its emphasis on con-
tradiction. I find it helpful to think of contradiction as a tension. The 
shift is useful for the way it pulls the semantic meanings of contradiction 
into the experience of the body. We feel contradiction in our day-to-day 
tensions, the in-betweenness of twenty-first-century life. When we experi-
ence the dis-ease that comes with commodified social relations, we are 
often experiencing a contradiction in capitalism. I’ve tried to explore 
one such contradiction here—the historical moment when exchange 
value is on the ascent. As scholars and teachers of writing, it is within our 
interests to recognize these moments and their relations with emerging 
forms of digital literacy. When we fail to recognize the exchange value 
of our digital writing, we lose an important vantage point from which to 
study and understand contemporary digital technology, digital literacies, 
and their complex relationship with the production of surplus value.

We are living in an exciting time to study writing, one fraught with the 
tensions that come with the space and spread of digital media. The ten-
sions seem particularly acute right now, when such clearly useful tech-
nologies are being turned against the best hopes of the early visionaries 
of the Internet and the promises of Web 2.0. Thus, as our writing tools 
evolve and new textual forms emerge, our ways of studying and theoriz-
ing about writing must evolve, too. The posts we make to connect with 
friends and family, the comments we leave online, the websites we read, 
and the e-mails we send are, in a sense, written twice—that is, not only 
are they alphabetic expressions necessary for human communication, 
but they are also inscribed in the subtext of the digital data they gener-
ate. This layered nature of digital texts compels us to reconsider many 
of our assumptions about what writing is, the purposes it serves, and the 
kinds of value it creates. Amidst the mountains of data and the speed 
at which they move, we must continue to keep our study and analysis 
of writing embedded in a late-capitalist mode of informational produc-
tion. It is here, at the juncture of use and exchange, where we can fight 
out the struggles that keep alive the possibility of economies of writing 
driven by use-value.

Notes
 1. In Marxian terms, use represents “production for human needs” and exchange 

represents “production for profit” (Trimbur 2000).
 2. Image is taken from Marx’s “Capital” (Fine and Saad-Filho 2004, n.p.). Reproduced 

with permission from Pluto Press.
 3. Marx’s shorthand version of this formula is M—C . . . P . . . C*—M*.
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 4. Although Marx (1990, 1993a) spends little time discussing communication tech-
nologies in Capital, the references he does make suggest that he grouped the 
means of communications with other technologies (steam, large-scale machinery) 
as essential for circulating and accumulating capital.

 5. To see how many third-party companies are tracking you online, try Mozilla 
Firefox’s add-on Collusion at http://www.mozilla.org/en-US/collusion/.

 6. The numbers I’ve cited vary, and the only available data come from corporate 
research by companies like IBM and the IDC (International Data Corporation) 
(IDC 2013).
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At an October 2009 meeting in Seoul, the Internet Corporation for 
Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), a US-based nonprofit entity 
that oversees the allocation of Internet addresses, announced its approval 
of a fast-track process for creating newly “internationalized” country-
code top-level World Wide Web domains (ICANN 2016).1 The process 
involves a technical workaround through which creators and consumers 
of web content can, for the first time, generate and access web addresses 
using characters from a variety of written codes other than English. In an 
online video presentation based on the Seoul meeting, several ICANN 
staffers and administrators praised the emergence of internationalized 
domain names (IDNs) as a key moment in the roughly 20-year history 
of the World Wide Web (Chen 2009). In fact, Peter Dengate Thrush, 
ICANN chairman, asserted that the development of IDNs represents 
“the biggest change to the underlying structure of the Internet since its 
creation forty years ago.” Alongside this claim about the technical evolu-
tion that IDNs supposedly represent, Thrush asserted that the projected 
proliferation of websites “will mean people can get their names in their 
languages to experience their Internet” (ICANN 2016).

While IDNs do mark a key evolution in how the World Wide Web can 
be accessed and used, the change is not as fundamental or as straight-
forward as Thrush’s celebratory comments suggest. It is true that web 
users may now create and type web addresses in an increasing num-
ber of scripts, including Arabic, Chinese, Cyrillic, and Hangeul. But 
the “underlying structure” of the Internet itself—including its most 
basic software layers—carries the clear linguistic legacy of its largely 
US-based invention as well as the economic legacy of English’s role as 
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an international language of commerce, education, and political con-
trol (Cerf 2012; Danet and Herring 2003; Dor 2004; Luke, Luke, and 
Graham 2007). In specific terms, “If one wants to do so much as put up 
a webpage on a server, one must learn a set of English-based acronymic 
mnemonics (HTML tags) to properly format the page and a cryptic 
operating system with English-mnemonic commands in English syn-
tax to host it (e.g., Unix/Linux) and manage a browser with English 
commands in the menus to view it (e.g., Mozilla)” (Paolillo 2007, 425). 
But as entrenched as English is in the history and evolution of the 
Internet, English itself changes as it spreads globally. And English does 
not remain hermetically sealed from other languages. In one example, 
Robert Holland (2002) observes that English lexical items appear in 
Indonesian syntax in print ads that seem to appeal to high economic 
classes. More broadly, as Daniel Dor (2004, 114) argues, a proliferation 
of languages—especially online—does not mean resistance to the eco-
nomic forces that have entrenched English as a lingua franca; instead, 
such proliferation evinces an economic logic in which “the agents of 
economic globalization have realized that adapting to local cultures 
and languages is a necessary component of staying competitive.” So 
the promise of IDNs is that web users may now create and access con-
tent in “their [own] languages,” but the content actually populating 
IDNs prompts further questions about the complexities of language 
ownership, contact, and use, even (especially) in traditionally English-
dominant environments.

This chapter introduces the technical and social contexts of IDNs 
and connects the IDNs’ development to a nexus of linguistic and eco-
nomic conditions in which English and other languages interanimate. 
My specific focus is on websites that, despite the evolution of newer 
forms of online media, remain highly visible and highly valuable sites 
of information, negotiation, and commerce. I describe three websites 
that have already appeared in newly internationalized domains: one 
each in the People’s Republic of China, the Republic of Korea, and 
the Russian Federation. My analysis of these emerging sites draws on 
scholarship in translingualism and in scholarly and professional discus-
sions of web-page layout and generic design conventions. I argue that 
websites appearing in internationalized domains, to the extent that 
they feature mixtures of otherwise apparently discrete linguistic codes 
stretched across web-page elements, are important exemplars of trans-
lingual production that expand scholarly attention beyond examples of 
traditional academic writing and into a growing/diversifying global writ-
ing economy.
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H i s to ry  a n d  t E c H n i ca l  c o n t E x t

In a message board posting on August 6, 1991, Tim Berners-Lee, a sci-
entist in residence at the European Center for Nuclear Research (com-
monly known by its French acronym, CERN) wrote what has popularly 
become the World Wide Web’s birth announcement. Berners-Lee, a 
computer engineer, had spent time at CERN developing schemes to 
allow computers to address, recognize, and share hypertext documents 
over hardware networks. He also created HTML, the hypertext markup 
language that standardized these documents, and WorldWideWeb, the 
first-of-its-kind client software that allowed users to retrieve and view 
them. While Berners-Lee would go on to build the first World Wide Web 
server at CERN, the organization’s initial response to his work was cool: 
his supervisor at CERN responded that his proposal for information 
management was “vague but exciting” (“Tim Berners-Lee’s Proposal” 
2008). So he turned to Internet-based newsgroups, announcing his 
inventions and distributing both his client and server software based 
on the philosophy that “much academic information should be freely 
available to anyone” and that it should be shared by “internationally dis-
persed teams.”

In the two decades since Berners-Lee’s announcement and call for 
participation, the web has grown well beyond its initial and projected 
user bases, incorporating a variety of online communities for whom 
English is not a first or even a dominant language.2 Just as crucially, it 
has evolved qualitatively as well. The vast majority of present-day web-
sites and pages exist for purposes that could loosely be called secondary: 
in fact, the web’s growth as a communication medium was relatively 
slow and restricted largely to academic contexts until 1993, when the 
National Center for Supercomputing Applications at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign released Mosaic, a graphical web browser 
that directly influenced the development of Netscape Navigator and 
Microsoft Internet Explorer—products that marked the web’s transition 
from a scholarly to a largely commercial platform (National Center for 
Supercomputing Applications 2013). Most recently, the web has evolved 
to support a variety of previously discrete functions: it is now common 
to use programs such as Chrome and Firefox not only to browse and 
create web-specific content but also to send and receive e-mail mes-
sages; to compose, revise, and share more traditional (word-processed) 
documents; to upload and download work files from remote servers; 
and to manage professional and social relationships. So ubiquitous is 
the web as a computing platform that Google, one of the most success-
ful companies ever to capitalize on the development of Internet-based 
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technologies, now distributes a personal computer operating system that 
is little more than a web browser.

In spite of its proliferating functionality, however, the web retains a 
key technical limit that is a product of its early development. While it is 
possible (and increasingly common) to author web content in multiple 
languages and scripts, the web continues to rely on hardware and soft-
ware technologies that were built in English-dominant environments and 
that continue to have compelling legacy effects on the ways users author, 
access, and locate content.3 The most salient such effect for this chapter 
is the web’s built-in requirement that web addresses include only char-
acters from the American Standard Code for Information Interchange 
(ASCII)—a scheme based on the English alphabet (Figure 14.1).

To contextualize this limitation and the function and implications of 
IDNs, some further technical description is called for. The roughly 2.4 bil-
lion global web users (Internet World Stats 2013) are already familiar with 
how to access web content—that is, by using a browser, a software appli-
cation that allows users to view/interact with web-based content regard-
less of computer platform or operating system by entering linguistically 
meaningful strings of characters corresponding to website addresses. 
What many users may not realize, however, is that what happens after they 
press Enter is complicated, if largely transparent. First, the string of alpha-
numeric characters that makes up a web address (the uniform resource 
locator [URL]) is transmitted by the browser via an Internet connection 
to the nearest computer server that is part of the domain name system 
(DNS), essentially a vast phone book of web addresses. The characters are 
matched against the DNS server’s database of addresses until the correct 
match is found, and then the address is converted to a string of numbers 
separated by periods—the internet protocol (IP) address. Only then is 
the original computer’s request for the relevant website and page trans-
mitted to the target server, which may then permit access to its content. 
It is certainly possible for users to type IP addresses into browser address 
bars directly, but 74.125.224.72 is unwieldy for most users to remember, 
especially compared with www.google.com.

In order for this translation process to work, a browser must send 
ASCII characters to compare with the DNS’s list of natural language 
addresses. That is, only characters from the ASCII set are valid as part of 
DNS queries: if a browser sent non-ASCII characters, it would be doing 
the equivalent of typing letters directly into a telephone system instead 
of matching letters to their corresponding keypad numerals (as in trying 
to dial 1–800-PAINTER instead of 800–724–6837). Thus, the DNS system 
cannot support the written codes used by the majority of the planet’s 
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population. IDNs provide a workaround by adding an additional step 
to the DNS name/IP address resolution process. When a user with an 
IDN-supporting web browser enters a URL containing at least one non-
ASCII element (such as http://παράδειγμα.δοκιμή), the user’s browser 
translates the URL into a non-human-friendly string of ASCII charac-
ters (such as http://xn-hxajbheg2az3al.xn-jxalpdlp, the ASCII equiva-
lent of the human-readable address immediately above), which is then 
resolvable by DNS to a unique IP address—returnable in this case as 
the Greek-language example.test page currently maintained by ICANN.

Thus, despite Peter Dengate Thrush’s statement that IDN develop-
ment is “the biggest change to the underlying structure of the Internet 
since its creation forty years ago,” it is not clear that IDNs represent 
a structural change at all (ICANN 2016). English—represented most 
visibly by the practical ASCII limit in DNS—is still at the heart of the 
Internet and its associated technologies, including the nearly ubiquitous 

Figure 14.1. American Standard Code for Information Interchange 
(ASCII Table: Your Web Reference 2013). 
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hypertext transfer protocol (http), which undergirds the web’s global 
use as a collection of linked content. To be sure, though, IDNs do rep-
resent significant investment in the web as a multilingual medium. The 
complexity they demonstrate in the relationship between English as a 
legacy and continuing key language and other codes carries over to the 
content that increasingly populates the IDNs.

t H E o r i E s  a n d  m E t H o d s

My analysis of example web pages in emerging IDNs is guided by two 
bodies of theory and practice: genre and layout in online settings and 
translingual approaches to composition.

Layout

Following Janet Giltrow and Carolyn Miller, Doreen Starke-Meyerring 
(2008, 401) refers to genre as a “relatively durable archive of cultural 
knowledge.” Far from remaining static, however, genres may be signifi-
cantly affected by social changes, including technological evolutions. 
The web, while not the first medium to permit or encourage nonlinear 
reading, marks just such an evolution, allowing “the inclusion of several 
functions or several texts with different communicative purposes in a 
single document” (Santini 2007, 2). Specifically, researchers of genre in 
computing environments note that web pages add to the typical genre 
attributes of “content” and “form” a third one—“functionality”—that 
indexes the presence of executable code, including navigation and 
other interactive affordances (Dong et al. 2008; also see Shepherd and 
Watters 1998, 1999). While there are no compelling technical restric-
tions on web-page layout, the durability of print genres and the growth 
of the web as a commercial medium have affected web-page design, 
positioning websites as points of market-oriented generic negotiation 
between producers and consumers of web content. Luc Pauwels (2012, 
255) observes that layout choices are simultaneously “tools used to 
attract, direct[,] and invoke the desired effect on, or response from, 
website visitors” and signifiers of “producer-related ideas, opinions[,] 
and aspirations.” Such choices, realized specifically in a range of ele-
ments such as background, color schemes, left-right or right-left orien-
tation, and symmetry, may contribute to a “very rigid structure . . . or 
embody a more open space to wander around” (255).

While Pauwels calls particular attention to legacy generic forms, 
such as family albums and scrapbooks, that can provide templates for 
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contemporary web authors, web pages do not need to conform to legacy 
layouts in order to exemplify design durability and predictability—even 
across cultural, language, and national bases of users. In several studies, 
Michael Bernard (2000, 2001, 2002) and Bernard and Sheshadri (2004) 
have demonstrated consistency in international web users’ expectations 
of placement/layout of conventional e-commerce web-page elements, 
such as advertisements, internal and external links, and the “shopping 
cart,” with 76 percent of 258 participants in Bernard and Sheshadri’s 
study reporting that their layout expectations overall conformed to their 
preferences. These page-layout-level user expectations appear consistent 
with the symbolic trends that Joel Spring (2006, 251) believes are part 
of “global consumerism,” in which brand names and icons are recogniz-
able across apparently disparate cultural and language groups. And such 
expectations track very closely with the “canonical page design” intro-
duced in the Web Style Guide Online (Figure 14.2), in which “content” and 
“functionality” elements recur in consistent areas, as authors Patrick J. 
Lynch and Sarah Horton observe (Lynch and Horton 2011).

Consistent with findings in Bernard (2000, 2001, 2002) and in 
Bernard and Sheshadri (2004), the “canonical” layout here locates typi-
cally dynamic “content” elements near the center of the page and more 
static “functionality” elements around its periphery, concentrating the 

Figure 14.2. Canonical page layout (Lynch and Horton 2011). 
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most expected and permanent navigational elements along the top and 
left sides, search utility at top right, and logo and branding information 
(including a link back to the local homepage) at top left.

Translingual Approaches to Composition

While research on web genres and website layout has contributed to 
an understanding of how content, functionality, and related visual-
design decisions travel across international contexts, recent scholarship 
in applied linguistics and in rhetoric and composition addresses how 
communicative acts can be meaningful—even innovative—in linguisti-
cally complex settings. Emerging translingual approaches (Horner, Lu, 
Royster, and Trimbur 2011; Horner, NeCamp, and Donahue 2011) shift 
the focus on uses of language from compliance with particular and/or 
preestablished codes to the pragmatics of situationally dynamic code-
meshing (Canagarajah 2006; Young 2009; Young and Martinez 2011). 
Suresh Canagarajah (2013, 19–20) concisely and critically summarizes 
traditional perspectives on language contact, arguing that Western 
European Enlightenment intellectual and economic movements gave 
rise to a “monolingual paradigm” in which languages are assumed to 
operate according to efficient, controllable, durable standards. Further, 
monolingualism and associated beliefs that languages are discrete as 
well as ontologically prior to language-in-use assume that “the locus of 
language [is] cognition rather than social context” and that “commu-
nication [is] based on grammar rather than practice” (20). A corollary 
to such assumptions is the implicit claim that multilingual contact leads 
either to the collapse of discrete language differences into a comfortably 
preestablished lingua franca or to the realization that communication 
is simply not possible because of irresoluble codes. However, examples 
of communication among nonnative and indeed arguably nonfluent 
English-language users demonstrates that preestablished codes may 
matter less than the unestablished and unestablishable uses of those 
codes to address global and local conditions of linguistic complexity 
(see, e.g., Crystal 1997, 2006; Facchinetti, Crystal, and Seidlhofer 2010; 
House 2003; Jenkins 2009; Meierkord 2012; Pennycook 2007; Rubdy 
and Saraceni 2006).

Codes themselves certainly retain and will continue to retain promi-
nence, but the daily use of those codes will (continue to) reflect the 
agency of diverse users, who are usually more interested in strategizing 
with codes to accomplish goals than they are in aligning themselves with 
supposedly correct varieties. Multilingualism on the web, like generic 

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


Internationalized World Wide Web Domains and Translingual Complexities   211

evolution on the web, is not a wholly new phenomenon divorced from 
print and oral uses. However, studying translingual production on the 
web potentially benefits scholarship on translingualism in two ways. 
First, the web’s flexible layout and formatting permit producers of 
content—whether in ASCII or internationalized domains—significant 
control over how their diverse uses of code are shown to prospective 
audiences. That control in turn allows scholars to view the web as a 
rich environment for studying how multiple codes might inhabit the 
same spaces/occasions—a central preoccupation of the translingual 
approach. Second, as I relate above, ICANN believes its rollout of IDNs 
represents a high-water mark in the development of a truly world-wide 
(read: discretely multilingual) web. To the extent that the content popu-
lating IDNs is not as unproblematically multilingual as ICANN expects, 
studying IDNs provides scholars a chance to examine convergences and 
divergences between an international policy of multilingualism and an 
international practice. So far, such practice appears complex enough to 
call for nuanced description and analysis. In the few examples I have 
analyzed so far, the ways in which codes differently inhabit layout dis-
tinctions between content and functionality areas of web pages highlight 
both how codes can be used for discrete purposes on sites that anticipate 
linguistically complex audiences and how uses of codes exceed such 
distinctions.

E x a m P l E s

To select the examples in this section, an undergraduate research assis-
tant4 and I used idnsearch.net, a crowdsourced and socially tagged clear-
inghouse of links to sites in internationalized domains. Employing key-
word searches on chinese, korean, and russian, we further filtered results 
to those sites that appeared to include both English and at least one 
other code in the bodies of their homepages. At several points before 
we finally settled on the three sites described and analyzed here, we 
rechecked sites’ availability, understanding that the web’s instability as 
an archive is, if anything, exacerbated by the novelty and uncertainty of 
emerging IDNs.

Russian Federation: гигабайт.рф

It is difficult to explore emerging IDNs without encountering Russian-
language websites. Indeed, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and EURid—the registry for 
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the .eu country-level Internet domain—jointly report (EURid-UNESCO 
2012, 41) that the Cyrillic code .рф IDN has been the most successful so 
far: registries in the new domain grew by 54 percent during 2011, and 
monthly growth has been roughly equivalent to the popular ASCII .ru 
domain. At least some of the growth in .рф domain sites is likely attrib-
utable to the national status of the Russian language. Citing UNESCO 
statistics, the joint report observes that 80 percent of Russian residents 
speak Russian natively and that there is relatively little in- or outmigra-
tion of people or importation of foreign-language media.

Gigabyte Technology, a personal computer hardware company based 
in Taiwan, maintains one mirror of its Russian-language site in the 
.рф domain. The company distributes and sells its components glob-
ally through a widely dispersed network of distributors and partner 
retailers, including over 14 hundred in the Russian Federation alone 
(“Where to Buy” 2013). Given the company’s large Russian footprint 
and its implicit desire to retain and build connections with the relatively 
linguistically homogeneous Russian market, it makes sense for it to have 
a .рф web presence.

Gigabyte’s Russian-language homepage (Figure 14.3) clearly follows a 
variation of the “canonical” e-commerce layout described by Lynch and 
Horton. Even with little or no knowledge of written Russian, a site viewer 
could identify the prominent branding at top left, topside navigational 
elements, and the more dynamic content in the middle of the homep-
age, much of which is headed by dates in a kind of newsfeed format. Most 
of the page’s dynamic and static content appears in Cyrillic script. The 
most prominent English-language element is the company logo itself—
again, at top left and, in keeping with canonical layout and coding, serv-
ing double duty as a clickable homepage link. English/ASCII is also vis-
ible at page bottom, where the canonical model locates copyright and 
contact information. Indeed, here, Gigabyte’s page includes an English-
language reference to “GIGABYTE TECHNOLOGY CO., LTD,” the full 
legal name of the site owner. In addition, the page bottom includes a col-
lection of (Russian) links that appear to duplicate other page links (such 
as Mobile Version) as well as an English-language reference to RSS. That 
link, along with the familiar orange-square logo, denotes the availabil-
ity of consistently updated information readable by a newsfeed or blog 
aggregator. While it is feasible to assume that “really simple syndication” 
or “rich site summary” could be translated and rendered in Russian, 
much as other content on the page is, RSS appears here in ASCII charac-
ters likely as a testament both to the common use of RSS as a pseudoac-
ronym (which, like SAT or KFC, no longer stands for a fuller term) and 
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to RSS’s reliance on web-based technologies that retain English-language 
legacy effects. In fact, following Joel Spring’s (2006, 251) argument 
about the ubiquity of “brand icons” across languages, RSS may also be 
readable as a symbolic element of a growing global consumerist culture 
that freely adopts, adapts, and combines “local” and “global” languages.

Outside the peripheral functionality areas, other English-language 
and/or ASCII items appear in dynamic content areas of Gigabyte’s 
homepage. In the large dynamic rotating-content area just below the 
topside navigation, several items include ASCII references to Gigabyte 
trademarks—especially model names of hardware components. And 
a number of English-language items are clearly present because they 
are US-based trademarks (such as Intel and Nvidia). Evident in these 
examples is not only the ongoing effect of the role English has played 
in some of the foundational software technologies of the web (such as 
RSS) but also the economies that surround related hardware. Many gov-
ernment and private-sector entities remain concerned about how data 
and computing technologies circulate among the United States and 
other countries that, like Russia, prompt concerns for trademark hold-
ers about intellectual property infringement. It is no surprise that the 
linguistic environment of even a single company’s Russian homepage 
would reflect this economic, legal, and technological complexity.

Figure 14.3. гигабайт.рф (Giga-Byte Technology Co. 2013). 
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Republic of Korea: 부산디지털대학.kr/
Ethnologue reports that the Republic of Korea, or South Korea, is 
among the most linguistically homogeneous countries in the world, 
with a near-zero probability that any two residents speak different first 
languages (Lewis, Simons, and Fennig 2016). Also notable is its Internet 
saturation—greater than 100 percent coverage (owing to the expan-
sion of smartphone usage; see Moran 2012) and the highest percent-
age of fiber optic cable-to-home connections in the world, according to 
Mark McDonald in a New York Times article published February 21, 2011. 
According to the EURid-UNESCO (2012) report, South Korea’s combi-
nation of national-language pride and investment, cultural and linguis-
tic homogeneity, and Internet saturation/use positions the country as a 
leading creator of IDN content for the foreseeable future.

However, this twin allegiance to the Korean language and to Internet 
development does not exclude the presence of English or the complexi-
ties of online translingual production. Nor does it mean Korea could 
or does attempt to limit Korean content producers’ connections to a 
globalizing economy. The internationalized homepage of Busan Digital 
University is exemplary (Figure 14.4).

According to the “About BDU” pages at the ASCII (http://www.
bdu.ac.kr) site, the university is a Christian institution offering online 
courses in “social welfare, management, hospitality and tourism, and 
digital media.” Founded as Dongseo Cyber University in 2002, its name 
was changed by university administrators the following year in a bid 
to represent more clearly its physical location in Busan, South Korea’s 
second-largest city. While pride in this location is apparent, BDU’s self-
regard as a “worldwide on-line education leader” is also explicit, suggest-
ing a complex online identity that tries to represent itself as both Korean 
and international.

This complexity carries over into the layout, content, and function-
ality of BDU’s internationalized site. As with explicitly e-commerce 
sites described by Lynch and Horton’s (2011) model, this university 
site has a conventional layout that assigns functional/navigational 
components to the periphery and more dynamic/newsfeed-type con-
tent to the center. Ewa Callahan (2005) points to compelling reasons 
for educational institutions to adopt e-commerce-oriented layout 
models: “international” universities in particular have clear impera-
tives to market themselves to a wide, globally dispersed potential stu-
dent body. And even in cases in which a country may not attract many 
foreign students—owing perhaps to students’ perception that that 
country’s language may be too difficult to learn or not prominent 
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enough—universities still tend to publish at least some English-
language web content owing to English’s global status as a language of 
academic and commercial exchange (Luke, Luke, and Graham 2007). 
BDU’s homepage appears to follow suit. While the page’s content is 
overwhelmingly rendered in Hangeul, English/ASCII does congre-
gate in functional areas, including the top-left university logo, where it 
appears (as both “Busan Digital University” and as “BDU”) alongside 
the Hangeul-character full name. The bilingual logo appears again at 
the left side of page bottom alongside an English-language copyright 
notice. At the right side of the bottom of the homepage, bilingual 
logos for two other nearby universities appear, including Dongseo 
University and Kyungnam College of Information and Technology.

A few other English/ASCII items appear elsewhere on the BDU 
homepage, occupying locations and apparently fulfilling purposes that 
make them more difficult to classify. On the right side of the page at 
the edge of a dynamically scrolling set of content-related images are two 
small areas labeled (in English) Quick Link and Popup Zone. Clicking 
on Quick Link causes a list of links to slide out from the right side of the 
page, including an ASCII-labeled FAQ link. (Here, as with ASCII-coded 
RSS links, it is probable that the term FAQ now functions as a pseudo-
acronym, thus no longer prompting a translation of the full term fre-
quently asked questions.) Clicking Popup Zone pulls up a horizontal bar 

Figure 14.4. 부산디지털대학.kr (Busan Digital University 2010). 
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at a slightly lower position on the page, which includes manually scrol-
lable, exclusively Hangeul-coded content. Last, and also notable, is a 
small area just below the middle-page content-related images, which is 
labeled “10th Anniversary.” Other page areas include references to the 
university’s anniversary, including, prominently, the top-left logo area, 
in which the bilingual logo alternates appearing with a large red “10.” 
However, none of the other homepage anniversary references include 
English/ASCII content. Further research with Korean-language experts 
on BDU’s site and on other sites in ASCII and internationalized .kr 
domains could further explore these spatially dispersed examples of 
English/ASCII-Hangeul contact. For now, it seems probable that, given 
a number of South Korean universities’ explicit desires to assert both 
national status (in a homogeneous country) and international status, 
these universities will promote themselves, even in successful Korean-
language IDNs, through linguistically diverse online presentations.

People’s Republic of China: 钢板库.中国

China is the most populous country on the planet. It is also notable 
for its authoritarian control of information channels and networks, 
including domestically and internationally accessible websites registered 
in Chinese-language and Chinese-managed domains or in domains 
outside the country. This control has prompted conflict between 
ICANN’s explicitly international but subtly US-dominant international-
ization scheme and the state-centered policy orientation of the Chinese 
Internet registrar, the China Internet Network Information Center 
(CNNIC). This conflict simmered for 13 years as different stakehold-
ers positioned themselves as gateways to China’s massive online popu-
lation and market. Hong Xue (2004, 563) notes that Chinese users 
began complaining about English and ASCII dominance in Internet 
resources as early as 1997—the same year Chinese institutions, including 
the nascent CNNIC, began experimenting with their own home-grown 
Chinese-character domains. By 2000, as Xue reports, ICANN was assert-
ing that local internationalization experiments that did not conform to 
its emerging standards must give way—a directive that did not sit well 
with Chinese registrars, who considered the DNS system “west-centric” 
(565) and who expressed significant national-security-related con-
cerns about ICANN’s ties to the US Department of Commerce (580). 
CNNIC did dedicate itself to working actively with ICANN, and, by May 
2010, secured fast-track approval for the .中国 (Simplified) and .中國 
(Traditional) domains.
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Given Chinese Internet authorities’ sometimes troubled history with 
ICANN, and given the early beginnings of Chinese efforts to develop 
homegrown Chinese-language support for Internet users, it may be 
expected that emerging Chinese IDNs would host much clearly local 
and exclusively Chinese-language content—perhaps serving as ultimate 
examples of ICANN’s claim of “one Internet; many languages.” To be 
sure, the size of China’s Internet presence means that broad claims 
about linguistic trends online must be well supported with signifi-
cantly more exemplification. However, in the case of one e-commerce 
example, translingual complexities comparable to those in Korean and 
Russian IDNs do surface.

Anyang Dazheng Steel Silo Co., Ltd., is an Anyang (He’nan Province), 
China-based manufacturing company specializing in silos and other 
agricultural structures. The English-language version of its website refer-
ences projects in Southeast Asia and East Africa in addition to its Chinese 
domestic work. The cross-border durability of Lynch and Horton’s 
canonical layout is visible. In contrast to Korean and Russian examples, 
however, periphery/functionality areas in the Chinese-language version 
(Figure 14.5) include virtually no English/ASCII content.

Anyang Dazheng’s corporate logo (rendered exclusively in Chinese 
script) is top left, common site navigation is top center, and the footer 
area includes legal and contact information. In fact, the only ASCII code 

Figure 14.5. 钢板库.中国 (Anyang Dazheng Steel Silo Co. 2013). 
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apparent on the periphery is the “.com” in contact e-mail addresses at 
page bottom—evidence that the internationalization represented by 
IDNs is not yet emergent in Internet protocols outside the web. English/
ASCII material is quite apparent, though, in canonically dynamic content 
areas down the homepage’s center. Perhaps most obvious—just above 
the footer—are scrolling English/ASCII links, complete with extremely 
familiar logos, to Google and BaiDu, the popular Chinese search site.

But other examples prompt questions about the reasons for English 
inclusion. Just below the topside navigation, content rotates through 
a set of images, two of which (as of April 2013) include manipulated 
photos of steel building projects as well as English-language taglines: 
“Business Goals Create the Future of Industry Development” and 
“Altogether Wins.” Further down the page center, several newsfeed-style 
link categories are bilingually titled: Company News, Industry News, and 
Work View. Just below those are undated link categories bilingually titled 
Superiority, Principle, and Equipment. There is an English-language 
direct translation of the default Chinese-language site—prominently 
linkable from the top center of the homepage. However, the circulation 
of English-language items on the default page strongly suggests Anyang 
Dazheng’s awareness that its international marketing has linguistic 
stakes. Any Chinese company could count on the regional and growing 
global prominence of Chinese languages to warrant the assumption that 
prospective Asian clients could find Chinese content accessible, but, in 
Anyang Dazheng’s case, its work in East Africa warrants its engagement 
of English as a lingua franca. If the company relies on its web presence 
for promotion across borders, it is certainly aware that website visitors 
may not immediately land on the homepage most linguistically familiar 
to them. Despite China’s long investment in a Chinese-language web, 
then, Anyang Dazheng demonstrates that English remains a key default 
language for a complex web audience.

c o n c l u s i o n

This chapter adopts considerations of web-page layout and translingual 
composition to describe and analyze a very small selection of web pages 
in Chinese, Korean, and Russian IDNs. It suggests a clear need for ongo-
ing research that further tests and refines the analysis and that takes 
up additional relevant topics. To be sure, more work could be done to 
expand comparative analysis across more IDNs/languages, including 
fast-growing Arabic domains in Middle Eastern and Asian nations. More 
focused analysis could also be done within IDNs, which can and should 
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employ collaborations with language experts. While emerging transling-
ual scholarship expresses considerable agnosticism about the switching 
or meshing of discrete codes, the growing number of internationalized 
websites strongly suggests that at least the visual representation of mul-
tiple codes will continue to have symbolic significance, especially consid-
ering the ongoing role e-commerce websites play in international com-
mercial negotiations.

Ongoing scholarship should also respond to other potentially related 
computing developments to gauge their impact on internationaliza-
tion as well as their implications for translingual contact: for instance, 
recent decisions by ICANN to open generic top-level domains (gTLDs) 
beyond .com and .edu to (largely English-language) terms such as 
.design and .music potentially retrench the primacy of ASCII charac-
ters in top-level domains even though emerging TLDs could be highly 
attractive to web producers globally (EURid-UNESCO 2012, 27). Global 
content producers may, then, need to manage the increased complex-
ity of web addresses that, themselves, present users with more than one 
code before they even reach page content. Beyond the “traditional” 
web, social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Tumblr, and 
Twitter now commonly give new and experienced web users the primary 
means by which they constitute personal and professional online identi-
ties and contact others. The ease with which a user—whether individual 
or corporate—can create such identity trades off with the fixity that pro-
prietary templates impose on layout and other design considerations 
(Arola 2010): that is, users may easily populate predesigned Twitter bios 
but have little or no control over how Twitter renders that important 
form of self-expression. Extending research on translingual produc-
tion outside e-commerce-related web content and into more personal/
social content could reveal whether and how translingual production 
is affected by more locked-down design environments and by the con-
siderably more diverse genres of social media. At least as compelling as 
the development of the social web has been the proliferation of devices 
used to access any and all web content. One estimate places the global 
number of mobile cellular/data subscriptions at roughly 6 billion by the 
end of 2011 (“Global” 2013). More devices mean more form factors and, 
thus, even more potential layout and other design variables, which could 
clearly affect the evolution of the canonical model I have employed 
here: if the layout distinctions between functional and dynamic/content 
areas are reorienting themselves to accommodate four-inch, seven-inch, 
and 10-inch screens, for instance, what are the implications for how dif-
ferent codes interact spatially?
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There are significant pedagogical implications as well, especially for 
students and teachers in composition programs, which have long orga-
nized themselves—at least implicitly—as monolingual spaces. Websites 
such as the ones I have featured here represent exemplars of transling-
ual production online that can model the complexities of such produc-
tion and also prompt students’ questions about the motivations behind 
specific linguistic decisions. More broadly, IDN development offers com-
position curricula a ready-made, student-accessible research context in 
which students can use resources such as idnsearch.net to survey both 
the geographic spread of IDNs and the translingual evolution of spe-
cific sites. Along the way, instructors might engage students in exploring 
the affordances and constraints that computing technologies present to 
those who need or want to write translingually: different language set-
tings for hardware and software are available, but the ease with which 
composers may change settings varies considerably. If the promise of 
IDNs—and, indeed, of the World Wide Web—is more and more fluidity 
among apparently discrete codes, it is worth asking with students how 
the tools composers must employ to manipulate those codes might be 
made more useful. It is also worth asking with students how existing- 
and emerging-language work connects to broader questions about glo-
balization: as Luke, Luke, and Graham (2007) argue, global economies 
seem to function at simultaneously huge and individual scales at which 
their operations seem either too big to comprehend or so small that 
they appear to be the product of individual talent or genius. I hope I 
have shown that the visible uptake of multiple codes in emerging IDNs 
provides a record—one that scholar-teachers and students can use as a 
powerful heuristic in asking not only how languages appear to interact 
but also why and for which producers and consumers.

While this chapter cannot reach firm conclusions about how English 
and other apparently discrete codes will continue to interact on the 
increasingly world-wide and increasingly design-diverse web, it certainly 
confirms that such interactions will occur. The increasing use and pres-
ence of non-ASCII codes will not mean, contrary to ICANN’s assump-
tions, that the web shifts in many locations from a discrete English 
condition to a discrete other-than-English state. In fact, English will 
continue to be a dominant web language, owing in part to its presence 
in the web’s computing infrastructure and to its dominance of available 
web programming languages, especially html. But English’s presence 
will also continue in web-page content itself—even on pages accessible 
at addresses using non-ASCII characters. Producers of web content will 
thus do what language users have always done: attempt to self-represent, 
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connect to others, and make meaning with linguistic codes and with 
other available symbolic resources in ways both wholly expected and 
complexly innovative.

Notes
 1. Thirty-one countries have so far substantially completed the process: Algeria, 

Bangladesh, China, Egypt, Georgia, Hong Kong, India, Iran, Jordan, Kazakhstan, the 
Republic of Korea, Malaysia, Mongolia, Morocco, Oman, Pakistan, the Palestinian 
Territory, Qatar, the Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Serbia, Singapore, Sri 
Lanka, the Syrian Arab Republic, Taiwan, Thailand, Tunisia, Ukraine, the United 
Arab Emirates, and Yemen (ICANN 2016).

 2. Internet World Stats (2013) estimates that, by the end of 2011, Chinese languages 
were nearly at parity with English online and that Arabic, Chinese, and Russian 
each demonstrated four-digit growth in their appearance on the web between 2000 
and 2011.

 3. English’s ubiquity in the web’s and the Internet’s software and hardware layers 
closely resembles what Luke, Luke, and Graham (2007) observe about English’s 
ubiquity in other international technocratic domains, such as finance and law.

 4. I am grateful for Laurel Baeder’s detail-oriented assistance and to the University of 
Utah’s Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program for funding her work.
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This chapter emerges out of what seems to me an odd gap in the schol-
arship around the public sphere in our field: a failure to attend to the 
role of the Internet. Despite claims of the “public turn,” most theories 
of the public make little mention of the Internet as a viable public 
sphere (e.g., Rivers and Weber 2011; Weisser 2002; Welch 1997; Wells 
1996). On the other hand, the public seems to function as a “given” 
in much digital scholarship, where more attention is given to the pro-
cess of composing than to its distribution and circulation (see Trimbur 
2000). The idea of the public sphere (i.e., the potential for the text to ini-
tiate discussion, interaction, and collective action) is less emphasized; 
even when the public is considered, as in Dubisar and Palmeri’s (2010, 
89) compelling piece on students producing political remix videos, the 
Internet is seen as a “significant vehicle for delivering arguments” (italics 
added) with little consideration of the kind of interaction one seeks 
to initiate with others. While there are exceptions (e.g., Jackson and 
Wallin 2009; M. Johnson 2008), most digital models of public action 
adopt more of a “prosumer” model, locating political action in how 
the consumer of media becomes a producer. Prosumers are imagined 
to engage in “semiotic guerrilla warfare” in which writers intervene 
by offering up new multimodal texts that disrupt mass-market ones by 
“directly changing the semiotic fabric itself” (Sheridan, Ridolfo, and 
Michel 2005, 827). Despite the desire for political action in such pro-
sumer models, the public is positioned primarily as a venue for dis-
tribution and the audience reduced to a consumer, albeit of alterna-
tive meanings. In sum, despite the Internet’s potential to encourage 
participatory interactions in public space within various publics and 
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counterpublics, that potential has largely remained unexplored (Ede 
and Lunsford 2009, 43).

I find this gap between the potential of digital public spheres and 
its treatment in our public sphere theories and digital pedagogies trou-
bling as someone deeply invested in seeking out places where we can 
imagine a role for citizens as actors with agency in discursive arenas. 
Troubling, but understandable. Given our initial techno-utopic hopes 
for global public spheres and collective action in the early 1990s, a cer-
tain amount of skepticism seems in order. So many of those early hopes 
were dashed as we quickly realized that power inequities offline repro-
duced themselves online—that factors like race, class, and gender were 
not going to disappear. As the Internet grew more commercial, many 
abandoned the idea of public spheres, seeing the net taken over by eco-
nomic exchange. Concerns about commercialization, advertising, and 
the ownership of new media have been particularly prominent in com-
munication studies, leading some to reject the Internet as a potential 
public sphere because it fails to separate citizenship from consumer cul-
ture, understood by these scholars as a basic Habermasian requirement 
for public spheres. (See Goode 2005, 107–8; Papacharissi 2013, 123–25). 
Some communication scholars interested in the public sphere, as a 
result, turned their attention to the local, the use of civic space by local 
governments, nonprofits, and NGOs (e.g., Bohman 2004; Notaro 2006). 
The hope of the average citizen engaging in multiple public spheres and 
taking action gave way to a fear that the web was mainly used to purchase 
things and that user-generated content only encouraged individuals to 
deepen their original opinions by finding other like-minded people in 
enclaved discourse (Sunstein 2007) or to turn their attention to social 
interactions rather than civic ones in an “expressive-cultural” sphere 
rather than a “deliberative-civic” one (e.g., Goode and McKee 2013; 
Roberts-Miller 2004). Those who did not give in to such limited uses, 
including many in digital composition, turned instead to the Internet’s 
potential for publication and thus equated social action with the circula-
tion of individual voices.

Although I can certainly argue that there is more going on in cyber-
space, my goal in this chapter is to explore each side of this debate: that 
public spheres are impossible within information capital or that social 
action is limited to offering venues for individual voices/texts to circu-
late widely. I suggest that the “problem of digital public spheres” may 
not lie so much with the information economy as with our own sense of 
agency, or lack thereof, within it. Indeed, rather than seeing the infor-
mation economy as a detriment to the development of digital public 
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spheres, I suggest that our potential civic agency may lie not simply with 
opinion formation or disruption but with a more direct influence on 
markets through the very means by which many see our agency reduced: 
the immaterial labor and information we provide as fodder for this 
economy through our digital production.

E c o n o m y  a n d  c o m m o d i t y  i n  P u B l i c 

s P H E r E s :  a  t u r n  to  H a B E r m a s

I am certainly not the first in our field to ask whether the Internet can 
function as a public sphere. I suspect that part of the reason we have not 
furthered this line of inquiry is that we have too faithfully sought out 
deliberative models based in a Habermasian concept of critical-rational 
debate (e.g., Barton 2005; Jackson and Wallin 2009; Roberts-Miller 2004; 
Rodman 2003; I. Ward 1997) as have many in communications who 
similarly focus on deliberative reciprocity and role-taking as necessary, 
following Jürgen Habermas, for public spheres (e.g., Dahlberg 2001; 
Goode and McKee 2013; Poster 1995). In contrast, I find Habermas 
much more interesting for his insights into how particular cultural-his-
torical-economic conditions can foster the emergence of public spheres. 
Habermas is, admittedly, a problematic touchstone given the binary he 
creates between private and public, the presumption of equality among 
all reasonable beings, and the problematic focus on a single public 
sphere. Yet his analysis of the historical conditions that led to an active 
public sphere in the long eighteenth century is worth reexamining for 
what it may reveal about the digital age. For my purposes here, then, I 
table these critiques and turn my attention to two of his central insights 
about the preconditions for public spheres—the circulation of informa-
tion and the centrality of the bourgeois class—to examine what they 
might offer for an analysis of the Internet’s potential for fostering new 
public spheres. I focus on these concepts for two reasons. First, they 
align well with the debate with which I began in that the circulation of 
voice associates well with Habermas’s claims about information. Second, 
the centrality of the bourgeoisie as actors with influence over the state 
connects to questions of our potential agency within an information 
economy. More important, given that these two points speak directly to 
the relations between citizen discourse and the economy necessary for 
public spheres, they also provide the basis for considering the distinc-
tiveness of the digital age and the potential that might lie within it.

The proliferation of multiple information sources, Habermas 
(1962) claims, was a necessary precursor to a public sphere. Whereas 
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information had previously been controlled by the monarchy, with 
early capitalist long-distance trade, beginning in the late sixteenth 
century, “the traffic in commodities and news” became possible 
(15). Traffic in trade required traffic in news and mail necessary for 
exchanging market and credit information. Habermas links such 
developments to the emergence of the modern nation-state, as private 
financing of the monarch could not keep up with demand, and local 
markets expanded such that local regulation was insufficient. A more 
centralized authority and system of taxation helped locate author-
ity in the state, and a tax-based system developed to meet that state’s 
demand for capital. These changes also expanded the need for news 
and information:

Commercial news reporting was therefore subject to the laws of the 
same market to whose rise it owed its existence in the first place. It is no 
accident that printed journals often developed out of the same business 
correspondence that already handled hand-written newsletters. Each item 
of information contained in it had its price; it was therefore natural to 
increase the profits by selling to more people. (21)

Notice that information is not unaffected by market forces; rather, it is 
a commodity. The spread of information was both necessary to and part 
of the market.

News and information, along with literature, became the subject of 
the public sphere as “the private people for whom the cultural product 
became available as a commodity profaned it inasmuch as they had to 
determine its meaning on their own (by way of rational communication 
with each other), verbalize it, and thus state explicitly what precisely in 
its implicitness for so long could assert its authority” (37). Information 
flow, in this way, was necessary to develop a public sphere, but informa-
tion existed apart from the state:

In this stratum, which more than any other was affected and called upon 
by mercantilist policies, the state authorities evoked a resonance leading 
the publicum, the abstract counterpart of public authority, into an aware-
ness of itself as the latter’s opponent, that is, as the public of the now 
emerging public sphere of civil society. For the latter developed to the 
extent to which the public concern regarding the private sphere of civil 
society was no longer confined to the authorities but was considered by 
the subjects as one that was properly theirs. (23)

The public sphere Habermas locates in the eighteenth century was 
also intimately connected to the rise of the bourgeois class as the 
local burghers were replaced by emerging companies tied to the 
state for broader trade both within and between nation-states. Such 
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connections also forced the need for information to spread to this 
class, who now saw themselves as needing to monitor the state and 
their own capital interests.

Literary discussions in coffee houses and salons took on a decid-
edly political turn as the aristocracy mixed with business owners, crafts-
men, and shopkeepers (Habermas 1962, 33). The nature of discus-
sion changed when those engaging in dialogue saw themselves as both 
impacted by and impacting the health of the state through their com-
merce. In Habermas’s terms, “As soon as privatized individuals in their 
capacity as human beings ceased to communicate merely about their 
subjectivity but rather in their capacity as property-owners desired to 
influence public power in their common interest, the humanity of the 
literary public sphere served to increase the effectiveness of the public 
sphere in the political realm” (56). The bourgeoisie, in short, required 
information to conduct business but also desired information to pro-
tect their interests from the state. As a result, the public sphere of the 
eighteenth century relied heavily on the emergence of the bourgeoisie, 
a class of people capable of influencing the state in that their produc-
tivity and capital were now necessary to its functioning. Information 
alone does not create a public sphere; the active public spheres in 
Habermas’s analysis require, first, the use of that information in ways 
that serve those now constituting “the public” and, second, a public 
with enough economic clout to influence the state. In such a scenario, 
neither information nor participants exist outside of relations of capi-
tal. Information is a commodity, and the influence of the public is con-
structed in economic terms.

If information flow is a defining feature of the possibility for public 
spheres, then the web certainly meets this criterion, albeit in very dif-
ferent market terms. Yet the influence the bourgeoisie wielded seems 
noticeably absent. What I’d like to suggest in the rest of this essay is 
that if we situate both these questions—the nature of information and 
the citizenry’s ability to influence matters of public concern—within an 
information economy, then we see that, while information obviously 
functions differently than it did in the eighteenth century, it does so 
in ways that possibly lend more influence to the public than in recent 
history. Information in Web 2.0, I argue, may well be a commodity, but 
it is not necessarily commodified. That is, user-generated content may 
accrue surplus value for corporations who exploit that labor, but this 
very form of exploitation points to a kind of influence in the economy 
and government that’s rarely acknowledged.
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t H E  P r o l i f E r at i o n  o f  i n f o r m at i o n : 

c i t i z E n  vo i c E  o r  H a B E r m a s o c H i s m ?

Within an information economy, the proliferation of information is 
admittedly a proliferation of capital. But it also indicates a multiplicity 
of information sources, interpretations, and opinions that parallels the 
Habermasian salons of the eighteenth century. The expanding number 
of blogs, social networking sites (SNS), Indymedia sites, YouTube videos, 
Twitter feeds, and electronic publications certainly brings us back to a 
public where, in Habermas’s terms, “the private people for whom the 
cultural product became available as a commodity profaned it inasmuch 
as they had to determine its meaning on their own” (Habermas 1962, 
37). In fact, communication scholar Luke Goode (2005) finds this self-
reflexivity via new media to offer Habermasian hope for digital public 
spheres. But perhaps the greatest similarity to Habermasian information 
flows lies in how mass media sources have lost some of their corporate 
control, as more and more news stories are “breaking” on the net first. 
However, the sheer volume of information, no matter who produces it, 
does not ensure emerging public spheres, as those who locate the hope 
of public spheres in democratic voice posit. Despite disagreements over 
whether the quality of information or online deliberative exchanges jus-
tifies calling the Internet a Habermasian public sphere, communication 
and political science research clearly shows that “greater access to infor-
mation and communication channels does not ensure increases in civic 
engagement” (Papacharissi 2013, 121; see also Dahlgren 2005).

While a vibrant flow of information may be a prerequisite of emerg-
ing public spheres, it cannot be equated with them. Access to informa-
tion just as often becomes a substitute for dialogue and collective action 
when we take consumption or circulation to be communicative action. 
Cultural theorist David Golumbia, in a June 24, 2009, post to the Harvard 
University Press Blog, usefully comments on this kind of information mis-
understood as action in reference to the Iranian protests in 2009, during 
which Westerners watched the protests, leaked through YouTube and 
twitter feeds as US commenters lauded the way the Internet allowed the 
protesters to gain a much larger audience. What, Golumbia rightly asks, 
was the result of more information for the protesters soon arrested and 
silenced? Not much:

At the very least, the failure of the Iranian revolution shows that the thesis 
that “network openness” leads automatically or directly to democracy is 
false—we have plenty of network openness, we keep celebrating it, and 
yet all we saw in practice was a near-revolution very similar to hundreds 
we have seen in the past.
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We may feel as if we have acted because we are better informed, but 
we merely watched the protests with no visible result. Consumption mas-
queraded as action. The WikiLeaks controversy even more clearly illus-
trates the failure of information to incite action. Julian Assange, founder 
of WikiLeaks, has said many times that what has disturbed him the most 
about the controversy over the leaked documents is that they elicited 
so little reaction from the public. As political scientist Alasdair Roberts 
(2011) explains,

WikiLeaks is predicated on the assumption that the social order—the set 
of structures that channel and legitimize power—is both deceptive and 
brittle: deceptive in the sense that most people who observe the social 
order are unaware of the ways in which power is actually used, and brittle 
in the sense that it is at risk of collapse once people are shown the true 
nature of things. The primary goal, therefore, is revelation of the truth.

Such presumptions assume that publics emerge only when a “secret” is 
revealed, basing the emergence of publics on the revelation of informa-
tion alone. Yet information as a panacea for social inaction only works 
when the public believes the truth is being withheld, not a likely scenario 
in the self-reflexive, skeptical mediaverse of the twenty-first century.

To presume that information is all a public sphere needs is to engage 
in what political theorist Jodi Dean (2002) calls “Habermasochism,” 
from which my title is drawn. For Dean, the assumption that the 
“secret” must be revealed before public spheres can emerge is precisely 
what keeps public spheres from emerging in the digital age. Following 
Habermas, Dean locates the concept in the relocation of sovereign 
power that was supported by secrecy to the deliberative decision making 
of supposedly autonomous, rational subjects. Our inherited concept of 
public spheres, she posits, is precisely what keeps the public from being 
able to intervene effectively in public affairs. The ideology of the secret 
is what keeps the information economy (what she terms “communica-
tive capital”) operating so well. We produce more and more information 
under the belief that we are acting in our own best interests. The myth 
of the secret—the idea that we need only to expose to others the infor-
mation, analysis, or opinion they have not yet accessed—undergirds 
what I have been calling the circulation-of-voice perspective on digital pub-
lics. From Golumbia’s and Dean’s perspectives, however, this position 
misrecognizes circulation as democratic action with disastrous results 
as it fuels the information economy and prevents citizens from seeking 
other approaches to action.

This is what I find to be the great insight of Dean’s analysis: how 
the desire for democracy and the public sphere actually subjects us to 
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the insidiousness of communicative capital. The promise of the public 
sphere, as Dean (2002) explains, continues to have great currency. All 
it needs, seemingly, is more information, more access, more knowledge: 
in short, more publicity. It becomes a fantasy, “the empty signifier of 
desire” for democracy. Within this symbolic field, the secret “marks the 
constitutive limit of the public, a limit that the public sphere cannot 
acknowledge. . . . How do we know when we have enough information, 
when the ultimate secret has been revealed? We don’t. We can’t—the 
secret is a matter of form, not content, so it can never fully or finally be 
revealed” (42). Instead, we keep searching for information that will ulti-
mately speak to a collective truth, to a critical judgment that can provide 
the basis for action. In this continual search, the activity of knowing sub-
stitutes for action; we search for and/or produce that one piece of infor-
mation that will lead to action, never finding it, and thus never interact-
ing with each other in our continual search for the secret. Participation 
with others is forestalled by the search. In Dean’s (2002, 119) formula-
tion, the “economies of drive and desire . . . explain why communicative 
reflection provides not a mode of democratic freedom but a more insidi-
ous basis for global capitalism. . . . Communicative capitalism, we might 
say, relies on publicity without publics.” In this light, relying overly much 
on information as the key element of public spheres reinforces relations 
of capital. By producing what we hope is action as communication, we 
just power the information economy, circulating yet more content by 
which our labor can be converted to exchange value for others. In such 
a scenario, even production or prosumer action fails as “messages are 
contributions to circulating content—not actions to elicit responses” 
(Dean 2008, 107).

Information is no more “free” from the commodity relation on the 
web than it was in the eighteenth century, a point that democratic-voice 
perspectives often overlook. While users generating content may not 
be seeking monetary reward, such content nevertheless participates in 
the information economy. User-generated content contributes to what 
marketers refer to as data, the currency of the web. In an age of what 
economist Phil Graham (2006) has called “hypercapitalism,” the knowl-
edge economy has dematerialized many areas of material and social 
experience into data. As Graham writes, “More abstract forms of value 
have become dominant sources of commodities. These trends rely on 
new media, and are defining features of hypercapitalism, a political eco-
nomic system in which products of the most intimate aspects of human 
activity can be technologized, alienated, and sold as commodities” 
(ix). Data become the raw material of the information economy, much 
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like natural resources were the raw material of an industrial economy. 
Calling data the collective commodity of the information economy is 
more than a metaphor; according to an article by Steve Lohr in the 
New York Times on February 11, 2012, a report by the forum Big Data, 
Big Impact declared data “a new class of economic asset, like currency 
or gold.” Yet in this new economy, unlike that of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the consumer is also producing the commodity rather than simply 
purchasing it. In this way, value is extracted from our immaterial labor. 
Vincent R. Manzerolle and Atle Mikkola Kjøsen perhaps present this 
reading most succinctly: “Social networks . . . leverage the social work of 
users to subsume them, turning them into a means of piggybacking the 
circulatory requirements of capital onto the social relationships . . . of 
communicating subjects” (Manzerolle and Kjøsen 2012, 224).

This understanding of capital is quite different from the commercial-
ization concerns in communication studies modeled on older versions of 
capital accumulation in its focus on advertising and ownership of media. 
Communicative capital looks, instead, at how information itself under-
girds the economy—that is, how information becomes the raw material 
that gains surplus value through distribution networks beyond its pro-
duction, implicating the multiplicity of information sources central to 
public spheres within the capitalist cycle of production, distribution, and 
consumption and the corresponding cycles of circulation, exchange, and 
value. How this occurs is probably nowhere more evident than in data 
mining of the web conducted by marketers. Techniques of what is called 
dataveillence, a term coined in 1994 by computer scientist Roger Clarke 
for “the systematic use of personal data systems in the investigating and 
monitoring of the actions or communications of one or more persons” 
(quoted in Elmer 2004, 74), have expanded exponentially with Web 2.0 
to support the need to cater to the individual consumer rather than a 
mass market (54). Some of these data are collected directly through 
the information we all use to register for various Web 2.0 platforms, but 
more often, marketers purchase such data from these very platforms, 
which now own our information under the frequently hidden terms 
we accede to when registering. The point is not simply to track certain 
data points but to track interactions, conversations, and relationships: in 
other words, content and meaning. Bill Tancer (2008, 50), general man-
ager of the global Internet research company Hitwise, writes that “as the 
Internet moves from a vast group of static pages we did little but read, 
to an environment where users are posting volumes of data about their 
personal lives, I have an ever-growing, rich database from which to under-
stand our society, or more specifically, what people are thinking about 
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collectively at any given moment.” More than simply information, our 
user-generated content is selling our thoughts and relationships as well 
as our data. Christian Fuchs (2010, 191) perhaps summarizes this point 
best, explaining that the market share of companies like Facebook can 
only be explained by a new commodity relation wherein the users don’t 
buy products; rather, “the users themselves are sold as a commodity.”

When we produce what we hope is communicative action within such 
an economy, we are, in Dean’s (2008, 104–5) terms, simply acceding to 
the ideologies and material needs of that economy, circulating yet more 
content by which our labor can be converted to exchange value for oth-
ers. As a result, the potential for action is undercut as “changing the 
system . . . seems to require strengthening the system.” It is this sense 
that all content is ultimately commodified that leads others to reject any 
possibility for digital public spheres in an information economy that par-
tially operates on the backs of the surplus labor of average users.

t H E  P r o m i s E  o f  d i g i ta l  P u B l i c  s P H E r E s

Where Dean’s argument goes awry is in the assumption that recognizing 
information as a commodity automatically means it is commodified, that 
user-generated content has no value beyond its exchange. Failing to dis-
tinguish between commodity and commodification is the chief mistake, 
in my view, of those who reject the possibility of digital public spheres 
by pointing to the Internet as overly embedded in capital relations. To 
understand information as a commodity does speak to its implication 
in exchange and labor, but its status as a commodity need not under-
cut the potential use-values such content has for the producer. Use and 
exchange cohere in any commodity. Citizens, as the democratic-voice 
arguments accurately assume, also receive benefits from sharing this 
information; otherwise, the economy would not work. In his analysis of 
Facebook, Eran Fisher (2012, 179), drawing on the work of Jodi Dean 
(2010), demonstrates this point, arguing that, while social networking 
sites are more exploitative of labor than mass media, they actually pro-
duce less alienation through their participatory functions and social 
uses: “In order for Facebook to exploit the work of its users, it must con-
tribute to the de-alienation of their users, propagating the ideology that 
de-alienation can in fact (and solely) be achieved by communicating 
and socializing on SNS, an ideology of communication, networking, and 
self-expression. . .” There must be a use-value to our immaterial labor; if 
what we produce were only fodder for an information economy, there 
would be no motivation to produce it as unpaid labor.
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To understand our potential agency in this economy, it is helpful to 
distinguish between information and knowledge. What I have been call-
ing information here is not the conversion of data into knowledge. The 
exchange relation in which others extract from our data information 
that can be made meaningful in a specific context powers the knowl-
edge economy. Graham (2006, 4) locates a knowledge economy, for 
example, in the production of certain kinds of expertise, “a political 
acknowledgement that certain classes of meaning are privileged; that 
access to these meanings is restricted; and that meanings can in fact 
be owned and exchanged, if not entirely consumed.” An information 
economy, however, puts the focus on data, on how the information we so 
freely produce drives part of the economy through which others derive 
profit. Information, then, is what we produce that is then converted into 
data to be sold. Data emerges as a commodity purchased by others who 
convert it into knowledge, thus commodifying it beyond its original pur-
poses by rematerializing it within a new context of exchange. In short, 
data is not in itself commodified; it is “mined” through the process of 
dataveillance to produce the commodity.

Acknowledging the difference between information and knowledge 
economies does little to reduce exploitation; web writers are not shar-
ing in the surplus value their information, as data, generates. But this 
is also not the classic definition of alienated labor, as one’s labor does 
not negate the use-value one attains through Web 2.0 interfaces even if 
others take up its exchange value. Use and exchange both exist in the 
commodity, but seemingly in separate spheres in which one group sees 
production as primarily use (and thus are less alienated) and the others 
as primarily exchange. In Graham’s (2006, x) terms, “Any knowledge 
economy based on the logic of capitalist commodity production must 
involve specific forms of labor the products of which can be owned sep-
arately from the people that produce them.” Labor, in this view, is still 
exploited, but separating use and exchange in this way also points to the 
flexibility of data. It need not only be processed to produce the com-
modity; as data, it is not yet commodified. There are multiple potential 
use-values for the writer, including interacting with the information pro-
duced in favor of social action and forming multiple publics. The fact 
that others can extract exchange value from those materials, can com-
modify that knowledge, does not mean the data itself is commodified or 
only seen in terms of its exchange value. This point is what Jodi Dean 
misses; the economy may run on information, but that does not mean 
information’s only use is economic. Just as the profit motive drove the 
production and circulation of information in Habermas’s analysis, the 
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information economy benefits from user-generated production, but this 
does not mean the product is reducible to its exchange value; it is not 
already commodified.

If the knowledge economy is located in the manipulation of data 
into socially useful (or economically valuable) knowledge, then it is also 
a relation in which we can play a role. How we circulate that informa-
tion, use it collectively with others, and leverage it to form collectivities 
may produce another exchange relation. If all people are producers of 
information (data), then all “are potential producers of knowledge com-
modities, that is, creators of value in a knowledge economy” (Graham 
2006, x). The commodity circulates freely (thus the surplus value others 
can accrue from it) and is open to a fluid set of uses, but only, I argue, if 
we see what we do with information in our activity with others as part of the 
function of the Internet rather than imagining our role as only produc-
ers and consumers of information. Publishing alone does not equate 
with social action; it simply plays into the cycle of production from which 
the information economy can manipulate its value into exchange. But 
circuits of distribution and circulation can also be applied to the com-
modity whose goal is the sharing of expertise for socially progressive 
goals, for the basis of collective action, for the more traditional goals of 
the public sphere.

Ironically, dataveillance and other forms of information collection 
may also be where we can locate our influence and agency in relation 
to the market and the state. Information mining suggests citizens have 
economic influence that, while not equivalent to that of the bourgeoi-
sie, can give us more power than we recognize. While analyses of how 
surplus value and exchange value benefit all but the producer are cer-
tainly accurate in a strict economic sense, there is also a form of power 
here. As the raw material of the information economy, the average user 
does have control over what kind of content is produced. If market 
forces follow that content, as dataveillance suggests, then it also suggests 
that our content matters. And it matters not just to marketers but to 
the mass media outlets that track content just as assiduously for differ-
ent purposes, such as for political campaigns seeking to take the mea-
sure of the electorate, and the varied uses to which dataveillance can be 
put. Much like coal can’t be made into bread, no matter the labor and 
conversions applied to it, not all content produced need only serve the 
interests of capital accumulation. If information is the conductor of the 
new economy train, then it suggests a quite powerful role for producers 
as more than just potential consumers of content and marketing tactics. 
Although this is not the same kind of influence the bourgeoisie had as 
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leaders of industry, it does suggest an economic role that can be lever-
aged toward more effective public spheres.

c o n c l u s i o n

A certain exhaustion inheres in claims that the web’s role in economic 
relations means citizens cannot be influential and use it toward civic 
ends. Even in the “ideal” moment of the eighteenth century, public 
spheres emerged precisely because of economic change. There is no 
reason to assume such is not possible in an information economy unless 
we continue to believe that acting as a public simply means consum-
ing and producing information without the necessary interaction and 
building of coalitions upon which social action relies. The information 
economy does not necessarily exclude the possibility of digital pub-
lic spheres; in fact, this economy may be what can help writer-citizens 
achieve influence. But if we see our only function as providing informa-
tion, then we do fall prey to Dean’s communicative capital, to equating 
information production with action in ways that forestall other demo-
cratic uses. Value is not necessarily in the information itself; it is in the 
use to which we put that information—how it is circulated, engaged, 
taken up, responded to—that matters. When we see information equat-
ing with action, we open up our content to nothing other than the com-
modity relation. We need, instead, to imagine the function of our user-
generated content and interactions on the web differently: we are not 
seeking the truth but seeking to alter it, to alter the world around us. But 
we can’t do it alone by circulating one more message we hope others will 
read or only by being “better informed.” Information capital need not 
be the death knell of public spheres any more than information as com-
modity was for the eighteenth century; it is in the circulation and use of 
that commodity that writer-citizens can intervene and that the potential 
for public spheres may be located.
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Everyone feels stuck. That’s the dominant impression I’m left with after 
talking with Amelia, a community activist and founder of the Rhode 
Island Environmental Justice League, about a local controversy in 
Providence. In 2005, the city had tried to build a public high school on 
an urban brownfield site without seeking the proper environmental per-
mits. The RI Department of Environmental Management sued the city 
(D. Fisher 2010). The situation is complex because it involves multiple 
layers of history, economics, politics, and the lived experiences of area 
residents in a multilingual neighborhood. Many residents’ properties 
abut the brownfield, their backyards marked off with chain-link fenc-
ing and bilingual signs warning of contaminated ground. Frustrations 
have run so high that some believe the delay in remediating the site is 
deliberate. They accuse lawmakers and corporate executives of a con-
spiracy of silence motivated by racism. My conversation with Amelia 
fades into a thoughtful silence for a moment, and I wonder if she’s won-
dering whether there is some truth to the accusations. Finally, she says, 
“Everybody wants the land to be cleaned up. It’s not like the politicians 
are trying to be evil” (A. Rose, pers. comm.).

Since 2011, I’ve been peripherally involved in the environmental 
remediation efforts at this site, popularly known as Mashapaug Pond. 
I’ve attended stakeholder meetings, visited residents’ houses, partici-
pated in community arts-education workshops, served on planning com-
mittees, and helped to organize events. I’ve analyzed dozens of scien-
tific documents and transcripts of meetings collected by Rhode Island’s 
Department of Environmental Management, and I’ve interviewed some 
of the leading activists on the issue. Through this work, I’ve come to 
identify a sedimented set of economic and rhetorical patterns—an 
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economy of writing—that operates at this site. This economy consists 
of the production and circulation of knowledge in the form of texts 
and social scripts that, taken together, have profound implications for 
the identity construction and discursive maneuvering of individuals 
variously labeled stakeholders, residents, experts, politicians, consultants, prop-
erty owners, and neighbors. In this chapter, I’ll first trace some of these 
sedimented economic and rhetorical patterns. Then, through a close 
analysis of two public hearings concerning the contested high-school 
construction project, I’ll examine how these economic and rhetorical 
patterns cohere in an economy of writing. Finally, I’ll propose that trans-
lation is the means through which environmental activism can make 
(and in fact already is making) a critical intervention into this economy; 
translation can be seen as a kind of currency exchange that makes dif-
ferent kinds of work possible.

E c o n o m i c  Pat t E r n s :  m a s H a Pau g  P o n d 

a n d  E c o n o m i c  d E v E l o P m E n t

Mashapaug Pond, a small, urban freshwater pond in the center of a 
mixed-use neighborhood, is on the state’s “impaired-waters” list, mean-
ing it’s not safe for human recreation. Its eastern cove and a large swathe 
of adjoining land is an EPA-designated brownfield site. A brownfield 
is defined by the 2002 Small Business Liability Relief and Brownfields 
Revitalization Act as “real property, the expansion, redevelopment, 
or reuse of which may be complicated by the presence or potential 
presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant” (US 
Environmental Protection Agency 2011). The pond waters suffer from 
large blooms of toxic blue-green algae, low levels of oxygen for support-
ing plants and other aquatic life, and the presence of dioxin, a highly 
toxic industrial by-product. The groundwater contains a large shifting 
plume of perchloroethylene (PCE), the vapors of which emanate from 
the soil in potentially toxic concentrations. The surrounding soil also 
contains high levels of heavy metals such as copper and lead.

Four economic developments have led to these conditions. The first 
was the nineteenth-century construction of Providence’s municipal 
water infrastructure, a complicated set of underground channels called 
a combined sewage overflow (CSO) system. CSOs are common in older, 
industrialized cities in the United States. They work by draining the flow 
of raw sewage and the flow of rainwater through separate channels; how-
ever, when rainfall exceeds one-half inch, the storm runoff overflows 
the system, combining sewage with rainwater, which in effect dumps 
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raw sewage into the watershed’s rivers and ponds. The Narragansett Bay 
Commission, an NGO formed to address the water quality of the state’s 
bay, has spearheaded the development of a decades-long $342 million 
project to replace the outdated CSOs, which are partially responsible for 
the “impaired” status of the pond’s waters.

The second development was the establishment and operation of the 
Gorham Manufacturing Company on the eastern cove of the pond from 
1890 to 1987. For many years, Gorham was one of the largest sterling- 
silver manufacturers in the world. Chemical waste from the indus-
trial processing of silver still contaminates the soil and groundwater. 
Gorham’s operations are largely responsible for the presence of dioxin 
in the water, the groundwater plume, and the heavy metals in the soil. In 
1987, Gorham was bought by Textron, the industrial conglomerate and 
Fortune 500 company, and the factory was closed. Shortly afterward, a 
number of sealed 55-gallon drums of industrial solvent were discovered 
and excavated from the bottom of the pond. Textron is now officially 
responsible for funding the environmental remediation of the Gorham-
related contamination, though the land itself has been parceled out to 
developers, one of which is the City of Providence.

The third major development was the 1960 construction of the 
Huntington Expressway, Rhode Island State Highway 10, which disrupted 
the flow of natural underground channels that connect the pond to the 
larger Pawtuxet River watershed (Office of Water Resources 2007). Left 
to their own devices, these groundwater channels would continuously 
flush the pond with fresh water following rainstorms. Their disruption 
has created a kind of clogging and sedimenting effect. Following rain-
storms, contaminants like lawn fertilizer and sewage now collect in the 
pond and stay there, feeding the algae blooms and depleting oxygen 
levels. The fourth development was the construction in the 1960s of the 
Huntington Industrial Park on the pond’s western side. The industrial 
park covers most of the surrounding soil with impervious surface—
the asphalt of the parking lots and the roofs of the buildings—which 
impedes the soil’s natural ability to filter various chemicals out of the 
water. Now storm water from the parking lots and roofs drains directly 
into the city’s CSOs.

From this discussion, we can see that the economic patterns present 
at this site have literally been etched into the landscape. These patterns 
have so affected the land that the pond watershed no longer follows 
the topography of the area, the way land would naturally shed water, 
from the highest geographical points down to the lowest. Instead, the 
watershed has shifted westward, following the drainage patterns of the 
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built environment. Although there are multiple sources of contamina-
tion, and although they are interrelated, I focus in this chapter only 
on the Gorham brownfield because that is where, in 2005, the City of 
Providence illegally broke ground on the construction of the Jorge 
Alvarez High School. The DEM lawsuit forced the city to stop construc-
tion, conduct a site investigation, and draft a remediation plan. This 
incident set in motion a highly contentious series of interactions and 
confrontations among city and state agencies, the residents of the area, 
and the general public, which taken together throw a stark light on the 
economy of writing that operates on such contaminated ground.

r H E to r i ca l  Pat t E r n s :  E n v i r o n m E n ta l 

c o m m u n i cat i o n  a n d  P u B l i c  H E a r i n g s

By 2007, the city had obtained the necessary clearances and Jorge Alvarez 
High School opened on the brownfield, outfitted with a subslab ventila-
tion system that removed soil vapor from beneath the building and mon-
itored air quality within the building itself. As part of the remediation 
process, two state-mandated public hearings were held in 2005 to discuss 
the “technical adequacy” of the city’s six-month assessment of the site 
and the “technical feasibility” of the remediation and construction plans 
(Providence Redevelopment Agency 2005). Transcripts from these hear-
ings reveal a tension between the terms public and technical. In fact, the 
hearings constitute a contact point for two different discourses embodied 
by those terms. Each discourse valorizes different forms of reason, pro-
duces different knowledges from the same material circumstances, and 
has different techniques for authorizing and reifying those knowledges.

One discourse valorizes the procedures of technical reason over 
social reason; it authorizes itself through what Jeanne Gunner (2012, 
627), citing Bruce Horner (2007), describes as “professionalization,” the 
accumulation of credentials and the acquisition of specializations and 
narrowly defined expertise; and it is reified, in the form of written docu-
ments, as legal procedure and technical knowledge. The other discourse 
valorizes the procedures of social reason over technical reason; it autho-
rizes itself through what Jennifer Peeples and Kevin DeLuca call “body 
knowledge”—the emotional and physiological experience of personally 
living at or near a brownfield site; and it is reified, in the form of social 
scripts, as cultural practice (Peeples and DeLuca 2006, 76). It is impor-
tant to note that these discourses do not neatly correspond to the social 
roles of expert and public at public hearings. That is to say, members of 
the public may deploy the rhetorical strategies of technical reason, while 
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an environmental scientist may enact one of the social scripts produced 
by social reason. The discourses are simultaneous, overlapping, and they 
circulate to varying degrees through the language practices of all of the 
public-hearing participants.

Two specific rhetorical patterns emerge from the interaction of these 
discourses at public hearings. One concerns the problematic location 
of authority as a function of the writing practices supporting technical 
reason. Though the public hearing is ostensibly mandated to give mem-
bers of the public an opportunity to occupy the role of rhetorical agent 
on environmental issues that potentially impact them, that rhetorical 
agency is represented in the form of written documents—transcripts 
of hearings, environmental impact statements, and legally mandated 
agency responses—all of which are designed by and circulated among 
governmental and technical experts. Thus, the public hearing itself 
becomes a stage in the writing practices that support technical reason, 
and discursive authority over the hearing itself is invested in the agen-
cies that organize and manage the public comments in written form.

The technical management of public comment leads to a valuation 
of individual comments as either normal or aberrant, rational or irratio-
nal, according to the criteria of technical reason. In their study of emo-
tion in environmental discourse, Killingsworth and Palmer (1995, 2) 
note how the label of hysteria has been applied to emotional discourse 
that falls outside the norms of technical reason. However, the hysterical 
response is often a calling to attention of parts of technological prac-
tice that technical reason itself turns away from, those “shortcomings or 
‘side effects’ of technological practice” (3). Thus, “hysterical” responses 
to environmental degradation “seem irrational” because “rational pub-
lic discourse” is defined by inattention to the side effects of technologi-
cal practice, except as those side effects provide further opportunity for 
rational, technological response (3).

Katz and Miller (1996, 123) have described the control exerted over 
public participation through such technical management of public 
comment, in which technical expertise “set[s] the agenda” of the hear-
ing and decides when the public [speaks] and when they just [listen].” 
The public is asked to speak, but technical expertise is empowered to 
shape the rhetorical situation and to authorize which public comments 
merit written responses. This technical management is evident in the 
city’s initial notice announcing the meetings, which narrowly sets the 
terms for the hearing and limits public comment to a discussion of “the 
technical feasibility of the proposed remedial alternative” (Providence 
Redevelopment Agency 2005). A second notice emphasizes that, in 

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


Tierra Contaminada: Economies of Writing and Contaminated Ground   243

accordance with state law, “the legal purpose of public comment is to 
allow input on the ‘technical feasibility’ of the proposed remedial alter-
native” (Providence Redevelopment Agency 2005).

The second rhetorical pattern concerns what Nelta Edwards (2002, 
109) calls a “familiar story line” in environmental rhetoric, and what I 
call a script of suspicion, a particular set of actions and attitudes produced 
by social reason in response to its interactions with technical reason. 
Thomas Farrell and Thomas Goodnight’s account of the communi-
cation practices at Three Mile Island provide a dramatic example of 
the conditions in which this script is activated (Farrell and Goodnight 
1981). At Three Mile Island, misrepresentations, misunderstandings, 
and silences pervaded official communications with the public. “Some 
representatives of the nuclear power industry,” they write, “made mis-
leading statements. Still others did not speak at all. The people of 
Middletown and Londonderry did not know whom to believe. Many 
simply fled. . . . No one understood all that was going on” (273). As we’ll 
see, the script of suspicion operates in this context, actively seeking to 
fill in gaps in communication by interpreting silences and attempting to 
reconcile conflicting reports through the procedures of social reason.

The script of suspicion can also develop when scientific analyses run 
counter to community belief or when technical knowledge fails to cor-
roborate body knowledge. Edwards (2002, 109) says that from the point 
of view of residents in contaminated communities, scientific “studies 
often ‘prove’ that there is no environmental problem. However, people 
in the local community still believe that their health is being affected 
and may believe that the agencies that are supposed to protect and aid 
them fail to do so.” The script is characterized by a distrust of scientific 
studies whose conclusions or recommendations seem instead to sup-
port government and corporate interests. Stuart Blythe, Jeffrey, Grabill, 
and Kirk Riley note that “some citizens assume that government reports 
represent bogus science designed to convince citizens of the value of 
an agency’s preferred solution” (Blythe, Grabill, and Riley 2008, 279). 
The script can take the form of spontaneous community resistance to 
policymaking, it can appear in the formulation of conspiracy theories, 
or it can take the form of citizens co-opting for themselves the proce-
dures of technical reason and hiring independent consultants to either 
gather alternate data or to corroborate the data analyses published in 
official agency reports (Rhode Island Department of Environmental 
Management 2007).

In sum, the public hearing constrains social reason to fit the demands 
of technical reason and the discourses of development, what Farrell and 
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Goodnight (1981, 274) refer to as the “visions of the public” implied by 
“technical communicative discourse.” At public hearings, those individ-
uals who speak as members of the public unwittingly end up embody-
ing two contradictory visions of the public implicit in the two discourses 
that circulate. One is of a “mythical” public, free to “exchange ideas and 
to influence policy on equal terms” with officials (McComas 2003, 165). 
The other is of a public that has allowed itself to be constituted by the 
processes of representative legislation and technocratic governance. In 
other words, this public represents social reason as invented by techni-
cal reason. This public has already consented to the superiority of tech-
nical reason to determine right action and has given itself over to tech-
nical reason as “the warrant and benefactor” (Farrell and Goodnight 
1981, 272) of analyses only possible through the procedures of techni-
cal reason.

An examination of the transcripts from two public hearings held in 
2005 reveals the way these rhetorical patterns operate at Mashapaug 
Pond. The hearings were held in response to a written report that 
detailed the environmental contaminants found at the proposed con-
struction site for Alvarez High School. The circulation of the written 
report at the hearing, the various public and official responses to that 
circulation, and the very act of composing the hearing into a written 
transcript as part of the authorization of the redevelopment project 
highlight the way technical reason’s problematic location of authority 
and the resulting activation of a social script of suspicion constitute an 
economy of writing at this site.

ca s E  s t u dy  o f  a n  E c o n o m y  o f  W r i t i n g

On October 5, 2005, Peter Grivers, an engineer contracted by the city 
to manage the site remediation, offers opening remarks. He says, “The 
purpose of tonight’s meeting is to present the site investigation that was 
performed on the parcel piece of the former Gorham Manufacturing 
site. At this time we will accept verbal and written comments on the site 
investigation and the technical aspects of the proposed remedial action” 
(Providence Redevelopment Agency 2006, 17). Grivers opens the meet-
ing by setting the agenda, defining what topics and forms of expression 
will constitute public interaction. However, these terms prove impos-
sible for the audience to adhere to. The site investigation report is a 
highly technical document, and Grivers’s presentation is not effectively 
designed to communicate its technical aspects in layman’s terms. Plus, 
the meeting is conducted in English without an interpreter, which 
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precludes the non-English-speaking residents of the neighborhood from 
participating. The result is a narrow authorization of public participa-
tion that erases differences of linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic 
status at the same time that it inscribes a hierarchy that valorizes the 
technical over the bodily and experiential.

The impact of this authorization can be seen in the way the writ-
ten report circulates at the hearing. For example, at one point Grivers 
attempts to explain what contaminants were found at the site:

Mr. Grivers: What I would like to point out is that we have identified 
chemicals or compounds if you will that consist of metals, total petro-
leum hydrocarbons, something called PAHs or polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons and volatile organic compounds. Some of you may be 
wondering what that means. Well, total petroleum hydrocarbon, the 
TPH is just a general name for just what it says, petroleum hydrocar-
bon. (Providence Redevelopment Agency 2006, 24)

A member of the audience immediately interrupts this awkward attempt 
to describe TPH:

Ms. DiPrete: Excuse me. Is this in the report? You’re using technical 
terms and it’s not in the report.

Mr. Grivers: The Site Investigation Reports are submitted to DEM. DEM 
has environmental experts that review these. Typically, they’re not 
written for a level of understanding to the general public. I’m doing 
my best to explain it. We’ll answer any questions that you have and 
we’ll be happy to take those question [sic]. (25)

District Senator Juan Pichardo, who is also in the audience, then pro-
tests the terms of the meeting:

senator PicharDo: Is this a real forum to inform the public? They’re 
going to walk away from this hearing with no real information. Yes, 
[more information is] in the library, again, probably the technical 
part, but [this meeting could be] more on the level of where people 
could understand. (26)

At this point, Allan Sepe, acting director of public property for the City 
of Providence and one of the organizers of the hearing, intervenes in 
order to reassert the purpose of the meeting and the way in which audi-
ence participation will be managed:

sePe: The forum here is you do have questions, you can ask them. There’s 
another meeting on the 19th. That would be answered. If you get 
[questions] now, from the 19th, your questions will be answered. (26)

The presentation returns to the prescribed format for a moment, only 
to be interrupted before Grivers has a chance to resume his attempted 
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explanation of TPH. An unidentified speaker asks, “Do you have 
an interpreter, Spanish interpreter” (29)? After a short debate over 
whether the city has a legal obligation to provide a Spanish interpreter, 
Sepe interjects, “Why don’t we get through the presentation. There will 
be another meeting. If we have to have another meeting after that, we 
will. Let’s get through the presentation” (29).

Here we see a key difference in the way authority operates at this 
hearing compared to the way it is described in the literature on envi-
ronmental rhetoric. Rather than exert control over public participation 
through management of the hearing, Grivers and Sepe respond to the 
challenges to their authority by dispersing it, at first between themselves 
and then ultimately by abdicating it to nobody in particular. At first, 
Grivers is presented as the authority on the Gorham site remediation. 
However, when his inability to appeal to audience members leads them 
to contest his authority, that authority transfers to Sepe, who asserts 
himself as the agent who sets the terms and manages the interactions 
among audience, speaker, and subject. In order to circumvent the obvi-
ously unresolvable tensions of this rhetorical situation, Sepe resorts to 
invoking a future rhetorical situation that will be more informative and 
effective—a second public hearing to be held on October 19. The result 
of this exchange is that authority at this meeting becomes unverifiable; 
it becomes impossible to identify the terms for negotiating the differ-
ences articulated, to identify whose agenda is being enacted through 
the erasure of difference, and for what purposes those differences are 
being erased.

The dispersal of authority leads the DEM and city representatives to 
interact with the audience in ways that seem to devalue the experien-
tial knowledge of living at the site. Questions and criticisms voiced at 
the hearing meet with silence or deferral, what Toni Morrison calls a 
“stressed absence.” Morrison (1989, 11) writes, “Certain absences are 
so stressed, so ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves; 
arrest us with intentionality and purpose, like neighborhoods that are 
defined by the population held away from them.” The silences in the 
public hearings become viewed as rhetorical strategies that control the 
terms of the meeting, the ways in which speaker, audience, and subject 
are allowed to interact with one another. The public senses the inten-
tionality of these silences and activates a script of suspicion in response. 
They interpret silence as evidence of a hidden agenda, in part because 
they recognize that their own silence in public discourse is enforced on 
them as a way of erasing their very real concerns about living around the 
contaminated site.

www.ebook3000.com

http://www.ebook3000.org


Tierra Contaminada: Economies of Writing and Contaminated Ground   247

Silence, then, circulates in these channels and accumulates symbolic 
value. For the expert with technical knowledge, silence is equated with 
a lack of authority to speak “beyond the margins of his or her own dis-
cipline” (Farrell and Goodnight 1981, 287). For the nonexpert with 
experiential knowledge, silence is equated with a strategic circumven-
tion of the idealized democratic goals of public participation in munici-
pal policymaking. This articulation of rhetorical silence as a conspiracy 
is a version of what Wayne Campbell Peck, Linda Flower, and Lorraine 
Higgins call “the literacy of social and cultural critique,” which “openly 
addresses issues of power, defining social relationships in terms of ideo-
logical and economic struggle” (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 1995, 204). 
Amelia Rose’s formation of the Environmental Justice League after 2005 
was itself a rhetorical act that performed this kind of critique but in a 
way that legitimized the critique from the point of view of the technical 
expert so that it moved through the same channels as technical reason 
and government policymaking, affixing the same values to discursive 
silences (pers. comm.). An earlier environmental activist group, the 
Adelaide Avenue Environmental Coalition, practiced a more radical 
version of social critique, actively seeking to verify conspiracy theories 
by independently hiring engineering firms to double-check the site 
investigations of Providence’s and Textron’s engineers (Rhode Island 
Department of Environmental Management 2007).

I want to present two examples of these conspiracy theories in order 
to illustrate the depth of public concern over the meaning of the city’s 
and the DEM’s rhetorical silences. One theory held that two 15-thousand-
gallon underground storage tanks filled with flammable naphthalene 
were buried on the former Gorham site. There were in fact two large 
buried tanks, but nobody knew their contents. In 1995, the DEM hired 
an engineering firm to investigate. They reported that the tanks were 
filled with water, that they had been connected to a sump pump in the 
basement of one of the Gorham buildings, and that their function was 
probably to provide an immediate water source in case of a fire (Rhode 
Island Department of Environmental Management 1995). The report 
includes the raw data of a number of tests for VOCs in the water of 
the tanks. Despite this thorough report, the naphthalene theory per-
sisted for more than 12 years. The speculation was that the city did not 
want to pay to have the tanks removed and to test and remediate the 
site for naphthalene, which would further delay development of the 
land parcel, so the engineering firm was paid to fudge the data (Rhode 
Island Department of Environmental Management 2007). The Adelaide 
Avenue Environmental Coalition hired an independent engineering 
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firm to replicate the tests in the report, writing to a senior engineer at 
the DEM that “the community is still of the belief that these two fifteen 
thousand gallon tanks were used at some time for storing Naphtha and/
or other solvents. We are continuing to research this fact and are try-
ing to verify this for future presentation” (Rhode Island Department of 
Environmental Management 2007, 5). These tests, however, yielded the 
same results as the DEM’s.

At the October 19, 2005, public hearing, Stephanie Kennedy, a mem-
ber of the audience, describes the hidden agenda she believes underlies 
the decision to build the high school in the first place. She compares the 
decision to a “story” she “read a long time ago” (Providence Redevelop-
ment Agency 2006, 99) about a plantation owner named William Lynch 
who, Kennedy reports, devised a strategic plan for controlling slaves in 
the West Indies, and whose name was the source of the term Lynch law. 
According to Wikipedia, the Lynch story was a hoax, but it circulated on 
the Internet in the 1990s and was referenced by Louis Farrakhan in an 
open letter to the Million Man March in 2005 (“William Lynch Speech” 
2011). In her public comments, Kennedy calls the high-school siting 
controversy a modern iteration of Lynch’s “plan.” She says, “Back then 
they did what they called lynching people out of a tree. That’s what 
you’re doing to us lynching us with chemicals. You don’t have the noose 
around my neck because the noose is going to be in my nose and in my 
chest” (Providence Redevelopment Agency 2006, 99).

The paranoia and sensationalism of these theories threaten to dis-
tract us from a key insight: that these theories are linguistic products of a 
particular interaction of the discourses that give rise to them. The distor-
tions in knowledge and information contained in them are part of the 
same economy of writing as the DEM site-investigation report. The con-
spiracy theories are among the discursive “side effects of technological 
practice” (Killingsworth and Palmer 1995, 3) in that they are produced 
by the same writing practices that produce the written documents that 
support technical reason: transcripts of public comments, site-investi-
gation reports, and legally sanctioned environmental remediation and 
redevelopment plans. In addition to producing technical reason, these 
writing practices also produce irrationality and suspicion but locate 
these technological “side effects” among the aberrations and failures of 
social reason. These public comments are easily dismissed as ignorant 
or ill informed; but on the contrary, these are bodies speaking history, 
participating in a single economy of writing etched into the landscape 
that assigns differential values to different discursive roles and to the dif-
ferent knowledges capable of being produced by those roles. The effect 
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is to privatize some knowledges as expert even as this economy divests 
itself of others labeled ignorant.

We need to recall that these scripts of suspicion are activated in 
response to the problematic location of authority between two dis-
courses that have historically operated to construct a particular ver-
sion of Mashapaug Pond as a place. The discourse of technical reason 
demands that expert knowledge remain silent when it lacks the author-
ity to speak, while the discourse of social reason defines silence as strat-
egy. The legal mechanism of the public hearing constitutes a rhetorical 
situation in which these competing discourses come into contact but 
provides no guidance on how to negotiate that contact. Further, the 
legal procedures for writing the public hearing require that the DEM 
and city representatives record the comments of the audience, publish a 
transcript, and draft and publish a response to selected comments. This 
displacement of the writing process from its original rhetorical situa-
tion leaves intact the hierarchies that valorize technical knowledge over 
experiential knowledge and valorize the technical expert’s interpreta-
tions of silence. This displacement also leaves intact the interpretation 
of those silences as sinister, as the writing practices of technical reason 
cannot erase the experiential knowledge of participants even when that 
experience cannot be verified through technical procedures of knowl-
edge formation.

E n v i r o n m E n ta l  ac t i v i s m  a s  i n t E rv E n t i o n 

i n to  E c o n o m i E s  o f  W r i t i n g

The transcripts of the 2005 public hearings reveal intense public out-
rage percolating under the surface of the high-school siting controversy, 
outrage that extends past the controversy itself to an entire system of 
interaction between technical and social reason. The authority of city 
officials is so blatantly interrupted by the emotionally charged speech 
of the audience that it seems clear the issues being contested are nei-
ther the findings of the investigation report nor even the cleanup of the 
pond. The citizens who self-identify as members of the public, and who 
speak on behalf of the public, seem to want the pond never to have been 
contaminated in the first place, and if it were contaminated, they want 
not to have lived near it. They take advantage of state-mandated public 
participation in policymaking as an available forum for directly voicing 
these desires without representation—which is to say, with misrepresen-
tation and misrecognition—as congressional constituents in a system 
that never seems to work in their favor.
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Everybody knows this. The city officials, the engineers, and the direc-
tors of the DEM all know that public hearings don’t work the way they 
were intended. But everybody is stuck. And the only promise for revamp-
ing the system seems to lie with the development of NGOs. In the case 
of Mashapaug Pond, the leading NGOs are the Environmental Justice 
League of Rhode Island (EJLRI) and the Urban Pond Procession (UPP), 
which have pursued a collaborative and decentralized engagement with 
citizens that is part political activism, part environmental science cur-
riculum, part social advocacy, and part event planning. The success of 
these two organizations depends on a strong volunteer base and on their 
ability to secure grant funding, which requires that they frame their 
projects in such a way as to make development appear to be redevelop-
ment when seeking support from their congressional representatives.

I’m thinking, for example, of a joint project between EJL and UPP, 
funded by a $317,000 EPA Urban Waters Small Grant, that includes 
a plan to encourage businesses at the Huntington Industrial Park to 
depave sections of their parking lots in order to reduce the amount of 
impervious surface surrounding the pond. At the ceremony to award 
the grant, Rhode Island’s then-governor, Lincoln Chafee, called the 
rehabilitation of Rhode Island’s freshwater ponds the preservation of 
an important natural resource for future economic development, with 
no hint of irony in his voice. The work of these NGOs is largely the work 
of translation. They translate environmental science from English into 
Spanish and Cambodian; they translate technical reports into lay terms; 
and they translate the discourse of social and cultural critique into the 
discourse of development. The possibilities for change here on one 
hand seem enormous because this translation work has dissolved the 
percolating tensions of the 2005 public hearings and has mobilized peo-
ple; on the other hand, this work risks “repurpos[ing]” activism and pro-
test into the “social entrepreneurship . . . of a revamped NGO sphere” 
(Trimbur 2012, 726) that is itself complicit in political economies that 
continue to disadvantage the very people the NGOs purport to help.

There seem to be few alternatives, however. In Natural Discourse, 
Sidney Dobrin and Christian Weisser identify discourse as the site of 
oppression (Dobrin and Weisser 2002). They argue that “oppressive 
hegemonies manifest themselves in discourse; racial, cultural, sexist, 
classist oppression recurs through discourse. How we transgress those 
oppressive constructs, how we survive in them is a matter of discursive 
maneuvering” (9). Critiques of resistance and activism are made on 
the grounds that they don’t do enough for real change because they 
rely on a “politics of the impossible” (Lamsal and Paudel 2012, 764). 
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Such critiques clamor for a term capable of transcending the terms 
set by oppressive discourse. There seems to be no way to outmaneu-
ver oppression other than to work gradual transformation through 
translation and stylistic play (764). The use of federal money to teach 
neighborhood residents how and why we should tear up a parking lot 
strikes me as evidence of “the small meso-level changes” that Lamsal 
and Paudel recommend (765). Writing studies, particularly studies of 
writing as an economy, can perform similar work, in effect tearing up 
the parking lots of the discourses of development. Writing studies can 
make visible both the socially repressed strategies that legitimate and 
valorize some knowledges over others and the full consequences of 
those strategies. Such work opens a discursive space through which we 
can remake the places we inhabit so that one knowledge is not erased 
in favor of another; so that the past is not constantly being left behind; 
and so that it becomes possible to think of change in terms of the small 
accruals, exchanges, and sedimentations of everyday life rather than in 
terms of transcendence.
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A market-infused attitude toward public decision making has become 
prevalent around the world. At its roots, the argument suggests that a 
civil society is most democratic and prosperous when it yields the places 
and commonplaces of civil discourse to capitalist logic. Proponents 
of this sort of market democracy see it as more democratic than tra-
ditional liberal democracy because it removes the potentially elitist, 
potentially distorted role of government. Instead, a “neutral” market 
arbitrates public needs. Political scientist Benjamin Barber (2001, 59), 
who argues vociferously against this sort of democracy, explains that its 
reach extends far into civil society: “The myth of the markets,” he says, 
advances the “zany and overblown claim that wholly unregulated mar-
kets are the sole means by which we can produce and distribute every-
thing we care about, from durable goods to spiritual values, from capital 
development to social justice, from profitability to sustainable environ-
ments, from private wealth to the essential commonweal.” This sort of 
market democracy has been termed neoliberalism.1

Neoliberalism has been critiqued on both economic and political 
grounds by economists, political scientists, labor activists, and public 
intellectuals across the world. Many have outlined the terrible con-
sequences of neoliberal policies, which drain money from the poor 
and deliver it to the wealthy. I am deeply concerned about these con-
sequences of neoliberalism, but for this chapter, I want to address an 
equally important, if more abstract, concern: the consequences for pub-
lic rhetoric. Proponents of neoliberalism appropriate the rhetoric of 
democracy. By redefining democracy in the image of the market, they 
gain control of the material and rhetorical spaces of democracy and sti-
fle alternative democratic visions. For public intellectual Henry Giroux 
(2005b), the outlook is dire:
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Neoliberalism has become one of the most pervasive, if not, [sic] danger-
ous ideologies of the 21st century. Its pervasiveness is evident not only by 
its unparalleled influence on the global economy, but also by its power 
to redefine the very nature of politics itself. Free market fundamentalism 
rather than democratic idealism is now the driving force of economics 
and politics in most of the world, and it is a market ideology driven not 
just by profits but by an ability to reproduce itself with such success that, 
to paraphrase Fred Jameson, it is easier to imagine the end of the world 
than the end of neoliberal capitalism.

The very idea of democracy is at risk.
Invoking a crisis is a common rhetorical device. Democracy, working 

well, is always in crisis. Because there is no single definition of democ-
racy, competing ideals circulate constantly; they clash constantly; and 
each time, one side or the other declares democracy under siege. I 
consider such clashes an important, inevitable move in democratic 
rhetoric: they agitate and motivate publics to engage. One of the dan-
gers of neoliberal rhetoric, however, is how smoothly it disguises its 
own rhetoricity. Even as it appropriates democratic commonplaces, 
neoliberalism is convinced it can do without rhetoric. The realism of 
“the market” is enough; it sees itself as grounded in “human nature.” 
Economic laws of capitalism are made parallel to physical laws, as 
unquestionable as gravity. Any sense of public purpose, public agency, 
or public capacity is set forward in terms of the market. From this 
premise, advocates for neoliberalism erase the entry points for public 
debate about the relationship of democracy and capitalism. The chal-
lenge for public rhetoric, then, is to resist and expose this appropria-
tion of democratic commonplaces.

To make visible the rhetoricity of neoliberalism, I’ll provide a rubric 
of the commonplaces of democracy and examine how neoliberalism 
has appropriated this discourse, devolving from “of the people, by the 
people, for the people” into “of the market, by the market, and for the 
market.” I’ll illustrate with examples from contemporary arguments in 
favor of neoliberalism. While such arguments are embedded in every-
day conversations and speeches, they surface most explicitly in the mis-
sion statements and policy papers of think tanks, so I will draw from 
the first-principle statements of the Heritage Foundation and publica-
tions of scholars at the American Enterprise Institute. In choosing these 
examples, I don’t mean to suggest that only people on the right of the 
political spectrum advocate for neoliberalism, as I hope you’ll hear how 
the logic of such positions is rather commonplace these days. Rather, I 
choose them because they illustrate most clearly the rhetorical mecha-
nisms that combine economic and democratic logic, moves more subtly 
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enthymematic elsewhere. Finally, I’ll examine some responses of groups 
like Occupy Wall Street. My conclusion is cautiously optimistic: yes, 
democracy can be wrested away from neoliberalism, but it won’t be easy, 
and it may not look like the standard, representative democracy that 
many imagine democracy “should” be.

t H E  m at r i x  o f  d E m o c r ac y:  f o r  t H E  P E o P l E , 

o f  t H E  P E o P l E ,  B y  t H E  P E o P l E

To begin, I offer a diagram I call the Matrix of Democracy (Figure 17.1),2 
which represents available means of persuasion, or commonplaces, in 
democratic rhetoric. Like Ralph Cintron (2010, 110), I see commonplaces 
(a term I use interchangeably with topoi) as very potent. Aristotle would 
say that commonplaces are stock arguments readily at hand, but Cintron 
goes further: commonplaces are saturated with world-views; they are 
arguments about how to be. Cintron says, “If we think of topoi as store-
houses of social energy, we might also think of topoi as organizing our 
lifeworlds—including our economies, our very materiality—according 
to social energies.” As “storehouses of energy,” topoi are volatile things.

To motivate people to action, public rhetors contrast what they say 
is actually existing democracy (“the world as it is,” to use Saul Alinsky’s 
[1971] phrase) against the ideal they think the public should strive for 
(“the world as it should be”). They do so by implying or declaring a pur-
pose, actors, and actions for democracy. These commonplaces of for the 
people, of the people, by the people are represented as the three axes of the 
matrix. Each holds a continuum of democratic arguments; each point 
on the matrix is a vibrant, righteous declaration about how democracy 
works. Whether or not public rhetors call explicit attention to a point on 
the matrix, the rhetoric itself is infused with a democratic vision about 
the purpose, actor, and action of democracy, and this vision gives energy 
and power to their claims.

For the people: Arguments along the horizontal axis concern the pur-
pose of government. Should government protect individual property and 
individual rights (over to the right), or should it facilitate the inherent 
interconnectedness among citizens, a more communitarian view over 
on the left?

Of the people: The vertical axis asks who should govern? Who are the 
deciders? Arguments near the top of the axis posit that a small group 
of people is suited to govern in the interests of the rest; those near the 
bottom, that more people should have more direct influence. Where we 
place ourselves on the vertical axis is often bound up with where we stand 
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on the horizontal one: Who is best suited to protect private property—
can the masses be trusted? Won’t they become greedy mobs? Who is best 
suited to create community—can the elite understand the rest of us?

By the people: Imagine the diagonal line as coming straight out of 
the page. It posits how “the people” should engage in democracy. What 
are the appropriate tools of public democratic action? Those who posi-
tion themselves near the point out in front (which shows up on the bot-
tom left in a two-dimensional model) trust more in reason and delibera-
tion; for them, the right course of action for citizens is a Habermasian 
model of the public sphere, where we meet and deliberate to identify 
a right action. The audience for those arguments changes, depending 
on where you are on the vertical axis. You might write a reasoned letter 
to your congressional representative (front, midtop on the matrix) or 
engage in reasoned discussion in a binding town-hall meeting (front, 
near the bottom).

Those who position themselves at the far end of the axis have no hope 
that reasoned argument can create the change they want. What action 

Figure 17.1. Matrix of Democracy 
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does one take if all of society is thoroughly saturated with the ideology 
one opposes? Reason doesn’t work here; instead, the actors must break 
people from their habits so they see how they’re being manipulated. 
They must interrupt the systems that undergird the ideology before any 
change can happen. Think Earth Liberation Front. Think Occupy.

As members of a public saturated with democratic discourse, we feel 
the pull of the commonplaces from all over the matrix. On one day, I 
might rally with women at the National Mall to pressure government to 
protect my right to birth control and abortion. On another day, I might 
disrupt an annual shareholder meeting to pressure a paper company to 
clean up public waterways. My purpose, target, and mode of action shift 
in each setting, yet I engage both scenes in the name of democracy. To 
put it another way, the topoi offer no clear direction for what counts 
as the democratic response in a given situation (see Cintron 2009; Rai 
2010). If scholars limit “real” democratic action to only one point on the 
matrix, we lose the big picture. Every point on the grid reverberates with 
righteousness. Every point pulses with the moral energies of the topos of 
the people, by the people, for the people.

Many critics of neoliberalism position it in a particular point on the 
matrix of democracy (individualist, elitist, nonrational) and then seek to 
demonstrate how these are not truly democratic categories. My project 
is different. I want to understand how neoliberalism moves around on 
the matrix—indeed, how it tries to dissolve the matrix—and how oppo-
nents of neoliberalism fight to keep the whole matrix, with its multitude 
of public arguments, available for democratic discourse.

Rhetorics of Neoliberalism

This is not the first time our country has experienced a consolidation 
of wealth wrapped up in arguments for elite, market-focused democ-
racy. Former US Labor Secretary Robert Reich (2010, 2) notes that the 
first stage of American capitalism in 1870–1929 paralleled the situation 
leading up to the recent economic crisis. Public support for that ear-
lier vision gave way after the Great Depression to a period (1947–1975) 
when the role of government was understood as checking the excesses 
of capitalism (2). History might suggest that we’re merely swinging the 
same pendulum.

Yet the current moment is not a national one; indeed, as interna-
tional corporations and transnational finance absorb physical and vir-
tual public spaces, the nation has become a weaker and weaker player. 
Some argue that the solution is to extend the matrix and substitute 
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transnational governing bodies for the national government. Habermas 
and others seek to hold international governing bodies such as the IMF 
or the World Bank to standards based on political (rather than eco-
nomic) topoi, chastising them for being nonrepresentative (Ryder 2011, 
182–83). But while such an argument rightly reorients the analysis to a 
political stage, it may not go far enough in considering how that politi-
cal stage itself has been reconfigured.

Neoliberal “For the People”: What Is the Purpose of Government?
The neoliberal commonplace is that governments exist to support free-
market capitalism by protecting individual property rights and individ-
ual choice in economic matters. This role is seen as integral to democ-
racy. We can find examples of this rhetoric within the “First Principles” 
of the Heritage Foundation (2013). Note how the topoi of democracy—
freedom, liberty, and choice—are detached from government and 
attributed to free enterprise:

Economic freedom is necessary for the protection of liberty. Liberty with-
out economic freedom is not true liberty and will inevitably become tyran-
ny. As Friedrich Hayek once observed: “To be controlled in our economic 
pursuits means to be controlled in everything.” If government controls a 
citizen’s basic economic decisions—where to work, what to buy, how much 
to sell for—it controls, as a practical matter, most aspects of a citizen’s life.

This stance maps onto the right side of the horizontal axis of the matrix, 
where the government’s purpose is to protect property, a security central 
to capitalism—and, by extension, democracy itself. Another Heritage 
Foundation “First Principles” page, under the link What Are Property 
Rights?, explains,

The right to property is the natural right to acquire, own, and use prop-
erty. Property rights form not only the basis for a free market economy, 
but also for republican self-government, deeply intertwined as they are 
with human liberty. To be free is to exert one’s talents in the pursuit of 
happiness, and property rights are a fundamental requirement for secur-
ing the just rewards of one’s labor. According to the Founders, property 
rights also formed the cornerstone of a commercial republic: When a man 
has a bit of property—a home, a piece of land, his own source of food and 
security—he can be independent, and therefore free.

Property rights, then, are imbued with the full, moral righteousness of 
the Declaration of Independence and the approval of the Founding 
Fathers. The purpose of government is to protect private enterprises.

The link between liberty and capitalism rests in the claim that free-
market capitalism, rather than democratically elected representatives, 
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is the best mechanism for ascertaining public desires. Any attempt to 
regulate or direct the market through government action is seen as dis-
torting the real workings of the market, and therefore, the real desires 
of the people. The communitarian side of the axis is abhorrent because 
it suggests that the government knows more than the market. As critic 
David Harvey (2005, 2) explains, “State interventions in markets (once 
created) must be kept to a bare minimum because, according to the 
theory, the state cannot possibly possess enough information to second-
guess market signals (prices) and because powerful interest groups will 
inevitably distort and bias state interventions (particularly in democra-
cies) for their own benefit.” I’ll say more about the rhetoric that posi-
tions capitalism as the best decider in the next section. The point here is 
that, while neoliberalism would diminish government’s role in anything 
that could be handed over to the market, its proponents are also aware 
that some government must exist to provide the security and structure 
for that market. For the government to do so is vital; for it to do anything 
more is undemocratic.

In neoliberal discourse, all actions and decisions are understood as 
market decisions. Public education is turned over to the marketplace 
through vouchers for charter schools; prisons are contracted out to 
private companies; and all manner of daily choices are framed within 
a logic of free-market competition. Political scientist Wendy Brown 
(2005, 41) explains that within neoliberalism, the economy must be 
“directed, buttressed, protected by law and policy as well as by the dis-
semination of social norms designed to facilitate competition, free 
trade, and rational economic action on the part of every member and 
institution of society.”

A clash of visions about the purpose of government is, in itself, noth-
ing new. We can trace communitarian and individualist tensions in the 
United States back before the Constitution, as Washington Post colum-
nist E. J. Dionne (2012) has done in his book Our Divided Political Heart. 
What’s new about the neoliberal reading of the purpose of government 
is that it becomes the foundational argument that erases the other two 
axes on the matrix of democracy. When government is in the support 
role, serving as a watchdog and cheerleader for the market, the public 
has no say in who governs and how.

Neoliberal “Of the People”: Who Governs?
The vertical axis on the matrix represents arguments about who is best 
suited to make decisions on behalf of the public. The axis stretches from 
elite to direct democracy and concerns itself with the human frailty of 
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those to whom we entrust our political will. Deciders must be distant 
enough from the populace to see the big picture, unswayed by special 
interests—including their own—and able to arbitrate fairly for the good 
of the whole (the value at the top of the axis). Yet they also must be 
immersed in the populace so they understand the very real conditions of 
people’s lives; indeed, at the very bottom of the axis, people directly gov-
ern themselves. The vertical axis is about protecting the public against 
selfishness, greed, and fear mongering.

Neoliberalism acknowledges human frailty and sees capitalism as 
the only system that truly accounts for it. The American Catholic phi-
losopher Michael Novak (1982, 118), who has pushed the Democratic 
Party to embrace capitalism more fully, argues in The Spirit of Democratic 
Capitalism that the market is “proportioned to man as he is, not as 
dreams would have him be.” Similarly, Allan Meltzer (2012, 6), who has 
served as visiting scholar at both the Hoover Institute and the American 
Enterprise Institute, proclaims early in his book Why Capitalism that 
“humans are morally imperfect, and so are their institutions,” and he 
regularly refers to Kant’s description of humanity as the fundamental 
problem with government: “‘Out of timber so crooked as that from 
which man is made, nothing entirely straight can be carved’” (Kant 
1784, quoted in Meltzer 2012, 5).

If we begin from the proposition that everything human is cor-
rupt, the vertical line on the matrix of democracy isn’t very compelling 
because every position on it is fraught with human weakness. Relying 
on people is dangerous: bureaucrats and public officials can be too eas-
ily persuaded to respond to special interests; government officials too 
often yield to their baser humanity and steal, lie, or manipulate the sys-
tem. Better, instead, to ascertain and respond to public desires through 
competitive market exchange, where a seemingly nonhuman system of 
“natural” economic laws—disembodied and therefore free of human 
frailty—quickly accounts for and accommodates individual desires. 
Neoliberalism displaces human agency in public forums but celebrates 
it in private ones. The system of free enterprise is simultaneously a set 
of “natural” laws and “us” making individual, free choices through our 
roles as consumers and entrepreneurs. Thus, while remaining demo-
cratic, we do away with troublesome government.

We can see all of these moves in Meltzer’s description of capitalism 
(Meltzer 2012, 16). First he gives a pretty standard explanation for how 
capitalism works. Note how capitalism is equated with freedom, while 
government is rendered as “official,” “ordered,” and ultimately aligned 
with losers:
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Capitalism allocates by letting relative prices adjust around the trade-offs 
expressed by buyers’ individual expressed needs, which constitute their 
overall demand. Replacing consumer choices with an official decision fails 
to incorporate these accurate, individual, consumer buy-sell data into the 
system, thus distorting prices. At the set price, some will gain but others 
will lose. By contrast, a freer system allows market equilibrium prices to 
evolve based on the actual, accurate demands of all. Those who lose in the 
ordered system would have preferred to choose for themselves.

While such descriptions may seem restricted to consumer choices, 
Meltzer later extends consumer decisions to decisions about govern-
ment itself.

As he equates capitalism with freedom and any alternative with coer-
cion, Meltzer deploys the rhetorical moves that James Aune (2001, 40) 
identifies in Selling the Free Market: The Rhetoric of Economic Correctness: the 
perversity thesis—things will inevitably go differently than intended—and the 
futility thesis—the attempt simply won’t work:

Capitalism is not a utopian system, but there is no better system for pro-
viding growth and personal freedom. Capitalism’s known alternatives 
offer less freedom and lower growth, and the “better alternatives” people 
imagine are almost always someone else’s idea of utopia. Libraries are full 
of books on utopia and those that have been tried have either not survived 
or not flourished. The most common reason for failure is that one person 
or one group’s utopian ideal is unsatisfactory for others who live subject 
to its rules. Either the rules change or they are enforced by authorities. 
Capitalism, particularly democratic capitalism, gains support because it 
provides a means for orderly change in government. Choice is one of 
freedom’s most valued attributes. (Meltzer 2012, 27)

In the end, then, we hear two messages: radical individual choice trumps 
any sort of public decision making, and “there is no alternative” (to 
invoke Margaret Thatcher’s famous phrase).

The vertical axis of the matrix of democracy dissolves because there 
is no longer a debate about whether to give decision-making power to 
elites or representatives or for people to govern themselves directly; nor 
is there any sense of whom to petition in such a debate. Opponents have 
nothing to argue and no one to persuade; they are seen as futilely fight-
ing against “natural” economic “laws.” Thus, in the name of freedom, 
the neoliberal public divests itself of its own role in governing. Benjamin 
Barber (2007, 120) puts it this way: “Nowadays, the idea that only private 
persons are free, and that only personal choices of the kind consumers 
make count as autonomous, turns out to be an assault not on tyranny 
but on democracy. It challenges . . . the legitimate power by which we 
try to rule ourselves in common.”
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While the neoliberal citizen is no longer self-governing, the topos of 
the patriotic citizen is still very much alive within neoliberal rhetoric. 
The role such a citizen would play, though, is very much transformed.

Neoliberal “By-the-People” Citizen Action: How Does  

the Public Effect Public Change?
The third axis of the matrix delineates how the public is supposed to 
act to convey its will to those who govern. Not surprisingly, because it 
has already removed the target for any such actions, neoliberalism does 
away with this axis, too. Instead of a collective identity of “the public” 
within a political system, individuals act within an economic system: “The 
market dissolves the very idea of a polity into itself, . . . turning citizens 
from rhetorical agents into economic atoms—investors, entrepreneurs, 
consumers, taxpayers” (Trimbur 2012, 726). Again, the market is seen 
as more democratic than the public sphere for arbitrating public desires 
because it treats each citizen the same way: one consumer dollar is the 
same as any other, and the market wants to reach everyone.

I’ll elaborate on two central rhetorical moves by which neoliberals 
appropriate democratic language as they turn citizens into “economic 
atoms.” First, they profess to have a more egalitarian and positive view of 
the citizen. Citizens are described as being fully capable of controlling 
their lives. They calculate carefully to ensure they receive maximum ben-
efit from their choices; they try, fail, grow, and become more responsible 
in their future choices. Second, this emphasis on the cycle of failure and 
learning exempts the system itself from critique. In the end, when the 
only civic actions are economic actions, citizens do not develop any tools 
for political activity; they have no mechanism for introducing public 
concerns and needs that cannot be addressed by the market.

Capitalism is touted as a system that fully respects people, even while 
acknowledging that they will make some mistakes. The Reverend Robert 
Sirico (2010) highlights this positive citizen identity:

Rightly understood, capitalism is simply the name for the economic com-
ponent of the natural order of liberty. . . . Most of all, it means the eco-
nomic application of the principle that every human person has dignity 
and should have that dignity respected.

Consumer-citizens are rational actors who weigh the “utility, benefit, 
or satisfaction” of a thing against a “microeconomic grid of scarcity, 
supply and demand, and moral value-neutrality” (W. Brown 2005, 40). 
Capitalism encourages consumers to do their research before mak-
ing purchases; it encourages businesses to be what Sirico, drawing on 
theological vocabulary, calls “other-regarding” (2010), knowing their 
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consumers well in order to meet their needs. Capitalism is applauded 
for encouraging risk taking and innovation and for allowing actors to 
learn from those choices. Moreover, capitalism encourages hard work 
and persistence: “The relation of reward to effort or achievement may 
not be precise, but it is positive” (Meltzer 2012, 4).

Neoliberalism prides itself on having the most respectful view of the 
citizen-consumer. Notice how the topoi of coercion versus freedom are used 
to argue that capitalism educates consumer-citizens without ever dictat-
ing their actions. “Democratic capitalism persists and spreads,” Meltzer 
(2012, 52) tells us, “because it is not a system of imposed morality.” At 
the same time, it provides some moral direction “because competition 
induces honest behavior more than other systems” (5). The system 
doesn’t have to coerce morality because individuals will do so; customers 
will abandon unscrupulous businesses (Sirico 2010).

It might appear, given its language of individual rationality, that the 
neoliberal position could be pinpointed on the matrix at the intersec-
tion of individualism (right on the horizontal axis) and reason (on the 
points of the axis coming forward). But this view would be deceiving 
because the medium through which the individual consumer delivers the 
rational message—a purchase—is fundamentally different from when 
a citizen delivers a rational message—a letter, e-mail, or speech. “Asking 
what ‘I want’ and what ‘we as a community to which I belong need’ are 
two different questions,” Barber (2007, 126) reminds us, “though neither 
is altruistic and both involve ‘my’ interest: the first is ideally answered by 
the market; the second must be answered by democratic politics.” The 
market medium eclipses the option of those public deliberations. We 
can only buy or not buy, “as if consumers, one by one, spending their dol-
lars and yen in accord with private wants, could somehow miraculously 
produce common goods and a healthy civic climate” (Barber 2001, 59).

A critical point for neoliberals in describing the role for citizens is 
that choice within free markets must include the choice to fail because 
failure is seen as a necessary teacher. To rescue people from failure is to 
deny them an opportunity to learn from their situations. It allows them 
to become complacent, to stop innovating. On a larger scale, the knowl-
edge gained from struggling to overcome failure benefits the system: 
“Competition eliminates less efficient activities and strengthens survi-
vors, encouraging them to adapt to change” (Meltzer 2012, 6).

A critical move happens in discussions of necessary failure. Because fail-
ure is the way capitalism teaches people to grow and adapt, people must 
accept responsibility for their failures. Stressing people’s ability to choose 
also means that if they choose badly, the blame falls on them alone.
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In making the individual fully responsible for her/himself, neo-liberal-
ism . . . carries responsibility for the self to new heights: the rationally 
calculating individual bears full responsibility for the consequences of his 
or her action no matter how severe the constraints on this action, e.g., lack 
of skills, education, and childcare in a period of high unemployment and 
limited welfare benefits. (W. Brown 2005, 42)

The logic applies both to describe those experiencing poverty and those 
who manage huge corporations and financial systems, whose actions 
might devastate the economy. Meltzer (2012, 17) admits, for example, 
that “greed produces Enrons and Worldcoms” but sees these examples 
as “less a characteristic of a system than a vice of individuals.”

By defining failure as a prerequisite to learning and by making the moral 
claim that people must be permitted to learn from their failures or they 
will never grow, neoliberalism neatly protects capitalism from critique. 
When members of the public are reduced to economic atoms, they lose 
opportunities to practice other modes of decision making. There is no 
forum for engaging the larger, systemic problems that might make the 
economic playing field unfair; anyone who attempts to explain a failure in 
such a way is called a whiner or a crybaby—someone unwilling to shoulder 
responsibility. As Wendy Brown (2005, 42) explains, “A ‘mismanaged life’ 
becomes a new mode of depoliticizing social and economic powers and at 
the same time reduces political citizenship to an unprecedented degree 
of passivity and political complacency.”

By winning consent on the first premise—that the purpose of govern-
ment is to clear space for the market—neoliberals set up a cascade of 
consequences that shift democratic agency and civic action outside the 
usual matrix of democracy. By attributing agency to a nonhuman “natu-
ral” force, neoliberalism claims to have solved the problems of human 
frailty and makes any attempt to fight its dictates seem silly. How do you 
fight the laws of nature? Whom would you fight? By enlisting govern-
ment in promoting neoliberal policies, proponents of neoliberalism 
continue to extend its reach, appropriating public institutions and pub-
lic spaces and creating the physical and rhetorical conditions to con-
tinue to spread the message of its “naturalness” and “inevitability.”

Occupy Wall Street and the Rhetorics of Democracy

Those who resist neoliberalism work to define it as a political entity. To 
do so takes a massive collective gathering whose purpose is to put neo-
liberalism back on the matrix of democracy—to define the purpose, 
actors, and methods of neoliberalism as points within the domain of 
public deliberation. The message is not to replace Big Business with Big 
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Government; rather, the message is that neoliberalism has thoroughly 
saturated public discourse and must be exposed before we can move on. 
Naming and resisting neoliberalism means peeling back multiple layers 
and demands an awareness of the complex interconnections among all 
lives, across the world. No one person, no one group, can understand 
the extent of the web.

One set of responses to neoliberalism manifested in the Global 
Justice movement (whose members converged on meetings of transna-
tional finance and global free trade, such as the World Trade Organi-
zation, the World Bank, and leaders of the G20) and the more recent 
Occupy camps around the world. In these spaces, feminists stand along-
side union men; laid-off firefighters stand with anticapitalist anarchists; 
mothers of the disappeared stand next to environmentalists. They hold 
signs that point in many directions at once. Manifestos, written collabor-
atively, are not crisp demands but poetic world-views. There is no leader 
who can explain it all authoritatively to the reporters.

I have analyzed the rhetoric of the IMF/World Bank protests else-
where,3 so I won’t repeat that discussion here. Instead, I’ll briefly con-
sider how some of the participants in the Occupy movement have articu-
lated their purpose and strategy, as it ties to reclaiming democracy from 
neoliberalism. I draw on movement documents, stories, and analyses 
provided by participants and collected in Kate Khatib, Margaret Killjoy, 
and Mike McGuire’s We Are Many: Reflections on Movement Strategy from 
Occupation to Liberation (Khatib, Killjoy, and McGuire 2012).

The Occupiers, mobilized by their belief that the existing and perva-
sive neoliberal democracy is not democracy at all, are united in a fight 
to reclaim the commonplaces of democracy. But because neoliberalism 
has altered the topoi so much, the democracy formed in response does 
not map smoothly onto the matrix, either. While neoliberalism asserts 
a foundational claim about the purpose of government—to serve the 
market—those who fight neoliberalism defer any articulation about the 
purpose of government. They do not make demands of any particular 
entity (governmental or otherwise). Instead, they operate as a prefigu-
rative political space, trying out alternative democracies both tentatively 
and with great excitement.

Not articulating a common purpose is often seen as the greatest fail-
ing of antiglobalization protests and Occupy encampments. Unable 
to project a unified, positive vision for an alternative democracy, they 
instead seem to hold endless meetings, focusing on how to manage their 
camps day to day and occasionally foraying out to march, blockade, or 
take other actions. One of the common slogans—“Occupy Everything, 
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Demand Nothing”—seems mystifying, as there is no specific target or 
request; there are only people dissatisfied with the current state of things.

But this interpretation misses a deeper theoretical understanding 
about how (at least some of) the participants wish to develop a new vision 
of democracy. Decisions about the purpose of government are deferred 
so that the position, whenever it is made, can be most inclusive. In this 
sense, the lack of a clear articulation of an a priori purpose of govern-
ment is precisely the point: in a fully democratic space, such decisions 
arise from the bottom up, as people listen to people and as a public. Joshua 
Clover (2012, 99), who was part of the Oakland commune, explains, 
“The fomenting of a new political hegemony allows for an endless array 
of individual grievances, but precludes any single demand to which 
everybody must submit, as its particulars might exclude some portion of 
the everybody hailed by the formula of ‘the 99%.’” Occupation antici-
pates the possibilities of democracies to come, creating “a momentary 
opening in capitalist time and space, a rearrangement that sketche[s] 
the contours of a new society” (“Communique from an Absent Future,” 
quoted in Clover 2012, 98).

Refusing to make demands has a second purpose as well: by not address-
ing anyone, protesters make the case that no entity has the capacity to 
act on behalf of neoliberalism (Clover 2012, 98). The Occupy public 
does not orient itself toward government through rallies, votes, or party 
activities, for example, because the government is already aligned with 
neoliberalism. In the first article of We Are Many, Vijay Prashad (2012, 
15) explains that “[the Occupy movement] has refused to allow the 
political class to engage with it, largely because it does not believe that 
this political class will be capable of understanding the predicament of 
the 99%.” Because neoliberalism is so extensive, so infused into political, 
cultural, and social institutions around the world, no one actor or insti-
tution has the power to transform it. It perpetuates in multiple forms, 
manifesting in different ways in different places.

Instead, Occupy spreads into as many pockets of neoliberal space as 
possible, demonstrating the extensive reach of both neoliberalism and 
the resistance. Occupying what is often privatized space, participants 
reclaim a critical infrastructure from neoliberalism: noncommodified 
public spheres, “those institutions engaged in dialog, education, and 
learning—that address the relationship of the self to public life, of 
social responsibility to the broader demands of citizenship, and provide 
a robust vehicle for public participation and democratic citizenship” 
(Giroux 2005a, 142). Many of the seemingly public places in neoliberal 
cities are designed and policed as places for entertainment, comfort, 
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security, and orchestrated interactions—think of vibrant new city centers 
anchored with stores, where pedestrians stroll and shop under the gaze 
of security guards. In many such areas, political solicitation is barred 
because such discourse is unpredictable, chaotic, and sometimes con-
frontational.4 It would dampen the buying mood. But the Occupy camps 
reclaimed these spaces, for a while, and redefined their public func-
tion as one of direct, participatory democracy, projecting their vision of 
the appropriate roles for citizens. In the process, as Prashad (2012, 18) 
writes, the movement “brok[e] the chain of despondency and allowed 
us to imagine new communities.”

In the Occupy view of democracy, participation is the point. The new 
public is unified in a new type of class war that claims “a cultural identity 
[with] a focus on one’s available means for exercising a decision-making power 
within and against privatization’s strict limits on public right and voice, 
including in the workplace” (Welch 2008, 11; italics added). Occupy 
citizens are far from passive. Hundreds, sometimes thousands of people 
make decisions in general assemblies through a highly structured con-
sensus process; together, they decide how to run the camps. The market 
economy there is bartering. The goal for those selling is to meet peo-
ple’s needs, not to accumulate profit for investors. Moreover, the buyers 
are not merely consumers; they also trade their talents and gifts. The 
Occupy camps made visible, for some time and for some people, the 
possibility of living outside of capitalist exchange. Participants enacted 
the society they wished to see (Cornell 2012, 177).

Accounts by participants at both Occupy Zuccotti Park and Occupy 
Oakland focus on participatory structures infused with a self-conscious 
meta-analysis about how well those methods include everyone. Occupy 
adopted a consensus model of decision making that experienced orga-
nizers brought with them from other movements (Cornell 2012, 165).5 
This model allows many participants to communicate in meetings—
using hand signals—their agreement, disagreement, uncertainty, need 
for greater clarification, and so on. Most important, decisions are not 
made until everyone agrees—or a large portion of people do; Zuccotti 
Park adopted a 90 percent threshold of agreement (Cornell 2012, 164). 
General assemblies are time-consuming ways to arrive at decisions. At 
the same time, they can be energizing, providing a jolt of excitement 
when people experience a democracy that listens.

The literature written during and about Occupy demonstrates the 
careful, difficult work of acknowledging the histories of oppression in 
dominant society and previous social justice movements. Likewise, it 
seeks to understand how the violence of neoliberalism affects different 
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groups differently, an investigation that not only pushes them to create 
alternatives within their own spaces but also provides a fuller picture 
of how neoliberalism operates. Occupy citizens understand movement 
building as a process of constant education and kairotic action.

Much more can be said about how Occupy struggles to define democ-
racy and confront neoliberalism. My goal is not to be exhaustive but to 
provide a few examples to help illustrate how moments like these can 
be understood using the rhetorical topoi on the matrix of democracy.

Democracy Is Dead; Long Live Democracy

Because the concepts of neoliberalism and democracy are fluid, always 
adjusting to and appropriating the discourses they encounter, any analy-
sis of neoliberalism or the responses to it is an ongoing project. At this 
juncture, the rhetorics of neoliberalism attempt to shift the common 
ground, redefining democratic topoi in market terms. But these moves, 
while extensive and powerful, are never complete. Though neoliberal-
ism attempts to dissolve the public capacity of the matrix, those demo-
cratic commonplaces erupt and burst through the ruptures. They fade 
away. They erupt again. Despite the rhetoric of realism and inevitability, 
neoliberalism has not silenced all its critics.

It’s not yet clear what the alternative looks like. We don’t know if 
direct, participatory democracy as it was practiced in the general assem-
blies of the Occupy camps will be offered for broader, national, or inter-
national decision making. We don’t know how an alternative democracy 
will link economic and political decisions. We don’t know what mecha-
nism an alternative democracy will use to wrest power away from politi-
cal, cultural, and social institutions that continue to interpellate citizens 
in the neoliberal model. But I am made optimistic because the struggle 
remains. There remain pockets where the neoliberal values of efficiency 
and expedience hold no sway. The struggle will be long and messy, the 
outcomes not easily measurable but rather slow forays into public con-
sciousness, small yet persistent reminders about the power of a public. 
I am optimistic because the very struggle to define democracy is a sign 
that democracy itself is alive and kicking.

Notes
 1. The derivation of neoliberal is not political (as in liberal versus conservative) but 

economic. Classic economic liberalism, such as that proposed by Adam Smith (1776) 
in The Wealth of Nations, is a laissez-faire model in which governments do not inter-
vene in markets but instead allow free competition. Neoliberalism keeps free trade 
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and competition but rejects the laissez-faire component. Instead, it enlists the state 
in advancing capitalist goals. Laws, police, and militaries help privatize public ser-
vices and secure comfortable and nondisruptive space for commercial competition 
(Welch 2008, 7). Moreover, neoliberalism extends its market analysis into all parts 
of society. “Neo-liberal rationality . . . involves extending and disseminating market val-
ues to all institutions and social action, even as the market itself remains a distinctive 
player” (W. Brown 2005, 39–40; italics in original).

 2. I provide a fuller discussion of the Matrix of Democracy in my book Rhetorics for 
Community Action (Ryder 2011).

 3. See Phyllis Mentzell Ryder 2011, chapter 6.
 4. For an excellent analysis of privatized public spaces, see Don Mitchell (1995, 2011).
 5. As Andrew Cornell (2012) explains, the consensus model has a long history, 

going back to Quaker meetings and peace protests, winding through the Student 
Nonviolence Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in the civil rights movement, and 
most recently prevalent in the early 2000s Global Justice (anti-free-trade globaliza-
tion) movements. The process gives a structure that attempts to overcome the 
exclusion seen to be inherent in decision-making models such as parliamentary 
procedure and majority-rule voting.
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Reading the instructive essays in this volume took me back to my first 
encounter with the idea of the speech economy. It was in Dell Hymes’s 
1974 Foundations in Sociolinguistics: An Ethnographic Approach. With the 
term speech economy, Hymes shows how we cannot communicate any-
thing to anybody without activating and maneuvering the larger rela-
tional systems that condition life as we find it. When we speak or write 
to each other, we are dragged into—and must drag along—the weight 
of our worlds. Hymes provides analytical tools for seeing the means by 
which this happens: look for the setting, the scene, the participants, the 
purposes, the speech acts, the registers, the channels, the conventions, 
the styles, the genres of a discourse and you will see something of an 
operating speech economy and its grip. Attending to what Hymes calls 
the “context of situation” makes present the resources a person has for 
producing, valuing, and circulating language—as well as the purchase 
others have for taking up, judging, or suppressing that language. For 
Hymes, language competence lies in how we transact with and through 
the weight of our circumstances.

Three years later, in 1977, Pierre Bourdieu published “The Eco-
nomics of Linguistic Exchanges.” He goes even further than Hymes 
by implying that language is the first and fundamental economic sys-
tem. It is the site where we learn the economic facts of life as we labor 
to produce, exchange, and profit from language but do so amid dis-
parities in power, wealth, privilege, and reward. Before we can really 
make messages, Bourdieu reminds us, we must secure the authority 
to be heard. We need enough symbolic capital to complete the trans-
action. For Bourdieu, language competence requires management of 
power relations, especially “the capacity to command a listener . . . the 
power to impose reception” (Bourdieu 1977, 648). The trouble is that 
the authority to speak is not equally distributed and, in fact, like other 
material goods, can be scarce for most people. Linguistic insecurity, 
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like food insecurity, is manufactured politically through the unjust 
manipulation of power.

In connecting language and economy, both Hymes and Bourdieu 
wanted to account for variance, stratification, and conflict in language 
and to underscore how values govern linguistic styles and the possibili-
ties for meaning. Both of them also wanted to show that communica-
tion is far from the only function of language, far from the only deal 
going down or work getting done when we discourse. But writing stud-
ies has found it difficult, for various reasons, to take up this work in a 
full-fledged way. When we invoke context of situation, for instance, the 
economic connotations are too often attenuated, considered, if at all, as 
analogic or metaphoric rather than vital and constitutive. The context 
of situation tends to be treated as a site for making discourse rather than 
the material out of which it is made. Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 
capital also is too often stripped of its full material meaning, treated as 
if it is some weightless value that can be spun out of linguistic symbols 
rather than as the means by which material realities barrel through lin-
guistic symbols. Maybe the failure to integrate economic relations into 
mainstream pedagogical or writing theory has to do with the difficulty of 
thinking past the abstractions that are the habit of academic disciplines. 
Or maybe it has to do with the insecurity of a field that undertakes a 
marginalized and suspect enterprise within the humanities. Maybe we 
have learned to be squeamish about, even hostile toward, the economic 
dimensions of literacy, afraid that such a focus would reduce our mission 
to the instrumental teaching of workplace skills and make us cave in to 
crass demands for practical education. Better to exaggerate the ideal 
side of literacy—its contribution to intellectual and personal develop-
ment, its association with expression, agency, resistance, identity, its role 
in disinterested knowledge making or noble community building.

Yet this collection of essays demonstrates what writing studies can 
gain (and not lose) by making economic relations central to interpre-
tation, analysis, and action. At the very least the essays show how terms 
like resources, labor, production, circulation, use, value, exchange, commodifica-
tion, and transfer can be generative for understanding the processes and 
products of writing as well as its teaching and learning. These concepts 
provide alternatives to the static analytic terms inherited from formal-
ism. They help to situate writing in a broader and potentially more 
dynamic framework and can alert us to the many agents, near and far, 
who jockey to gain from what our enterprise produces. These essays 
show us how much more there is to teach and learn in writing than 
audience awareness or genre conventions or figuring out what one has 
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to say. They suggest why authority will not be found by hammering a 
ruling dialect into the brain. Rather, collectively, these essays locate lit-
eracy and the rhetorical arts in knowing every bit of what is useful in all 
of what one must handle when trying to make connections in the world; 
in being prepared for how the reach of such stable-seeming elements 
like self-presentation, language skill, pedagogical theory, or administra-
tive structure can shift in the fluid and volatile contexts of value and 
authority in which they always move. The essays are a reminder that 
whatever truths or solutions we may discover as researchers, teachers, 
administrators, or writers, we must remember how contingent they are 
on the contexts they are made of and understand them in that way. If 
ever one is tempted to think otherwise, it will be time to read Economies 
of Writing again.
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