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ABSTRACT 

Basic Writing scholarship has been locked in a materialist worldview that fails to serve the 

immediate needs of students, instead focusing on long-term goals that yield underwhelming 

results. This dissertation demonstrates the conflict between the materialist worldview and the 

needs of students by looking at the history of Basic Writing scholarship, focusing on Mina 

Shaughnessy, Min-Zhan Lu, Lisa Delpit, David Bartholomae, and the 1974 “Students’ Right to 

Their Own Language.” To resolve these views into something coherent and actionable, I use 



   

 

   

 

Kenneth Burke’s dramatism, specifically the ratios related to scene, to analyze David 

Bartholomae’s “The Tidy House: Basic Writing in the American Classroom.” This analysis reads 

and rereads Bartholomae, treating his work as archetypal, to demonstrate the potential for abuse 

any single worldview has. As an alternative to a totalizing worldview, I propose the multitude of 

worldviews captured in Burke’s dramatism as a means both of producing Basic Writing 

scholarship and evaluating student writing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Basic Writing” is a tough term in part because it isn’t a value-free phrase. In 2008 when I 

went grocery shopping on a budget at Sainsbury’s, I bought “basic rice.” It was only 23 pence, 

and it tasted like it. Communication, written or otherwise, shouldn’t be so easily reduced to its 

monetary value, yet to refer to someone’s writing as “basic” or, even worse, to refer to a person 

as a “basic writer” seems to imply a similar lower quality. 

 I love teaching First Year Writing, but I’ve always struggled with the exact nature of my 

mission. My students pull me in at least three directions. One group wants our English class to 

tease out the beauty in stories, poems, and plays or the genius and subtlety behind arguments. It’s 

tempting to teach the course this way, guided less by a sense of pedagogical necessity than by a 

shared love of the art we are privileged to read. Other students, sometimes with a wink and a 

nod, also want something like this, but only because it makes the class more subjective and, they 

hope, easier to coast through. Despite their wishes, this attitude pulls me to try to challenge them, 

to make them work and to take pride in that work. Still other students come prepared to be 

baffled, to struggle to see what others see in a text; or, at times, they can see clearly but cannot 

find a way to express what they see that I will understand. They often want the codes of power, 

access to the discourse forms that will make them understood by those who, perhaps 

intentionally, fail to understand anything but what they find familiar. 

 Too, I feel pulled by the university, both in its entirety and by its pieces. A grand tradition 

of scholarship looms behind a wall of text, behind forms and traditions and formats, and if I can 

give my students access to that grand tradition, I can also give that tradition access to my brilliant 

and diverse students. Some professors, and I think this a very naïve position, want students who 

arrive in their classrooms to be ready to engage with the professor’s discipline’s texts and 
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discursive traditions with minimal attention to linguistic variation. Not only should the strictures 

taught by these professors’ 9th grade English teachers be upheld, whatever set preferences that 

may be, but adjustment to the discourse norms, stylistic patterns, and jargon of their discipline 

should be a movement from a generic, ubiquitous, identical linguistic pattern that is “correct” so 

that the transition is a smooth, repeatable one. Perhaps this is an unkind picture of my colleagues, 

but it is one I believe others in my position have, out of frustration, likely painted as well. 

 Finally, I feel the pull of the scholarship that has come to inform much of this 

dissertation, especially in its initial phases. Basic Writing scholarship is deeply political, often in 

ways I now find comforting and familiar but that I would have called radical at the beginning of 

my journey. Each force that pulls me is the tendril of a system, a history, an ideology that 

possesses its adherents and motivates them to act in ways that are always, according to their own 

warrants, logical, just, perhaps even inevitable, but they are also at odds with one another. This 

dissertation is an attempt to account for contradicting arguments about “Basic Writing” that can 

be generously understood as ethical, rational, and just in their own right. The result is not a 

winner, not a new worldview that is somehow more just or more rational or even better. Rather, 

we end in a milieu of possibility, but one that is perhaps more hopeful than our brief history as a 

subdiscipline would otherwise merit. 
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1 MATERIAL CONDITIONS 

When Hesiod writes of the origins of the universe in the Theogony, he places Eros among 

the original, primordial gods, given a place in the creation of everything along with Chaos, Gaia, 

and Tartarus (Hesiod and West 195). This is a meaningful reversal and one that is better suited to 

a contemporary worldview: rather than being mere sexual desire as the non-personified eros or 

even Eros the deific son of Aphrodite, desire is a fixed entity endemic to the universe that can be 

mapped onto any number of surfaces, a “cosmogonic force” that supersedes and suppresses both 

intelligence and will (Ludwig 127). 

It is this sense of desire as endemic to the universe that informs this dissertation. A 

pursuit may be rational, beneficial, practical, just, and destined to fail because it does not treat 

desire as demiurgic, instead casting desire too narrowly, as only eros or an equivalent. We see 

one such limitation in Maslow’s A Theory of Human Motivation where he claims “the most 

prepotent goal will monopolize consciousness” (394). In other words, upon meeting 

physiological needs safety becomes a concern, and having met that need the consciousness then 

turns to love, then esteem, and having met those finally turns to self-actualization. Lacking love 

or esteem or enough food, according to Maslow, prevents one from being concerned with self-

actualization.  

As much as this makes sense on an intuitive, “common-sense” level, Harlow’s 

experiments on Rhesus Macaques in 1958 proved this intuition untrue. Presented with fear-

inducing stimuli, infant Rhesus Macaques strongly preferred cloth-pad covered wire frames to 

wire frames equipped with bottles that emulated breasts. The monkeys “engaged in violent 

temper tantrums when the pads were removed” (677). Obviously, a vast expanse separates 

human and Macaque mental systems, but the human is the by far the more empathetic animal. 



4 

   

 

Our psychological health, our self-images, our sense of belonging—these things are just as 

important as physical needs. 

A concern with material conditions to the exclusion of the self-actualizing effects of a 

quality liberal-arts education is extremely misguided. That said, those who work in the 

humanities, Basic Writing scholars in particular1, are hyper-aware of this reality, which makes 

them sensitive to the dehumanizing effects of a reductive, material approach to teaching that 

simply produces better workers who will serve as the means to capitalists’ ends. Since the early 

days at CUNY, Basic Writing scholars have been dedicated to preventing the academy from 

becoming this bastardized version of itself and have been among the first to push back against 

prejudiced views of cultural, racial, and national outsiders who titans of industry want educated 

only insofar as it benefits the bottom line. I would not want to undo the difficult work of excising 

much of the old, explicit prejudices from the academy, so I intend to move cautiously, but I fear 

we may have, to stretch the metaphor too thin, an excess of terrycloth pads and not enough milk. 

This dissertation is concerned with students called basic writers by way of discussion 

about Basic Writing scholarship. Those of us who have worked with basic writers from diverse 

and often impoverished backgrounds know from experience that higher-order desires for self-

actualization are present (and, indeed, obvious) when given space for expression. Our students 

are often smart, artistic, and excellent critical thinkers. In my experience, most professors are 

aware of this and admire these qualities in their students. This is a welcome change from Burton 

Clark’s “cooling-out” idea, that universities necessarily take measures to dissuade students 

“whose destiny is to fail (571)” to leave without wasting time and money. Recently, however, a 

 
1 The justification for this claim is made clear later in the review of the philosophical motivations behind 

the worldview of prominent Basic Writing scholars, but in general one cannot dedicate a career to teaching writing 

to a group of people without becoming aware, through contact, of the full range of needs and gifts of Basic Writing 

students. 
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more generous and informed version of that idea has been revisited by Katharine Broton. 

Broton’s study offered students grant money to see if that would have a “warming up” effect on 

students. The results were, surprisingly, the opposite. A grant of $1,800.00 per year decreased 

the likelihood of the students to reenroll and lowered their expectations for their own success in 

college or, in our terms, cooled them out. Explanations abound, but Broton thinks the most likely 

is that “the grant was administered in a manner that frustrated and ultimately discouraged 

students, thus diminishing their educational degree goals. The process through which financial 

aid, including the WSG, is delivered does not allow students to fully understand or anticipate 

their financial situation” (96). In defense of community colleges, Broton also writes that “cooling 

out is not necessarily a meritocratic sorting system required to assuage the tensions between 

college access and poor academic preparation,” that “there are likely other cooling out 

processes,” and that “students' educational ambitions are malleable and shaped by multiple 

individual, familial, and institutional practices throughout the early college years” (98-99). 

 Basic Writing teachers have also failed to account for confounding factors in their 

pedagogical responses to student needs because we do not work in an “erotic” vacuum. Student 

desires, desires which exist across Maslow’s hierarchy (N.B. the Rhesus Macaques) but are felt 

simultaneously, are the source of motivation, as Maslow’s title indicates. Eros is endemic 

because it motivates all conscious actors towards satiation of a need. Only within a framework 

that accounts for the complex psycho/sociological web of needs are actions understood. So, it is 

insufficient to say that some Basic Writing students come from poor backgrounds or didn’t have 

access to a quality education. “Cooling out” and “warming up” are value-laced euphemisms from 

those who have succeeded in the academic arena, euphemisms that might better be understood as 

an adjustment of desire based on material conditions that produce various needs. Ultimately, this 
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dissertation seeks to create material conditions within the academy by giving access to a plurality 

of philosophies and worldviews that function as agencies that might be employed more 

powerfully towards diverse ends. Those philosophies as agencies in turn create a fecund 

landscape for Basic Writing scholars to produce new, effective texts that generate pedagogies to 

holistically serve basic writers specifically but all writers in general based on their unique 

material conditions. This is a lofty and complicated task, but it can be approached in pieces. 

First, the specific material conditions of present-day basic writers deserve explicit 

attention. When we focus only on the abstract or the long term, we lose touch with the very non-

hypothetical reality in which our students, their families, and their potential employers live. This 

section comes from the forces I have always felt pulling me in different directions as a teacher, 

the demiurgic desires of the different groups present in my classroom, whether they be students, 

avatars of the economy, or administrative eyes panopticonically present in the ceiling. 

Second, to address these contradictions we must do two things. Initially, we have to 

contextualize them within Basic Writing scholarship in general, as I am not the first to see (nor 

am I he of clearest vision) these issues. Part of this contextualization is a demonstration of the 

inherent materialism (as in the philosophy, not the preconditional description of capitalist 

participants) within Basic Writing scholarship. Next, we must turn to the methodology that can 

resolve these contradictions: dramatism. Given that I submitted myself to a PhD program largely 

to help with problems beyond my ken, I don’t dare offer my own system for analysis; rather I 

seek to contextualize the goals of Basic Writing scholars as a constitution and then turn to 

dramatism as a way of getting beyond constitutionally imposed limitations.  

Harker’s 2015 book The Lure of Literacy takes up the issue of constitutional limitations, 

albeit in slightly different terms. He takes to task the “abstractions, vague definitions, and 
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assumptions that allow literacy myths to maintain such a strong hold on post-secondary English 

instruction” (112). Harker is correct that literacy (or, in our terms, moving the “basic writer” into 

the “writer” category) is an insufficient means of achieving the just ends for which its advocates 

ostensibly work. But we differ in our understanding of the motivation behind this ridiculous 

demand on literacy. Harker sees the problem externally, with those outside and, in terms of the 

educational hierocracy, above composition scholars perpetuating harmful myths in accord with 

cultural myths about literacy. He addresses Stanley Fish’s “What Should Colleges Teach?” 

where Fish implies (or nearly states) that students are “lacking the ability to think analytically or 

abstractly about the world” (Harker 124). From this viewpoint or from my economic viewpoint, 

it’s easy to see how Basic Writing scholars might be compelled to outline grand political 

statements to help resist this cultural pressure and how asking less, or at least making more 

specific demands, of literacy might make pedagogies more efficacious. 

While Harker’s work addresses the failings of the literacy conversation by ultimately 

imagining a pedagogy based on materialism (118), idealism (120), pragmatism (123), and 

realism (125)2, this dissertation demonstrates and addresses the primacy of the materialistic 

worldview within Basic Writing. Harker’s work demonstrates an awareness of different 

worldviews and incorporates those worldviews into a literacy focused pedagogy. Still, while I 

agree with Harker that we ask too much of literacy, if all we ask of ourselves is to teach a more 

narrowly defined literacy, then we ask too little of the intellectual heirs of the rhetorical tradition. 

While Fish is busy prodding us to “save the world on our own time,” it is important to remember 

that if we were all Fish, we’d always be in schools, safe from the harsh economic realities of the 

 
2 These are the philosophical schools tied to the dramatistic terms Harker expresses in the closing chapter 

of his book. They are not the vocabulary he uses to describe these sections, nor does he rely on the pentad as my 

analysis might, without comment, imply. 
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untenured. The world needs saving, and I think dramatism can save it. Does that seem too grand 

a claim? Let me go one step further: we are not in a literacy crisis; we are in a truth crisis. Our 

nepenthe is a dynamic, deeply philosophically rooted, and deceptively complex marriage of 

worldviews that, ultimately, is both teachable in the composition classroom and actionable in the 

general public. The students situated to help us become these greater humans are students called 

basic writers, and our method of analysis, our means of empathy, our rhetorical key, is 

dramatism.  

But before we can talk about a solution, we must carefully articulate a problem. I say “a 

problem” because this dissertation is concerned with a narrow segment of scholarship and 

worldview that limits its impact: materialism. The first task is to prove the claim that Basic 

Writing scholarship does depend, in name if not in practice, on a materialistic worldview. 

Having  demonstrated Basic Writing scholarship’s reliance on materialism as a totalizing world 

view, our next task is to show dramatism’s ability to articulate problems by bringing it to bear on 

a seminal (functionally if not chronologically) work, David Bartholomae’s “The Tidy House: 

Basic Writing in the American Classroom.” This text is excellent, a masterpiece really, but for all 

its brilliance it is limited by its necessity to take a position based on materialism, and so it falls 

into the same grand and unsubstantiated claims about literacy that Harker critiques. It is 

important to note that the failures of materialism (or Bartholomae’s idealistic materialism, to be 

more accurate) or not inherent in materialism but are failures of a fixed worldview that can only 

account for, not participate in, conflicting worldviews. 

Finally, we will find ourselves with a new set of tools to imagine new pedagogies. I will 

offer some ideas of what these might look like, ideas that will, in fact, not themselves be new but 

will have a newfound philosophical foundation on which to stand more firmly. Freed from the 
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limitations of a distinct and rigid worldview, a dramatistic foundation for pedagogy informs, 

justifies, and enables our actions both past and future. If it all seems grandiose or self-important, 

at least I don’t take as my explicit purpose to end all conflict through the improvement of 

language, as Burke did. That claim I save for my classroom. 

1.1 Wag the Dog Part One: The Needs of the Market 

That material conditions deserve attention is an uncomplicated claim within the context 

of Basic Writing scholarship, an area where the socioeconomically disenfranchised and the 

academically abused have been at the heart. Despite attention to the complex (if differently 

expressed) discourses of these communities, when we look at material conditions, it is easy to 

assume we mean only economic conditions, and for Basic Writing scholarship to address 

economic conditions means that it must be concerned with economic outputs. Viewing basic 

writers in this lens implicitly relies on an acceptance of the idea of “human capital” and of the 

university as an additional “human capital promoting institution.”  It’s in this line of thinking that 

Galor et al write that “[t]he process of industrialization fueled by the accumulation of physical 

capital, has raised the interest of landowners in the productivity of the industrial sector and 

brought about a qualitative change in landowners’ attitudes towards education reforms (144).” 

This reduction of humanity and of education to economic value is anathema to many critical 

scholars, yet it remains a simple, ubiquitous way of viewing the function of Basic Writing 

teachers: to improve the economic utility and earning power of students. Consider the similarity 

of my focus on the relevance of material conditions for basic writers and this commentary about 

the relationship between education, skills, and human capital: 

In the broadest form, the technology-diffusion models stress the role of education in 

creating the ability to adjust to changing conditions, thereby facilitating the adoption of 



10 

   

 

new technologies. It is conceivable that the direct (static) productive use of skills as well 

as entrepreneurial and scientific skills played a role in catchup industrialization. 

However, in the follower-country context of rapid economic change from outside, basic 

general skills that open up logical thinking to understand the functioning of the world are 

particularly relevant in order to perceive and solve new problems. In this regard, the 

educational reforms that Wilhelm von Humboldt initiated in Prussia in 1808 to advance 

his humanistic educational ideal of an encompassing general education, and to implant 

the ability of rational thinking among the whole population, may be of particular 

relevance. (Becker, Hornung and Woessmann 97) 

The purpose of this article is to look at the relationship between skills-based education and 

economic growth due to the industrial revolution. Countries who led the way in industry, that is 

those that invented industrial techniques, did so without basic-skills-focused education. 

Countries who wished to catch up to already industrialized countries (e.g. Prussia) benefitted by 

adjusting their educational systems to focus on general basic skills for the population, a kind of 

national job training that prepared workers for the different demands of industrial life. 

This economic view reverses the hierarchical ordering of the function of education. 

Instead of education being the means to the end of empowering students, students and their new 

set of skills become the means for powering an economy. This view is so prevalent that it can be 

stated outright when looking at the past to discover fact patterns for the coming technological 

industrial revolution:  

An expansion of access to higher education and the proliferation of multiple types of 

higher education institutions in the United States and Europe produced  a surge in 
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discovery and helped consolidate and accelerate the growth brought about by the 

powerful new technologies. (Penprase 209) 

Penprase further expects the fourth industrial revolution (4IR) will “[extend] the paradigm of 

industrial revolution into a future when many of the elements of what we might consider 

industry—fixed and centralized factories, massive labor forces within large corporations—will 

no longer exist (215).” 

 Penprase writes about struggling workers, global warming, and food shortages from the 

viewpoint of their economic impact. He’s an economist; that’s his job. The problem with a 

singular viewpoint, though, is that economists make education policy recommendations based on 

an uncomplicated, unproblematized view of industrial revolutions, workers, and education. Philp 

writes about the need for governments to “prioritise education in these directions (14),” with 

“these” being directions that serve industry needs but which are not in high demand. In other 

words, the needs of the industry, the demands of progress, are the determining factor in 

education policy rather than the needs of those being educated3.  

When we look with the economist’s eyes, we see a market in need of sufficiently 

educated and skilled workers to power its progress and growth. With those same eyes we see 

“unskilled” workers as wasted capital because they do not fit the narrow demands of the market. 

Remediation, then, is a way of “fixing” what went wrong in high school to increase the crop of 

minds ready to be made useful to the market. The promise of the liberal arts education is burnt 

away on an alter to technological progress. Basic Writing scholars have seen this view in the 

past, worked against it in their own time, and feared its coming (or has-now-come) preeminence. 

 
3 See also Yusuf et al, Hussin, and Xing and Marwala for further instances of this attitude. 
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1.2 Basic Writing Scholars Respond  

One of the best articulations of these fears comes from Brandt’s 1997 piece “The  

Sponsors of Literacy.” Literacy “sponsors” are those who “set the terms for access to literacy 

and wield powerful incentives for compliance and loyalty” and are “delivery systems for the 

economies of literacy” and, finally, “represent the causes into which people's literacy usually 

gets recruited (166-167).” It is obvious that literacy serves economic ends; the vast majority of 

early cuneiform writings were focused on economic ends and lead to the rapid advancement of 

Mesopotamian civilization (Woods 37), and while the uses of writing have expanded greatly, we 

should not expect writing’s inchoate raison d'être to disappear. 

 Brandt articulates a problem that I hope to address here (albeit differently than she does). 

She writes that Basic Writing scholarship generally approaches questions about economics and 

material conditions, but it does so “as generalities” rather than being addressed as “local 

conditions and embodied moments of literacy learning,” and her response to this issue is, first, to 

admit the she cannot escape the generalities entirely, and second, to attempt to “offer a 

conceptual approach that begins to connect literacy as an individual to literacy as an economic 

development” (166). While Brandt’s article was well-received, Basic Writing scholars would 

have done well to pay closer attention to the problem she saw in the late 90s, one of rapidly 

changing literacy standards, literacy’s economic value, the “patronage” model for literacy 

sponsors, and the interplay of material demands and changing definitions of literacy. Brandt also 

identifies, nearer the end of her piece, one of the prime complicating factors for this dissertation: 

“[n]either rich nor powerful enough to sponsor literacy on our own terms, [teachers] serve 

instead as conflicted brokers between literacy’s buyers and sellers (184).” 
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 Generally, politically left-leaning Basic Writing scholars have been loath to engage in 

that position for one reason or another. Haefner, in “Democracy, Pedagogy, and The Personal 

Essay” leads us on an intense, theory driven, informed look at the warrants of pedagogies 

underlying the “personal” essay. It is insightful and graceful and reopens the door to Marx within 

the composition classroom, yet despite doing so, Haefner never mentions anything about 

economics. One could argue it is implied that any mention of Marx carries with it an inherent 

discussion on economics, but Haefner discusses the historical motivations behind the personal 

essay without bringing up the economic pressures (or perhaps we should say those who pressure, 

Brandt’s “sponsors,” the capitalists) that ultimately drive those pedagogies (130) despite nearly 

touching on it in an aside, contrasting the personal essay to administrative texts (133). If we take 

the nod to administrative texts as a nod to writing produced specifically for immediate economic 

ends (as in the process of doing business), then we can see in the text Brandt’s awareness of the 

economic issues and understand their absence as a choice rather than an oversight. Granted, not 

every piece must deal with economic pressures and material conditions, but it isn’t only that 

Haefner selects to ignore the opportunity to talk about material conditions explicitly, it’s that the 

opportunity is so frequently ignored by all Basic Writing scholars. 

 This frequent absence was not always the case, though. In fact, economic stratification is 

the source of the birth of Basic Writing at CUNY. The open admissions policy drove the need for 

a new pedagogy that could account for New York’s diverse students, students who “reflect[ed] 

that city’s intense, troubled version of America” (Shaughnessy 2). When Shaughnessy speaks 

here of diversity, she of course includes in that definition the racial diversity the word usually 

implies. But a more complicated, intersectional, and accurate view of diversity is present here as 

well. Racial diversity produces, via racism, economic diversity. Economic diversity produces, 
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via cost of living, geographical diversity. So economically and racially diverse neighborhoods 

emerge, and linguistic differences are reinforced. Shaughnessy calls these newcomers to 

academia “strangers,” usually from “racial or ethnic enclaves” who were “unacquainted with the 

rules and rituals” and were “unprepared” (3). 

 This is a far cry from the way other Basic Writing scholars describe basic writers. Indeed, 

much scholarship has gone to undoing, or at least complicating, these assumptions and 

observations. But it is important to see Shaughnessy’s goal, her lens, which produces this vision 

of her students: 

They were in college now for one reason: that their lives might be better than their 

parents’, that the lives of their children might be better than theirs so far had been. Just 

how college was to accomplish these changes was not at all clear, but the faith that 

education was one available route to change empowered large numbers of students who 

had already endured twelve years of compulsory schooling to choose to go to college 

when the doors of City University suddenly swung open. (3) 

We need not guess at what Shaughnessy means by “lives might be better.” This is a statement 

about material wealth and the way you work to get it. Nobody who has ever scrubbed public 

toilets at the end of a 10-hour shift has had to wonder if how much money you make or the way 

you make it matters. It does. I’ve recently become a father, and I now understand the 

overwhelming desire to put your child in a better material, economic situation than the one you 

were born into. And I say that as someone from a relatively wealthy home. How much more 

would that desire be present if I had to live as the victim of racial, economic, and linguistic 

prejudice? 
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 Beyond Shaughnessy’s appropriate and understandable concern with her students’ 

economic well-being, we must also consider the attitude of many of her colleagues who, in the 

early 1970s, had no problem assuming that “everyone was going to fail” and that some students 

were “ineducable” (3). While I make no comments on the corporate oligopoly and political 

oligarchy that currently describe our situation, it is fair to say that the public conscience, 

particularly in cities and universities, has moved socially to the left with a better understanding 

of and appreciation for racial, sexual, and linguistic diversity. 

 All this to say we must understand where Shaughnessy is coming from before we begin 

to critique and, eventually, begin to redeem her approach. When we appreciate what 

Shaughnessy was trying to do and what she did in context, we gain the power to shift the “or” of 

the later critiques to an “and.” 

 The shift away from Shaughnessy’s more economic approach to a more 

theoretical/linguistic approach has stirrings in the writings of Rose and Bartholomae in the 80s, 

but it reaches a representatively elegant articulation in Lu’s “Redefining the Legacy of Mina 

Shaughnessy: A Critique of the Politics of Linguistic Innocence.” Lu critiques the “essentialist 

assumption” present in Basic Writing scholarship like (and notably) Errors and Expectations. 

“Essentialism” here construes meaning as something that “precedes and is independent of 

language, which serves merely as a vehicle to communicate that essence” (26). 

 I’ll admit that about seven years ago, when I first read this piece, it threw me for a loop. I 

absolutely hated it. One of my more “enlightened” pieces of marginalia was “oh my God, who 

the hell cares?” The disconnect was that I both lacked anything resembling a classical education 

(my own fault in the age of Wikipedia and online databases) and was dealing with students who 

had very immediate, pressing needs. The three-thousand-year history of philosophy that provided 
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background for Lu’s concerns was a gray generalization to me. I neither understood nor cared 

about essential or non-essential views of reality or language. I grew up and at the time was 

politically right-wing despite both of my parents working in close contact with poor, immigrant 

communities around our home. Until she retired, my mother taught at a Title I school, and I now 

found myself working with students whose material conditions were similar to the ones she 

would have taught there some several years earlier, only I was at a private University, my 

students anxious over their chances of success and mortgage sized debt riding on it. I went to 

Basic Writing scholarship for help teaching my students and found nothing of immediate use. I 

know now that I went looking for the wrong thing in the wrong place, and that forums, listservs, 

and conversations with students and co-workers were likely to yield what I was looking for. The 

journey that frustration sent me on, though, was a useful one, and Lu was my access point. 

 Lu’s Redefining the Legacy of Mina Shaughnessy: A Critique of the Politics of Linguistic 

Innocence is a watershed moment in Basic Writing scholarship. It is the piece where the line 

between political allies and political dissidents was moved. Prior to Lu, the line was between the 

current-traditional, prescriptivist, exclusionary approach of the 60s and 70s and those who 

wanted to open the University. After Lu, the line is re-drawn, this time with Mina Shaughnessy 

split, part of her scholarship on the side of the progressives but her way of writing about 

language and her attitude towards her students on the side of current-traditional rhetoric. Lu’s 

primary claim is that Shaughnessy’s responses to student writing and the changes she suggests 

(or brings about) in her students’ writing don’t consider how change in expression also controls 

what can be expressed. Alteration of expression, even through revision, alters meaning within the 

reviser’s mind concomitantly with the text (29). 
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 I do not want to become too mired in Lu’s work to continue with the main point: 

determining how and why the material conditions of students called basic writers became a 

secondary, tertiary, and eventual duodenary concern. It would be unwise, though, to leave the 

point as it is without acknowledging some of my own biases. From a book on writing from one 

of my favorite authors: 

…the fact is that usage, particularly in writing, is a social matter, a general social 

agreement about how we make ourselves understood. Incoherent syntax, mistaken words, 

misplaced punctuation, all cripple meaning. Ignorance of the rules makes hash of the 

sentences. In written prose, incorrect usage, unless part of a conscious, consistent dialect 

or personal voice, is disastrous. An egregious mistake in usage can invalidate a whole 

story.  

 

How can a reader trust a writer ignorant of the medium she works in? Who can dance to a 

fiddler who plays off key? (15) 

Were we to guess based on Lu’s critique of Shaughnessy whether this author was left or right 

wing, essentialist or non-essentialist in linguistic philosophy, we might expect a traditional, 

conservative author. The book is Steering the Craft by Ursula le Guin. Prior to this passage le 

Guin writes that she “detest[s] the self-righteousness of the correctness bullies, and [she] 

distrust[s] their motives” (15). Many rules are arbitrary, without real justification, and serve as 

tools to segregate people based on race or socioeconomic status, punish outsiders, and ostracize 

difference. Conservative agent provocateurs have used “grammar rules” and “correctness” to 

euphemize racism, yes. Saying a group of people “can’t write” is often a dog-whistle for 

jingoism, yes. I am yet to meet, however, anyone who does not have the tools of the Language of 
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Wider Communication (LWC) say that they would prefer to remain without them. I agree, 

wholeheartedly with Lu, that altering the way students use language will alter their thoughts4, 

and I agree that this is not uncomplicated or politically neutral and must be done with extreme 

care.  

One could argue that Lu’s text and my le Guin quote are not at odds with one another. 

After all, Lu’s commentary on Shaughnessy’s correction of a student’s text indicates that she is 

aware that students have grammatical needs that must be addressed. However, as Lu points out, 

Shaughnessy acknowledges some of what she has marked as “error” might be intentional and 

that changing it might alter meaning. Despite this, Lu believes that this footnoted 

acknowledgement is irrelevant because the way Shaughnessy analyzes the text indicates “the 

sentence is to be tackled ‘grammatically,’ without consideration to stance or point of view” (30). 

I don’t agree that Shaughnessy fails to consider stance or point of view generally in Errors and 

Expectations, but if we take as standard the analysis within a text as the means by which we 

judge its true intent, then by that standard we can say mistakes, for Lu, are expressions of politics 

and worldview, and their removal is a kind of imperialism. 

1.3 Wag the Dog Part Two: The Impossible Dream 

This may seem, and may be, uncharitable. But I believe Lu perfectly articulates an 

impossible standard, one set by Basic Writing scholars in the 80s and 90s, that has wagged-the-

dog of Basic Writing scholarship for the past three decades. Two responses to an anonymous 

student’s writing, Shaughnessy’s and Lu’s, reveal this standard. Granted, stating that a standard 

is impossible doesn’t make it a bad standard. Impossible standards have been the norm for 

 
4 For an example of this shift, see page 442 of Min Zhan Lu’s “From Silence to Words: Writing as 

Struggle” where she contemplates the different functions of the word “class” in different language and rhetorical 

situations. 



19 

   

 

Christian thinking for at least the last 1800 years since Paul’s epistles admonishing Christians to 

be exactly like Christ were canonized (New International Version, Phil. 2.5-6). My complaint 

about this alleged impossibility is more akin to the informal ninety-ninety rule: “The first 90 

percent of the code accounts for the first 90 percent of the development time. The remaining 10 

percent of the code accounts for the other 90 percent of the development time” (Bentley 898). In 

other words, many of the goals we might hope to address in Basic Writing scholarship are areas 

where we might make progress, but we’ve spent a great deal of time on intractable problems 

because of their political or philosophical preeminence. This is all too abstract, though. To 

demonstrate, we’ll look at a student’s writing excerpted from Errors and Expectations three 

different ways. First, a standard, error driven response done by me, though not in a style I would 

ever actually give back to a student. Second, Shaughnessy’s response as it appears in Errors and 

Expectations, and finally, Lu’s response, critiquing Shaugnessy. Each response avoids some 

problems with the previous response, but Lu’s response introduces an irresolvable loop. Here is 

the piece of writing from the student: 

It can be said that my parents have led useful live but that usefulness seems to deteriorate 

when they fond themselves constantly being manipulated for the benefit of one and not 

for the benefit of the community. If they were able to realize that were being manipulate 

successful advancements could of been gained but being that they had no strong political 

awareness their energies were consumed by the politicians who saw personal 

advancements at the expenses of dedicated community workers. And now that my 

parents have taken a leave of absence from community involvement, comes my term to 

participate on worthwhile community activities which well bring about positive results 

and to maintain a level of consciousness in the community so that they will know what 
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policies affect them, and if they don't quite like the results of the policies I'll make sure, if 

its possible, to abolish the ones which hinder progress to ones which well present the 

correct shift in establishing correct legislation or enactments. In order to establish myself 

and my life to revolve around the community I must maintain a level of awareness to 

make sure that I can bring about positive actions and to keep an open mind to the 

problems of the community and to the possible manipulation machinery which is always 

on the watch when progressive leaders or members of the community try to build 

effective activities for the people to participate. (Shaughnessy 197) 

We could imagine multiple responses to this students’ work. First, an error focused response that 

might look something like this: 
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Figure 1 
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This error focused response is something many saw in grade school, but it’s pretty 

useless. It doesn’t teach the student anything about why these marks are there nor does it actually 

engage with the writing. Too, it treats typos and errors as the same thing. 

Shaughnessy responds to this student’s writing by saying the author “could be seen as 

someone who is struggling to develop a language that will enable him to talk analytically, with 

strangers, about the oppression of his parents and his own resolve to work against that 

oppression” (197). She rejects the simple response to “avoid jargon” and instead acknowledges 

the difficulty of the writer’s goal, “to weave personal experience into analytical discourse” (198). 

She believes the student is attempting new forms and, because they are new, doesn’t use them 

naturally or easily. That said, it is a step in the right direction and is a mark of progress. More 

guidance is necessary, yes, but that guidance should be coupled with encouragement because this 

is, ultimately, not a collection of “errors” that needs to be fixed. 

Errors and Expectations provides us with other ideas about how Shaughnessy might have 

responded to this student’s text and its failures. As stated above, an increase in error can be a 

sign of progress if we understand progress as occurring on a “developmental continuum” and 

reject the idea of “absolute rather than developmental standards” that focus exclusively on the 

“elimination of error” (119). Too, individual students have “codes” that a teacher must 

“decipher” rather than “…list[ing], prescriptively, the ways in which the student breaks with the 

conventional code of punctuation” (40) as we did in the example above. Students may also lack 

“motor-mental coordinations” that reflect inexperience more than lack of knowledge (15-16). For 

example, it’s unlikely the author would say his parents “fond” themselves; it’s just that “i” and 

“o” are right next to one another on the keyboard. 
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 Lu sees a serious gap in Shaughnessy’s response, though, wanting to go beyond 

encouragement and improvement: 

I believe that there is another dimension to the teacher's task. As Shaughnessy points out, 

this writer might be "struggling to develop a language that will enable him to talk 

analytically, with strangers, about the oppression of his parents and his own resolve to 

work against that oppression" (197). If what Shaughnessy says of most of her basic 

writers is true of this writer- that he too has "grown up in one of New York's ethnic or 

racial enclaves" (3)- then the "strangers" for whom he writes and whose analytical 

discourse he is struggling to use are "strangers" both in the political and linguistic sense. 

To this writer, these "strangers" are people who already belong to what Shaughnessy calls 

the world of "public transactions- educational, civic, and professional" (125), a world 

which has traditionally excluded people like the writer and his parents. These "strangers" 

enjoy power relationships with the very "politicians" and "manipulation machinery" 

against whom this writer is resolved to fight. In trying to "talk analytically," this writer is 

also learning the "strangers' " way of perceiving people like his parents, such as viewing 

the oppression of his parents and his resolution to work against that oppression with the 

"curiosity and sentimentality of strangers" (197-98). Thus, their "style" might put 

different constraints than the student's home discourse on how this writer re-views "the 

experiences he has in mind" (197). If all of this is so, the teacher ought to acknowledge 

that possibility to the students. 

This is an articulation of Lu’s non-essentialist position, that altering the language conventions 

used to express a message alters the message because the message is not representing a reality 

that exists independently of the message, it is co-creating a reality along with memory, 
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unknowable noumenon, phenomenon, and understanding. By extension, gaining the ability to 

alter a message to adhere to the cultural hegemons’ view of “correctness” inherently alters the 

speaker or writer in ways that align them with the hegemonical worldview. 

 But Shaughnessy does address these concerns to a degree, albeit not in the exact same 

way as Lu. For example, in a discussion on motivation, she writes: 

When we remember the ways in which the  majority society has impinged upon the lives 

of most Basic Writing students and when we recall the student’s distrust of teachers and 

their language, engendered over years of schooling, it is difficult to see how the desire to 

identify with the majority culture, and therefore its public language, could possibly have 

survived into young adulthood. (125) 

Shaughnessy is aware that even desiring to successfully navigate (much less actually 

successfully navigating) language conventions or another discourse community involves 

“identifying with” that group and its culture. Again, desire is endemic to motivation. 

 Lu takes further issue with the way that Shaughnessy refers to the standards of academic 

discourse as “the language of public transactions – educational, civic, and professional” (M.-z. 

Lu, Redefining the Legacy of Mina Shaughnessy: A Critique of the Politics of Linguistic 

Innocence." 35; Shaughnessy 125), claiming that this indicates an unconscious, positive bias for 

academic discourse. Lu frequently cites this section of Errors and Expectations around pages 

120-130, but she doesn’t cite page 126 which speaks directly to these concerns. Shaughnessy 

acknowledges that quality and perceived correctness, the aforementioned bias for academic 

discourse, is an attitude shared by students and one that is wrong, one that her class can help 

undo:  
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When asked to rank a number of passages written in different dialects and registers, 

[students] tend to rank passages written in variant forms of English below the passages 

written in formal English, even when the former is a description by Mark Twain and the 

latter is a passage obscured by officialese. These responses may well be aimed at pleasing 

the teacher. Even so, they reflect at least a deeply ambivalent attitude toward written 

English—when it is said to be good, it usually sounds bad (i.e., wrong-sounding and 

stiff), and when it sounds bad to others, it is usually good (right-sounding and alive). 

(126) 

1.4 Oed’ und leer das Meer/Pragmatics and Utopic Materialism 

While I believe she overstates her case against Shaughnessy, the point Lu is making is a good 

one. Teachers should acknowledge the relationship between language habits and worldview, and 

Lu is also right that this enables education rather than hindering it. As she articulates later, in the 

essay “Conflict and Struggle: The Enemies or Preconditions of Basic Writing,” diversity of 

language and dialect and the correspondingly diverse worldviews of students creates 

opportunities for improved education: 

We also need to gather more oppositional and alternative accounts from a new generation 

of students, those who can speak about the successes and challenges of classrooms which 

recognize the positive uses of conflict and struggle and which teach the process of 

repositioning. (910) 

This gathering of accounts is creating a space for diverse voices, and it is a key part of any 

pedagogy that includes basic writers as part of its target demographic. If Shaughnessy focused 

too little on inclusion and support for diverse voices, it is fairer to assume that is because of the 

context of working at CUNY during the open admissions experiment, not because she had an 
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essentialist view of language. It is possible to focus on writing as a skill and to be concerned with 

the reduction of error and pursuit of Standard Edited English (SEE); one need be a pragmatist 

only, not a rationalist or idealist. 

 The best example of a pragmatic approach to the problem of “error” is Lisa Delpit, who 

also shows some of the ways non-essentialist approaches to language can exacerbate racism and 

prejudice. She addresses the non-essentialist argument made by a fellow educator that it is “the 

difference between Black English and Standard English forms in the use of prepositions, 

conjunctions, and relative pronouns that is the basis for the students’ failures” (64). The claim 

Orr (the science teacher in Delpit’s example) is making is that standard English carries with it 

features that enable it to describe time, distance, and relationships of objects in ways that “Black 

English” does not. In other words, it is exactly the kind of non-essentialist viewpoint that 

language controls worldview that, in the hands of someone wanting an easy explanation for 

academic woes, explains away achievement discrepancies by overemphasizing the role of 

language in cognition. Delpit points out the innumerable other, more likely reasons for the 

achievement gap, like the group of students coming from educational backgrounds with far less 

support and trying something without contextual mathematical knowledge. In other words, the 

students didn’t have all the advantages their wealthier, whiter counterparts did, and yet their 

failure was attributed to the way they spoke and wrote (64). 

 This is not to say that Delpit has an essentialist view of language or that she prefers SEE 

for its alleged merits. She calls explicitly for faculty to “value and make use in the classroom of 

the language and culture children bring from home” (4) and wants teachers to “overcome…the 

narrow and essentially Eurocentric curriculum we provide for our teachers” (180) so that we can 

begin to “know the intellectual legacies of our students” (181). Delpit has faced the same 
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criticism Shaughnessy faces in Lu, claiming that her colleagues “believed it unnecessary – even 

damaging – to teach… students the skills they would need to survive in the larger society” (5). 

Delpit wants to locate the line between something akin to the Sixties Scoop and a position that 

dismisses error as inconsequential or, as Lu does, charges that error reduction according to the 

standards of SEE is so politically complicated that we are obligated to reread unintentional faux 

pas as political declarations.  

Once more to Le Guin for guidance: “[t]o break a rule you have to know the rule. A 

blunder is not a revolution” (15). This is, in part, the position enabled by Delpit’s allowance for a 

focus on error reduction, something we see in the bulk of Shaughnessy’s work. That said:  

Correct usage is not “right,” or incorrectness “wrong,” morally. Correctness isn’t a moral 

issue but a social and political one, often a definition of social class. Correct usage is 

defined by a group of those who speak and write English a certain way, and used as a test 

or shibboleth to form an in-group of those who speak and write English that way and an 

out-group of those who don’t. And guess which group has the power? (Le Guin, Sterring 

the Craft: A Twenty-First Century Guide to Sailing the Sea of Story 14-15) 

Language as shibboleth is the reality that prompts Lu to write as she does. All too often linguistic 

difference is used, as Delpit’s fellow-educator used it, to dismiss as ineducable students who are 

bright and motivated but who face, often alone, the unrepentant tide of racism, classism, and 

sexism.  

 What then is our context? And what is the justification for any critique of Lu if her 

concerns are, 30 years removed, even more relevant than when she first wrote about the potential 

for abuse enabled by essentialism and the politics of linguistic innocence? At the risk of being 

cliché, the problem we find ourselves in is represented by twin linguistic tendencies of Trump, 
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the President of the United States at the time this section was written (April 24, 2020). On the 

one hand, this president represents division over arbitrary rules, a fear of difference, and a false 

sense of superiority, all things enabled by essentialist views of language, what me might call 

linguistic manifest destiny. On the other hand, his twitter account is the seat of poor 

communication, clarity-reducing, unintentional error, and a disdain for the truth. Too, the 

opportunistic relativism of any who defend him based on “values” is a source of constant 

frustration. 

In the hands of bad actors, post-colonial and postmodern concerns with truth claims 

become endorsements of hypocrisy and bad-faith arguments that enable a kind of revisionist 

history not focused on reclamation of untold narratives but on the manufacture of whatever 

narrative suits the moment. This is our public discourse. Alarmists about a literacy crisis were 

right, but they were looking at the wrong end of things. The tempting explanation is that those 

who shape the public discourse are driven by the lowest common denominator among diverse 

discourses. Whatever is easiest to say, whatever makes a soundbite, that is the memetic truth. But 

the reality of public discourse is that certainty and simplification are more harmful than poorly 

crafted language. Because large swaths of Usonian society are fixed in their political beliefs, 

public discourse only aims at exciting existing passions to improve voter turnout. We take for 

granted that opinions are divided, that demographic pandering, voter registration manipulation, 

or gerrymandering are the key to manipulating voting outcomes. It would be sentimental and 

moralizing to say that what we lack is a desire to do the hard work virtuous rhetoric demands, 

but it is true that, regarding language instruction in a classroom including Basic Writers, Lu’s 

and Delpit’s qualms are moral issues. 
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When we give up on essentialist views of language and, by extension, essentialism in 

general, we lose the ability to be absolutely certain. Reality becomes less solid, less knowable, 

and we must constantly negotiate the way forward. So, when Lu argues that “conflict and 

struggle” are the “preconditions” rather than the “enemies” of Basic Writing, we can, allowing 

for a non-essentialist viewpoint, agree that conflict and struggle are inevitable, but two likely 

interpretations of the title emerge. First, we can assume that Lu’s claim is that “Basic Writing” as 

a way of categorizing students is produced by conflict between discourse conventions and power 

structures. This would be in line with Chaney’s and Bigg’s 2004 article “Study of Teacher Error” 

where the authors criticize the common occurrence of resistance to dominant power structures 

being interpreted as lack of skills, intelligence, or willingness to learn. It is also in line with 

Inoue’s “Theorizing Failure” which points out that whenever a teacher, program, or 

administrator sets a standard, deviance from that standard is interpreted as failure, so the failure 

is produced by the standard if we account for the possibility that the standard itself may be 

wrong. Despite this possibility of either party being responsible for failure, it is students who 

carry all the risk.  

The second way of reading the title is that conflict and struggle are the preconditions for 

any meaningful progress in writing, period, and so those who are linguistically in conflict with 

dominant modes of discourse or with standardized codes are positioned to do meaningful writing 

all the time. This makes perfect sense. For any communication to be meaningful, interlocutors 

must differ in some way. Hiveminds need never ask how a constituent member is doing. This 

second interpretation is more in line with Harris’ “Negotiating the Contact Zone.” Harris resists 

the temptation to “romanticize dissent” (35), instead arguing for a place where conflict is 

meaningful because the parties in conflict have some kind of mutual benefit, a reason to be at the 
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negotiating table (39). I contend that perpetual uncertainty produced by nominalism (that is, a 

non-essentialist view of reality) and constrained by pragmatism is this well-negotiated-contact-

zone. Nominalism and pragmatism also represent the seemingly conflicting interests of Lu and 

Delpit, each of whom themselves represent camps into which Basic Writing teachers might 

reasonably fall. Our purpose is not to locate a middle ground but rather to sketch a larger circle, 

one that encompasses both camps. It is with this in mind that we can look both at the general 

concern over the increased disenfranchisement of already disenfranchised students produced by 

enforcing Standard Edited English and the concern of students who want linguistic tools they can 

leverage to their own ends within the existing, real public discourse, not some imagined idealized 

one. 

1.5 Turtles All the Way Down: Inventing Inventions 

To round out this discussion on disenfranchisement, we need to do a version of what 

Bartholomae’s students do in “Inventing the University.” We have to invent the disenfranchised 

student, a task that is difficult given “Basic Writer” and “English Teacher” are definitionally 

antithetical. It is this infinitely mutable student who makes Lu’s task unsolvable. After all, 

perfect similarity has only a single interpretation, whereas difference is an infinity of infinities. 

The disenfranchised, marginalized student is always with us. Understanding how this student has 

been imagined and represented in the past gives us an idea of what Basic Writing scholarship has 

tried to do. This is a task we will return to with more focus later on, but broad strokes will 

provide us sufficient context for our current treatment.  

Delpit’s imagined disenfranchised students are oriented towards work, they are in school 

because they “need technical skills to open doors, but they need to be able to think critically and 

creatively to participate in meaningful and potentially liberating work inside those doors” (18). 
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We shouldn’t mistake what Delpit means by work. She means a job, as implied by the 

surrounding text. In this sense, acculturation is a means by which students gain skills and open 

doors. 

It seems here like Delpit’s means (technical skills) for achieving a worthwhile goal 

(opening doors) are the explicit problem for Lu. Those means produce an acculturation that, in 

its success in opening doors, scrubs white and shifts West the cultural skin of whoever uses 

them. For Lu, it is a question of “allegiance” and one choice involves “complete deracination” 

(Conflict and Struggle: The Enemies of Preconditions of Basic Writing 908). I say “seems” 

because I believe in the potential for a resolution, albeit a shaky one, between these two views5. 

First of all, Delpit is aware of the economic exploitation enabled by a skills-only 

approach. It is why she argues for technical skills within the context of critical thinking: 

Let there be no doubt: a “skilled” minority person who is not also capable of critical 

analysis becomes the trainable, low-level functionary of the dominant society, simply the 

grease that keeps the institutions which orchestrate his or her oppression running 

smoothly. On the other hand, a critical thinker who lacks the “skills” demanded by 

employers and institutions of higher learning can aspire to financial and social status only 

within the disenfranchised underworld. (19) 

This “critical” analysis is, though not explicitly stated, “critical” in the sense of critical theory. 

Delpit clearly distrusts “the dominant society” and the “institutions which orchestrate… 

 
5 I take these two views as representative, but they are not the only two. A third view, that of 

those who are truly and unapologetically essentialist in their language use, exists, but this view is 

not represented in basic writing scholarship despite being a prevalent public attitude. We need 

not address it here at any length. 
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oppression,” and sees the teaching of technical skills as both a means towards economic 

advancement but also as a means of subversion. 

In “The Language of Exclusion,” Mike Rose discusses this skills-based attitude in the 

context of remediation, writing about the “semantic baggage” (354) that comes with a skills-

based view of education. His points out the way claims about “illiteracy” are marks against 

character, not just how well or whether someone reads. But even Rose shares, to a degree the 

view of the economists mentioned in the 4IR discussion, writing that “disciplines change as 

societies needs change” (356). That said, a changing discipline and societies needs are not 

uncomplicated issues. We’ve arrived again at the uncomfortable place Brandt pointed out, as 

“conflicted brokers between buyers and sellers” (184). 

If we take Rose as context, we can understand why Delpit fears that her “purpose will be 

misunderstood” and that “those who subject black and other minority children to day after day of 

isolated, meaningless, drilled ‘subskills’ will think themselves vindicated” (18). This fear mirrors 

le Guin’s hatred of the “correctness bullies,” those grammarian black-hats who discuss 

correctness, error, and skills in ways that point to cognitive deficiency. Much of the work of 

Basic Writing scholars has been to develop strategies for undermining this idea because it is so 

damaging to Basic Writers (and Basic Writing teachers, for that matter). 

 Lu is also concerned with correctness, though. Despite the bulk of her writings focusing 

on how seemingly “liberal” approaches to language instruction inherently rely on essentialist 

views of language, her desire expressed in “Conflict and Struggle” is “to find ways of 

foregrounding conflict and struggle not only in the generation of meaning or authority, but also 

in the teaching of conventions of ‘correctness’ in syntax, spelling, and punctuation, traditionally 

considered the primary focus of Basic Writing instruction” (910). In other words, she takes for 
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granted that some kind of instruction in syntax, spelling, and punctuation is going to be a core 

feature of the Basic Writing classroom, a focus even if not the focus. 

 Lu and Delpit are working towards the same thin line from different directions. Lu sees 

essentialist views of language as perpetuating prejudice and linguistic jingoism whereas Delpit 

wants enough focus on skills within a critical context to allow students to influence the dominant 

discourse community by entering it and as a result altering it with their presence. It is a question 

of access and of control, of representation on multiple fronts. If we take them as dialectical allies 

rather oppositional forces, we begin to imagine a way that discrete instructions in skills 

simultaneously gives access to dominant discourse forms and undermines the hegemony of those 

forms rather than reinforcing them. 

 Bruce Horner provides a useful visual reference point for a version of this idea when he 

talks about moving away from an “archipelago model of linguistic heterogeneity” to a “traffic 

model of linguistic heterogeneity.” Rather than discrete rules governing fixed discourse norms 

that one shuffles through via code switching, writers and speakers carry with them pieces of all 

their discourse forms. How they use those discourse forms and the forms’ relative effectiveness 

fluctuates based on “who happens to be passing through that location at any given time, what 

they bring with them, and how they interact with others passing through that location at the time 

and all that they bring with them” (14-15). By allowing greater attention to time, audience, and 

Kairos, he complicates the idea of teaching “skills” to basic writers because those basic writers 

are actively involved through their writing in the “ongoing and culturally crucial task of 

reworking English and its writing” (16). Our mental model of languages and translingualism is 

vital because it informs our goals for teaching writing. With an archipelago model, we want to 

teach our students the rules on different “islands” so they can plant their feet in one place and use 
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one set of rules correctly. That doesn’t reflect the reality of language usage, though, and is an 

essentialist representation itself: when in Rome, do as the Romans do. If we adopt Horner’s 

traffic model, we teach with the warrant of complex shifting circumstances and norms, and in 

this complexity, we gain a new application of the word “fluidity.” 

Traditionally for writing instruction, “fluidity” refers to the ease with which a person uses 

a single set of discourse conventions, but colloquially metaphors of flow describe complex 

interactions of loose particles, be they cars on a highway, people in a crowd, or drops of water in 

a stream. When basic writers write, they are involved in that complex flowing onto the page as 

much as anyone else. We can and should work to increase their awareness of the difficult mental 

task in which they are engaged, but in acknowledging the complexity of their task and how that 

complexity can produce “error,” we cannot forget that a key piece of this kind of fluidity is the 

discourse of the hegemony. To bring to bear the liberating power of diversity against the 

entrenched hegemony of linguistic jingoism, our “traffic” must flow around and through the 

existing standards of public discourse. 

Horner’s discussion of the traffic model is the inevitable result and apt visual 

representation of an idea enshrined in Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University.” When students 

write, they do so “as a literary critic one day and an experimental psychologist the next, to work 

within fields where the rules governing the presentation of examples or the development of an 

argument are both distinct and, even to a professional, mysterious” (4). Horner’s traffic model 

represents the mysteriousness of these conventions for experts because too much of what is 

happening will be relegated to automatic processes of those who have fluidity, who “know the 

streets” as it were.  



35 

   

 

Bartholomae writes about students engaging in a kind of fiction as a student “dramatizes 

his experience” so that he can write with authority using conventions that are indicative of that 

authority (6). Intuitively this makes more sense than a purely skills-based approach. In this 

model, errors are produced by the unreality of the fiction, a fiction which is unreal because the 

student is unfamiliar with the conventions and the reasons they become conventional. We should 

not begrudge the student these errors or try to directly address them; they will disappear when 

the drama is a reality, when the student is an actual authority, when the audience needs the 

offered instruction rather than pretending to need it in the falsified constraints of the classroom. 

When I first encountered this argument, I felt a similar reaction to my first encounter with 

Lu’s concerns with essentialism: namely that it seemed both unlikely and useless. In the 

following years, though, I began to understand more about how meaning is socially constructed. 

In “‘Inventing the University’ at 25: An Interview with David Bartholomae,” John Schilb coaxes 

out some of the underlying philosophy that I had begun to be able to vaguely trace but which 

remained inexpressible to me. Bartholomae references Edward Said’s 1984 article on the death 

of Foucault, an article Bartholomae says “has been with [him] in one way or another” since it 

was published and “gives [him] a way of saying what [he] wanted to be able to do” (265). 

Perhaps more than any other single piece of writing, Said’s comments on Foucault make the task 

of focusing on skills complicated, and those comments implicate teachers in perpetuating 

injustice should they focus on skills uncritically: 

Instead of seeing everything in culture and society as ultimately emanating from either a 

sort of unchanging Cartesian ego or a heroic solitary artist, Foucault proposed the much 

juster notion that all work, like social life itself, is collective. The principal task therefore 

is to circumvent or break down the ideological biases that prevent us from saying that 
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what enables a doctor to practice medicine or a historian to write history is not mainly a 

set of individual gifts, but an ability to follow rules that are taken for granted as an 

unconscious a priori by all professionals. More than anyone before him Foucault 

specified rules for the rules, and even more impressively, he showed how over long 

periods of time the rules became epistemological enforcers of what (as well as how) 

people thought, lived and spoke. If he was less interested in how the rules could be 

changed it was perhaps because as a first discoverer of their enormously detailed power 

he wanted everyone to be aware of what disciplines, discourses, epistemes, and 

statements were really all about, without illusion. (10) 

If this is the statement that explains what Bartholomae is trying to do, you can understand my 

confusion6. The connection between what we have been discussing and this quote merit point by 

point explication: 

1.5.1 Cartesian Ego 

Instead of seeing everything in culture and society as ultimately emanating from either a 

sort of unchanging Cartesian ego or a heroic solitary artist… 

The beginning asserts that, prior to Foucault, the standard perspective was that the things 

that come out of a culture do so because they are produced by an individual. We see Lu’s anti-

essentialist stance here as well in the word “unchanging.” Rejecting the “Cartesian ego,” the 

cogito ergo sum conclusion (that is treated too often as argument) also prefigures Bartholomae’s 

affinity for the question he frequently asks his first year writing students as “an opening move”: 

 
6 A notable problem not addressed here is the burden of knowledge on low-level instructors, like me, who 

typically deal with Basic Writing students. Appreciation of theory and application of pedagogy remain entrenched 

problems for graduate students who instead opt for a politicotribalist redux. 
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“If existence precedes essence, what is man?” (The Tidy House: Basic Writing in the American 

Curriculum 5). 

This is a very important introductory element because it either is the basis for much of the 

philosophical stance of notable Basic Writing scholars or, at the very least, parallels it. We begin 

from a place that views Cartesian ego and the individual, solitary author not as sources of things 

produced by culture and society, and if we assume (as we should) that “things produced by 

culture” includes essays written by students, grading those essays becomes a means by which 

teachers harm or help students based on their positions in society. This complication 

backgrounds much Basic Writing scholarship and in some cases is the focus of that scholarship. 

Outside of Basic Writing scholarship this attitude is not guaranteed to be the norm (and indeed, it 

sometimes isn’t the norm within the Basic Writing classroom either). That said and in large part 

because of the huge influence of Bartholomae, this introductory phrase implies a stance that can 

be seen in most basic writing scholarship. 

1.5.2 A New Mission 

…Foucault proposed the much juster notion that all work, like social life itself, is 

collective. The principal task therefore is to circumvent or break down the ideological biases 

that prevent us from saying that what enables a doctor to practice medicine or a historian to 

write history is not mainly a set of individual gifts, but an ability to follow rules that are taken for 

granted as an unconscious a priori by all professionals. 

It's easy to trace the thread from the first part of the Said quote on Foucault to this 

second; Basic Writing scholarship has made many of these same points (unsurprising, given the 

relative dominance of continental philosophy within English departments and Bartholomae’s 
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own stance that the full quote expresses what he wants to achieve). When we think about 

language differences in our students in light of the idea that  

1. what we notice as difference we notice because it differs from a norm that is 

comprised of “rules that  

2. are taken for granted as an unconscious a priori,” it  

3. becomes obvious that a key function of Basic Writing scholarship is to make 

conscious that which was previously unconscious for our students, ourselves, and the 

general public.  

Of course, how to do that is another matter entirely. 

1.5.3 Epistemological Enforcers 

More than anyone before him Foucault specified rules for the rules, and even more 

impressively, he showed how over long periods of time the rules became epistemological 

enforcers of what (as well as how) people though, lived and spoke. 

Basic Writing scholars in general resist the role of “enforcer,” but that resistance is 

complicated by the role of teacher, the hierarchical nature of the classroom, and the generally 

undemocratic act of grading an essay according to sometimes arbitrary standards. Haefner’s 

“Democracy, Pedagogy, and the Personal Essay” in particular is concerned with the individuality 

of the essay and treats democratic production of texts is a central theme, so much so that he 

makes it his explicit goal to undo the idea of the essay as a text produced by the individual and to 

transform it so it “can be integrated into a collaborative writing pedagogy” (133). His purpose is 
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to deconstruct or “destabilize” the “unified, coherent first-person singular voice” with the aim of 

showing students that personal essays are “intrinsically collaborative” (133-134).7  

Inoue also addresses the issue directly in “Theorizing Failure in US Writing 

Assessments,” where he claims that  

failure is co-constructed by at least three elements in any writing assessment: the judge; 

the system of codes and the calculations used to determine failure in the assessment (e.g., 

grades, rubrics, ratings, etc.); and the markers in a text or performance that represent the 

students’ writing efforts. The lynchpin in this kind of failure production is the judge, the 

teacher; yet many have shown how teachers and other readers are not reliable in scoring 

or grading. (333) 

He goes on to point out the systemic nature of those evaluations and how they become 

“naturalized” which disorders the purpose of evaluations. Evaluation is used for placement 

within courses, as a means of administering social capital (e.g. grades), as a carrot/stick for 

students, and as a diagnostic tool (Newton 9-10); but if all that is measured is distance from 

dominant discourse norms (that is, Standard Edited English), then the focus of writing instruction 

shifts from teaching writing to reifying the dominant discourse and the corresponding 

worldviews. In this case, the writing teacher is no longer a writing teacher but rather someone 

who uses her ability to recognize deviation from norms as a tool to gatekeep the academy. 

 In the context of Shor and Freire’s “dialogic pedagogy,” this version of evaluation 

reverses the appropriate goals for writing teachers: to liberate students from domination. The 

exchange of information via dialogue in any context either pushes the needle between 

 
7 On page 136 of this essay, Haefner points out that any pedagogy that is not “individualistic usually 

collides with vast institutional conventions, like grading.” The difficulty of maintaining the materialist, social-

constructionist world-view and grading schemas will feature later in this text.  
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domination and liberation toward liberation provided “the object to be known is not an exclusive 

possession of one of the subjects doing the knowing, one of the people in the dialogue” (14). The 

threads between our scholars are clear: Lu’s anti-essentialism, Haefner’s democracy, Shor and 

Freire’s dialogic pedagogy8 all create difficulties for anyone attempting to evaluate essays 

because the act of evaluation is an act that is inherently essentialist, undemocratic, and 

monologic. Based on these concerns, talk about “improving essays” could be interpreted as 

either erasing difference or participating in the production of an unearned sense of linguistic 

superiority. 

1.5.4 Changing the Rules 

If he was less interested in how the rules could be changed it was perhaps because as a 

first discoverer of their enormously detailed power he wanted everyone to be aware of what 

disciplines, discourses, epistemes, and statements were really all about, without illusion. 

This describes the state of Basic Writing scholarship for roughly the past 40 years. The 

goal has been to move from an awareness of the rules to changing the rules or, at the very least, 

diminishing their power in certain places. While it could also be that the reason Foucault was 

less interested in changing these rules is that he felt they were endemic to all social institutions 

and their problems stemmed from their “rule-ness” rather than something within a specific rule, 

such an attitude has not been the hallmark of Basic Writing scholars. The desire to exchange one 

set of rules for another, or at least to disregard a specific set of rules as arbitrary, has persisted as 

evidence of adherence to the generally nominalist worldview, and that is why Delpit is so 

cautious when she talks about teaching skills. She doesn’t want to come across as an enemy of 

 
8 See also: Berlin – “Richard Whately and Current-Traditional Rhetoric;” Brodkey – “The Discourses of 

Difference and Consensus;” Bruffee – “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of Mankind’” and “Kenneth 

A. Bruffee Responds;” Zeigar – “The Personal Essay and Egalitarian Rhetoric” 



41 

   

 

the ideas presented here, as someone opposed to the liberatory goals detailed by Said and 

embodied by so many pedagogical titans, Freire chief among them generally, but Shor, 

Bartholomae, Lu, Horner, Connors, Bizzell, Gleason, Harris, Rose, and Smitherman as well. 

These scholars have a consistent ethical position informed by a materialist interpretation of 

reality, and once that interpretation of reality has been accepted (and, subsequently, the 

nominalist description of power as a network of social interactions) then to differ pedagogically 

is to imply a rejection of a worldview that is part of what signals membership in the subfield of 

basic writing scholars. 

In other words, Basic Writing scholars are inherently revolutionary in their thinking. But 

within their own subfield, that revolutionary consistency creates its own norm. Nobody wants to 

be the “scab” who breaks the “picket line” of pedagogical resistance, especially when 

universities, public attitudes, and “common sense” are loath to accept the most subtle and 

complicated view of language proposed by this cadre of revolutionary-minded scholars. When 

Delpit speaks of her generally white, liberal minded colleagues who feel she is undermining the 

process approach to writing, she is attempting to carve out a space within Basic Writing 

scholarship for her pragmatic worldview. The complicating factor is that her success within 

pedagogical circles could be contributed to either of two factors. Either she has successfully 

carved out a space for herself within Basic Writing scholarship or, and this is the real fear, she 

has just given those who are opposed to the revolutionary mission of Basic Writing scholars the 

argument they need to maintain their essentialist positions without appearing to do so, granting 

them both the appearance of the moral high-ground as well as the comfort of their previously 

held positions. 
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1.6 Pragmatic Concerns: Justifications and Cautionary Tales 

It is useful to note that even the most revolutionary minded thinkers make allowances for 

pragmatic questions within their frameworks. Almost nobody is arguing that we don’t have 

anything to teach our students except for resistance to linguistic methods of domination. If we 

read Delpit generously (and take her seriously when she hedges her statements about wanting to 

challenge dominant power structures) then we can cast her arguments as an attempt to move the 

needle towards pragmatic concerns. Reading Delpit this way allows us to see similarities 

between her and more generally revolutionary focused writers. 

Two quotes from a conversation between Freire and Shor highlight the potential to 

overstate the materialist case and move away from pragmatic concerns. First is Freire’s 

acknowledgement of the need to maintain a degree of power distance between teacher and 

student, to reify the hierarchy via direct action in order to preserve the function of the classroom: 

If for example, someone tries to sabotage the process precisely because the class is 

dialogical and gives them an opportunity to intervene, he or she must be punished. Not 

physically, of course, but prevented from abusing the openness of the class or from 

interfering with the other students and the teacher. (17) 

So, while “the class is dialogical” and intentionally moves towards more democratic creation of 

knowledge, giving students room to speak authoritatively, it is possible to misuse this freedom, 

to “sabotage the process” for the teacher and for all of the students. This is when the teacher’s 

authority, previously intentionally diminished, must be reasserted. Too, this prevents another 

potential failing of the dialogical process: that it turns into condescension in its pursuit of 

acceptance. Shor, speaking about undermining the official curriculum, claims its 

“domination…rests on many things” and that among them is “expert knowledge.” This does 
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present a serious problem: how can an expert have meaningful dialogue with a novice? David 

Bartholomae addresses this issue by saying, “I have a way of talking about the town that is 

‘better’ (and for arbitrary reasons) than [my students]” (Inventing the University 10). But the 

way the Fulbright Lecturer, Executive Council member of the MLA, winner of the CCCC 

Exemplar Award, author of multiple books and dozens of heavily cited articles (Emeritus 

Faculty: David Bartholomae) “way of talking about the town” actually is better because he’s a 

damn good writer and a prodigious scholar. It does not move us into an essentialist camp to say 

so. Freire and Shor deal directly with this as well. 

 The way that Shor and Freire deal with this contradiction is to give the teacher an 

additional task: relearning with the student. Rather than students “absorb[ing] preset 

formulations spoken by the teacher,” teachers should use “dialogue-inquiry” to “rediscover…the 

material with the students” (15). 

 The difficulty here is in drawing the very thin line between the mode that Shor and Freire 

wish to leave, one of absolute authority, and the mode that Bartholomae pines for in his writing, 

one where all utterances and knowledges are treated as entirely equal. For Shor, engaging in 

dialogue-inquiry creates “challenges [that] demystify the teacher’s power, open it up to change. 

They impose humility on the existing order. They invite the students to exercise their own power 

of reconstruction.” Freire hedges though, saying that  

…nevertheless it does not mean that the educator first denies that he or she knows! It 

would be a lie, an hypocrisy. He or she has on the contrary to demonstrate his or her 

competency to the students. Secondly, it does not mean that every time, in every course, in 

every term, the educator changes his or her knowledge about this or that object. No. (15-

16) 
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These concerns are both liberatory (engaging in critical consciousness and revoking essentialist 

viewpoints) and pragmatic, making allowances for the reality of the difference in actual 

intellectual power between a novice and an expert. They challenge the fixed nature of expertise, 

yes, but they don’t deny the obvious: that some people know more than others. 

 Just as the line between the materialist’s anti-essentialist acceptance of student writing 

and the pragmatist’s awareness of differences in agency must be carefully drawn, so too must we 

balance the materialist’s desire to revise history to better describe the value of diverse discourses 

with the pragmatist’s desire to provide economic and social advancement for students. Delpit 

wants to do the latter without undermining the former. 

1.7 Limited Resources 

We don’t want to go as far as economists talking about 4IR do when valuing the market. 

Basic Writing scholars and teachers have a duty to their students to focus on their long-term, 

human needs rather than the market’s immediate, abstract needs. That said, three resource-based 

arguments influence how we go about teaching basic writers. First, teacher attention is limited, 

and a pedagogy that fails to account for that limitation cannot succeed. Second, many students 

are interested in acquiring language skills for the express purpose of making themselves more 

valuable to the market, and while students cannot determine policy in the classroom, it would be 

untoward to dismiss their desires. Finally, the money students borrow to pay for college is best 

treated not as a lump sum shared by a generation, but rather as an investment by an individual. 

This view complicates the relationship between student, teacher, and university. We can think of 

our relationship with our students as mediated by the University and the burden of debt incurred 

by our students a moral issue for the university instead of us. But that line of thinking only works 

insofar as we limit our moral field to the systemic. An individual invests money to participate in 
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our classes, where we, as individuals, are the professors of record. It is our materials, our 

processes, our pedagogies which determine what their effort will produce, but whether it is 

valuable or not, whether it is good or not, we still, as individuals, get paid by our students 

through their debt. To say that other people take unfair portions of that debt as their own capital 

is to irresponsibly pass the buck. If our pedagogy is motivated by arguments rooted in morality, 

then we cannot abandon honesty as a virtue simply because it is useful.  

It would be convenient to say that the issue is purely systemic because then we are 

victims of an abusive system as well, and our efforts towards change are limited to the abstract 

field of top-down policy. If we limit the field of action to a field where we lack any agency, then 

we absolve ourselves of any moral responsibility for the systemic issues that plague our students. 

But of course, every system is comprised of people and their beliefs. That line of thinking didn’t 

work well for Eichmann either. 

1.7.1 Teacher Attention 

In the introduction to Errors and Expectations, Shaughnessy traces the thought process of 

a hypothetical teacher receiving poorly written papers for the first time, not knowing what to do, 

and struggling with the complexity of errors that resist definition because they are the product of 

multiple influences. She quickly touches on many of the problems that have, for me, defined 

Basic Writing scholarship: students’ lack of investment and their sense of humiliation at not 

“knowing English,” the politics of determining what is “standard” and the use of language norms 

to exclude students from the dominant discourse community, and the utility of Standard Written 

English as the language of public discourse. She also notes that one of the economic realities of 

communication is that both parties want to input as little energy as possible, that is, speakers or 

writers want to say things quickly and without effort, and listeners or readers want to understand 
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at a first passing (9-11). It’s as if Shaughnessy is asking us to imagine listeners/readers as 

“buyers” of information, which implies that she accepts her students must adopt language norms 

imposed by the very powers responsible for so many of their hardships. In this reading, she is not 

too far distant from the 4IR economists who consider the needs of the market first. 

We can read more charitably and, given Shaughnessy’s record as someone focused on 

liberty, access, and acceptance of all students and linguistic norms, understand that she was in 

the same camp as Daniel Lazere when he writes in “Back to Basics” about his  

initiation into left-liberal or radical politics, not through the kind of personal oppression 

experienced by proletarian masses, but through reading, in English and other humanities 

and social science courses, those particular ‘great books’ that constitute their own canon 

of rebellion and skepticism. (14) 

While it may be the case that certain attitudes are expressed in and imposed through the 

acquisition of a given discourse form, it is by no means clear which politics are the inevitable 

result of any discourse form. In other words, just because SWE is a tool used to dismiss and 

exclude minorities does not mean that adoption of SWE necessarily imparts those values. It is 

ironic that all the critiques penned by Basic Writing scholars about the shift in politics resulting 

from an acquisition of SWE are written in SWE and, despite this, their authors have not 

succumbed to the alleged bias produced by that discourse norm. Surely there is room for a 

critical pedagogy that gives students access to SWE as a discourse form without obliterating their 

respect for their languages of nurture or imposing the view held by those who dominate the 

hierarchy. 

 What that space is, or indeed whether it exists, is the subject of much of this dissertation, 

but if we assume for a moment that it does exist, if we imagine an ideal world where that 
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pedagogy is fully known, the lesson plans drawn out, the methods clear, we still would have a 

serious problem: teacher attention. 

 The work that Shaughnessy did was herculean, reviewing hundreds of essays with 

consistently insightful analysis. This is one of the overlooked factors in Basic Writing pedagogy: 

not all teachers will be capable of this kind of analysis or this level of analysis, and beyond that, 

not all teacher will be interested in that amount of work. Shaughnessy was right: people don’t 

want to spend energy when they don’t have to, and if they do have to, they want to spend as little 

as possible. A pedagogy that assumes that teachers will do difficult work for uncertain results is 

thinking too highly of teachers.  

Other Basic Writing scholars have similar expectations, likely because they themselves 

are not lazy. The poststructuralist course outlined by Berlin in 1992 was ambitious but required 

an intimidating reading list before an instructor could be prepared to engage in his dialogic 

pedagogy (26-27). Bartholomae takes seriously his own charge to treat student writing with the 

same attention to detail via literary criticism as Lazere’s “Great Books” (Bartholomae, Teacher 

Teacher: Poirier and Coles on Writing). In “Raciolinguistics,” Smitherman gracefully blends 

literary criticism, jargon from linguistics, African American Language (AAL), and SWE in a 

demonstration of hyperliteracy to call for a pedagogy that examines a connection between 

language and race that she makes apparent both through her arguments and through the act of 

writing in a blended way. 

But who is the Basic Writing teacher? Is it Lazere, Freire, Shor, Bartholomae, Lu, 

Shaughnessy, or Smitherman? Sometimes, but rarely. Often it is an overworked, underpaid, 

English GTA who is doing time as a teacher of Basic Writing before moving up enough on the 

hierarchy to teach “real” classes. The question remains unanswered: “…is that not a great burden 
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to place upon the student and the teacher, and is it a realizable goal for the composition class?” 

(Gray-Rosendale 63) 

1.7.2 Students’ Goals 

In his 2015 piece “Is College Worth It?” Bollig glosses student concerns, pointing out 

they are largely concerned with “return on investment,” rather than the “cultural and civic value 

of higher education” (151). He further points out that the question of the ROI on attending 

college is often fueled by economic crisis, a concern shared implicitly by Brandt and 

Shaughnessy, in the former by calling attention to the question of economic sponsorship and in 

the latter in pointing out students want better lives for their families and children. Bollig initially 

gives us two views of the university, the first as something done for the public good, the second 

an individual investment. While it may be true that the former view is better, the latter view is 

the one held by students. After all, it is their individual investment. 

As Daniel Yankelovich points out in a conversation hosted by the Chronicle of Higher 

Education, whether they know it or not, students who make that investment are buying a 

credential rather than a skill because that’s how employers see it (Are Too Many Students Going 

to College?). Or, as Bollig puts it, “to the extent that contributors explain how college degrees 

produce higher earners, they rely on socialization and social capital to explain college graduates’ 

success” (155). In other words, the reason students come to college is to be socialized or, 

perhaps, acculturated, something that Lu states as a potential fear for students that must be 

acknowledged as a possibility by their teachers. So, what students get by going to college is a 

credit, a credential that says “I have been acculturated, and I am teachable,” but what they want 

is not necessarily the acculturation, rather it is the ends enabled by those means, material wealth. 

But while we can discuss at length what the appropriate goal is for the composition classroom, or 



49 

   

 

while we could participate in the framing of the debate around the best metaphor for articulating 

the utility of the composition classroom for some hypothetical students, the individual 

investment and material risk for students is extremely high, and those factors bear more than 

passing mention. 

1.7.3 Debt 

When visualized, data from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) paints a frightening picture. 

While college tuition has more than doubled since 1985, 

student enrollment has also increased.  These trends 

produce twin pressures, first from the increase in cost and 

second from the increase of supply of college-educated 

workers. This increase in 

cost and apparent 

decrease in value 

may in part explain the drop in overall tuition from 2010 

to 2015, something that holds true not only for the United 

States as a whole (5.4% decrease in enrollment) but also 

for 44 of 50 states individually, including Georgia (5.7%). 

Knowing which students are no longer attending 

college and for what reason is, of course, guesswork. The 

last time the NCES collected data specifically on low-income students and the kind and amount 

of aid they were receiving was published in 2000 but based on data from 1996. While that 
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information is a quarter century old, it’s telling that the average taken for loans in 1996 was 

4,663 dollars when average tuition was a little over 16,000 dollars. 

Of course, these data points alone are only a tiny fraction of the economic picture. Wage 

stagnation, housing costs, the rise of online courses (particularly MOOCs), the gig 

economy...these material conditions create twin moral imperatives, only one of which is 

sufficiently addressed by the bulk of Basic Writing scholarship: the need for long term systemic 

change. But pragmatically, those teaching first year writing (and thus teaching “basic writers”) 

lack the agency to produce that long-term change within the university. We do not lack any 

agency, though, and to focus only on the moral imperative to systemic change is to ignore the 

immediate plight of vulnerable students. 

The question of whether or not college is worth it has, so far, assumed that college would 

be completed. That’s not a safe assumption, though, and given that the economic function of a 

degree is primarily the credential rather than the knowledge, amassing debt and failing to 

complete college is a financial disaster for students. It’s also a disaster that affects students 

unequally. 

Just under a third of all students who enroll in a four-year public institution will no longer 

be enrolled and will not have graduated after six years. Of all students enrolling, black males 

have the lowest completion rate with 49.9% no longer enrolled after six years followed by male 

Hispanic students at 38.7%. Black and Hispanic students were also far more likely to be part-

time or to have mixed enrollment, (Shapiro, Dundar and Huie 11, 21) possibly due to the need to 

maintain employment while in school. While a full explanation of the gap between white or 

Asian students and black or Hispanic students is far beyond the scope of this dissertation, the 
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obvious culprits of systemic racism, linguistic prejudice, and economic stratification come to 

mind. 

When we think of a specific student enrolling in a four-year University, the importance of 

pragmatic concerns becomes obvious. Let’s take a real student, one we’ll spend a great deal of 

time with later, from “The Tidy House” by David Bartholomae: Quentin Pierce. Let us assume, 

for the sake of our narrative and to match our statistics, that Quentin is a traditional student fresh 

from high school, 18 years old, black, and let us also assume that he has taken out loans to pay 

for his education. What is the cost of failure to him? He will go some tens of thousands of dollars 

into debt; he will lose time he could have been working full time; and he will have acquired debt 

that can only be discharged if he meets the “undue hardship” standard. Even then it may only be 

partially discharged and certainly at a great cost to his credit score (Arnold). With tens of 

thousands of dollars of useless, inescapable debt hanging over him, with his delayed entry into 

the workforce, and with no credential to show, Pierce’s future has been brutalized by the 

academy.9 

We have to teach for the world we live in rather than the one we want, but we have to 

teach against the one we have if we believe it to be unjust. Basic Writing scholars have generally 

agreed that the world, as far as its linguistic prejudices go, is deeply unfair, and the philosophical 

stance of those scholars means that belief is rooted in a materialist interpretation of reality. But 

when we consider a student like Quentin Pierce, when we think of the actual consequences of 

success, much less of failure, and when we think about how giving him the access to the LWC 

 
9 There are many ways of framing this conclusion. This framing adopts a materialist view of reality that 

looks towards systems and conditions as the producers, the agents, of any reality. We could also frame it as the 

explicit goal, that an underclass of uncredentialed workers who must pay off college loans while working at low 

paying jobs creates the opportunity for others to live easier lives. We could say that Pierce’s unwillingness to engage 

with those who would help him earned him his brutal result, that he ignored an opportunity. There are many 

readings, all of which correspond to a different dramatistic term as preeminent. This reading reflects the long-

standing view articulated by Basic Writing scholars. 
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can reduce or even eliminate the economic burden incurred as penalty for attending college, then 

it becomes difficult not to feel conflicting obligations. 

1.7.4 Obligation 1: Count to an Infinity 

John C. Wright’s Eschaton Sequence, a six-part science fiction space epic, addresses the 

difficult problem of morality within the context of an entropy-bounded universe. Much like 

contemporary scientists urge policy makers and titans of industry to take a long view of global 

warming, so too does Wright’s protagonist, Menelaus, believe that all moral decisions must be 

treated within non-entropic contexts. Basic Writing scholars typically operate with this moral 

outlook, working against large forces and hoping that by consistent opposition, individual 

instances of pedagogies that respect students’ rights to their own language will, ultimately, undo 

linguistic essentialism and the unjust hierarchies imposed by humanistic realism10, or, at the very 

least, compositionists won’t be responsible for perpetrating incorrect and immoral viewpoints. 

Treating Basic Writing as an infinite game, our compromise with pedagogies that rely on utility 

rather than ethics is always the wrong choice irrespective of immediate outcome because infinite 

frameworks provide immeasurable counterweight to any immediate sacrifice. This means 

rejecting any classroom practices that undermine the primary mission of ending linguistic 

prejudice.  

The first obligation is to go where knowledge leads us regarding language instruction: 

namely that prescriptivists are incorrect and that people often use prescriptivist notions about 

language to justify prejudice. If we are to treat students’ debt specifically and seriously, though, 

 
10 Two philosophical stances are mentioned here, realism and idealism. Lu notably focuses her critiques on 

issues of linguistic idealism, which she calls “essentialist views of language.” Others, in particular Patricia Bizzell 

and David Bartholomae, are focused on critiques of humanism and realism, though all Basic Writing scholars 

mentioned engage in their critiques from a materialist viewpoint. Because of this, it seems at times that I am writing 

against materialism, but that is merely a byproduct of a longer defense of realism and idealism as part of Burke’s 

Dramatistic Pentad. 
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we should do the same with the materialist concern. The undergirding philosophy of much 

contemporary literary criticism and composition scholarship is founded on a reaction against the 

heroic realism of the Nazis. Alfred Baeumler was the Professor of Pedagogy and Politics in 

Berlin prior to WWII. His seat close to power in pre-Nazi Germany, working directly with 

Alfred Rosenberg, and the fact that he wrote the afterwards to widely circulated editions of 

Nietzsche’s work, casting Nietzsche as a right-wing philosopher (Whyte 172-174) demonstrates 

the alleged relationship between a philosophy of linguistic realism and catastrophic outcomes. 

This is not to say the philosophy of linguistic realism produced those catastrophic outcomes, 

which is a bridge too far, but it both enables and justifies. It is a moral imperative of the highest 

order, then, to avoid enabling or justifying political, social, and cultural movements that devalue 

human life.11  

Inasmuch as continental philosophy is a definable term, the approach is continental, or at 

least decidedly non-analytic. We might characterize the demands of an economic worldview, 

claims about utility, or assertions about clarity as requests that always transmute into a different 

request: devalue your students’ languages of nurture for the benefit of those who oppress them. It 

is no wonder that Basic Writing scholars have a difficult time communicating with 

administrators or the public at large about what they are trying to do; a bear might as well ask a 

migratory bird how she hibernates while flying. 

1.7.5 Obligation 2: Start with One 

The first obligation is theoretical in nature and uses hypotheticals and infinite non-entropic 

time as its conditions. Its advocates do not hold positions of great power, wealth, or influence, 

 
11 Bartholomae and Bizzell both write explicitly about the dangers of the humanistic approach. 

Bartholomae in “The Tidy House” and Bizzell in her book “Polemics” 
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and so it remains untested, the ruler of a small island whose policy decisions are bizarre to 

outsiders. On the other side of the coin of Basic Writing, it is again Lisa Delpit who best defines 

the givens from which we can draw conclusions:  

1. Issues of power are enacted in classrooms. 

2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there is a “culture of power.” 

3. The rules of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of those who 

have power. 

4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly the rules 

of that culture makes acquiring power easier. 

5. Those with power are frequently least aware of—or least willing to acknowledge—its 

existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its existence. 

The first three are by now basic tenets in the literature of the sociology of education, but 

the last two have seldom been addressed. (The Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy 

in Educating Other People's Children 24) 

Of note, this essay was originally published in 1988, the year I was born. Delpit saw fit to 

republish it in 1996 and in 2006, unrevised.  In other words, the silenced dialogue remained 

silent for at least 18 years, and I believe it still remains silent in one of the communities that 

matters most. The essay and the book have received their accolades, surely, but the text’s 

efficacy for anyone outside of Basic Writing circles is, for our purposes, irrelevant. 

 With the exception of the uniquely brilliant Geneva Smitherman, every Basic Writing 

scholar publishes her or his work exclusively in the nuanced tones of the language of power, 

SWE. Indeed, that I can access their work at all indicates their power, that I am permitted and 

even expected to cite it here reifies that power. So, while it may be true publicly and 
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pedagogically that non-entropic, hypothetical states are sufficient grounding for moral action for 

most Basic Writing scholars, in their personal lives, entropy and pragmatism reign. In other 

words, we all die so you better get while the gettin’s good. Or in other other words, “to the 

[teachers], to make much of time.” 

 But perhaps I am too cynical. Delpit does echo the kinder portion of my case, saying that 

“liberals” (who are, as per her definition, philosophically allied with the majority of Basic 

Writing scholars I have mentioned) “seem to act under the assumption that to make any rules or 

expectations explicit is to act against liberal principles, to limit the freedom and autonomy of 

those subjected to the explicitness” (The Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy in Educating 

Other People's Children 25). What she then goes on to describe we could take as a model for 

what can happen in Basic Writing classrooms with materialist, liberally minded Basic Writing 

instructors. In her example, an East Indian man was interviewing for a position where some of 

those interviewing clearly wanted him to do well, but he started to do poorly. Their response was 

unhelpful as they 

became more and more indirect in their questioning, which exacerbated the problems the 

applicant had in performing appropriately. Operating from a different cultural perspective, 

he got fewer and fewer clear clues as to what was expected of him, which ultimately 

resulted in his failure to secure the position. (25-26) 

In this case, egalitarian goals end up preventing an egalitarian end because the desire for an 

egalitarian end prevents those who are already in power from acting as though they have that 

power. Similar abstractions (which we will address specifically below) play out in the practical 

advice of some Basic Writing scholars, but to address these abstractions while assuming good 

will on the part of these Basic Writing scholars and to simultaneously grant them the validity of 
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their well-thought out and deeply held beliefs is to pose a seemingly paradoxical question: How 

can the most philosophically pure and well intentioned Basic Writing scholars teach in a way 

they know potentially results in the devaluation of vulnerable students’ languages of nurture and 

the reification of both unjust power differentials and socioeconomic stratification, each of which 

is exacerbated by linguistic prejudice? The resolution of that paradox is the goal of this 

dissertation, the result of the resolution is a way of seeing from all directions the problems we all 

face. Having thus seen them, we can give them all of their names, and having named them, we 

can begin to move that which has so far resisted us. 

2 ABSTRACTION AND DRAMATISM 

This chapter concerns two things. First, it demonstrates the claim from chapter 1 that Basic 

Writing scholars have a materialist philosophy and lands on David Bartholomae’s work as the 

purest, most uncompromising iteration of that philosophy, one that represents a kind of Basic 

Writing constitutional originalism expressed in the 1974 “Students’ Right to Their Own 

Language” resolution. Second, it proposes Kenneth Burke’s dramatism as an analytical tool to 

complicate existing scholarship in order to resolve the paradox presented in the conclusion of 

chapter 1. Following chapters will apply Burke’s method directly to Bartholomae. 

 We began this project by talking about treating desire as demiurgic, treating—a la 

Hesiod—Eros as an a priori force in the universe. Later, we spoke of the philosophical 

preeminence of certain ideas, either an economic, human-capital approach; or Lu’s non-

essentialist view on language that, in the right (or wrong) scene can create an impossible 

standard. This philosophical preeminence is referred to by Burke as “a kind of lingua Adamica, 

an Edenic ‘pre-language,’ in which the seeds of all philosophic language would be implicit, as in 

the panspermia…that prevailed at the beginnings of the world” (A Grammar of Motives 127). 
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 Several points indicate that, for the field of Basic Writing, the Edenic language is scenic 

preeminence (materialism). First, The 1974 CCCC resolution taken as a constitution; second, the 

number of citations for the early champions of the materialist approach (Shor, Harris, Matsuda, 

Rose, Bizzell, Bartholomae, Lu, Stygall); and finally the birth of the Mestiza consciousness, 

addition of traffic model of linguistic heterogeneity, and ascendancy of the translingual approach 

to writing within the Journal of Basic Writing. We can cast each of these as a pillar of the claim 

or as epochal iterations of the materialist approach, each adapted to its time but stemming from 

demiurgic materialism. 

 After outlining these pillars, I will treat David Bartholomae as a representatively pure 

example of their principles. Though he makes no claims like this about himself, he implies the 

purity by refusing to hedge against the natural conclusions of materialism and by his intense self-

scrutiny. The argument for Burke’s dramatism as our analytical tool comes from Burke himself, 

though it amounts to little more than creating tolerance for paradox. 

2.1 Students’ Right to Their Own Constitution 

In 1974, the CCCC released a statement to their readers about the approved approach to 

teaching students regarding their languages of nurture. The document runs some 60 pages, most 

of which is citations and annotations, and has been amended over the years, being most recently 

reaffirmed in 2014. The statement itself is a list of claims supported by the documents in the 

bibliography. It is, in that sense, not an argument so much as an outline of an argument; 

however, we can analyze its purpose and function as a constitution. It’s important to note as well 

that this is not the only position statement made by the CCCC or similar coalitions. It is the one 

that has the most bearing on Basic Writing as a subfield, though, so it is our natural text. That 
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said, the following complications about the constitutionality of such statements apply broadly. 

The text of the positional statement is as follows: 

We affirm the students' right to their own patterns and varieties of language -- the dialects 

of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they find their own identity and style. 

Language scholars long ago denied that the myth of a standard American dialect has any 

validity. The claim that any one dialect is unacceptable amounts to an attempt of one 

social group to exert its dominance over another. Such a claim leads to false advice for 

speakers and writers, and immoral advice for humans. A nation proud of its diverse 

heritage and its cultural and racial variety will preserve its heritage of dialects. We affirm 

strongly that teachers must have the experiences and training that will enable them to 

respect diversity and uphold the right of students to their own language. 

While it is understandable why this point would be controversial in 1974, it is less so now. 

Diversity has undergone a shift from devil-term and dog-whistle to god-term, to borrow from 

Weaver. While individual attitudes may still hold on to prescriptivist notions of scholastic 

medieval hierarchy, the centuries long shift towards nominalism continues. This shift is 

evidenced by the need in 1974 to justify what now seems a relatively uncontroversial statement 

in theory if not in practice. I seek to describe the statement not to explicate its content but rather 

to outline its function. The stated purpose of the resolution is to create a position statement to 

show teachers “how to respond to the variety in their students’ dialects.” However, the text gives 

no advice for methods of response, rather addressing the attitude of teachers towards linguistic 

diversity. In that regard, it can be said to be methodological, but a more apt definition would be 

to call it constitutional. By defining this as a constitution, we gain a foothold for Burke to 

comment:  
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There is, of course, a sense in which a human Constitution is an act of supererogation. 

Imagine, for instance, an Ideal Constitution for Students that claimed for students the 

"inalienable right to solve all their problems, whatever these might turn out to be." 

Obviously if the student has a problem that he can't solve, he will derive no help from the 

guaranty in his ideal Constitution. And if he has a problem that he can solve, he needs no 

Constitutional guaranty. (A Grammar of Motives 367) 

Of course, the resolution was not aimed at students but at teachers. However, if the teacher is 

unsympathetic to the aims of the resolution, then it is unlikely that she will spend the years 

necessary to go through the relevant research to prove her attitude wrong. As per the section 

describing the resolution, it was “adopted as the policy of the CCCC by a vote of 79-20;” its 

function is not to grant any rights to students because it doesn’t have the authority to do that. Nor 

do English teachers in general have the agency necessary. Further, the resolution has not made it 

so that teachers actually have “the experiences and training that will enable them to respect 

diversity and uphold the right of students to their own language” despite the fact that it “affirm[s] 

strongly that teachers must.” 

 That is not to say the resolution is useless or even unimportant. I merely point out that its 

function is not what it explicitly states its function to be and would further claim this is a feature 

rather than a defect. In functioning as a constitution, one that has as its goal to undermine 

hierarchy while dismissing the minority opinion of dissenters and making a proclamation to 

teachers of English who lack the authority, success, and tenure of its pronouncers, it gains the 

ability to clarify goals. Again, Burke on page 367 of A Grammar of Motives: 

Constitutions are of primary importance in suggesting what coordinates one will think by. 

That is, one cannot "guaranty" a people any rights which future conditions themselves 
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make impracticable; and whatever the limits and resources of liberty in the future may be, 

if they are there, they need no Constitutional guaranty; but Constitutions are important in 

singling out certain directives for special attention, and thus in bringing them more 

clearly to men's consciousness. 

In other words, by attempting to guarantee students’ rights, the resolution clarifies the goals of 

teaching English and makes it an act of negation as much as one of education: do not set up for 

yourselves false dialect-gods. Ironically, it is as if a god has, from atop a mountain, carved into 

stone a commandment obligating atheism. This kind of “atheism,” of course, is the belief 

produced by (or producing) materialism. The materialist12 trajectory is set, and the results can be 

seen in how later scholarship follows the “directives” prescribed. 

 Burke’s statement seems prescient when looking at the resolution. It begins by promising 

something as a “right” which it has no authority to enforce. Granted, neither the Cs nor the 

NCTE is a rights-enforcing body, but that only stands as further evidence of the constitutional, 

direction-indicating nature of the resolution. The first of three fundamental rules of scholars who 

take this as their constitution, then, will be all patterns and varieties of language are valid. 

Any privileging of one pattern or variety over another violates a self-evident truth. This self-

evident truth creates a new obligation, one complicated by the nominalist materialism that 

produced it: we must account for various methods of privileging. The apparent fundamental task 

of the Basic Writing teacher, to alter the writing of the basic writer, seems to be unconstitutional. 

The resolution does offer an alternative, saying that it supports writing that is “clear and 

vigorous,” (12) though it places a great deal of responsibility on teachers of Writing to ensure 

they are familiar enough with the chorus of diverse dialects represented in contemporary 

 
12 It is worth noting that materialism is atomistic in its physical application and nominalist in its ethical 

application. No composition scholars are writing from a scientific materialist standpoint. 
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classrooms to recognize such vague terms as “clear” and “vigorous” in dialects unfamiliar to 

them. Of course, it is entirely possible that altering the writing of the basic writer is not the 

fundamental task of the Basic Writing teacher, that her mission is to instead alter the linguistic 

landscape, to undermine the authority of the principalities, powers, and rulers of the 

prescriptivism of the world, against prejudice in the public consciousness. In this case, she need 

not understand what constitutes clarity and vigor in all dialects as a prerequisite for teaching 

English; rather, she needs only understand that it is her task to see the intent and humanity 

behind her students’ writings and utterances. 

 That runs into our previously stated problem: lack of agency. But the resolution accounts 

for this in its introduction: “The training of most English teachers has concentrated on the 

appreciation and analysis of literature, rather than on an understanding of the nature of 

language…” (2). This section implies that the primary Student Learning Outcome (SLO) should 

be “an understanding of the nature of language.” This understanding includes the relationship 

between surface features and deep structure, or that which typically masquerades as “error” but 

is in fact an expression of meaning. It is here that the second fundamental rule appears: teachers 

should read student writing for the deep structure rather than seeking to “correct” surface 

features. We can see Lu do this with her critique of Shaughnessy’s response to student writing, 

and it becomes easier to understand why she would charge Shaughnessy’s approach as 

representing “the politics of linguistic innocence” because it violates this second fundamental 

rule. What obtains from abandoning this principle is that teachers of Basic Writing students end 

up reinforcing “social attitudes and cultural norms” because “[t]he surface features [of a dialect] 

are recognized as signs of social status” (9).  
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Complicating this matter is an apparent difference between a few Basic Writing scholars 

and the resolution qua constitution. Namely, the resolution indicates deep-structures of language 

are not altered by their surface structures, or at least that the deep-structures are ultimately shared 

between all people: 

All languages are the product of the same instrument, namely, the human brain. It 

follows, then, that all languages and all dialects are essentially the same in their deep 

structure, regardless of how varied the surface structures might be. (This is equal to 

saying that the human brain is the human brain.) And if these hypotheses are true, then all 

controversies over dialect will take on a new dimension. The question will no longer turn 

on language  per se,  but will concern the nature of a society which places great value on 

given surface features of language and proscribes others, for any language or any dialect 

will serve any purpose that its users want it to serve. (12) 

Lu expresses her disagreement with this idea explicitly in the opening paragraph of Redefining:  

The aim of this paper is to critique an essentialist assumption about language that is 

dominant in the teaching of Basic Writing. This assumption holds that the essence of 

meaning precedes and is independent of language, which serves merely as a vehicle to 

communicate that essence. According to this assumption, differences in discourse 

conventions have no effect on the essential meaning communicated. (26) 

Lu’s observation is mirrored by Rose’s critique of the idea of writing as skill rather than body of 

knowledge. When writing is treated as “simply a transcribing skill mastered in early 

development” that truncates its definition, preventing the writing teacher from teaching her 

subject as “a means of defining the self and defining reality…a means of representing and 

contextualizing information…” (348). This oversimplification of writing combined with the 
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“medical deficit model” of students who struggle to write EAE oversimplifies the student as 

well, turning difference into a diagnosis. (One is reminded of the episode of The Twilight Zone 

where Donna Douglas is considered hideous because she doesn’t have a weird squid face). The 

resolution clearly doesn’t support the medical deficit model, and it also stipulates the direct 

relationship between dialect and culture. So, where the resolution and Basic Writing scholars like 

Lu and Rose (among many) differ is in the nature of the crime against students. Does teaching a 

new dialect impinge upon only the culture of the student, or does it affect the deep structure as 

well? Either way, giving students access to the dialect of the LWC is not an unqualified good and 

is, in some cases, bad. While differences between Basic Writing scholars and the resolution 

about the degree of connection between surface features and deep structures are not insignificant 

in themselves, for direction defining purposes it is splitting hairs. The ultimate question is one of 

degree and frequency. How much and how often can students be harmed by the privileging of 

the LWC? 

 The third fundamental rule can be deduced from our discussion of the second, that 

altering dialect also alters either the deep structures or culture of the student and is 

therefore a kind of imperialism. Since students are at least unconsciously aware of this reality, 

some will refuse to abandon their original dialect or add a new dialect to their original, and they 

“may have any number of reasons, some of which may be beyond the school’s right to interfere” 

(8). But of course, if any reasons restrict the school’s right to interfere and the school or teacher 

(or even student, for that matter) has no guaranteed knowledge of those reasons, then any 

interference becomes at least a potential violation of this third fundamental rule. 

 Based on these three fundamental rules, our problem is posed: how do we teach Basic 

Writing when our fundamental rules prevent the existence of the category of students called 
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basic writers or the act of altering their dialects, which, given lack of experience for most who 

teach Basic Writing courses, are often the reason for said categorization? Despite the resolutions 

call to better training for teachers who teach basic writers, the level of knowledge required to 

successfully identify clear, vigorous prose is more suited to the most advanced professors, not 

the adjuncts, GTAs, and novitiates who, by being low in the hierarchical order, teach the FYW 

classes. This has been the case since the adoption of the resolution and continues unabated13. In 

the end, Basic Writing scholars who navigate these three rules and emerge with a means of 

teaching that doesn’t violate the principle of non-contradiction are those who are most successful 

because they provide ideological trepanation for Basic Writing teachers. 

2.2 A Caveat: Notes on Author Bias 

A handful of things have changed since 1974. Namely, the internet has altered public 

discourse. The president of the United States of America is currently threatening Twitter because 

they are enforcing community guidelines against his own calls to violence against citizens 

(Sorkin). We have, in some ways, progressed, and in others we’ve regressed, but we’ve certainly 

transgressed the norms that existed when the resolution was written. Many of its concerns are 

still relevant. That said, the resolution posits that “[t]he need for a written dialect to serve the 

larger, public community has resulted in a general commitment to what may be called ‘edited 

American English,’ that prose which is meant to carry information about our representative 

problems and interests” (8). While it seems convenient that the skillset particular to the authors 

of the resolution is justified by its benefit to the public good, one also must reconsider this 

statement in light of drastic changes to public discourse. Soundbites, memes, deepfakes, 

 
13 While it is not the focus of this dissertation, a number of Basic Writing scholars make direct mention of 

this issue, and others make it their subject matter. It is not absent in the literature, it is just beyond the scope of this 

project. 
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conspiracies, and fake news all participate on relatively equal footing with traditional journalism; 

long form journalism is welcome but rare. Donald Lazere, not to be confused with Daniel Lazare 

(as I did for years) has focused in his first-year writing (FYW) classes away from what is said 

and more on what is heard. His current FYW book, Thinking Critically about Media and Politics 

refers to itself as “a survival guide for self-defense against manipulation by political, 

commercial, and other varieties of propaganda, as communicated through mass media” (1). He 

was perhaps on the leading edge of this shift in focus, but I suspect the 2016 election and trend of 

digital disinformation will push others to follow suit. If, though, reading and writing are related, 

then the kinds of texts students produce will teach them about the kinds of texts they read. Well-

researched, thorough, fact-checked documents or explorations of linguistic biases (whether those 

of source material or of the student) could well be the ideal essay of the future. Tangential to 

Rose’s claim that writing is its own discipline, the old claim about rhetoric as the “master 

discipline” may have a foothold to return, here. The affordances of revision and deconstruction 

and the safety of the contained rhetorical space of the classroom create ideal conditions for 

practicing propaganda and fake news, a task that could function as an inoculation against those 

same forces. This would move us away from art, of course, but such may be the demands on our 

discursive scene. 

The second major change is the rise of multimodality. Students now compose in a more 

total sense on a regular basis, posting whatever current combination of image/text/video/audio is 

en vogue. Lectures, audiobooks, and podcasts all make reading less necessary than it was in 1974 

if one wants good information. Writing, especially on a computer with a keyboard, is 

increasingly a skill of the professional and creative class. If we want to give our students 

increased class-mobility, as I will later argue that we do, then teaching writing must address 
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contemporary challenges related to how texts are produced and the media platforms that serve as 

the scene of those texts. New demands made by the new norms of public discourse is the first of 

three points made in the resolution I feel merited updating in the 2014 reaffirmation. At that 

point, there was no excuse to ignore the changing climate. 

The second point is that the resolution paradoxically posits no real relationship between 

dialect and reading, relying on students to translate meaning as they read: claiming “dialect itself 

cannot be posited as a reason for a student’s failure to be able to read EAE. That is, dialect itself 

is not an impediment to reading, for the process of reading involves decoding to meaning (deep 

structure), not decoding to an utterance” (9-10). I agree that when a student translates a text into 

her home dialect it is not being read or written incorrectly and that such translations are 

unproblematic. However, the idea that texts will be written in multiple dialects for the benefit of 

students is a flat-out delusion. Too, while it is certainly true that difficulty in reading or writing 

outside of one’s home dialect does not indicate cognitive deficiency, the act of pseudo-

translation does increase cognitive load. We now know that morphosyntactic awareness is one of 

the best predictors of reading comprehension in L2 learners and, we can safely assume, 

influences students reading and writing outside their home dialects as well (Bellocchi, Tobia and 

Bonifacci). Also, dropping the morphological component of that claim, syntactic awareness 

predicts reading comprehension (Deacon and Kieffer). On a more basic level, reading aloud 

improves orthographic mapping in children, resulting in better sight word reading (Ehri). These 

claims all amount to the same general claim, that the ease with which a student reads or writes in 

a given dialect predicts comprehension. But what makes something easy to read or write? 

While common sense would suffice, we need not rely on that alone. Since the mid-80s 

scholars have discussed foreign-language anxiety (FL anxiety), its relationship to self-image and 
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identity (Horowitz), and a resulting poorer than expected performance (Elkhafaifi), all claims 

that fit perfectly within Basic Writing scholarship. FL anxiety and increased cognitive load both 

produce lower performance and likely reinforce one another (Chen and Chang). It is not a stretch 

to assume this applies to the “quasi-foreign” relationship Basic Writing students have with EAE, 

though I’m unaware of any studies that look at this specifically. The argument is simple enough: 

we write deeper texts with fewer errors when we write in a familiar dialect. When we write in an 

unfamiliar dialect or language, we suffer from anxiety and increased cognitive load. This 

explains increased error and a more surface level approach to our given subject. We can 

understand (though not sympathize) with those who Shaughnessy writes about in the 

introduction to Errors and Expectations, the teachers who believe the new, linguistically diverse 

students are cognitively deficient. It’s easy to imagine an A+ student struggling to comprehend 

meaning if asked to interpret writing from an unfamiliar dialect. In other words, dialect is very 

much a barrier to reading in that it increases cognitive load of the reader. This does not mean that 

dialect is a barrier to be erased; but to act as though the relationship does not exist is unwise. I 

say above this position is paradoxical because later in this discussion, the resolution makes this 

claim about reading: 

Reading difficulties may be a result of inadequate vocabulary, problems in perception, 

ignorance of contextual cues that aid in the reading process, lack of familiarity with 

stylistic ordering, interference from the emotional bias of the material, or combinations of 

these. In short, reading is so complicated a process that it provides temptations to people 

who want to offer easy explanations and solutions. (10) 

Each of these potential difficulties is related, either directly or very nearly directly, to dialect by 

the committee’s own definition: 
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A dialect is the variety of language used by a group whose linguistic habit patterns both 

reflect and are determined by shared regional, social, or cultural perspectives. The user of 

a specific dialect employs the phonological (pronunciation), lexical (vocabulary), and 

syntactic patterns (word arrangement) and variations of the given “community.” (5) 

In other words, it isn’t so much that dialect causes difficulties in reading, it’s that dialect causes 

difficulties in reading. Equivocation on “dialect” is the source of the contradiction. 

 Of course, it’s easy to understand why this obvious contradiction would make its way 

into the resolution. It’s too easy to say that if a dialect causes difficulty reading that it must be 

inferior, and the ease of that statement violates the first self-evident truth of the resolution qua 

constitution. Equivocation in a lengthy text separated by several pages is a simple oversight, and 

given the general consistency and well-researched nature of the resolution (it really is a work of 

art), it’s only a little off the mark. 

 That said, a little off the mark amplified by half a century is a lot off the mark. In many 

ways I also fear what the passage of time will do to this dissertation; the writing thereof is 

happening at such a kairotic moment. In addition to the quarantine caused by covid-19 and the 

inability of many in the general public to differentiate between fact and fiction (it isn’t caused by 

5G…) George Floyd was murdered two days ago by four police officers, and protests, riots, and 

continued police brutality dominate the news. This isn’t the first time the brutal murder of a 

black man has prompted this reaction; it isn’t even one of only a few, and it seems naïve to think 

it will be the last. One wonders when, if ever, serious progress against systemic and individual 

racism can be made. Which is why the half century since the resolution is, for our small corner of 

the fight against systemic prejudice, such a big deal.  
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 If teachers of basic writers are to have an impact on undermining the linguistic element of 

systemic prejudice, our method cannot be only to move the cultural attitude writ large; we simply 

lack the agency necessary to convert the English speaking worlds away from their prejudices. 

Instead, as Lisa Delpit consistently argues, we must teach towards a critical consciousness, 

giving students with dialects of nurture other than the dialect of authority access to the dialect of 

authority (even though that is a moving target), so that they can, as Smitherman, the Obamas, 

and Killer Mike do, demonstrate hyperliteracy and gain power by sheer linguistic force. The 

reason this is the only path forward is because we cannot wait for change to come from 

anywhere else. We cannot wait for prejudices to disappear through consistent generalized 

education. We have to, as much as is possible, hand the keys of power to those who can subvert 

corrupt hierarchies from the inside. The titular figure from the 1989 PBS documentary “James 

Baldwin: The Price of the Ticket” says it perfectly:                  

What is it you want me to reconcile myself to? I was born here almost sixty years ago. 

I'm not going to live another sixty years. You always told me it takes time. It has taken 

my father's time, my mother's time. My uncle's time. My brother's and sister's time. My 

niece's and my nephew's time. How much time do you want for your “progress?” 

While the change we seek may ultimately by systemic, the students we teach are not merely (or 

only) cogs in the wheels of that great, terrible system. It is necessary for us to teach in a way that 

empowers individual students to seek their own ends in the present, very flawed sphere of public 

discourse and transaction. 

In 1995, Smitherman writes about why the resolution wasn’t implemented fully, and 

many of her complaints make sense, namely that a conservative turn in public opinion and policy 

undermined efforts towards adoption (24). Smitherman also notes unequal buy in on the part of 
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the NCTE (23), and calls for full adoption by the NCTE on a new resolution qua constitution: 

The CCCC National Language Policy. This new policy calls for even more radical changes, 

namely that all students learn three languages or (we can assume based on Smitherman’s other 

work) at least two dialects and a language. This would include the LWC but also a student’s 

mother tongue and a foreign tongue (26). This second, less well-known constitution has had 25 

years to bear fruit. It has not. 

The inability of these constitutions to deliver on their guarantees and the disagreement 

among major scholars over the political implications of basic pedagogies confound any justice 

for students who are presently the victims of linguistic prejudice. Ironically, the resolutions 

major failing is its inability to resolve. That said, we can still take it as a constitution in the 

Burkean sense of being “important in singling out certain directives for special attention,” 

especially if we consider those three areas of special attention: 

1. all patterns and varieties of language are valid, and 

2. teachers should read student writing for the deep structure rather than seeking to 

“correct” surface features, and finally 

3. altering dialect also alters either the deep structures or culture of the student and is 

therefore a kind of imperialism. 

While the third constitutional guarantee does conflict with the essential claim about meaning 

from the Resolution, Smitherman explains this contradiction by pointing out that the document 

was a compromise between many different people and was authored by many different people. 

While this is, in many ways, a strength that predicts the movement towards collaborative 

composition in recent years, it is perhaps also the source of some weakness, particularly in terms 

of this essential/non-essential divide and the contradictions over dialect. Taken as constitution, 
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the resolution has explanatory power for why certain Basic Writing scholars have been so 

frequently cited and why others have not. Ultimately, adherence to the constitution is a moral 

imperative, and being such the act of adherence predetermines which utterances are acceptable 

and which are not. The acceptance, in spirit and principle if not in letter, of the resolution set the 

tone for Basic Writing scholarship.   

2.3 Titans 

In this (hopefully) brief section it is not my purpose to summarize in any meaningful way the 

works of those I consider to be the “titans” of the Basic Writing world. Rather, I only hope to 

point out my method of selection and to indicate via an extremely cursory summary how they 

align with the three principles laid out by the resolution qua constitution. The Journal of Basic 

Writing is the premier journal for Basic Writing scholarship. While CCC often publishes pieces 

relevant to Basic Writing, it rarely publishes essays specifically addressing Basic Writing issues. 

Other journals, like the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, Teaching English in the Two 

Year College, and the Journal of Teaching Writing obviously publish relevant material. Any 

journal tangentially related to the teaching of English or writing will, of course, have direct 

implications for Basic Writing. That said, I have focused primarily on the Journal of Basic 

Writing because of its obvious, singular focus and because of its association with CUNY, the 

birthplace of contemporary Basic Writing studies. Cheryl Smith and Hope Parisi are the current 

co-chairs and have both published extensively on the subject of Basic Writing and occasionally 

(beyond letters from the editor) within the Journal of Basic Writing. Both scholars are also 

teachers of Basic Writing students, and their work reflects the pragmatic nature of those who are 

“in the trenches,” that is to say they are concerned with methods of improving writing for 

individual students. Smith, in particular, ignores the CCCC resolution’s idea that difficulty in 
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reading and writing are not related to dialect (Interrogating Texts: From Deferent to Efferent and 

Aesthetic Reading Practices). 

 While their respective publications are, in my opinion, both practical and politically 

sound, their mutual impact is likely felt more in how they manage the Journal of Basic Writing 

rather than in what they publish. Some of the board members of the Journal of Basic Writing, 

however, have had more impact via publications than involvement with the board, namely Adler-

Kassner, Gray-Rosendale, Matsuda, and Lunsford. Lunsford’s work is better placed under 

composition than Basic Writing, but apart from that the other board members have specific Basic 

Writing publications that have all had significant impact and which all demonstrate allegiance to 

the three areas of special attention signaled by the resolution qua constitution. Moving outside 

the current board and directors, Ira Shor is notable for his relationship and publications with 

Freire, but beyond that he has published texts specific to Basic Writing independently (notably 

“Critical Pedagogy Is Too Big to Fail” and “Our Apartheid: Writing Instruction and Inequality”) 

that have been frequently cited and are in line with our three foci. We have already discussed Lu 

at length. Bizzell’s “Power, Authority, and Critical Pedagogy” is another titanic publication from 

the Journal of Basic Writing, as is Harris’s “Negotiating the Contact Zone.” We’ll conclude our 

evaluation of adherence to the three rights with Horner and Rose, not because the list will at that 

point be exhaustive but rather because it will have become exhausting and will have, I hope 

served as a representative example. 

 When I say these individuals are “titans” I refer first to how many times their works have 

been cited (identified through Harzing’s “Publish or Perish” program) but also, subjectively, to 

their influence on me. Their representativeness is implied by the measurability of their h or g 

indices, but it is also due to the fact that they treat their subject matter on moral grounds, that is, 
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they are explicitly concerned with the warrants that enable their arguments and so make them 

ideal specimens for our analysis. While some texts have had massive impacts while focusing 

primarily on data and specific pedagogical or programmatic advice (“The Accelerated Learning 

Program: Throwing Open the Gates” being a prime example), space constraints prevent them 

from treating our three rules specifically in a way that promotes useful discussion. In other 

words, it is not fair to say explicit adherence to our three constitutional rules is the only means of 

generating success or having an impact in the field of Basic Writing, but it is to say that it 

certainly helps. What follows is a brief review of the ways in which these authors adhere to our 

three principles in their texts but, importantly, how each hedges at one point or another either 

within the given text or elsewhere. Noting this hedging is not a criticism, but it does indicate the 

specter of our paradoxical moral obligations. Notably absent is David Bartholomae who, in my 

opinion, goes farthest and hedges least. 

For simplicity’s sake, I will refer to each of the principles by shorthand. Rather than rely 

on the too-abstract “rule 1, rule 2” or the too literal full statement, each will be summarized by a 

key word. It should be understood, however, that the key word refers to the full rule as a direct 

metaphor. For the first rule, we will substitute the word “acceptance.” For the second rule, we 

will substitute the word “focus.” For the third rule, we will substitute the phrase “linguistic 

imperialism.” To avoid confusion, when used as direct metaphor, each word will be italicized.  

So, for example, we might say that in “Raciolinguistics, ‘Mis-Education,’ and Language 

Arts Teaching in the 21st Century” that Smitherman indicates her acceptance when she uses 

technical language to define AAL (African American Language) usage conventions as this 

shows the technical, rule bound way that dialect is constructed. She does this again by employing 

AAL rather than relying exclusively on LWC in her own publication. Further, Smitherman 
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indicates the appropriate focus by criticizing a rule governed response to a paper: “Correct your 

grammar and resubmit” (4). She states explicitly her criticism of linguistic imperialism by 

referring to outside research that shows that “culture and identity are intertwined, are indeed 

inextricable” and that “mainstream language attitudes reflect social demands on linguistically 

marginalized speech communities” (7). Of course, it should come as no surprise that Smitherman 

would adhere so closely to the resolution qua constitution given her role in its composition. I use 

Smitherman as an example primarily because she fits so neatly and because unlike every other 

example I will cite (save Bartholomae) she does not directly hedge and is internally consistent. 

One could read her critique of the student’s writing on page four of her essay (“All the LWC 

grammar in the world ain gon make this a good, or even a passable, essay…”) as a kind of 

essentialism that asserts some standard of “good” exists, that it is correlated with “passable,” and 

that it is identifiable by teachers, specifically Smitherman and the readers of this essay. Only 

Bartholomae goes farther in his acceptance and application of the materialist’s warrants, but 

Smitherman is an excellent representative example. 

One final section included in the analyses below is “The Hedge,” which will also appear 

in italics. In that section, I will point out the ways that Basic Writing scholars resist the full 

implications and applications of the three rules.  

2.3.1 Adler-Kassner – “The Dilemma that Still Counts: Basic Writing at a Political 

Crossroads” 

Adler-Kassner is one of the most pragmatically oriented writers in the cadre I have listed below, 

and her work often involves deft summarizing of the positions of prominent scholars in the field, 

demonstrating programmatic gaps in the same way I hope to in this dissertation. That said, she 

still maintains (and reminds her audience for the sake of her ethos) and demonstrates her 



75 

   

 

commitment to acceptance, namely by implying it throughout her analyses with introductory 

elements. For example, in part of her justification for studying error in this piece, she writes 

“[w]hile most writers and readers would agree that there are other dimensions of writing that are 

more important, such as focus, purpose, or rhetorical context...” and praises, again in an 

introductory element the “more rhetorical views of error” (17). 

These introductory elements are crucial reminders that she does not believe that one 

pattern of language is preferable to another; rather, she believes that difference of dialect is a 

rhetorical choice or (we can assume and at the very least) in the instance of someone who has 

access to only one primary dialect, one of rhetorical import. But as all pragmatic arguments are 

based on agency rather than scene, their relegation to introductory elements and dependent 

clauses reveals that perhaps Adler-Kassner is not as fully rooted in materialist views of reality as 

other mainstream Basic Writing scholars are. Of course, no singular ideology holds sway over an 

entire group of people, and Adler-Kassner demonstrates how to walk the line between a different 

worldview and risking excommunication.  

Where Adler-Kassner does rely on the main clause to show her allegiance to the 

materialist constitution is to guide interpretation of her other claims. After providing a literature 

review for defining who “basic writers” are and suggesting further research, she gives us this 

metadiscursive interpretation of the catalogue’s implications:  

The avenues of research outlined above should make it clear we are not advocating a 

return to a drill-and-skill pedagogy that divorces language from context or process. The 

social view of error advocated by Horner and Williams has much to offer basic writing 

scholarship, for it provides a way to unite broad cultural concerns and specific language 

concerns. (20) 
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In this she attempts to unite (or show the potential for union) between materialist and pragmatic 

worldviews, hoping for a kind of grand unified theory. Again, even though this piece is a call to 

reconsider the importance of error, she clarifies her focus after providing her sources, not 

wanting to be interpreted as violating the second rule even as she hedges against it. While I 

believe she is genuine in her clarifications and in her hedging, one could read against the grain 

and interpret some of her metadiscourse as paralepsis.  

The constitutional prohibition against linguistic imperialism is the most important 

because it is where pedagogical advice based on worldview shifts from statements about 

language and its instruction to moral implications. While all the rules are related to one another 

and can be violated in a single act, to violate the other two rules only is to be a bad teacher. To 

violate this rule is to be a bad person, an imperialist, an immoral outsider who need not be 

listened to and can instead be dismissed.  Adler-Kassner takes special care to demonstrate she 

does not violate this rule nor does she advocate for its violation, noting that “error is constructed 

by readers in the academy” (20) and concluding that it is necessary “to strategize about how our 

research agendas can further our stance in political debates.” “What,” she wonders when 

discussing future directions, “about the relationship between [Basic Writing students’] literacies 

and institutional values makes them basic writers” (16). These open-ended questions are 

rhetorically clever because they create spaces for the reader to apply, at will, whatever answers 

absolve the text (and Adler-Kassner) of linguistic imperialism. In that sense, the interpretation 

which is invited by implication (but not requested explicitly) is, morally, the most important part 

of the text. 

The Hedge 
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More than most, though, Adler-Kassner hedges, likely because the hedging is her main point and 

the adherence to the rules is the price of admission for writing about Basic Writing. Were we to 

remove the statements she makes demonstrating her allegiance to the constitution, we could 

summarize her argument in a few paragraphs without much loss of meaning, though it would 

take away from the skilled summary of positions to which she is forced (or chooses) to align 

herself. 

She praises “strategies for teaching grammatical revision” and claims that despite the 

positive “move away from an oversimplified view of correctness” a negative response, that is “a 

reduction of interest in language use,” has emerged (17). While I will write extensively on this 

point later as a piece of the discussion on materialism and scene, it is Adler-Kassner who first 

brought to my attention that “treating error as a cultural construct once again begins to blur 

distinctions between groups of writers” (19). Adler-Kassner is uncomfortable with the resolution 

qua constitution, attempting to stretch it out to create more room for ideas and movements that 

are, inevitably, unconstitutional, but remains bound by its direction setting nature. 

2.3.2 Gray-Rosendale – “Inessential Writings” 

While my claim here functions a bit tautologically (materialism is materialistic), Gray-Rosendale 

opens “Inessential Writings” by extolling the materialist focus of then recent Basic Writing 

scholarship. To extol materialism—especially given her mention of contact zones (43)—implies 

acceptance because materialism is the philosophy of the Burkean scene. The materialist view is 

that the scene not only contains the act but also produces the act, so a dialect or language is 

produced by a given scene and is suited to the scene that produced it. For our purposes, this 

means the view that one language variety is superior to another is antithetical to materialism and 

the value of contact zones. Too, much of the text is given to making more subtle moves to rescue 
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Shaughnessy from charges of essentialism, including pointing out that for Shaughnessy, the 

political environment in which she was writing did not permit her to be as direct as perhaps she 

wished (56). 

Because Gray-Rosendale’s piece is largely about Shaughnessy and is, in that regard, 

metadiscursive in the same way this dissertation often is, she doesn’t focus on advice for 

teachers’ focus. Focus is often given short shrift due to its close relation to the prior rule (if a, 

then b, therefore reification of a is sufficient to imply b). That said, it does make a direct 

appearance in this piece, and it appears in a strong rhetorical position, highlighting Gray-

Rosendale’s adherence to the rule. While much of her writing here is spent in the philosophical 

milieu and the recontextualizing of key terms, in the final two paragraphs she makes two related 

claims, beginning with the slanted rhetorical litotes: “interestingly,” where she likely intends us 

to read, “told you so.” First, she points out that Shaughnessy believes that Basic Writing teachers 

need to tolerate alternative metaphors and methods within their students’ writings, namely those 

centered around conflict, and second that she points out directly that error is a rhetorical concept 

(72). All this is a piece of Shaughnessy’s larger pedagogical puzzle, but Gray-Rosendale brings it 

up to show that Shaughnessy did indeed align with the focus on teaching towards deep structure. 

Given the thrust of this piece is a full-throated defense of Shaughnessy against attacks which 

Gray-Rosendale believes are based on misunderstandings of Shaughnessy, we can assume that 

when she argues for a position Shaughnessy held, she also holds that position. The final point in 

her defense of Shaughnessy is that, in defining error as rhetorical concept, she cites Bartholomae. 

Any proposed alignment between Bartholomae and a given scholar is a proposition of adherence 

to the rules given Bartholomae’s instantiation of our three principles.  
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But the general claim of alignment with Bartholomae is not really enough to demonstrate 

full allegiance, and what Gray-Rosendale does to demonstrate her aversion to linguistic 

imperialism is at once subtle and bold. In one sense, “Inessential Writings” is a critique of the 

constitutional principles within the resolution, but she still maintains allegiance to these three 

ideas by questioning how they have been followed. In other words, it is not that she disagrees 

with the principles, it is that she disagrees with their application. For example, she cites Diana 

Fuss’s 1989 argument pointing out the dialectical relationship between essentialism and 

constructionism (Gray-Rosendale 50-51; Fuss 62), which would negate Lu’s absolute claim of 

Shaughnessy’s essential view of language, a view I adhere to in my previous interpretation of 

Shaughnessy’s work (see section 1.4). While a less essential interpretation of essence allows for 

its construction and, therefore, presence-as-phenomena within constructionist (that is, 

materialist) worldviews, it reifies the third rule by a different route. If essence is both real and 

constructed, then the stakes are even higher when altering the vehicle (language) with which we 

construct that essence. 

She also, while claiming Shaughnessy was revolutionary given the political and social 

restraints of the time, does point out that “Shaughnessy certainly does not concentrate a great 

deal of attention on the problematic assumptions of academic discourse altogether, its multiple 

internal contradictions and variations, or radical overthrow of remedial programs” (58). The 

inclusion of “radical overthrow” here is ambivalent. On the one hand, part of Gray-Rosendale’s 

analysis allows for an unironic interpretation of this line. On the other hand, part of her defense 

of Shaughnessy includes the charge, that “Lu and her supporters’ desire for a mestiza 

consciousness itself appeared ‘naïve14’” (Gray-Rosendale 44; Laurence et al 884). If we take this 

 
14 While Rondinone does make mention of naïveté on page 844, the direct charge of being naïve comes 

from Barbara Gleason. 
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assertion the second way, as tongue-in-cheek poke at “Lu and her supporters,” then we could go 

as far as to interpret Gray-Rosendale as saying that Lu’s critiques of Shaughnessy are pieced 

together by “problematic assumptions of academic discourse” and that they are full of “multiple 

internal contradictions and variations.” While the list doesn’t lend itself to that interpretation 

grammatically, the tone produced by the inclusion of “radical overthrow” does. Of course, it 

could also be that Gray-Rosendale simply agrees that academic discourse is a complicated beast 

with problematic political implications that may, as she believes Lu wishes to do, make radical 

overthrow both morally necessary and possible in the new political scene. 

The Hedge 

This entire piece is, notwithstanding the above analysis, a hedge against the general thrust of the 

argument against Shaughnessy. It calls for a gentler, subtler approach to non-essentialist work. If 

we take the attitude of the pieces that Gray-Rosendale cites as likely indicators of her attitude 

towards the matter, then we get a sense that she is saying as much as she can, chipping away at 

the constraints of the three rules of the resolution qua constitution. In many ways, where Basic 

Writing scholars tend to hedge is exclusive to the third rule, and Gray-Rosendale is likely no 

exception.15 

2.3.3 Matsuda – “Basic Writing and Second Language Writers: Toward an Inclusive 

Definition;” Rose – “The Language of Exclusion” 

In Matsuda, we find a common problem of defining “basic writer” at all. This is not new, but it is 

the furthest upstream iteration of our first rule and is where the most ardent supporters of 

acceptance find themselves looking at one point or another. Because context and expectation 

play a role in defining basic writer, the validity of the utterance is not determined by an essential 

 
15 Though Rondinone is an exception, as he takes explicit issue with the second rule as well. 
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rule of clarity but, rather, by the scenic conditions of that utterance. As with many Basic Writing 

scholars, this rule is most present implicitly as a warrant behind the writing itself. This piece is a 

response to lack of attention on what Matsuda calls Generation 1.5 students, noting that “the 

amount of attention given to them in the field of Basic Writing has been, as I will show, rather 

scant” (68). While that has certainly changed in the years since 2003, it was surprising even then 

given Shaughnessy’s claim that students with non-SWE dialects of nurture had a “quasi-foreign” 

relationship with the dialect of power. That said, in writing this piece Matsuda achieved his goal 

of refocusing Basic Writing from exclusively a dialect issue to one that considered Generation 

1.5 and L2 students as well. 

 Matsuda is also concerned with systemic issues within Basic Writing and, to his credit, 

acknowledges the need for increased training for teachers. This training was and is necessary 

because the imagined division of labor between Basic Writing teachers and, as Matsuda calls 

them, “ESL” teachers bears little resemblance to the reality. L2 students are in Basic Writing 

classrooms. While he wants us to move towards this inclusive definition, how we are to define 

L2 and Basic Writing students together is unclear. That inclusive definition remains an important 

goal, though, as our classrooms are certainly not getting less diverse.  

There is an implication in Matsuda’s assumption that Basic Writing and L2 will continue 

to be lumped together in the same classroom and seen as having the same issues that goes hand 

in hand with Mike Rose’s “The Language of Exclusion.” Rose writes that writing is “central to 

the shaping and directing of certain modes of cognition, is a means of representing and 

contextualizing information (which has enormous political as well as conceptual and archival 

importance), and is an activity that develops over one’s lifetime” (348), noting that the university 

has “specialized reading and writing demands” (353). If we take together a) Rose’s concerns 
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about the moving target of literacy and the need for a discipline specific (not to mention lifelong) 

writing program for the university and b) Matsuda’s belief that the Basic Writing classroom will 

becoming increasingly linguistically and dialectically diverse, then we have two of three pieces 

for the picture of chaos that describes many Basic Writing classrooms. The final piece comes 

from linguistics scholarship regarding teaching academic language to L2 learners.  

Schleppegrell and O’Hallaron’s review of the literature clearly demonstrates that 

successful use of academic language for L2 students requires teachers to have discipline specific 

knowledge and to allow students to use the language patterns specific to their discipline in safe 

contexts. Teachers need a “metalanguage” for talking about the conventions within their own 

discipline, and the task of instructing L2 learners is something that falls on the shoulders of the 

entire academy, not just ESOL teachers (13-14). In other words, the proper focus for Basic 

Writing students in the writing classroom is the use of writing as a unique process, pattern, or 

kind of thinking, and given the need for L2 learners (and, we can say by extension, students with 

dialects of nurture other than the language of power) to learn academic writing within discipline 

specific contexts, and, finally, our expectation of continued diversity of the Basic Writing 

classroom, a focus on correcting surface level errors is not only destined to fail, it is 

fundamentally pointless. This decenters dialect and language acquisition in general and focuses 

instead on hyper-specific disciplinary contexts, something that even native speakers who are not 

Basic Writers need help with. If there is no singular general grammar to teach, then Matsuda’s 

pedagogical advice sidesteps the issue of linguistic imperialism. This side-step is clever because 

one could see the connection between a belief in a generalizable English and an essential dialect 

of English, a single-lane, teachable discourse that amounted to a language of power rather than 

the nominalistic traffic model.  
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The Hedge. 

But while Matsuda does avoid saying that a generalizable, non-discipline-specific dialect 

could be taught, he implies as much, as do the others cited above, by speaking with the 

assumption that language can be, as Rose says, “rich [and] natural” (343). These words are 

meant to be taken connotatively, as the literal definition of “rich” to describe a word is nonsense 

as is the idea of an unnatural word. Beyond onomatopoeia and pre-linguistic grunts, few if any 

words could be said to be natural. What is this metaphor getting at, though? While it may be 

unkind to read too much into casual metaphor choices, it is in these casual choices that unspoken 

attitudes are revealed. “Rich” and “natural” are abstract value judgments, not easily defined. 

They are as difficult to parse for outsiders as the advice to “make this flow,” which usually 

means to vary sentence length and type, specific and concrete advice that is teachable. But 

because Basic Writing scholars generally dislike skill-and-drill or similar task focused 

approaches to teaching something as dynamic and (to use an abstract metaphor) alive as 

language, such countable descriptions are frowned upon. That Basic Writing scholars would 

frown on explicit instruction on certain tasks does not mean that those attitudes don’t find safe 

harbor elsewhere. Rose’s “rich” and “natural” are one such place. 

For Matsuda, he harbors these attitudes in casual phrasing like “in order to address the 

needs…” (83) [emphasis mine]. This seemingly innocuous phrasing implies that L2 learners (or 

Basic Writers in another context) have a lack of something, a gap that is problematic. He 

reiterates this idea in opening with a quote from Errors and Expectations, saying that “[o]ne 

school’s remedial student may be another’s regular or even advanced freshman,” (Shaughnessy 

137; Matsuda 67). The idea of a “regular” student means that students’ abilities can be quantified 

and then averaged. But if language develops and responds to the environment in which the 
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language user finds herself, then one cannot possibly average the ability of students from 

different backgrounds without creating or reifying a de facto standard background, something 

from which students can deviate. The issue is not the scenic expectation, the stratification of 

power, or the misunderstanding of language, but rather the lack of something in the student. 

Once we move outside the realm of Basic Writing scholars to linguists like Schleppegrell and 

O’Hallaron, the materialist warrants have disappeared entirely. They refer without caution to 

varying degrees of “proficiency” and reaffirm their dismissal of concerns of this metaphor early 

on, wanting to get the debate out of the way: 

This means that the language [L2 learners] most need to develop is what is referred to as 

academic language, the language through which school subjects are taught and assessed. 

While researchers debate definitions of academic language and even raise questions 

about the value or utility of this construct (for different perspectives, see, Bunch, 2006; 

Cummins & Man, 2007), the fact that secondary students need to engage with a range of 

registers—oral and written, formal and informal, in a range of subject areas—means that 

second language learning presents great challenges for this population. (Teaching 

Academic Language in L2 Secondary Settings 3-4) 

While as a matter of expediency we shouldn’t expect all concerns to be equally shared by all 

disciplines or treated fully in all discussions, the references here and casual nature of the 

dismissal reveal an explicit attitude that is implicit in Rose and Matsuda: we are aware of but 

unconcerned about these ideas. Ultimately, I share in the pragmatic approach advocated by the 

metaphors used by Rose and the qualifiers used by Matsuda, and I value and apply the 

pedagogical advice laid out by Schleppegrell and O’Hallaron, but those metaphors, qualifiers, 
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and pedagogical admonitions amount to the same thing, hedges on the materialist resolution qua 

constitution’s three guarantees.  

2.3.4 Shor – “Our Apartheid” and “Critical Pedagogy Is Too Big to Fail” 

I find myself pedagogically and morally aligned with much of what Shor writes. Though 

intermittently bombastic, Shor’s writing is always grounded in larger political concerns. He sees 

through the lens of the classroom but always towards the world beyond. Students are not 

temporally bounded by the school but instead pass through it, existing beyond the protean 

moment of graduation. Perhaps because Shor is so focused on the world beyond the classroom, 

his classroom resembles what he hopes for in the world as if he could project the intentional 

erosion of his own power onto the political sphere, the negotiated syllabus the writ of Magna 

Carta Secundus. This negotiated syllabus and, moreover, the contract he talks about in “Critical 

Pedagogy” are practical applications of the ideas of acceptance and focus, and they are precisely 

the kinds of ideas that, were the attached to the Resolution, would animate the document to give 

it power to move towards the lofty goals it contains. 

A difference between Shor and others is the nature of the question he asks about writing. 

Rather than wanting to gift students with the ability to write academic prose, he’d rather gift 

students with the ability to use writing to achieve their own ends. He aligns closely with Rose in 

thinking of writing as its own discipline rather than a service discipline to others. He implies 

acceptance in his devotion to diversity, focus in his admonition to use contracts to grade student 

writing, and goes beyond the mandates of avoiding cultural imperialism by extending the 

mission of the composition classroom to the sociopolitical ecosystem and, in reverse, deriving 

the moral imperatives for the classroom from that sociopolitical ecosystem. In other words, Shor 

is extremely focused on materialist interpretations of reality, hence his view that “career 
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education, the (fake) literacy crisis/back-to-basics movement, and education for 

excellence…[were] actually political campaigns against the egalitarian opening of the 1960s, 

reiterating how the Southern plantocracy tried to close the opening represented by the Civil War” 

(Our Apartheid: Writing Instruction & Inequality 94-95).  

A note and the Hedge.  

To call some of what Shor does in “Critical Pedagogy” a hedge against what he says in 

“Our Apartheid” and elsewhere may seem disingenuous. However, I do not mean to indicate 

here or in any of the other instances of alleged hedging that the authors are internally inconsistent 

or wrong in what they say. Rather, as a means of taking Bartholomae as a paragon of isolated, 

singular focus on materialist interpretations of reality, demonstrating hedging is showing where 

an author affords a more dramatistic approach to her scholarship. This is, ultimately, a position 

for which I will advocate with the added resource of knowing how that dramatistic interpretation 

is acting on scholarship so that it can be used rather than merely being accounted for as potential 

contradiction. 

 Shor’s hedge here, then, oddly places him in alignment with Lisa Delpit despite the two 

referring to archetypes of the other as political enemies. Shor admires that Elbow and 

Danielewicz have their students revise their drafts into SWE (Critical Pedagogy is Too Big to 

Fail 8), acknowledges that his students have diverse ranges of skills and therefore will produce 

drastically variable quality of drafts (11), and compliments Elbow and Danielewicz again by 

calling them “humanists” (16), a move that takes us from the materialist moral realm into one 

centered on the agent. In other words, throughout “Critical Pedagogy” Shor relies on two 

different philosophical groundings depending on the scale at which he is operating. This is an apt 
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use of the respective philosophies, but considering the definitionally totalizing nature of scenic 

preeminence, in our calculus it constitutes a hedge. 

2.3.5 Lu – Conflict and Struggle 

Given our previous brief discussions on Lu and her role in articulating the emerging 

philosophical conflict within Basic Writing, it seems odd at first that she is on this list rather than 

the focus of the dissertation. It is true that she is consistently materialistic in her approach, and 

that her writings more directly apply the principles of the Resolution to their natural conclusions 

than previous scholars. Much of Conflict and Struggle is about focus in particular and the 

undoing of the harm caused by the deracination resulting from aggressive drilling of a single, 

ostensibly correct discourse. Her mission, articulated best by the catalogue of examples she 

reviews from 898-903, is direct opposition to linguistic imperialism in the sense that she hopes to 

call attention to and provide early means for helping students navigate the tension between home 

and school discourses. 

The Hedge.  

Lu hedges primarily in two instances, one broad and the other narrow (and as a result, 

pointed). Broadly, Lu writes using only the most academic of Englishes. While this may not 

seem like a hedge, the kind of formal, dense, stodgy prose in her document and, I must admit, in 

this one, is nobody’s home discourse. While Lu perhaps argues that it is not better than other 

discourse forms and that the mestiza consciousness is her goal, mestiza consciousness should 

play out on the page; otherwise, the power relationship between the competing discourses is 

always skewed against the home discourse. 

As far as hedges go, this one is a generic claim and likely due to the conditions under 

which Lu was writing. To make a bold claim about Shaughnessy, contact zones, and subtle 
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iterations of essentialism and racism, one has to step on as few toes elsewhere as possible. The 

narrower and more particular hedge, though, comes at the very end of Conflict and Struggle 

where Lu writes: 

Most of all, we need to find ways of foregrounding conflict and struggle not only in the 

generation of meaning or authority, but also in the teaching of conventions of 

“correctness” in syntax, spelling, and punctuation, traditionally considered the primary 

focus of Basic Writing Instruction. (910) 

The rest of this text as well as Redefining argue that we should be undoing the authority of 

academic or “standard” language. Here, though, Lu reaffirms that even if “syntax, spelling, and 

punctuation” are not the primary the focus of the Basic Writing classroom, they should at least 

be part of the focus. Much of the pushback Lu received from this piece and Redefining could, I 

believe, have been avoided if this sentiment were placed at the beginning of her essays. We 

might imagine a new title: Softening the Blow of Shaughnessy’s Pedagogical Tactics. 

It is surprising to me and, I’ll admit, a bit jarring that Lu ends here. On the one hand, 

perhaps we can read this hedge as a throwaway line meant to appease readers unsympathetic to 

her case. If that’s true, then Lu is arguably as ideologically pure as Bartholomae regarding scenic 

preeminence. This shared consistency is unsurprising given the relationship between their 

writings, particularly in the shared distaste of Steele’s The Content of our Character. One can 

imagine the conversations behind the writings and see the political camaraderie. But while I 

don’t want to belabor a point too much, it bears mentioning that I do not disagree with Lu’s final 

sentence here, I simply find it out of step with the philosophical allegiance displayed throughout 

the rest of her work. 
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2.3.6 Bizzell – What Happens When Basic Writers Come to College 

The period of the late 80s to the early 90s is one of extremely prescient writing on Basic Writing 

issues. Perhaps because of the philosophical repositioning of the early and mid-80s, this 

following period laid out many of the struggles I seek to address in this dissertation (including 

the central paradox). While the ever prolific and insightful Patricia Bizzell does many useful 

things in this period, two are of particular interest here. 

First, in “Beyond Anti-Foundationalism,” Bizzell speaks about the enemy par excellence 

of the Resolution, E.D. Hirsch16, but instead of spending her time dismantling his arguments 

(though she could and does elsewhere), she criticizes those who have dismantled his arguments 

without offering anything in return. She points out that the composition discipline as a whole has 

turned to a kind of deconstructive philosophical mode in response to the Hirsches of the world 

and in defense of students. We’re going to mention her Hedge here because she does it in a 

compromising sort of way. While generally the hedges of other scholars appear after they make 

their claims, Bizzell’s hedge is logically prior to her other claims. She asserts that  

if no unimpeachable authority and transcendent truth exist, this does not mean that no 

respectable authority and no usable truth exist. Our nostalgia for the self-evident and 

absolute prevents us from accepting as legitimate the authority created by collective 

discursive exchange and its truths as provisionally binding. (665)  

This agreed upon “respectable authority” emerges in later scholarship as various aversions to 

some metaphors (medical-deficit model, skills, sometimes even Basic Writing itself) and a 

preference for others (the mestiza consciousness, the contact zone, the traffic model, and 

 
16 Hirsch’s book Cultural Literacy is an aggressive kind of soft-essentialism that claims the authority to say 

what shared knowledge students should learn to be able to participate meaningfully in the national discourse, going 

as far as to list a set of thousands of terms. It is an attempt to canonize the already entrenched linguistic dominance 

of the elite. 
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translingualism)17. This deconstructive turn and the acceptance of Bizzell’s call (whether tacit or 

focal, it has been accepted) has turned to a debate over metaphor without considering another of 

Bizzell’s warrants, that Bizzell believes that “the academic discourse community is not such a 

stable entity that one can define our teaching problem in terms of how to get student writing to 

approximate a set of well-known and accepted academic models” (662-663). If we take this 

instability of the academic discourse community’s conventions as a given, then we can assume 

whatever metaphor we land upon will apply during its moment of cultural zeitgeist, hence 

Bizzell’s titular exoneration to go “Beyond Anti-Foundationalism.” 

But despite her prescience here, it is a short step to the same problem we still find 

intractable. Following the tradition of metaphor hopping, in “What Happens When Basic Writers 

Come to College” Bizzell lays out some typical metaphors or “approaches” to describing basic 

writers’ difficulties. It could be that the lack of progress she saw from the issues she laid out in 

this text is what motivated “Beyond Anti-Foundationalism” six years later, but that is only a 

guess at an explanation for the apparent conflict between these two pieces. While they may be 

read one after the other, they were not written that way. 

In “What Happens,” Bizzell describes first the “clash among dialect” view of Basic 

Writing (3), but she ultimately prefers the description of Basic Writing students difficulties as 

resulting from “discourse forms” that are used to achieve coherence. This description adheres 

much more closely to the focus principle of the Resolution qua constitution and, in agreement 

with Lu, Bizzell further advocates the idea that “whereas many genres, like the many dialects of 

English, are equally capable of generating complex thoughts, they are not capable of generating 

 
17 One could argue that a preference still exists for a traditional, LWC style of writing within composition 

scholarship in general and Basic Writing scholarship in particular as evidenced by the use of that style in 

publications. Articles that use translingual language rather than merely talking about it are rare. 
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the same complex thoughts” (6). Bizzell’s patience is on show here, as this is the most direct 

endorsement of the linguistic imperialism section of the Resolution, but she does not fall into the 

temptation to make moral arguments early on in the text. It’s easy, of course, to assume that your 

audience will agree that altering the kinds of conclusions someone is capable of reaching by 

means of linguistic imperialism is a bad thing, but to treat as self-evident the moral conclusion is 

to insult and isolate all who need to hear that message. 

Instead of taking this tempting moral road, Bizzell asks three seemingly innocuous 

questions that have very moral undertones and that have become more difficult to answer in the 

past 36 years: “what world-views do basic writers bring to college? What is the new world-view 

demanded in college? And finally, do basic writers have to give up the world-views they bring to 

college in order to learn the new world-view” (8). Of course, the first question needs to be asked 

over and over again. Who basic writers are and what worldviews they carry changes not only 

over time but also between institutions. If knowledge of a student’s worldview is a necessary 

piece of the pedagogical puzzle, which I believe it is, then we need to ask, answer, and re-ask 

this question more frequently. The second question is also a check against prejudice. To 

articulate a worldview one holds is like an anthropologist studying her own culture. It is one 

thing to recognize that your values are the product of a worldview that is constructed by your 

environment rather than true knowledge of noumenal reality; it is quite a different thing to 

behave in such a way that your actions reflect that unseated place. While I don’t advocate for 

valueless approaches to doing anything, I do think a more nuanced self-reflection is suggested 

here by Bizzell. The third question, though, is where we achieve a kind of coherent relationship 

between the questions. While the first two are about imagining worldviews, hopefully 

developing a just and prudent theory of mind about students some might dismiss as 
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“ineducable,” the final question forces us to recognize that teaching new discourse forms and 

treating them as preferable (via grading, the fact the texts we assign are written in that dialect, 

and the fact that many of us use it exclusively in the classroom) is indeed an act of linguistic 

imperialism. She goes on to describe the totalizing nature of the academic worldview (12-13) 

and the difficulties of biculturalism. 

The Hedge 

To escape the trap that Bizzell sets for us (and for herself as an ethically responsible member of 

her academic community), she relies on something that reads, to me, like a begrudging shrug: “It 

could be argued, however, that the home world-view, especially if it is associated with a social 

group of relatively little power, has a better chance of surviving if some who hold allegiance to it 

are also sufficiently familiar with the academic world-view to wield power in the larger society” 

(12). Note the hedging around even this statement: “it could be argued…” Bizzell won’t even 

argue the point herself, merely mention it as a way of dealing with the trap.  

In “Harry Potter and the Methods of Rationality,” my favorite piece of Bayesian-logic-

focused fanfiction (an admittedly slim genre), Draco briefly tortured Harry as revenge for Harry 

demonstrating, via experimentation, that one of Draco’s deeply held beliefs was factually wrong. 

Harry admits that what he did was crueler than the torture inflicted upon him because while the 

pain will subside, Draco can never again adopt an incorrect but familiar worldview that 

connected him to his family. Of course, in the anti-essentialist worldview articulated by most 

Basic Writing scholars, it would be even crueler to force someone into a new mental framework 

that we could not definitively say was better than whatever was being left behind. While Bizzell 

addresses the need to reintroduce hierarchical values in “Beyond Anti-Foundationalism,” the 

whispered hedge here demonstrates how uncomfortable proposing such a standard is for Bizzell. 
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2.3.7 Harris – Negotiating 

Acceptance, Focus, Linguistic Imperialism 

Many years ago, in my first reading of Harris’s “Negotiating the Contact Zone,” I must admit 

that I was extremely unkind. My fundamental misunderstanding was who the audience of the 

piece was. I assumed, incorrectly, that as a teacher of students who I considered (and others 

would certainly consider) to be basic writers, I was the implicit audience of all essays about 

Basic Writing. 

 A better imagined audience for this piece would be Basic Writing scholars, those whose 

ranks I aspire to join but who, ultimately write about what I do. To differentiate between the 

teacher and the scholar is not to say that one person cannot be both, but the distance of the 

scholar allows for a theoretical approach to systems rather than immediate respite desired by the 

teacher. Harris is working with theorists from a theory perspective. Not only is this what he does, 

it is, generally, what all Basic Writing scholars do. Implicit in the theorist’s tool-kit is 

acceptance, focus, and aversion to linguistic imperialism. As a precursor to all but the most 

dishonest engagement with theory is a desire to understand and, beneath that desire, a belief that 

something is worth understanding. The demonstrative ethos of Harris’s adherence to these three 

principles is what he says about himself following his brief history of Basic Writing: “Basically, 

I agree with Lu on all accounts” (34). What bothers him, though, is “the form the debate had 

taken, which reminded [him] of several difficult and polarizing arguments” he’d recently had 

(experienced?) intradepartmentally regarding which courses would be required. His primary 

problem was that nobody had really changed their minds or gained anything from the “contact” 

or “conflict.” 
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 Given that I was in conflict with this piece when I initially read it and given my own then 

political biases and uncharitable reading, I am perhaps less inclined to view the fruits of conflict 

as necessarily born immediately. While Harris fits nicely with our theme of critiquing metaphor, 

he doesn’t commit the same act as others in proposing a new metaphor that will allegedly fix 

things. This is to his credit as is his fair-minded critique that previous metaphors lack the 

directness (perhaps are too distant or too abstracted from the reality) to serve as an end in and of 

themselves. To Harris, valorization and pursuit of conflict, then, is not enough to guarantee the 

beneficial results of that conflict/contact. The “Contact Zone” must be negotiated in a way that 

fosters development. 

The Hedge 

Given the historical and critical nature of this piece, it isn’t altogether a surprise that Harris 

would imply allegiance to the three primary directives of the Resolution qua constitution rather 

than stating them outright. Since he wants to go beyond what the Resolution says, it isn’t enough 

to merely rearticulate its claims. Despite treating the principles as warrants and extolling them as 

a priori virtues of the good scholar or teacher (in one way or another) and despite Harris’s 

alleged agreement with Lu “basically” on all counts, he relies on a kind of essentialism spoken of 

by both Shaughnessy and Delpit. 

 When students lack a clear understanding of what constitutes good writing for their given 

audiences, in our case “in academic situations,” the result is a lack of confidence that produces 

weak writing (Shaughnessy 85). For Shaughnessy, then, clarifying rules for students is a way of 

giving those students confidence, and confidence will result in “better” writing, though what 

constitutes better (articulated in the following pages) is certainly a matter of some debate. How 

this implies an essentialist view of language is made clear by Delpit. 
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 Delpit has five “aspects of power” that she takes as warrants for much of her writing in 

Other People’s Children. Relevant to us are rules four and five: 

4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly the 

rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier. 

5. Those with power are frequently least aware of – or least willing to acknowledge – its 

existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its existence. (24) 

So, Harris hedges after valorizing Lu and conflict when he relies on, as his solution, a vague 

notion of some polyglot, cosmopolitan language where people reach across linguistic boundaries 

to take what they need, a view beyond conflict that “admits of the ways in which we are 

positioned by gender, race, and class, but that also holds out the hope of a more fluid and open 

culture in which we can choose the positions we want to speak from and for” (39). But such 

choices are made in an environment of asymmetrical power. To imagine this new kind of 

language in only a paragraph at the end, to use it as a conclusion without articulating a means of 

its creation implies that it exists in an essential sense. Even in the use of the word cosmopolitan, 

citizen of the world, is a partial rejection of scenic preeminence (materialism) because it takes as 

its adjective the figure of the gentleman scholar, an individual becoming the metaphor to 

describe language practices or, in other words, an essential, Platonic everyman. Harris’s solution 

to the lack of descriptive power of conflict metaphors is a return to agent and, in doing so, 

idealism (ergo essentialism) rejected by Basic Writing scholars including himself. 

2.3.8 Horner – Relocating Basic Writing 

Acceptance, Focus, Linguistic Imperialism 

I enjoy Horner’s “Relocating” because of the fond way he talks about Basic Writing scholarship. 

Given the underdog nature of the discipline itself and its conflicted history, struggle for survival, 
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and attacks from within English departments and from literacy-crisis fear mongers, it is no 

surprise that various versions of the “history” of Basic Writing begin so many articles on Basic 

Writing. Too, given again the materialism that undergirds Basic Writing scholar’s worldviews, it 

is not surprising that each author would feel the need to contextualize her or his statements with 

the scene that constitutes their backgrounds and “sets.” A piece on “relocating” the discipline is 

an important one then. We might read his thesis in our terminology as “you have believed you 

operated within this scene, but perhaps we are on a different stage altogether.” 

 Part of his ethos generating process is to praise the work that Basic Writing scholars have 

done in acceptance, and it is true that arguing for acceptance is a part of the tradition of Basic 

Writing, so much so that he need not mention particulars beyond Rose as a case study and 

“innumerable teacher-scholars” (10) to review what is, in essence, all Basic Writing scholars 

who operate in-line with the Resolution. In keeping with our other tradition of speaking about 

metaphors, Horner wants to move from an “archipelago model of linguistic heterogeneity,” an 

idea that “languages, and ways of writing them, are 1) stable and 2) discrete from one another; 3) 

internally uniform; and that 4) each has its specific, fixed, and appropriate sphere of use” (12-

13). Being against the idea of stable and discrete forms of language, then, enables Horner to 

demonstrate the degree to which students reinvent language while they use it to make meaning, 

ultimately reworking language through logical uses that defy “standards” set by the archipelago 

model. The pedagogical task, then, is only one of focus, not of correcting errors. The teacher as 

co-learner a la Freire and Shor is now responsible for helping students see how they co-invent or 

re-invent language, a task which undoes linguistic imperialism by handing control of language 

over to the students. 

The Hedge 
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Horner’s hedge comes on page 17 of this piece where, like others, he relies on a naïve, vague, 

unrepresentative example to demonstrate a point. He refers to an essay by Lu:  

Professing Multiculturalism,” where an L2 student who writes “can able to” to “bring 

visibility to the distinction between the ability and the permission to undertake an action, a 

distinction submerged in idiomatic uses of the word ‘can’ to mean both. Insofar as her 

fellow students took up this phrasing ‘can able to’ in class discussions, they participated in 

fertile mimesis contributing to the sedimenting of this usage. (17) 

While I am in full support of this discussion and application of language, I believe this to be an 

overly theorized explanation of a simpler reality. The student ultimately decides to revise the 

piece in compliance with SWE, or, in other words, the language of power asserts itself through 

non-L2 students rather than the teacher, and the resulting standard revision practice masquerades 

as something liberatory. Horner acknowledges that  

this choice might be seen as the writer’s submission to the power of convention—a 

yielding to what dominant culture demands of writers like the student, multiply positioned 

as subordinate in her status as a female student of Asian descent in a U.S. classroom, and 

as a non-native English Speaker— (17), 

and he provides us only an alternate interpretation. The alternate interpretation provides the 

student with agency, so Horner is comfortable saying “[w]e, and our students, are engaged in 

rewriting English even when the writing that is produced appears to be simple and mechanical 

iteration of the same old, familiar ‘basics’ of English and writing.” The conclusion here, which is 

entirely too convenient, is that even if we reproduce what essentialist views of language say we 

should be reproducing, we will have succeeded because we can choose to explain identical 

outcomes with different language. 
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2.4 Mestizaje, Traffic Model, Translingualism 

While adherence to a materialist interpretation of reality, scenic preeminence, dominates these 

pieces, that materialist interpretation is rarely directly mentioned as a motivating force. Lu does 

it in her footnotes, and Shor’s work with Freire, due to its revolutionary thrust, grounds things 

philosophically, but Basic Writing is always pushing against contemporary political forces that 

don’t understand its primary mission, as evidenced primarily by Gray-Rosendale’s work and the 

history of Basic Writing at CUNY in general. Because of the need to work within the immediate 

political zeitgeist, there is a tendency to reinvent metaphors for Basic Writing, though each 

reinvention is still founded on the same principles. This creates a way for scholars to refigure 

previous scholarship along new lines. While this work does update scholarship in a way that 

gives it contemporary political purchase, it doesn’t move the scholarship forward. I posit here 

that the term “mestiza consciousness” served the same function as “translingualism” and that the 

two are insufficiently differentiated (from one another or from the traffic model of linguistic 

heterogeneity) because they are philosophically grounded in scene, that is materialism. Of 

course, these terms are different in that they are adapted to the political zeitgeist and needs of 

their users, I am not claiming they are identical, merely that they are insufficiently differentiated. 

For Basic Writing to avoid the necessity of reworking its metaphors continually, a firmer 

articulation of its materialist origins is necessary. 

 It is also true that the idea of “translingualism” or “translanguaging” is increasingly 

important in SLA/ELT18, and that the views of language exhibited by that cadre of academics 

mirrors the view of dialect within Basic Writing scholarship. Because of this practical alignment 

of views and because of the interrelatedness of the philosophical motivation behind them, it 

 
18 See Ofelia Garcia’s The Translanguaging Classroom: Leveraging Student Bilingualism for Learning for 

an analysis beyond the scope of the current text and the ability of that text’s author. 
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makes sense to keep “translingualism” as the centering metaphor for our pedagogy. While 

conscious decrees about the way words are used has no bearing on the way words are used, this 

is perhaps a unique case in that such a decision has been the subtext of the field of Basic Writing 

for so long. The deconstructive mode of problematizing metaphor is an endless cycle because 

metaphor, by its nature, is problematic in that it connects things to other things which are not 

themselves. There will always be areas the connection is useful and areas it is not, and there will 

always be the potential to abuse a metaphor or to use a metaphor to abuse the original object. 

Warnings against oversimplification are fair, and harmful metaphors deserve to be critiqued so 

that we might move beyond them. But as Bizzell laid out in “Beyond Anti-Foundationalism” 

when she talks about the rhetorical function of the academic, laying the groundwork for a 

translingual pedagogy: 

If we could take this next step, we could perhaps find the collective will to collaborate on a 

pluralistic national discourse that would displace Hirsch's schemes while addressing the 

same lack he delineates. Indeed, we might imagine the public function of the intellectual as 

precisely rhetorical: our task is to aid everyone in our academic community, and in our 

national community, to share a discourse. (665) 

Of course, this is its own subject and not the singular focus of this dissertation. More discussion 

and, primarily, application via studies are the prerequisites for judgments of efficacy. For our 

purposes it serves as a grounding notion to see where we are and to make guesses about where 

we are going. 

 In whatever direction we head, be it translingualism or some other metaphor, the staying 

power of that metaphor and its ability to be converted into pedagogy without reliance on subtle 

hedging or self-imposed argumentum ad absurdum depends upon our ability to articulate its 
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philosophical groundings. The reason for the clear, powerful arguments regarding students’ 

rights and the dominance of the three principles of the Resolution is because they are 

philosophically grounded. Their singular grounding in scene, though, makes for a totalizing, 

inflexible worldview that cannot account for that which is beyond the scene, namely students, 

teachers, individual responsibility, agency, or the goals of writing instruction. But, if we can 

make uncomfortable that which we have been most successful at, perhaps we can also find a way 

to tolerate contradiction and resolve the paradox that we found at the conclusion of chapter one: 

“How can the most philosophically pure and well intentioned Basic Writing scholars teach in a 

way they know potentially results in the devaluation of vulnerable students’ languages of nurture 

and the reification of both unjust power differentials and socioeconomic stratification, each of 

which is exacerbated by linguistic prejudice?” David Bartholomae is the scholar who comes 

closest to saying “we can’t, so we shouldn’t.” 

2.5 Application of Principles: Bartholomae 

So, our final analysis applying the principles is to the work of David Bartholomae, his work 

being the most ideologically pure because he does not hedge as much as other Basic Writing 

scholars; instead, he follows the materialist thrust to its natural conclusions in ways that produce 

radical claims. While it may seem this is, as mentioned above, argumentum ad absurdum, it is 

my belief, motivated by my understanding of Burke’s dramatism, that any attempt to give 

preeminence to a single aspect of the pentad (for Bartholomae, scene), necessarily results in 

extreme conclusions. I immensely respect Bartholomae’s work for this internal consistency, this 

commitment to the implications of his philosophy.  In 1998, Adler-Kassner claimed that 

“[w]ithin the last fifteen years, David Bartholomae’s work has come to embody the cultural 

approach to Basic Writing research...” (The Dilemma That Still Counts: Basic Writin at Political 



101 

   

 

Crossroads 17). I believe that has never changed; he remains the representative example for his 

approach to Basic Writing. 

 But to go beyond simply agreeing with Adler-Kassner, we can look at one of 

Bartholomae’s works in the same way we’ve looked at those above. For this step, we’ll look 

briefly at “Inventing the University.” Later chapters will address “The Tidy House” in much 

greater detail, so we need only demonstrate his refusal to hedge away from the conclusions of his 

philosophy. We can impose a dramatistic lens later when dealing with the terms in greater detail, 

but at this point we need only position Bartholomae. 

 Bartholomae twice refers to student writing as “performance,” once in “Inventing” and 

once in “The Tidy House.” It’s an odd turn of phrase, but when we consider the thesis of 

“Inventing,” it makes sense that he would refer to writing from a falsely assumed position of 

authority as a performance. The word choice is apt etymologically as well, with “perform” 

hailing from French roots as “to do” or “to carry” out, and (one could have fun with this) from 

the Latin meaning “to provide, Furnish.” It’s other iterations, “performance” and “performer” 

have for several hundred years (in English) carried the connotation of “an exhibition or 

entertainment” (Barnhart and Steinmetz 777). It’s in this use on page 625 and a later 

parenthetical on 645 (speaking of the “arbitrary terms” “naïve” and “everyday”) that he 

demonstrates his acceptance as well, treating these ideas casually to reify their assumed nature. 

Bartholomae doesn’t want to argue for acceptance, it is a given. This use of parentheses is a 

consistent feature of key ideas that appear in his texts, usually near the end when the inevitable 

conclusions of his arguments are appearing and, amidst the poetic prose, a parenthesis provides a 

warrant he’s helped you borrow along the way, an additional point he need not argue because 

he’s helped you assume it. 
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 Where Bartholomae is more direct is in his attention to focus. He points out that “a 

necessary and enabling fiction at work here as the student dramatizes his experience in a 

‘setting’— the setting required by the discourse…” (625). While, for me and Hesiod, desire is 

demiurgic, for Bartholomae it is the dramatic fiction in which the student writes. He later 

reiterates the demiurgic nature of the fictionalized scene when he claims that “[i]t is difficult to 

imagine, however, how writers can have a purpose before they are located in a discourse, since it 

is the discourse with its projects and agendas that determines what writers can and will do” 

(628). Further elements of the demiurgic scene are that, to Bartholomae, students must “know 

what I know and how I know what I know” (628) because “a text is made possible by prior 

texts” (630). He concludes by addressing focus again, differentiating between two students, one 

whose writing is freer of error but fails to engage in the demiurgic scene and one whose writing 

is error-laden but that begins to engage in the fiction. Bartholomae prefers the error-laden text 

and believes its author is “better prepared for his education” (Inventing the University 20). 

 But as is the case with anyone given to scenic preeminence, Bartholomae is acutely 

aware of and refuses to let us forget the imperialistic nature of even the most intersectionally 

sensitive engagement. The thrust of this text is on a pedagogy that can help basic writers move 

beyond (or Bartholomae might say “outside of”) that definition. He offers alternative ways for 

interpreting common student utterances: 

When the writer says, “I don’t know,” then, he is not saying that he has nothing to say. 

He is saying that he is not in a position to carry on the discussion. And so we are 

addressed as apprentices rather than as teachers or scholars. In order to speak as a person 

of status of privilege, the writer can either speak to us in our terms—in the privileged 
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language of university discourse—or, in default (or in defiance) of that, he can speak to 

us as though we were children, offering us the wisdom of experience. (8) 

In our terms, the scene in which the writer operates demands a suspension of disbelief because 

the writer as an agent is not permitted, for reasons that Bartholomae calls arbitrary, to make 

claims. We can see, too, that the student’s complex task of imagination, of “inventing the 

university” is, by extension, a way inventing a new self. Regarding this invention, Bartholomae 

says “the burden of such conformity [is] so much at the heart of the problem that a teacher must 

pause and take stock before offering revision as a solution” (8). Basic writers are aware that they 

are “shut out from one of the privileged languages of public life” precisely because they are not 

privileged, and their task is “to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse” (9). 

The parenthetical “or be appropriated by” appears twice in this text and is, as is often the 

case with Bartholomae, where he places a warrant we are expected to accept in the reading of his 

text. This, along with his view of the nature of Basic Writing students’ difficulties is how 

Bartholomae addresses linguistic imperialism. It is the chord progression beneath whatever 

melody he writes, the foundation on which his narratives and arguments walk. For Bartholomae, 

students’ rights are denied in the stratified valuation of language conventions, so much so that 

evaluation, the idea of a meritocracy of texts, is anathema to him. He is not shy about this, either: 

Implying acceptance he articulates focus, saying that “all writers, in order to write, must imagine 

themselves the privilege of being ‘insiders’—that is, the privilege of both being inside an 

established and powerful discourse and of being granted a special right to speak.” But this focus 

can be taken to imply a value statement on that discourse, that it is “powerful” because it 

deserves to be powerful, so he qualifies the statement: “[b]ut I think that the right to speak is 
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seldom conferred on us—on any of us—by virtue of the fact that we have invented or discovered 

an original idea” (10).   

The Hedge 

We can read a hedge onto this analysis too, though19. As part of his material used to write 

“Inventing the University,” Bartholomae analyzed essays used for placement. His goal was “to 

determine the stylistic resources that enabled writers to locate themselves within an ‘academic’ 

discourse” (636). This language appears scenic with its use of spatial metaphor, but it relies on a 

metaphor critiqued by Rose, that of writing as a “tool” towards other ends. If “stylistic 

resources” are what allow students mobility between discourse communities, then they are tools. 

Granted, they may be tools that “made or unmade the writer,” but they are still tools. 

This is perhaps a stretch in search of a contradiction, though. Much easier is to look again 

to how Bartholomae shows emphasis, parenthesis, to find a hedge. Of course, we might also 

characterize this as a slip up, or perhaps some kind of lingering essentialism. I quote at length to 

show the tangled lines of interpretation: 

My bias as a reader should be clear by now. I was not looking to see how a writer might 

represent the skills demanded by a neutral language (a language whose key features were 

paragraphs, topic sentences, transitions, and the like—features of a clear and orderly 

mind). I was looking to see what happened when a writer entered into a language to 

locate himself (a textual self) and his subject; and I was looking to see how, once entered 

that language made or unmade the writer. (12) 

 
19 As an aside, a dramatistic lens enables us to “read a hedge” onto virtually anything (should we so choose) via the 

alchemical center. Certain interpretations lend themselves more readily than others, and, as is the case here, some we 

cover simply to be thorough and fair. In that sense, “a mischaracterization” becomes “another characterization,” the 

preeminence of agent represented by this phrasing being incidental. 
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To what does “bias” refer? The obvious interpretation is that his “bias” is in what he is looking 

for: the process of location and identification enabled by access to discourse conventions. But we 

could also take his bias to be that any neutral language exists at all. Is it not a bias that certain 

skills, skills which can be delineated (“paragraphs, topic sentences, transitions, and the like…”) 

and valued (“features of a clear and orderly mind”), are demanded by this hypothetical neutral 

language and not the language of nurture of the student? The preference for linear, hierarchical, 

traditional (within the academic community) writing techniques is obvious, so obvious in fact 

that it is invisible and appears while attempting to soften an otherwise radical (to some) position. 

 It will become obvious, I think, over the course of the longer analysis of some 

Bartholomae’s work that I appreciate and value his approach. Few scholars have had as big an 

impact on my own view of student writing as Bartholomae. It will be tempting (if not obvious) to 

view my long-winded critique of the entrenched scenic position as a rejection of the values 

espoused by Bartholomae and other Basic Writing scholars, as a dismissal of the three 

constitutional rules implied by the Resolution. While I come from a conservative background, 

one that valorizes the agent and her actions more so than the scene and agencies, and I, at one 

time, did chafe at those values and their expression because of those differences in world-view20, 

I don’t anymore. As I hope the above critique shows, even the most ideologically consistent 

Basic Writing scholars still rely on essentialist notions of language on some level. Perhaps they 

are aware of essentialist notions as fiction, as Bartholomae constantly reminds us they are, but 

they are useful fictions, and we make meaning from them. In some ways, I expect my analysis to 

 
20 Materialism is at odds with conservatism in general because it denies the agency of the individual, a core 

tenant of the conservative moral outlook. If environments are determinative, then individual action is not chosen, it 

is also produced. In that regard, redistribution of wealth is justified as a counteragent against unwarranted 

socioeconomic stratification. Too, individual moral values (or a lack thereof), are similarly constructed, and since 

the construction occurs outside of the agent, there can be no judgment based on an individual’s actions. 
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come across as absurd, and indeed it is meant to be so. To resolve a paradox, one must take 

linguistic absurdism as the preeminent point from which a Panglossian pedagogy can be 

practically applied. 

 But Bartholomae arrives at absurd points as well because of his ideological consistency.  

While Freire and Shor discuss avoiding the obvious fiction that the teacher does not know more 

than the student, Bartholomae isn’t sure this is quite so obvious or necessarily fictitious. The 

materialist assertion that values are socially constructed forces the conclusion that any way of 

valuing is an accident of history. No real “merit” can exist. Of course, one can be a partial 

materialist, as most are, and reject this conclusion as either useless (that which is constructed is, 

in the end, still here) or irrelevant (we are free to value things even if that valuation doesn’t stem 

from any real essence). It is in “Inventing” that Bartholomae most clearly embraces full scenic 

preeminence. In his typical parenthetical emphasis, he writes “[t]here may be much that they 

know that I don’t know, but in the setting of the university classroom I have a way of talking 

about the town that is ‘better’ (and for arbitrary reasons) than theirs” (10). 

 To believe that the difference between the writings of a celebrated Rhodes 

Scholar/tenured writing professor and those of Basic Writing students is arbitrary requires full 

commitment to scenic interpretations of reality. No system of merit can survive such 

commitment, which is why he wishes, in “The Tidy House,” for us to “imagine not tracking 

students at all” (14). If it seems absurd to quit tracking any student progress, to stop grading, it 

only does because we are committed to more than scene, and we are a part of the university, 

those who enjoy privilege, who are evaluating rather than being evaluated:  

Basic writers may be ready for a different curriculum, for the contact zone and the 

writing it will produce, but the institution is not. And it is not I would argue, because of 
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those of us who work in basic writing, who preserve rather than question the existing 

order of things. (14-15) 

The conclusions are all internally consistent: Basic Writing teachers are to blame for the failure 

to progress because they create the scene. Basic Writing teachers create the scene only because 

they are reacting to the scene set by previous scholars (James Britton for Bartholomae) and 

notions about education and those being educated (Steedman here for Bartholomae). His 

solutions are scenic, too, wanting to engage in a kind of imagination and subsequent revisionist 

history that will allow us to wake up in a new scene that will, necessarily, produce new actions. 

But grammatically we cannot escape the presence of the subject, the assertion of the self into the 

scene. We cannot summon motivation for these actions without relying on mysticism, the “why” 

of mission, and whatever notion of justice or fairness or rightness that does motivate 

Bartholomae is surely one that is constructed and, therefore, as purely arbitrary as any other. 

These limitations require Bartholomae to personify his scene (the world made by “we,” or by 

“Britton,” or by whomever stands in for the-way-things-are), to give his scene agency via 

imagination, and to, via revision, give his scene an act (the scene does something new) for a 

purpose (to help us escape) that is valued differently from the previous scene (is essentially 

better).  

The limitations on a worldview that is reduced entirely to scene is, in large part, the point 

I am trying to demonstrate. Any single philosophical approach is inherently a metaphor for 

reality, a way of negotiating or navigating reality, and because they are abstractions, no 

philosophy can be the noumenal reality it describes. This is to state the rather obvious that only 

reality is reality, but each of us approaches reality in the most direct way we can (though 

experience and sense), but our experience and senses are not purely objective. Even prior to 
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Athenian philosophy, the thoughtful among us have acknowledged the subjective nature of sense 

and memory, but in 1979 JJ Gibson helped us define that subjectivity in terms of affordances 

(The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception). To drastically simplify, we see what we have 

the ability to use. What we cannot use, our brains do not bother bringing to conscious awareness. 

The primacy of affordances in navigating reality has proved a boon to scholars working to 

develop AI that can navigate its environment as well (Nye and Silverman). But for our purposes, 

we can think of affordances as informed largely by philosophy or, in our Burkean parlance, a 

given dramatistic element’s preeminence. So, while no philosophy can be the noumenal reality it 

describes, it can seem to be the noumenal reality it describes and it can, by the relationship 

between perception and use, describe an individual’s experience of reality. So totalizing is this 

process that it is rendered invisible.  

 Now we have several pieces in place, and we can discuss their relationship with one 

another: 

1. Basic Writing has a seemingly unsolvable paradox, a contradiction of goals. On the one 

hand, teaching the language of power enables individual students. On the other hand, it 

reifies linguistic prejudice and turns well-intentioned teachers into linguistic imperialists 

on behalf of corporate overlords who see students as economic chess pieces rather than 

human beings. 

2. The philosophy of most Basic Writing scholars, materialism (scenic preeminence), gives 

them a rich language and sense for speaking about systemic injustice. 

3. Those same Basic Writing scholars hedge against the conclusions of pure materialism 

because the conclusions seem, and well may be, absurd. 
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4. Ways of seeing are limited by points of potential use, affordances, and our philosophies 

(in combination with experience and sense) determine what we see as points of potential 

use. In Gibson’s terms, we might say that world-view dictates affordances. In Burke’s 

terms, we would say that agencies are realized through the scene. 

5. “A way of seeing is also a way of not seeing…” All pedagogical remedies are not 

available to those who hold any single philosophy. 

To resolve our paradox, then, and to give ourselves additional affordances for working with 

Basic Writing students, we must give ourselves access to multiple perspectives, different 

philosophies. It is Burke who provides us a means to do this in a way we can ethically justify: 

dramatism. 

 This is completed in two steps that can, thankfully, be tackled simultaneously. First, we 

must unstick scenic preeminence as the primary moral outlook, and second, we must grant 

ourselves a fuller range of philosophies. To achieve these goals simultaneously, I will subject 

Bartholomae’s essay “The Tidy House: Basic Writing in the American Curriculum” to a 

dramatistic analysis. This analysis will demonstrate the ability for even a purely 

scenic/materialist worldview to become anti-materialist via Burke’s alchemical center, freeing us 

from fixed scenic preeminence on moral grounds. Morality itself is a kind of essentialism, a 

belief that the universe has a way it ought to be, and the illusion of being correct or virtuous 

(sans a reliance on mysticism for the meaning of those words) is not only verifiably wrong 

according to the principles of materialism, it functions antithetically to the goals of the moral 

materialist. 

My approach will also demonstrate the various analyses (or perhaps we should say 

“worldviews”) proffered by dramatism, analyses which we can use to generate new pedagogies, 
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to interpret student writing, and to produce new, effective scholarship in the subfield of Basic 

Writing.  

2.6 Dramatism 

Beyond setting the Basic Writing scene, the first hundred pages of this dissertation also 

demonstrate the case for dramatism as a methodology. If perspective dictates the conclusion, 

then a plurality of perspectives gives access to all conclusions and, ostensibly, a more inclusive 

conclusion. I believe this inclusive conclusion to be a truer one, but regardless, with this 

conclusion in hand we gain rhetorical power through empathy for those who conclude differently 

and a means of persuading them towards a rhetor’s preferred conclusions. 

While simple in its initial construction, dramatism is a flexible lens, one that accounts for 

multiple worldviews. At the risk of being tautological, a worldview is ones view of the world, a 

perspective, a way of seeing. A way of seeing is often totalizing; it is difficult for an individual to 

act while holding on to multiple ideas about the nature of the world in which she acts. Too, given 

Burke’s initial claims about the alchemical center, any worldview, that is to say any single 

element of the pentad, can subjugate and utilize the others to shore up gaps in its own perceptive 

tendencies. Three things make dramatism useful, then. First, its simplicity makes it 

approachable, at least initially. Second its accounting for and acceptance of worldviews makes it 

compatible with any discourse community. Third, dramatism has the potential for extreme depth, 

especially when the worldviews lose their sense of certainty and begin to interact, overlapping 

perspectives that were seemingly distinct. Just like how Maxwell’s multi-lens cameras producing 

far better color photographs than daguerreotypes, it is this layering of distinct worldviews that is 

the productive result of vigorously applied dramatism. 
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I’m certainly not the only one to recognize its value. It should be noted that more 

common words associated with Burke like “terministic screen” or “identification” are also 

inherently dramatistic, so a dramatistic analysis here is not out of keeping with more common 

uses of Burke. Additionally, my method follows with Burke’s in A Grammar of Motives, as he 

moves through each term in a similar, if deeper and more elegant, manner. Others have taken up 

this tool as well. Notable examples are Bruner’s “’Trouble with a Capital T’” that suggests 

dramatism as a heuristic for rhetorical scholars in the same way I suggest it as a heuristic for 

Basic Writing scholars. Nor is my claim of a connection between dramatism and other Burkean 

terms like identification without precedent and artful demonstration. In Beasley’s “Dramatism, 

Musical Theatre Interpretation, and Popular Artistic Production,” she speaks to the unifying 

effects of Burke’s pentad on a collection of theatre interpretation and production. She also 

recounts the efforts of a director to use the ratios to give actors access to the perspectives of their 

characters, and action that is in keeping with themes of empathy through dramatism. 

Bloomfield and Tscholl combined dramatism and the Toulmin model to tease out the 

ways in which Trump and Clinton emphasized different elements of the pentad in order to 

generate identification with their respective audiences in the 2016 election, further connecting 

this process with worldview. While this is, again, a means of discussing empathy, it is also 

connected to the generation of ethos so central to claims about literacy and adherence to norms, 

given that Trump was able to create ethos without the corresponding use of things like 

standardized spelling, capitalization, or punctuation. 

In the more traditional “Othello: An Alternative Dramatistic Analysis,” King treats 

Burke’s own scholarship in the same way that I treat Basic Writing scholarship, arguing that a 

“strange omission” in one or more of the dramatistic terms has rendered the analysis incomplete. 
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But perhaps the most similar analysis, at least in spirit, is “Toward a Dramatistic Ethics” by 

Kevin McClure and Julia Skwar. Using dramatism and responding to post-structuralist 

challenges, they connect ontology to ethics via productive ambiguities created by the network of 

worldviews enacted by dramatism, or, as they say it, “The Pentad as a Meta-Theoretical 

Method.” 

 The above authors have their own good reasons for using dramatism, but while I agree 

with their justifications, it is the malleability of dramatism the suits it to our purposes so neatly 

and that initially drew me to it. While a given work, in our case Bartholomae’s “Tidy House,” 

may contain a consistent set of words, the number of its meanings is exactly equivalent to the 

number of people who read it since meaning is negotiated between reader and text. Broadly, 

though, we can group interpretations into five categories based on the approximate perspective of 

collections of readers who share a discourse community. These categories are described by 

dramatism, and to understand them we have to articulate not only the “why” of dramatism but 

the “how” of the dramatistic method. 

What is commonly known about Burke’s method is the pentad: Scene, Act, Agent, 

Agency, and Purpose (with the later potential addition of “Attitude,” though we need not include 

that here). For Burke, these terms explain human motivation and can be used both descriptively, 

to articulate a process by which someone conceptualizes motivation, and analytically, to 

conceptualize motivation directly. The root terms are simple, but in combining them into what 

Burke calls “ratios,” we enable a more complex analysis. The purpose of this analysis is not to 

erase or conceal ambiguities (as my previous writing should indicate); rather, the goal is to 

“clearly reveal the strategic spots at which ambiguities necessarily arise” (xviii). In seeking 

ambiguity, we discover that our philosophies are “casuistries,” and given the casuistic nature of 
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any philosophy we chose, we are free to select based on whatever “philosophical idiom offers the 

best calculus for one case” (xvi-xvii). 

Consider, for example, in Midsummer Night’s Dream when Bottom is “translated” into a 

faux-minotaur, a man with the head of a donkey rather than a bull. We are in Act 3 Scene 2, our 

agents are Bottom and Titania, their scene, locally, is the forest. Bottom’s initial purpose is to 

escape the forest in which he is lost, and Titania’s purpose is to bed Bottom due to the spell that 

has caused her to fall in love with whatever creature she first sees. The agencies by which each 

agent pursues these goals is part of the humor. Bottom wishes to find his friends, a group he 

“leads” despite his obvious foolishness. Now, in a scene where fear is upon him and his usual 

agency, bravado, cannot help him, he seeks to be led. Upon meeting the beautiful fairy queen, he 

is “found” and so his purpose changes again to the same purpose that always guides him: the 

preservation of his own ego. For this purpose, he has a readymade agency, bravado, and he acts 

by uttering pusillanimous sophistry to one who treats him with undeserved magnanimity. 

Tatiana, on the other hand, is a foil to the man with an ass-head. Beautiful and powerful, even 

under a spell she calls on other spirits of the forest to tend to Bottom. They are the means by 

which achieves her goal of keeping Bottom as her pet. 

The ratios enable us to complicate our understanding of the play. For example, we can 

begin with the scene-agent ratio, looking at the intersection points (dare we say “contact zones”) 

between the background of the forest and the characters who occupy it. We can include our 

understanding of the myth of the Minotaur, whom Bottom replaces, and Theseus relationship 

with Bottom resonates more strongly. Bottom and Theseus are, of course, agents, but the myth of 

the Minotaur is an entire work, a piece of knowledge that serves as background, a “pop-culture” 

reference if you will. Too, we could also take The Golden Ass as the material Shakespeare 
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references, with Bottom becoming Lucius. Bottom is an agent, yes, but depending on how we 

construct that agent’s background we get different interpretations of Bottom’s role in 

Midsummer. Does he share in the Minotaur’s desire to consume the young of Athens? Does he 

share in Lucius desire for knowledge of magic? These are questions of purpose, true, but they are 

motivated by the scene-agent ratio, and how we decide (for a time, we need not choose only 

one), allows us to explore the agent-purpose ratio as well. Is Tatiana perpetual youth and beauty, 

the youths meant to be devoured by the minotaur, or is she wisdom and arcane power, the 

analogue of Isis? 

We need not answer these questions to have demonstrated our analysis. The level of 

engagement with the source material, here Midsummer Night’s Dream, is much deeper for 

having looked at the ratios. But a key piece of our understanding has not yet been covered, and it 

has been too long in coming. 

I have spoken at length of the relationship between scene and materialism, calling “scenic 

preeminence” the fully materialist viewpoint to the exclusion of the others. This is incomplete. 

All elements of the pentad have “a corresponding philosophic terminology,” a terminology 

which I articulated at the beginning of this chapter by quoting Burke: the philosophic 

terminology is “a kind of lingua Adamica, an Edenic ‘pre-language,’ in which the seeds of all 

philosophic language would be implicit, as in the panspermia…that prevailed at the beginnings 

of the world” (A Grammar of Motives 127). This is a similar claim to the one Lu makes 

regarding the relationship between deep-structure and surface features of a language, that our 

discourse communities, the ways we make meaning, influence the meanings available to us. The 

ratios, then, are a means of exploring how a single term’s preeminence forces the holder of that 

worldview to invent the other terms using its own discourse conventions. 
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 The relationship of pentad to philosophic school is as follows: 

Scene—Materialism 

Agent—Idealism 

Agency—Pragmatism 

Act—Realism 

Purpose—Mysticism 

Where and when the genius of a term affords right action, current Basic Writing scholars must 

hedge against their materialist language conventions in ways that lack the force of a claim 

undergirded by an articulated philosophy. When a Basic Writing scholar attempts to rely only on 

a single philosophy, as Bartholomae does, cracks inevitably appear. 

 If I, or we, or someone, could actually master all five philosophic languages, see in every 

drama or text or artifact from all worldviews simultaneously, what might result? What is the goal 

of this difficult and uncomfortable task? What might a pedagogy look like, or how might this 

translate to an outcome for a student? These are important questions I have one partial answer 

and one quote for, the sum of which is less than a whole answer. First, no one can actually do it, 

so it can only serve as an ideal one approaches. Second, here is what, to Burke, that ideal would 

looks like: 

There is, of course, a circular possibility in the terms. If an agent acts in keeping with his 

nature as an agent (act-agent ratios), he may change the nature of the scene accordingly 

(scene-act ratios), and thereby establish a state of unity between himself and his world 

(scene-agent ratio). Or the scene may call for a certain kind of act, which makes for a 

corresponding kind of agent, thereby likening agent to scene. Or our act may change us 

and our scene, producing a mutual conformity. Such would be the Edenic paradigm, 
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applicable if we were capable of total acts that produce total transformations. In reality, 

we are capable of but partial acts, acts that but partially represent us and that produce but 

partial transformations. Indeed, if all the ratios were adjusted to one another with perfect 

Edenic symmetry, the would be immutable in one unending “moment.” (19). 

3 BURKE AND BARTHOLOMAE – RATIOS 

This chapter is comprised of ten smaller sections, one for each term, four for each of the 

ratios related to our Burke’s primary ratio (scene), and a final section for possibilities produced 

by other ratios that exclude scene.21 

Each of the ten possible ratios can be reversed in our mental construction (scene-act is the 

same as act-scene). Since we are discussing ratios, it follows the ratio may lean towards either. It 

is a given that one must be logically prior to the others in our construction, or that its terms are 

the terms used to define and discover other terms. We should treat as logically prior (the source 

of an Edenic language, of a given discourse’s authority), the term that comes first. Before we use 

a term in a ratio, a section will describe that term and its associated philosophy. Each of the five 

sections dedicated to a term-as-logically-prior will begin with a brief explanation of the 

philosophy related to that term (materialism, realism, idealism, pragmatism, mysticism). These 

sections can be considered methodological in nature. They justify the association between the 

term and its dramatistic counterpart 

 Following this explanation will be a reading (in the case of scenic preeminence) or a re-

reading (in the case of preeminence of other terms) of Bartholomae’s “The Tidy House: Basic 

 
21 The ten possible combinations: scene-act, scene-agent, scene-agency, scene-purpose, act-agent, act-

agency, act-purpose, agent-agency, agent-purpose, agency-purpose. 
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Writing in the American Curriculum.” The focus of this repeated analysis is to provide us with 

different reasonable interpretations of a single work. Though it stretches beyond the scope of our 

work here, it should be noted that these diverse readings are not an end unto themselves. Using 

this process, we can operate as rhetors with a matrix of philosophies that become a kind of key to 

unlock our audiences, to generate identification, and to read and compose a student, a classroom, 

a university, an entire sociopolitical scene should we so choose. But perhaps it would be best to 

simply begin and clarify by demonstration. 

3.1 Scene, or Materialism, in General 

We have already spoken of materialism in passing, but I have treated it as though we have a 

given shared definition, which we do not. We should begin with Burke’s definition and 

Bartholomae’s relative adherence to that definition. To begin, we must say what we do not mean 

by materialism. Materialism is not the same as nominalism, though the two often go hand in 

hand. One need not be a nominalist to be a materialist and one need not be a materialist to be a 

nominalist, it is simply that materialist descriptions of reality suit the nominalist mode of 

argument (as Bartholomae will demonstrate). We also do not mean the scientific materialism of 

atomistic determinism, that the universe is a clock winding down, made only of matter, and that 

consciousness is an illusion, a mistake of evolution. It may be that a materialist in the collective, 

political, dramatistic sense is a materialist in the scientific sense, and both do tend to downplay 

(or eliminate) individual human agency, but we need not argue over the existence of free-will 

from a scientific standpoint to be materialists in the sense that Bartholomae is a materialist. 

Burke, in articulating the relationship between materialism and scene, says that “one 

might take it as a rule that philosophies which account for motivations in terms of ‘the situation’ 

are ‘materialistic’” (129). This calls to mind the Bitzer and Vatz spat over whether over the 
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“Rhetorical Situation,” a debate that runs parallel to Basic Writing arguments about essentialism 

and anti-essentialism. It is self-evident that the two debates are similar topically as they share 

some terms and are from related disciplines. When we think about them in dramatistic terms, 

though, it is even more obvious that the debates can be characterized in terms of which 

dramatistic element is given preeminence, and, subsequently, its Edenic language used to 

describe the other elements. 

For Burke, though, this definition by single use is insufficient, and he tends towards a 

genealogical approach when defining a term, though his genealogy is asynchronous, ordered 

instead around those ideas which he believes develop into greater maturity. He begins with 

Hobbes, moves to Spinoza, then Darwin, and concludes with a debate between the Stoics and 

Epicureans22, all with a mind to demonstrate what he means by “Scene” and its relationship to 

materialism (131-161). From this section we can conclude, along with all the thinkers therein, 

that materialism emerges when we reduce all action to motion. Materialism, then, is the denial of 

the agent, of human or divine will (though perhaps accidentally reintroducing “fate”), combined 

with an atomistic view of reality. 

Bartholomae, like Lu, works within a materialist worldview, and this means that neither 

his nor her approach to solving problems for individual students would be worth doing until the 

systemic issues have been addressed. For disciples of Marx this warrant is obvious, for “[j]ustice 

can never rise superior to the economic conditions of a society and the cultural development 

conditioned by them”23. Ever the literary critic, Burke also uses Coleridge as an example of this 

particular use of scene. Coleridge goal was to “arrange a social situation of such a sort that 

 
22 We will return to this debate soon, as it runs parallel to a discussion on rationalism and nominalism that 

is assumed to be concluded in Bartholomae and, thus, constitutes a philosophic “scene” for the rest of his writings. 
23 This is Burke’s translation. The translation I have, to which my Works Cited refers, reads “Right can 

never be higher than the economic structure of society and its cultural development conditioned thereby.” 
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virtuous acts would be the logical and spontaneous result of conditions” (13-14). Materialism, 

then, demands a systemic approach because all acts (and agents, agencies, and purposes) result, 

necessarily, from the scene, after which they become the next scene.  

3.2 Agent, or Idealism, in General 

Sociologically, we can also relate the historical development from realism 

(and its opponent nominalism) to idealism (and its opponent materialism) 

as a response to the modern proliferations of finance. 

- Kenneth Burke 

A Grammar of Motives 

While the scene’s relation to materialism is relatively apparent (the scene is comprised of 

materials, after all; we deal with dead atoms), the relationship between agent and idealism is a 

slightly harder case to make, though no less apt for the difficulty of the comparison. 

Burke invites us to think of money as produced by and producing (and an example of) 

idealism. In true Burkean fashion, we are forced out of our comfort zone into other disciplines. 

In the same way that chapter one touches on industrial revolution and the market’s demands, so 

too must we touch on monetary theory here, not because these are areas of our expertise, but 

rather because a) in chapter one it is necessary to account for the tectonic forces that press upon 

us and our students and b) here it is necessary to account for the primary example of abstracted 

labor to show, in the strongest possible terms, the philosophical contradiction between scene and 

agent. They are like oil and water, and to mix them into a ratio requires “agitation,” to put it 

lightly. In the final reckoning, one or the other is likely to be destroyed. 

Burke refers to monetary profit as “symbolic” and “ideal” (176). This is easy enough to 

comprehend. Money is given for labor to ease the exchange of diverse goods. Wealth, then, is 
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produced by labor (fruits of labor), abstracted (into currency), and distributed so that those who 

produced the fruits can exchange those fruits without having to find interested parties. The 

workers, then, deal in abstracted fruits rather than the actual product. We can see again the 

abstraction and idealization reflected in language. The question “how much is she worth” might 

be answered with “25 million.” The statement “she owns a controlling interest in the company 

and refuses to sell voting shares” is, materially, almost nonsense. Only in the idealized, 

hypothetical, abstract sense of ownership do “shares” take on any meaning, much less a 

sufficiently realized state to be bought and traded as “futures,” a word that seems more likely to 

exist as a plurality of cloned rappers than in its actual use. 

Another way of looking at money as idealism is to see money as the spiritual connection 

of people from different scenes. I am able to interact with people from all over the world by 

virtue of the money that I “make” and “spend.” When I purchase a candy bar through a vending 

machine at work, a temporary nine-dollar charge is placed on my account. That money is 

invested in the global market in the form of purchased shares. My money, along with thousands 

of other hungry candy-enthusiasts’, is collectively given as abstracted labor and fruits to a 

company which invests it for a return. So, my labor as a teacher is connected to the labor of a 

financial planner and a police officer and an NPR radio host, converted into the labor of workers 

in China working on soil erosion, which nets a profit for the company who employs those 

workers, raising the value of my 9 dollar investment by enough to offset the cost of my candy. 

Then the charge is resolved down to 75 cents. The company who makes the vending machines is 

able to profit multiple times because my labor is idealized in the form of money. 

There is another force at play, here, that better connects us to the agent. Technology is 

applied science, and science is our relative neologism for natural philosophy. Inasmuch as a 
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market relies on technology, it relies on the knowledge that sustains and improves that 

technology, and “the problem of knowledge is the epistemological problem, a psychologistic 

emphasis that falls directly under the head of agent” (Burke 176).  

To demonstrate that the epistemological problem of knowledge falls under agent, Burke 

relies first on Berkeley, who argues that all matter exists only insomuch as it is perceived. The 

materialist reduction to motion cannot, for Berkeley, account for sense and experience, for ideas. 

Since all words are ideas (or metaphors) for sense-experience (to mix our philosophic language), 

and all ideas obtain their meaning from either similarity or difference with other ideas, all that 

can exist are ideas. For Berkeley, no calculus can account for the conversion of motion into 

sense. This places the individual, her senses, her ideas, her feelings, at the pinnacle of 

everything. She as agent is herself the Edenic key for inventing the other terms. 

Burke sees this idea articulated more clearly by Hume, who instead of arguing blankly 

against the existence of the material, argues more narrowly against the existence of the causality 

that is the preferred logic of the materialist. Burke’s interpretation of Hume centers on this 

rejection of causality, connecting the idea with Berkeley in that a belief about causality as rooted 

in material conditions arises from observations which are, themselves, senses. As Berkeley 

blurred (erased) the distinction between sense and idea, Hume points out that the interpretation 

of material conditions as productive is as easily explained by any other arbitrary interpretation, 

and that all interpretations share in being interpretation, therefore are centered in the mind of the 

individual.  

We approach with Burke something more sensical in Kant. Kant separates for us things-

in-themselves and our perception of those things. Perception is a sense-response, conception is 

an idea based on that sense response. Conception, (the transmutation of a perception into an 
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idea), is necessarily idealized, as it is ultimately neither a thing-in-itself nor a perception of a 

thing-in-itself; it is an abstract generalization who takes the agent as its “medium” (188-189). 

Based on this, Burke points to Kant’s conclusion that “[t]here can be no doubt that all knowledge 

begins with experience,” but that “though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not 

thereby arise wholly out of experience24” (190). 

The complementing piece of experience is the phenomenon of reason, that is, the ability 

to take pieces of experience and to imagine other, wholly different experiences. In this process, 

we generalize ideas out of the physical, material realm and into the essential, ideal realm. This 

transmutation merits clearer articulation, though, which Burke handles through the writings of 

Santayana, who distinguishes between the phenomenal and noumenal differently than Kant does. 

For Kant, it is a matter of objects and perceptions of objects. For Santayana, whatever you see is 

what is really there. It’s a simple, obvious, and, when placed with the rest of Santayana’s 

arguments, elegant approach. 

 
24 This is from A Critique of Pure Reason. My translation (Kemp Smith) and the one referenced in the 

Works Cited contains this as the full quote, which explains more fully what Burke means and brings us nicely to the 

scene-agent ratio. From page 41 and 42: There can be no doubt that all our knowledge begins with experience. For 

how should our faculty of knowledge be awakened into action did not objects affecting our senses partly of 

themselves produce representations, partly arouse the activity of our understanding to compare these representation, 

and, by combining or separating them, work up the raw material of the sensible impressions into that knowledge of 

objects which is entitled experience? In the order of time, therefore, we have no knowledge antecedent to 

experience, and with experience all our knowledge begins. ¶ But, though all our knowledge begins with experience, 

it does not follow that it all arises out of experience. For it may well be that even our empirical knowledge is made 

up of what we receive through impressions and of what our own faculty of knowledge (sensible impressions serving 

merely as the occasion) supplies from itself. If our faculty of knowledge makes any such addition, it may be that we 

are not in a position to distinguish it from the raw material, until with long practice of attention we have become 

skilled in separating it. ¶ Experience is, beyond all doubt, the first product to which our understanding gives rise, in 

working up the raw material of sensible impressions. Experience is therefore our first instruction, and in its progress 

is so inexhaustible in new information, that in the interconnected lives of all future generations there will never be 

any lack of new knowledge that can be thus ingathered. Nevertheless, it is by no means the sole field to which our 

understanding is confined. Experience tells us, indeed, what is, but not that it must necessarily be so, and not 

otherwise. It therefore gives us no true universality; and reason, which is so insistent upon this kind of knowledge, is 

therefore more stimulated by it than satisfied. Such universal modes of knowledge, which at the same time possess 

the character of inner necessity, must in themselves, independently of experience, be clear and certain. They are 

therefore entitled knowledge a priori; whereas, on the other hand, that which is borrowed solely from experience is, 

as we say, known only a posteriori, or empirically. 
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For Santayana, the ideal realm exists as both the things we see and as generalized ideas. 

When we see something, we see its essence (we see in truth, not “through a glass darkly”) but the 

essential is not limited only to what we see. Reason, the complement of sense, also allows us to 

imagine generalized ideas which have essence but lack the physical form that would enable us to 

see them. Burke understandably struggled with this idea, and claims a six-year old solved it for 

him:  

While I was puzzling over Santayana's way of distinguishing essence from existence, a 

six-year-old solved the problem for me when he explained, "There is an Easter bunny, 

but he isn't real'' I saw the application immediately: the Easter bunny has a being, or 

essence, but he does not exist. Or put it this way: there is a character called the Easter 

bunny, since it is distinguished from all other characters; yet the Easter bunny is nowhere 

to be found in all the realm of material substances. Here clearly is an essence that does 

not exist. 

If it did exist, it would be subject to the flux of existence. It would thus be involved in the 

world of relationships, and of processes that require a constant commingling with the 

particles of matter surrounding it. But in its sheer character as Easter bunny it can be 

contemplated in itself. And so similarly, when the essences that we intuit are not 

interpreted as signs, we consider them in themselves, immediately. (219) 

This reminds us naturally of Bartholomae’s question from Sartre: “if existence precedes essence, 

what is man?” For Santayana, for Burke in the context of the agent, precedence does not imply 

being logically a priori. 

 That this all amounts to a relationship between agent and the ideal is still not quite clear, 

but it becomes clear when we consider the amount of importance placed upon reason in its 
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capacity as a complement to sense-experience. Reason is a faculty of an individual’s mind; 

through it the individual conceptualizes the world. It is a perspective, yes, but if we take the 

perspective as preeminent, as Santayana enables us to do, we grant a perspective the same 

quality and authority as noumenal reality. Whereas someone with a scientistic view of the world 

might say that the Easter Bunny isn’t real, we know better. The Easter Bunny could, though, be 

the Easter Bat, or the Easter Cow. It is one possible essence from an infinity of potential 

essences, and the agent is the being which realizes the specific essence. 

 Finally, within our discussion of the agent, we turn with Burke towards Marx and Hegel. 

Burke’s framing of the Marxist position25 is precisely the scenically preeminent worldview 

exhibited (or inhabited) by Bartholomae. Bartholomae’s primary concern was the well-being of 

his students, and what offended that concern was the systemic demand for inevitable failure. 

Marxism is always an ethical system. Its ethics emerge from class struggle and an intuition of a 

great injustice based on the moral foundation of equity26. The “act” called for in Marxism is that 

of revolution, the “purpose” of revolution is to redistribute material evenly, but this will lead to 

another system of abuses until the material conditions which produce the agents who administer 

this system produce agents who are incorruptible. Thus, in each revolution, we seek to produce a 

new scene that might produce better agents. Of course, the “we” who “seeks” is a super-agent. 

 
25 Coming from a hyper-conservative background, my inability to distinguish between nominally 

Marxist/communist governments and Marxist philosophy and analysis was almost an impenetrable barrier to cross. 

It took both the writings of Kenneth Burke and Hannah Arendt to help me begin readjusting my views. This process 

of readjustment is difficult to teach because the worldviews of teacher and student, given the teacher holds with 

generally leftist principles, are incompatible. No identification is possible because the discourses sound virtually 

identical but have remarkably different referents and means of generating ethos. I mention this not to pat myself on 

the back (Burke and Arendt did the heavy lifting) but as an aside for future research on the application of the pentad 

and an explanation for my belief in the importance of understanding the philosophical motivations behind each of 

the pentad’s terms. 
26 For information on the implication of the phrase “moral foundation of equity,” see Jonathan Haidt’s 2012 

book The Righteous Mind and the associated project: The Heterodox Academy.  
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Marx is a historian and disciple of Hegel, after all, and so the agentification of scene is a natural 

piece of the dialectical materialism, the idealistic materialism 

 This amounts to the claim that Marx writes, as Bartholomae does, from the scene-agent 

ratio with, as the ordering of the terms indicates, scenic preeminence. But if Marx has a super-

agent in the form of “workers” or “comrades” or an historical scene that is, despite its material 

construction and unconsciousness, best described as an “action” rather than as mere “motion,” 

(or perhaps we say it achieves action in being perceived by a future that is not a part of the 

motion), then it should follow that Bartholomae does the same. 

 To answer that question, we begin our analysis of “The Tidy House,” with a preview of 

what comes after. While Marx and Bartholomae write from a philosophy of the scene-agent ratio 

(idealistic materialists), Hegel writes from a philosophy of the agent-scene ratio (a materialistic 

idealist). Materialistic idealism (agent-scene ratio) is the position I tend to occupy, and while I 

will try to resist over-representing perspective, I do better to acknowledge my bias than merely 

hope to avoid its expression. 

3.3 The Scene-Agent Ratio 

It is appropriate that an analysis of Bartholomae should begin with the scene-agent ratio 

for two reasons. First, materialism/scenic preeminence is the point of view from which he writes 

and, second, the agentification of scene and the scenification of agent are often his goals. First, 

though, we should articulate exactly what we mean by the scene-agent ratio. Two descriptions by 

Burke of the scene-agent ratio are particularly clear and useful here because each are 

fundamentally material in even the common understanding of the word. 

First, when we “[endow] the scene with properties of the agent” we gain the ability to see 

an individual’s traits as “deductions from the quality of ground out of which they arise” (159). In 
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other words, whatever outcomes we see in our students, whatever successes or failures they 

have, are expressions of their given scenes. It is easy to see, then, how saying a given dialect is 

unacceptable is saying the scene that produced that dialect is unacceptable. But if the scene that 

produced the dialect is one of prejudice, bigotry, and stratification, then justice demands the fault 

produced by a broken scene not be borne by that scene’s victims. The scene-agent ratio is the 

lens through which we most clearly see the ways that scene abuses agent and how agents, via 

scene, abuse other agents. We might go a step further and look at the way that neighborhoods 

can become dilapidated, streets unswept and full of potholes, storefronts boarded up or covered 

with bars, and say that agents also abuse the scene. Whichever way we look at it will determine 

our phrasing, either scene-agent ratio or agent-scene ratio, a differentiation Burke doesn’t make 

in his initial discussion but adds in an addendum27 (443). Ultimately, by “ratio” all we mean is 

the effect that one dramatistic element has upon another. In reality this is a complicated 

interweaving of ratios, but analytically we have the privilege of looking at them in pairs, turning 

them about, studying the light cast by different rotations of our pentadic prism. 

Before we can get very far in holding Bartholomae’s light up to our prism, though, we 

must account for his epigraphs, as they touch on elements which nearly extended the pentad into 

a heptad. Bartholomae begins with a pair of epigraphs, but our attention is on the second, a quote 

from Spivak in an interview with Howard Winant: 

Remember, in Foucault’s passage in his History of Sexuality: “One must be a 

nominalist.” Power is not this, power is not that. Power is the name one must lend to a 

 
27 In referring to the difference between ratios based on which term is listed first, I have been using the 

phrase “preeminence” to refer to the context-giving term. Burke would say that it is “Edenic,” and Basic Writing 

scholars might call all of these terms (in their context as context creators) a “discourse community,” though that 

would be a poor fit as they align in function but not necessarily form, as the primary term is always paired with a 

secondary term in a ratio. In this sense, contemporary coinages of mestiza consciousnesses or translanguaging are 

more abstract metaphors for the more fundamental and philosophically rooted phrasing of “ratios.” 
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complex structure of relationships. To that extent, the subaltern is the name of the place 

which is so displaced from what made me and the organized resister, that to have it speak 

is like Godot arriving on a bus. We want it to disappear as a name so that we can all 

speak. (4) 

The function of the epigraph is to set a direction (in our terms, we might say that it functions 

constitutionally). The direction set by this epigraph is aligned so perfectly with our discussion on 

the scene-agent ratio that, were it not part of our current discussion, I would have used it as an 

exemplar. 

 Let’s begin with the Spivak’s titular question, can the subaltern speak? Our focus is not 

on the question as a question but on the use of the term "subaltern" as a term which exemplifies 

the scene-agent ratio. To speak, an act, is a property of agents (agents act within scenes via 

agencies for reasons), so we can read "subaltern" as an agent, but in Bartholomae's epigraphic 

quote, Spivak refers to the subaltern as the name of a place, a scene. 

 Dramatistic analysis is useful for a term like "subaltern" because it is so flexible and 

moves so easily through the different elements of the pentad. For example, in an interview with 

Spivak in 2018, she uses it as an adjective, referring to Antigone as "subalternized." For 

Antigone, then, the subaltern is a scene, a place from which she cannot speak. For Creon, 

however, the subaltern is an agency, a means by which he can silence dissent. The flexibility 

both of "subaltern" and our terms assert themselves in other aspects of the play as well. Spivak 

says that she (we) "want [the subaltern] to disappear as a name so that we can all speak," a reality 

that is born out in the drama of Antigone, where one could argue that the subaltern is the theme. 

Creon wishes to "send a message" via his actions by denying Polynices a burial, forcing his soul 

to wander endlessly. Antigone defies his authority by burying Polynices (twice). The curse of the 
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unburied body and restless soul are a banishment to the realm of the subaltern, but when Tiberius 

attempts to burn sacrifices and is met with rejection in the form of sacrifices that do not burn 

properly, the subaltern transforms from a place to which Creon banishes others to an existential 

threat to the entire realm. The subaltern then moves from scene and agency to agent who acts, an 

angry figure bent on destroying Creon's kingdom, a force he must appease. We can see Creon's 

purpose revealed in the manner of his proclamations of execution on Antigone. First she is to be 

stoned inside of the city walls, in front of everyone, which is to say Creon is claiming her 

execution is just in the eyes of the law ("in front of God and everybody," my relatives would 

say). Her eventual execution, though, is to be entombed outside of the city so that she can starve, 

moving outside the symbolic law of civilization, out of sight, and with no direct act against her. 

Her death results in the death of Creon and, ultimately, the destruction of Thebes. 

 If, as Spivak says, Antigone is subalternized (because she is a woman, because she is a 

child of Oedipus, because she disobeys an unjust law), and, dramatistically, we can say that her 

subalternization is reflected in the movement of "subaltern" through, as delineated above, scene-

act-agent-agency, then the ultimate death of Creon and destruction of Thebes are balancing acts, 

sacrifices burnt on a world-alter that appeases the gods so that the entire world does not become 

estranged from itself, forcing all places to become the subaltern. The subaltern (or it's negation), 

then, is also the purpose, giving us a complete dramatistic expression of a single term. But 

Spivak speaks of it in the epigraph as a name of a place that she wants "to disappear...so that we 

can all speak,” an idea that makes sense only if there are no displaced places we could 

reasonably refer to with the term. What better epigraph for David Bartholomae than one which 

posits the end result of a truly progressive approach to writing would be for the phrase “basic 



129 

   

 

writer” to disappear. Why can’t Johnny write? Bartholomae might answer “for the same reason 

the subaltern can’t speak, because Godot isn’t on the bus.” 

 We are thus situated by the epigraph in the realm of the scene-agent. The scene is treated 

as an agent, and where it is not seen as an agent itself, agents are referred to as something that are 

produced by the scene, as in the phrase “from the place that made me and the organized resister.” 

Note that it is a “place” (scene) that “made” “me” and “organized resister” (the agents), and note 

too that the result achieving this goal is for a nameable place, the subaltern, to “disappear,” an 

action that is not performed by an agent, leaving the void of agent to be filled by the scene itself. 

 For our analysis, then, we should begin by articulating the scene and our dramatis 

personae. In other words, we have to begin by simply answering two questions (where and who 

are we) and then answering them again and again in increasingly complicated ways, digging 

down through the ratio to a point of near total ambiguity. 

 It’s difficult to answer “simply” the question of “where” when dealing with a text that is, 

in some ways, a conversation through time between author and reader. This is, I think, as 

reductive as I can be: Bartholomae published this essay in The Journal of Basic Writing in28 

1993. I think I read it first in college in Abilene, Texas, but I may have read it as a teacher in 

West Point, Georgia. Either way, I read it now in quarantine in Atlanta, Georgia, but I have read 

(and written about) it for several years and in several places in Georgia. When he wrote this 

piece, he was teaching at the University of Pittsburgh. He mentions his graduate work at Rutgers 

(5), his classroom (6), a file drawer where he keeps the “fuck you” paper (6), moving to Pitt (7), 

the conference he is at (8), somewhat abstractly to “an area of contest” that should delineate 

Basic Writing (8), he talks about being “in” the preface to a book, The Content of Our Character 

 
28 We are “in” a scene as we are “in” a place and “in” time. “When” as a question for us, then, is inherently 

another way of saying “where.” 
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by Shelby Steele and coming “from” the book the Alchemy of Race and Rights. He refers to a 

kind of representative “general” classroom (12), and places that classroom’s goals within “a 

social world” and places its unity in contrast to the “contact zone” (12-13). He speaks 

metaphorically of moving “into and out of rhetorics of authenticity” (13, emphasis in original), 

and of a stage, in a sense, in saying that “education needs to be staged,” and that “one needs a 

place to begin and a place to end or to mark beginnings and endings,” but he expands the 

boundaries of these places by saying that “it is not impossible to think beyond our current sense 

of beginnings and endings (of Basic Writing and the courses that follow), beyond placement 

exams that measure the ability to produce or recognize the conventionally correct and unified 

text.” This phrasing casts Basic Writing and following courses as places we have a sense of and 

from which we operate (14).  

He also speaks of the institution as a place, a scene, that is not prepared for what other 

scenes will produce (15). He refers to James Britton as a conduit, one we might “think outside 

of,” and we should notice the Britton/Britain pun (15). The social world returns in Steedman’s 

quoted summary of The Tidy House as a story that is about the means (agencies) “by which those 

children are brought up to inhabit a social world” (15). Bartholomae’s attraction to the book is, at 

least in large part, because it “suggests the roads not taken by composition studies and its 

professionals” (16), those roads being another scene, a potential or imagined scene, yes, but a 

scene nonetheless. He mentions how scholars at his university go to archives, a scene containing 

agents that exist elsewhere (17). Skipping one point I’d like to end with, he summons the back 

issues of the Journal of Basic Writing as a scene where much good has been done. He talks about 

“The Maryland conference” and some specific questions being asked by “the university 
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community,” used here as an agent engaged in the act of asking but only by functional shift (20-

21). 

 His rereading of the liberal discursive practices has helped him to “arrive” at the end of 

his talk where it “seems important to ask” a question: “do I believe this negative, unyielding 

rereading?” It is at this point that Bartholomae engages with dramatism in perhaps a fleeting and 

unintentional way: “The answer is yes and no, and sometimes yes and no at the same moment” 

(18). While belief is an abstract thing, simultaneous opposition, the feature of the Dissoi Logoi, 

“cognitive dissonance” in contemporary terms, or a violation of non-contradiction in logical 

terms, are all other avenues of approach towards paradox (or Kant’s antimonies, perhaps). In 

other words, we arrive at a scene that dramatism gives us the tools to tolerate and use. 

 But we are in the scene-agent ratio, and we want to discover the ways that the scene 

effects the agents, and for that, we complete our next task of listing our dramatis personae as 

simply as possible. These first two listings will give us a point of reference for the rest, as scenes 

contains acts and agents possess agencies, so they are necessarily more exhaustive and 

exhausting than later discussions. 

 The two begging characters are obvious, Bartholomae and myself, and a third, the 

reader(s) of this section, who I will group collectively as “audience.” As writers, Bartholomae 

and I come from different scenes as established by our various audiences and our relative 

degrees of agency. But inasmuch as that agency is a product of credibility, which is an attribute 

of the agent, we can refer to it as an agent in this section. His credibility comes from his years 

publishing scholarly work of great renown. I, on the other hand, have a captive audience. Part of 

the reason for the depth and breadth of my introductory chapter and the justification of my 

method is to close the gap between our relative degrees of authority. In other words, I write that I 
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might earn the necessary credibility to justify my analysis. Or, thinking in terms of scene, we 

might say that I create a scene, a background of words, in which I have the authority to speak. 

Gayatri Spivak is also present in the text in addition to you, me, and Bartholomae. In her 

presence in the epigraph, she summons Foucault. 

 Bartholomae summons the character of Sartre, and, though less directly, that of Richard 

Nixon’s government, but neither Sartre nor Nixon (nor Spivak or Foucault for that matter) loom 

as large as Quentin Pierce in this essay. The visual difference between most of the pages and the 

page dedicated to quoting Pierce is striking. Whereas Bartholomae writes in measured 

paragraphs and has carefully varied sentence length29, Pierce’s writing is represented in halting 

steps, short paragraphs and sentences that leave white space punctuated by words written in all 

capital letters. This is our representation of Pierce, and our meeting with him is negotiated via 

narration by Bartholomae. He tells us a lot about how he views Pierce and Pierce’s writing in this 

section, noting that the it “begins to look like a page from Leaves of Grass or Howl,” and that, in 

response to a string of despondent curses, “I [Bartholomae] was not prepared for this paper” (6). 

 Among the first things we are to understand about the character of Quintin Pierce is that 

his writing is approaching the level of two of America’s greatest poets, Whitman and Ginsberg. 

It’s nice company to keep, especially when a respected scholar is handing out that praise. Too, 

we are set up by the scene in the previous page, “I knew that I was going to preside over a 

curriculum that spent 14 weeks slowly and inevitably demonstrating their failures,” and “this 

moment [is] representative.” The representative moment doesn’t refer directly to Pierce. 

Bartholomae is referring to the moment he knew he was going to demonstrate students’ failures 

 
29 His introductory sentences in each paragraph are particularly strong. Usually short, punchy, and devoid 

of academic language. Perfect positioning pieces to set the “scene” for whatever the actors will be doing in a given 

paragraph. 
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instead of teaching them anything. That such a moment is representative is Bartholomae’s 

summary critique of Basic Writing instruction. 

 The representative moment is a scene, then, into which a representative agent walks. 

Pierce, whose “handwriting is labored,” is the representative Basic Writer. On the one hand, we 

know that part of the problem is that Standard Written English instruction doesn’t account for 

diversity of language and dialect. On the other hand, we can imagine a case as representative if it 

demonstrates extremes of the problems we face generally. Pierce does that. The laborious nature 

of the handwriting provides a tone30, and the problems with the essay are obvious. Words have 

been supplanted by words the author did not intend, as in “main” for “man,” “Stinger” for 

“Sartre,” and twice substituting “meanless” for “meaningless.” We can feel Pierce’s desperation 

as Bartholomae relays his all-caps scribblings of “STOP” and “LOSE.” More importantly, we 

can feel Pierce’s opposition and defiance, both in the repeated “I don’t care” and in the “fuck this 

shit,” three words that are the subtext to most papers written for an English professor but rarely 

make it into the text proper. 

 Our remaining actors are present but less important than Spivak and Pierce. Dan Howard 

is the next, and he sets Bartholomae on his path, gives him his “call to adventure” so to speak. 

Bartholomae is joined on his mission by Tony Petrosky, and two worked to produce Facts, 

Artifacts, and Counterfacts, a book that, among many other things, encourages educators to 

collect and publish student work. The next characters are an “I” and a “we” that Bartholomae 

uses at the end of page eight. This “I” and “we” are Bartholomae-the-basic-writing-scholar and 

we-the-basic-writing-scholars. This “I” and “we” are equals who equally participate in the sin 

Bartholomae is accusing us (and himself) of. Notably, the “we” disappears immediately after 

 
30 Later in his writing, Bartholomae would add “attitude” to the pentad. We might say that the handwriting 

comment is there to encourage us towards a particular attitude. 
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appearing, and so do we, replaced by an anonymous “liberal” who, in true scene-agent ratio 

fashion, is passive: “Nothing has been more surprising to a liberal (to me) than the vehement 

(and convincing) critique of the discourse of liberalism, a discourse that, as I’ve said, shaped my 

sense of myself as a professional” (9). 

 Before we move to the two characters who, not being “I” and “we,” can be subject to 

more intense scrutiny, it is important to demonstrate that discourse, as used here by Bartholomae, 

is a “scene” and not an “agency.” An agency is the means by which someone accomplishes 

something, the tools used. A hammer is an object, but it is a means for driving a nail. The nail, 

too, is a means by which (purpose) two pieces of wood are fixed together. The agent is the one 

who wields the hammer and holds the nail. The act is the driving of the nail, the scene is the 

room or workshop. 

 In the above framework, to say that discourse is an agency is to say that it is a tool used 

to achieve goals, and that is precisely the view of which Lu, Bartholomae, Rose, and others have 

been working to disabuse us. Discourse isn’t the hammer, it’s the whole damn room. It’s the way 

that we identify hammers and nails (or not hammers and not nails). To say that discourse is a tool 

to achieve a goal is to say that is has an essential purpose encapsulated in the thing itself. When 

Bartholomae says that a discourse shaped him, he means it in the materialist sense, that the 

conclusions he drew were enabled and formed by the language he had to speak about the world. 

Built into that language are possible and impossible conclusions. For example, the movie Back to 

the Future has a confusingly catchy title because we lack a tense for past that is yet to come, but 

at the start of the movie, Marty McFly’s future is in his past, and his present is also in his future, 

as he’ll observe himself doing things at the end of the movie that he did at the beginning. This 
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paradoxical bending of time is wrapped up in the title, but it becomes difficult to discuss with 

tense words, like “was” and “will be.  

A counterexample demonstrates the conclusion forcing nature of language, a poem that 

defies the conclusions imposed by the language used to write it, but only through great effort: 

Frost’s “The Road Not Taken.” Nearly every act occurs in the past save for two that bend time. 

The first is that the other road is unworn and worn within the second stanza, only in the third 

stanza to become unworn again. This is, of course, impossible, and yet it is this impossibility that 

is a feature of the poem, as evidenced by the time-breaking language use in the fourth and final 

stanza: “I shall be telling this with a sigh Somewhere ages and ages hence…” Of course, Frost is 

telling us now, though he’s been dead for nearly 60 years. Too, he is telling us “Somewhere” not 

“sometime,” even though referring to time. The non-linear movement breaks all kinds of rules of 

logic, and the reference to location rather than time lets us know that Frost is sharing in our 

materialist interpretation of reality. The poem is not a means by which we can make decisions 

about our future, it is a place where we can stand and, from standing in that yellow wood, the 

decision will be made for us. Has there ever been a person so dead inside that she has read “The 

Road Not Taken” and said to herself “I’d much prefer the first road, thank you.” Of course not. 

Many of us have (and do) take the first road, but we feel an appropriate shame at our cowardice 

when standing in the poem. 

It's in poetry that language searches to undo the conclusions imposed by itself, using new 

rules and ignoring old ones, imbuing meaning in a line break, a thing that happens as a matter of 

course in prose. But Bartholomae isn’t writing poetry, nor are his students (except, perhaps, 

Pierce). His two characters that replace the “I” and “we” in discussing the sinful worldview 



136 

   

 

produced by liberal discourse conventions (already, Bartholomae writes “a liberal” instead of 

referring directly to his audience) are Shelby Steele and Patricia Williams. 

 Steele, a black conservative with a history of making controversial remarks, writes from 

the perspective that Bartholomae calls “old-fashioned humanist” (10). Such a description relies 

on a shared definition that, I suspect, most readers would already have, but it bears musing about 

here31. What, then, should we suspect about this shared character we are to distrust, this clown, 

this foil to the truly enlightened materialist? We can state rather obviously that a philosophy 

called “humanism” has, at its center, the agent (though Burke considers the corresponding 

philosophy of “agent” to be “idealism”). The general thrust of Humanism is towards the past, 

hoping to recapture the Greek and Roman ideals, which is in many ways to say Western ideals. 

We can see this centering of the individual human qua human in Steele’s writing (“Whatever I 

do or think as a black can never be more than a variant of what all people do and think”). We can 

see it in George Washington’s fascination with Cato, with contemporary right-wing fear (or 

hope) of government over-reach to justify the aggression inherent in sic semper tyrannis. In fact, 

I don’t believe any better description of the moral conservative exists beyond a belief that some 

people in the past had some kind of noble, self-made quality, and that virtue (or success, or 

goodness, eudaimonia) lies in recapturing the lost or purifying the corrupted human spirit. This is 

the position Steele represents and one that Bartholomae finds lacking. 

 Steele’s foil is Williams, who, for Bartholomae, represents writing produced by someone 

who is fully engaged in her scene. He says that Williams’ book “sees subject positions as 

produced, not essential, and as strategic,” and he describes her beliefs about identity “…positions 

that are White and Black, male and female, all at once” (10). This writing calls to mind our 

 
31 We cannot be certain about exactly what Bartholomae means by “Old-fashioned humanist,” but I have a 

sense that this speculation is righter than it is wrong. 
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discussion of a tolerance for paradox that is part of the solution to our (at this point nearly 

forgotten) original question posed at the end of chapter 1. 

 Each of these characters writes very differently. Steele is direct and has sentences ordered 

hierarchically, the subject of his sentences is often “I” and he repeats words, phrases, and key 

ideas, implying again and again a commonality that all people share, the “human universals” that 

non-essentialist views of language reject. This, of course, puts him at odds with much Basic 

Writing scholarship because his book is about discovering human universals. Williams nearly 

writes in paratactic catalogue and wields oxymoron like a blunt force object. She uses what 

Bartholomae calls the “overwhelming specifics” that are erased in Steele’s writings, and this 

becomes the central debate over Basic Writing instruction. Do we side with Steele, who 

represents the philosophy of humanism and universals, ergo essentialism/idealism, or do we side 

with Williams, who represents the overwhelming specifics (perhaps a rebranding of messy 

details) where, for Bartholomae, real meaning lies? Perhaps we did not know we were choosing 

sides at all, but now we do. If we trace our pedagogical preferences backwards to the scene that 

produced them, running those lines through people who represent via their writing the 

preeminence either of scene or agent, then we can no longer make naïve arguments about 

political neutrality. 

 Bartholomae moves towards his conclusion through Mary Louise Pratt, who introduces in 

for us in this essay the metaphor of the “contact-zone.” I quote at length from the text here 

because it is the paragraph that Bartholomae wants us to read. It is an extension of Pratt’s 

program, with Bartholomae’s actual desires stated in parenthetical asides: 

These are, according to Pratt, some of the literate arts of the contact zone: 

autoethnography (representing one's identity and experience in the terms of a dominant 
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other, with the purpose of engaging the other), transculturation (the selection of and 

improvisation on the materials derived from the dominant culture), critique, 

collaboration, bilingualism, mediation, parody, denunciation, imaginary dialogue, 

vernacular expression. (Imagine these as the stated goals of a course.) And these are some 

of the pedagogical arts: exercises in storytelling and in identifying with the ideas, 

interests, histories, and attitudes of others; experiments in transculturation and 

collaborative work and in the arts of critique, parody, and comparison (including 

unseemly comparisons be-tween elite and vernacular cultural forms); the redemption of 

the oral; ways for people to engage with suppressed aspects of history (including their 

own histories); ways to move into and out of rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for 

communication across lines of difference and hierarchy that go beyond politeness but 

maintain mutual respect; a systematic approach to the all-important concept of cultural 

mediation. (Imagine these as exercises.) (13) 

If Bartholomae had a pedagogy like this one, he’d have known how to respond to Pierce. 

 The conclusion we arrive at after this barrage of new (at the time) ideas, covers more 

familiar ground: James Britton, Mina Shaughnessy, and the author of the book The Tidy House, 

Carolyn Steedman. Shaughnessy is largely an aside, a then-recent reference to demonstrate the 

unassailability of James Britton. Britton and Steedman, like Steele and Williams, are archetypes, 

iron sights through which we might look down the length of our own ideas and senses of right 

and wrong to see the scene that produced those ideas. Britton calls for developmentalism. 

Steedman says that developmentalism is just analyzing class and reproducing that analysis as a 

grade (15-16). With Steedman, we get the second of two types of sympathy. One sympathy is the 

liberal impulse to “fix” Basic Writing students by aligning them to a standard that erases their 
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difference. Steedman’s sympathy is one that leads to an analysis of the conditions that produced 

the difference.   

 These are, though incomplete, lists of the scenes and the agents who occupy them. From 

these lists, we can see a trend for how the agent functions in relation to the scene. In 

Bartholomae, an agent neither effects nor affects a scene. Rather, agents represent scenes. This is 

what Britton and Steedman do. It is what Steele and Williams do. It is what Bartholomae, Pratt, 

Petrosky, and Howard do in that they show us how we might embrace a scene that produces a 

new pedagogy. Most importantly, it is the function of Quintin Pierce. He is an agent who writes, 

whose failure is produced by the developmental-model expectations of Bartholomae, and he is 

representative. What is the relationship between the scene and agent, then? The scene produces, 

mechanistically and with the force of history, the agent. The agent then becomes a means 

(agency) by which other agents may view the scene. In this sense, agents themselves become 

scenes, reduced to the material conditions that produced them. This is the only possible 

conclusion. Materialism is opposed, at its core, to idealism, which is to say essentialism. The 

scene-agent ratio will always be one of violence, as either scene or agent must be destroyed. 

Consider, alternatively, the ancient creation myth tendency towards the agent-scene 

ordering of this ratio and the inherent violence in that direction. The Aztecs had Cipactli or 

(later), Tlaltecuhtli, whose body was used, its pieces torn apart by Quetzacoatl and Tezcatlipoca, 

to form the world. Here, while we may have a kind of materialism in looking at the scene, behind 

the scene is an agent, Tlaltecuhtli, and inasmuch as matter does not appear to be an agent, it is 

because it has been put to use by different agents (gods), who are themselves sufficiently 

abstracted ideas as to become essential (Brundage and Anderson 31). The destruction of an agent 

and the resulting material to create is a common feature in creation myths, Marduk’s destruction 
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of Tiamat being one of the obvious popular examples (Lambert 169), but the general “emergence 

from chaos,” (where we might generalize creation myths, a generalization of generalizations) 

noted Long stems from a sense of “indeterminacy and potentiality” that carries with it “all the 

possibilities inherent in chaos” (154), an idea that reminds us of Santayana’s essential realm of 

all things. 

To put it another way, we can think via the Michaelangelean cliché of “discovering the 

sculpture inside the stone,” which gives us a simpler, physical iteration of this idea. Within the 

stone lies all possibilities. When we order our world in the agent-scene ratio fashion, we think of 

the sculptor as pre-eminent. The “end,” if there is such a thing, is to become the artist who can 

see the sculpture even in chaos, a block of unhewn wood. When we order our world in the scene-

agent ratio, we see the stone. For us as materialists, then, the stone is more important than the 

sculpture. After all, whatever we value as art we are taught to value, and true sight would not be 

seeing the sculpture in the stone but seeing in each sculpture the quarry from which the stone 

was mined. 

While it seems like we might be straying from our original purpose, the above are just 

simpler, pre-trodden paths that serve as a model. For our purposes, we would have to ask what 

figures would constitute our demiurgic forces. What scenic elements, sufficiently generalized, 

could become agents? If, as I have argued, the primary way we have figured Basic Writing 

pedagogy is from the scene-agent ratio, how might the agent-scene reversal of the ratio open new 

possibilities? The unintentional (but convenient) metaphor of “Titans” works but would be too 

large a cosmology for our purposes. Limited to Bartholomae’s “Tidy House,” we still have 

sufficient material for a microcosmic structure. 
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In sum, the structure is this: a non-human feature of the environment is given human-like 

qualities within a story. Human agents who connect to abstract ideas (titles, as in “king” or 

“warlord” or “shaman” or “pope”) have superagent corollaries within the story that can interact 

with the agentified environment because of their special status (the mother of kings, the father of 

rulers, the first to do something). The purpose of these abstracted human superagents is to be a 

sufficiently generalized, essential agent that represents a group of people in an ideal form. The 

story is for the people represented by this superagent. The superagent dismembers the agentified 

feature of the environment to create the scene. This shows mastery over the scene solidifies the 

agent as conscious actor and the scene as unconscious, dead matter. 

In a scene-agent analysis of “The Tidy House,” Quintin Pierce is the primary, agentified 

feature of the environment that is dismembered to create the scene. He is powerful and full of 

potential, like Cipactli or Tiamat or any other agentified iteration of chaos, but in the end, he is 

not a conscious being who can act, nor is he the purpose of the story. Bartholomae is conscious, 

and we, the teachers of basic writers who read this myth are, by extension conscious actors 

represented by him. Our students are the scene in which we act, and whatever pedagogy we 

adopt, the student, filtered through us, gains structure and meaning but is never more than a 

statue, a representation of their creators. It is the ultimate temptation for materialists who tell 

stories in which they feature that they retain their status as agents, presupposed by the authority 

to tell a story in the first place, and as characters (I, we, or implied), and to reduce others to dead 

matter. To put it a different way, we might blame the rain god for a dry season, but we wouldn’t 

blame the rain. Similarly, we might fail a student who is a real person, but we cannot fail Quintin 

Pierce. 
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3.4 Act, or Realism, in General 

Realism suffers from an obvious interpretation that is almost right but that belies the 

subtlety of the philosophy. In demonstrating the relationship between “act” as a dramatic term 

and realism, hopefully those subtleties will be illuminated. Before we begin, though, we should 

say that by “act” we do not refer to a “play done in two acts” but rather to actions taken by 

agents. Already this places us at odds with the totalizing nature of scene because the existence of 

an action as distinct from mere motion presupposes a conscious agent. 

Burke’s chapter on “Act” is sprawling and, as is his wont, often falls into a topical 

interpretation of history rather than addressing directly his subject matter. But we can do much of 

his work more simply if with much less art. To understand the relationship between act and 

realism, we can rely on the confusion, in part discussed above, between motion and action. For 

the materialist, all is reduced to motion (dead atoms only). For idealists, even motion can be 

elevated to action (superagents with “wills” all their own). But the realist is in the in between 

realm, where motion becomes action and action becomes motion. The easiest way to think of the 

difference is to imagine a person dying. 

A living person does things or, when sleeping (or in a coma, or about to die but not 

certainly), could do things. Within this agent is the potential for action or the act of doing. We 

identify the agent as agent and not scene because of this potentiality or conscious activity. Upon 

the moment of death, though, the agent becomes a body. Whatever is essential in the ideal sense 

of that agent departs, and what was ideal is reduced to material. As a calloused and uncouth 

friend of mine once noted, “dead people are basically garbage,” but the point is well taken that 

death moves one from a position of subjectivity to one of objectivity. 
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In this example, dying is an act, the last act, one that crosses the motion/action barrier in 

the reverse (action/motion). Conception to birth, then, is the opposite; it is the movement from 

objectivity (sperm, egg) to subjectivity (infant). Realism is concerned with the objective world, 

the world as it is32. 

Burke helpfully parallels, in this section, his pentad with Aristotle’s six elements of 

tragedy. Character and agent are obvious pairs, as are spectacle and scene. Diction and melody 

are referred to as Aristotle as a means, and so fall, for Burke, under agency, though it is possible 

that were he to revise this section Burke would identify melody with an as-yet-unexalted sixth 

term (attitude) and diction with agency. Thought aligns with purpose in that it is the rational 

process through which characters come to decisions or, in other words, characters have expected 

outcomes or goals which motivate their actions. Finally, the act is reserved for the plot, or the 

sequence of events, of happenings or, more actively, of doings (231). This is, admittedly, 

definition by negation in the first half, but while “event” in “sequence of events” is a noun, we 

might better understand it as ex vinere, a series of consequences from actions. Alternatively, we 

can imagine how we elicit stories from others: by asking “what happened?” The answer to that 

question is a plot, a series of actions or statements of existence.  

3.5 The Scene-Act Ratio 

The scene-act ratio is, as with the scene-agent ratio, an understanding of the relationship 

between the scene (materialism) and the act (realism). These two are not directly at odds with 

one another as materialism and idealism are, but they can contend with one another inasmuch as 

the act implies an actor, an agent. If we limit ourselves to mere motion, then there is an easy 

 
32 the emphasis here is to show the reliance on the verb, the active part of the sentence. While another 

philosophy could refer to the world or to the person, realism demands a reference to a verb. 
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alliance between the terms. If we give heavy preeminence to scene, we can do this, but such an 

uncomplicated approach is unbecoming. The act-scene iteration of this ratio asks how action or 

the plot influence the scene. 

Perhaps the easiest example of the act-scene ratio is a cliché in many stories of the 

relationship between weather and events. “Once upon a midnight dreary” does not imply a 

pleasant evening drinking tea. In The Lion King, Scar’s death brings healing to the land. When 

Elijah causes no rain to fall for two years, a miracle for which the King, Ahab, understatedly 

calls him a “troubler of the land,” Elijah responds by saying 

I have not troubled Israel, but you and your father’s house have, in that you have  

forsaken the commandments of the Lord and have followed the Baals. Now  

therefore, send and gather all Israel to me on Mount Carmel, the four hundred and  

fifty prophets of Baal, and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at  

Jezebel’s table. (New King James Version, 1 Kings 18.18-19). 

Later, the rain is returned and the land healed after a ritual sacrifice, the murder of 450 prophets 

of Baal, and Ahab returning to view the sea seven times. These actions are what have direct 

bearing on the land, as none of the key characters change. Ahab is king at the beginning and the 

end. 

For a less fantastical example, we can look to Jadav Payeng, an Indian man who planted a 

forest. No more direct iteration of the agent-scene ratio is possible than the statement by NPR 

Morning Edition’s Julie McCarthy that Payeng has “single handedly changed the landscape of 

his State of Assam.” Payeng is also prone to the pathetic fallacy, an area of interest for Burke 

because it touches on the ambiguity between motion and action, attributing to non-agents the 

capacity to act with intent where it is clear no intent is involved. For Payeng, this manifests as 
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through an ideal view of nature, abstracting the landscape nearly to the status of superagent: 

“"It's not as if I did it alone...You plant one or two trees, and they have to seed. And once they 

seed, the wind knows how to plant them, the birds here know how to sow them, cows know, 

elephants know, even the Brahmaputra river knows. The entire ecosystem knows." 

For Burke, and thus for us here, this is simply a direct example of the relationship of 

potential and imagination. It is a feature of the act-agent ratio, but it bears mentioning here. As 

the agent is capable of, though sufficient abstraction, imagining infinite possibilities, those 

imaginings represent a kind of insipient act. Engaging in them is, then, a manifestation of the 

insipient act, a creation, as fits the nature of “act” and “realism.” Actions are not performed in a 

vacuum, though, and inasmuch as an agent can imagine endless possibilities from chaos and is 

therefore full of potential action, so too is an environment full of potential motion. For Payeng, 

one clearly dedicated to action, he interprets this motion as action because he sees the land as 

both a living scene and as an agent. Therefore, what happens via the potential of motion leading 

to motion, he calls “knowing.” 

While the act-scene ratio ordering is limited to two terms, with any sufficiently focused 

analysis we find our way to the others. The trouble here is what the trouble has always been: the 

conflict between materialism and idealism, and if there were an original sin for dramatism, it 

would be this one. Because “act” is inherently “conscious act” once we have gone beyond 

motion, it relies on the negation of the primary materialist claim. That said, because actions are 

the manifestations of imaginings, there is, too, a moment of crossing from abstract essentialism 

to physicality and materiality, placing “act” between two great forces. This is perhaps why the 

“act” has been the center of so many religious ideals, particularly that of Christianity (in its 

iteration as “the way”) and Taoism. 
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Conversely, the scene-act ratio is featured almost perfectly in two very different examples, 

Shelley’s “Ozymandias” and Nolan’s masterpiece Memento serving as examples of the scene-act 

arrangement with the television serial Law and Order representing the act-scene. For 

“Ozymandias,” all action is located in the past, merely a scene for the present. Our context is that 

the author met a “traveler from an antique land” who then speaks the remainder of the poem. The 

poem obtains its meaning in the scene’s rejection of an agent’s action in preference to the scene’s 

motion. We have the “king of kings,” the mightiest of all agents, and a present tense, imperative 

inscription to “look on my works, ye mighty, and despair.” But no works remain bar this 

inscription and the “shattered visage.” Only “the lone and level sands stretch far away,” perhaps 

a pathetic fallacy depending on how we interpret the word “stretch.” It’s possible, as Shelley 

demonstrates, within the scene-act ratio for the scene’s motion to supersede an agent's action. 

While this elevates the scene to a semi-agent, this is not a problem for Bartholomae who, in the 

tradition of Marx, operates within a quasi-idealistic materialism. 

In Memento, the plot (act, or sequence of actions), is disordered. The protagonist must 

make of himself a scene in order to attempt to produce order. The meaning of any given act is 

withheld until context is provided. The color scheme of the scene indicates its relative coherence, 

either black and white for chronological and thus interpretable or color for decontextualized and 

thus virtually meaningless. The primacy of the scene, particularly the black and white scenes, 

demonstrates the authority of scene over all other dramatistic elements. For Nolan, someone who 

works “behind the scenes” in the sense that he constructs them for a given drama, this 

interpretation reality makes perfect sense. Sans context, all of our actions are meaningless. 

Dick Wolf’s Law and Order television series is the polar opposite, which makes sense 

given its target audience’s tendency towards idealism and realism. Not only is each episode 
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identical in structure, each follows a linear storyline in which relevant facts are discovered via 

direct action, with little space left between moments of dialogue and action. Bodies and cameras 

in motion center the “act,” and the famous audio que to signal a scene change reifies the 

hierarchical, linear nature of the plot. Crime leads to questions leads to courtroom. Either justice 

is served, or it is not. The destination is a scene (prison), but prior to this, scenic questions are 

not asked. This method is in stark contrast to more contemporary police dramas (The Sinner, 

True Detective) where the plot is a lose discovery of the initial scene that produces the actions 

depicted on the screen, following the Nolan model of scenic preeminence (albeit less directly). 

But what do these models tell us for how to interpret Bartholomae? In the act-scene 

reading, we can look to see how Bartholomae’s actions, in concert with similar actors to be sure, 

produce the scene we now have. This interpretation is one that invites us to give credit or place 

blame, though that conclusion is not necessary since we are not consumed by its moralistic, 

black-and-white perspective. Alternatively, we could choose the scene-act ratio and see how 

Bartholomae’s actions were produced by the scene in which he found himself, an act of 

genealogical discovery where acts gain meaning only through clearly articulated scenes. As a 

final piece of analysis, we can look for moments of potential action and cases of the pathetic 

fallacy to see where Bartholomae uses terms ambiguously. To begin, we should describe why 

this matters (to us, to Bartholomae) and describe the basic plot. 

As for ambiguity mattering to Bartholomae, we can again look to the epigraphs that begin 

“The Tidy House.” The first of the two, also by Spivak, is from “Can the Subaltern Speak?” and 

reads 

The unrecognized contradiction within a position that valorizes the concrete  

experience of the oppressed, while being so uncritical about the historical role of  
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the intellectual, is maintained by a verbal slippage. 

We might simplify this by making it multiple sentences that are each discrete claims. First, some 

positions “valorize the concrete experience of the oppressed.” These positions are also 

“uncritical about the historical role of the intellectual.” “Verbal slippage,” which is to say 

ambiguity or equivocation, maintains the contradiction of this position. Or, more simply if less 

beautifully, we might say “historically, intellectuals have equivocated on the experiences of the 

oppressed, valorizing their oppression by relying on ambiguity.” Revision or clarification of this 

sort is, of course, interpretation, but I think it a fair one. It is also a demonstration of the vital role 

ambiguity plays for Bartholomae. Where there is ambiguity, there is potential, meaning, and 

movement. 

What, then, can we say is the plot? Bartholomae does say that “[t]his is a story I love to 

tell” (5), and refers to it a story (“the story of Quintin Pierce and my work in Basic Writing” (9) 

to be exact) four times in the first several pages. Too, this essay is in many ways a frame story. 

The inside and outside of the frame are a praise and criticism of Basic Writing. The initial frame 

is the history of his start, his allegiance to critical theory and how that scene produced his work 

in Basic Writing. The conclusion is a criticism of Basic Writing in that it presupposes a 

hierarchical relationship between the literate and the semi-literate, an understanding which is 

antithetical to a critical, scenic worldview. 

Like all good frame stories, there are parallel layers so that we can speak honestly about an 

interior layer what is true about a more sensitive, exterior layer. In the same way that 

Bartholomae asks his students Sartre’s questions, “if existence precedes essence, what is man?” 

he asks us in this essay, “if existence of precedes essence, what is a basic writer?” 
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One of the fundamental actions of this essay is the necessary failure of Quintin Pierce, a 

failure that is produced by the scene of Bartholomae’s then linguistic prejudices and the 

University’s expectations. Pierce’s “skill and force” combined with his inevitable failure and 

clear frustration are the motivation for the Basic Writing program Bartholomae creates. The 

persistent lack of progress in that program is the scene which, ultimately, produces the questions 

in the essay. Each action is ethically sourced from the scene, treated as materialistically 

inevitable. Whatever scene is created by that action is then the source of the next scene. 

However, complicating this scene-act ratio and repetition is a series of potential actions, of 

imaginings, of incipient actions that could become actualized. There is motion parallel to the 

action which, should the scene change, will begin. 

Bartholomae’s aforementioned tendency to emphasis-through-parentheses is produced by 

the scene-act ratio where the act is in its incipient stages as potential and motion. This essay, 

then, serves as a means of transmuting some of the motion into action, action which, in 

retrospect, becomes a scene. Within the scene-act ratio, all articulated imaginings are basically 

speech-acts in that they tilt imagination away from "incipient” and towards action. The cost of 

this transmutation is that Quintin Pierce is its fuel, burnt up as a physical person, abstracted, 

converted to a ubiquitous scene that might enable continued shift towards productive motion and 

away from the repetition that plagued (and plagues) Basic Writing scholarship. Bartholomae 

knew then, on some level, that defining basic writers in a systematic way was an impossible task 

because their existence depended upon a dialectical opposition to those-who-have-power. 

Bartholomae’s concluding paragraph is concerned almost entirely with the scene-act ratio 

and the way that changing scenes have made identical actions fundamentally different. I quote 

here at length so that I might refer back to his words more easily: 
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I suppose what concerns me most is the degree to which a provisional position has 

become fixed, naturalized. "Basic Writing," the term, once served a strategic function. It 

was part of an attempt to change the way we talked about students and the curriculum. 

We have lost our sense of its strategic value. "Basic Writing," it seems to me, can best 

name a contested area in the university community, a contact zone, a place of competing 

positions and interests. I don't want to stand in support of a course designed to make 

those differences disappear or to hide contestation or to enforce divisions between high 

and low. It seems to me that the introductory curriculum can profitably be a place where 

professionals and students think through their differences in productive ways. I'm not 

sure more talk about Basic Writing will make that happen. (21) 

The reason it is a problem that “a provisional position has become fixed, naturalized” is precisely 

the persistent problem of the act. What was motion has become action; that action, as a feature of 

the past, has become part of the scene, and what was a temporary active solution to a particular 

iteration of a scenic problem has become the solution to a scenic problem that, because the 

solution has become fixed, must also remain fixed. This “stuckness” is evidenced by the three 

critiques of Basic Writing that Bartholomae gently levees, saying he isn’t interested in teaching a 

course “designed to make those differences disappear or to hide contestation or to enforce 

divisions between high and low.” We could read this, alternatively, as a statement that these are 

the three things current Basic Writing courses do. It is a damning summary of Basic Writing at 

the time to say that it 

1. Eradicates diversity via incentivizing homogeneity, 

2. Silences voices that speak out about immoral conditions, and 

3. Reifies stratification of power and necessarily creates a lower class of victims. 
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This is a more robust critique than the one that appears at the beginning of the essay, that his 

students were simply “destined to fail.” Now, at least, we have progressed to knowing the means 

and purpose of that failure. 

3.6 Agency, or Pragmatism, in General 

This section is as important as it is difficult because, in some ways, this entire document 

could be said to be about the creation of a philosophical heuristic which, as a means, falls under 

the heading of agency. I confess that is my goal, that it is how I see the ideas herein, and it is 

how I hope the document will be viewed and used. This documents raison d’être33, then, is as 

explicit as this section can make it. Beyond this introspective difficulty, agency as a dramatistic 

term is, in Burke, dialectically paired with purpose. This is easier to understand if we use the 

more common pairing of means/ends. To treat only agency in a section robs us of much of what 

is interesting and generative about these terms. I think it likely that, for a happenstance 

difference of history within the foundational philosophies of Basic Writing, the lengthy 

discussion between idealism and materialism, nominalism and rationalism, could have been 

between pragmatism and mysticism, that is means and ends. 

The aforementioned claim that a heuristic is a tool, an agency, is a key step to 

understanding the contemporary impact of pragmatism as understood by Burke. Too, beginning 

with agency as Edenic and subjecting it to the alchemical center of analysis is a clear way 

towards the ambiguity that dramatism seeks to make use of. For example, if I use a pool cue to 

hit a pool ball, the cue is clearly the agency, the means by which I (agent) moved (act) the ball 

across the table (scene) in order to win the game (purpose, though it should be noted I’m terrible 

at pool). But if I were in a terrible pool related incident that somehow cost me my hand, I would 

 
33 Beyond the acquisition of a title resulting in the requisite liquidity to barter as abstracted labor. 
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still be myself, simply sans one hand. I’d need a prosthetic, which itself would be a tool. But if a 

prosthetic hand is a tool, why would my hand not be a tool I use to hold the cue? So on up my 

arm, my skeletomuscular system, my body merely a tool I use to achieve the ends set out by my 

brain, and even that a set of mechanisms whose purpose is, in the simplest form, self-

perpetuating. I might, in this extremely selfish view, view the entire universe (including every 

atom in my body) as a means by which I perpetuate my own existence. This is simple alchemy, 

first because it is easy to think of our thoughtless limbs as tools to begin the process and second 

because it is easy to imagine being unquestionably selfish as, at least for me, that task is more 

akin to memory than imagination. 

For Burke, the “Platonic tool” (perhaps we should say representative tool) that exists only 

as a tool and has no purpose for itself is in the human designed instrument (283) and reaches its 

artistic peak in the form of the documentary (282). An instrument is designed specifically to 

extend the power of an agent in some way. It cannot except through extreme alchemical 

pressure, often symbolically, become something other than an instrument. A set of beakers and 

burners might, for instance, become a scene in a commercial indicating the scientific bona fides 

of the actor pretending to be an authority on medications you should ask your doctor about. 

Burke claims documentaries are an attempt at objectivity in the sense that they seek to 

present facts. Facts, here, are themselves agencies, means by which conclusions (ends/purposes) 

are produced or achieved by being fed through a “rational” mechanism. Astute viewers will 

observe the inevitable bias in selecting which facts appear and in what manner, but inasmuch as 

the documentarian is honest, the documentary is at least corollary evidence deprived of the sort 

of bias inherent in a traditional narrative. 
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But understanding the relationship between pragmatism and truth is best done outside 

Burke, though. Two forms of pragmatic truth clash with one another and, as we might expect of 

a thesis and antithesis, produce a synthesis for pragmatic conceptions of reality between the 

pillars of William James and Charles Pierce34. For Pierce, truth is assumed to be a singular, 

definable, discoverable thing. Each definite question will have a definite answer, and we define 

as truth the definite answer that rational actors eventually reach (Legg and Hookway). This 

definition of truth relies on a troublesome phrase that appears frequently in US law as well: 

“rational actor.” It functions tautologically, as though there were only one way to correctly view 

the world. Granted, this is also a part of the pragmatic rejection of skepticism and nominalism 

(Legg’s and Hookway’s claim again, though an obvious one given the focus on means). 

For James, truth is often simply a label we apply to beliefs that have predictive value. 

This includes beliefs that make us happy and do not contradict with other beliefs (Legg and 

Hookway). While this allows for a degree of confusion between correlation and causation, it’s a 

useful metric given enough time to self-correct. It differs from Pierce’s definition in two 

important ways. First, James seems less focused on an essential truth. Truth is another tool, an 

agency, that can move us towards our goal. For Pierce, truth is an essential thing that pragmatism 

can achieve via scientific inquiry. Secondly, Pierce believes that reality exists independently of 

the mind whereas James believes the only relevant sphere of inquiry is individual experience. 

We might understand Pierce, then, to be operating within an agency-act paradigm and James to 

be acting within an agency-agent paradigm. Regardless, a fair synthesis would be that truth is a 

means towards an end that is best evaluated by the probabilistic likelihood that acting on that 

 
34 It is worth noting as we move through abstract truth definitions that pragmatism ultimately led to the 

foundation of social work as befits its connotation of practicality. 
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truth will produce said end and, therefore, becomes more and more solid as more data is 

collected. 

If we think, as Burke encourages us to do in this context, of a scientific approach to 

human problems, there is the necessary reduction of that problem to fewer dimensions. For an 

experiment to be wholly scientific, the fewest possible variables must be changed. For human 

problems, that means looking at populations, which behave generally predictably, rather than 

individuals, who behave erratically. A common colloquialism captures this disregard for 

complexity in favor of more straightforward, “obvious” viewpoints. When one is in distress, a 

friend might shrug and say, “what can you do?” Similar colloquialisms like “it is what it is” or 

“my hands are tied” or “you can’t eat your cake and have it too” also express this idea. Agency is 

limited by reality, so acceptance is, even if undesirable, necessary. 

Thus, the pragmatic philosophy is empirical and practical without eliminating the agent 

as the means by which its utility is measured. It is objective in its description of available means 

of acting and subjective in its evaluation of which actions are worth taking.  

3.7 The Scene-Agency Ratio 

The obvious relationship between a scene and an agency is that the means are made up of 

whatever material is in the scene. The communist cry is not to “seize the materials of 

production” but rather to seize its means. It is clear, then, that means are, for the materialist, a 

part of the scene. For the pragmatist, we reverse the order of importance. The pragmatist would 

rather ask “what tools are out our disposal that make us capable of seizing anything, and what 

does seizing gain us?”  

We have already said that scenic preeminence forces the agent of Quintin Pierce to 

become a scene in an act of philosophically necessary (if no less immoral) dehumanization, but 
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given the idealistic materialist’s view of history as producing the present (and the future), this 

means Pierce is also an agency. The moral calculus of scenification becomes, in the scene-agent 

ratio, simple arithmetic. People should not be reduced to tools. That statement is uncontroversial 

enough to be treated as self-evident. 

But a scene-agency ratio reading of Bartholomae’s “Tidy House” is not primarily focused 

on a moral question. What is the relationship between the scene and the agency, and how does 

one impact the other? Bartholomae makes claims about agencies that we might ideally have, but 

in the pragmatist framing of reality, we don’t always have said agencies. Several examples, 

emphasis mine in each case, demonstrate both our actual agencies and idealistic pseudo-

agencies: 

1. “I felt then, as I feel now, that the skills course, the course that postponed ‘real’ 

reading and writing, was a way of enforcing the very cultural divisions that stood as 

the defining markers of the problem education and its teachers, like me, had to 

address” (7-8). 

In this section, Bartholomae’s claims writing teachers have the means of enforcing 

cultural divisions. This is, of course, true. Our grading methods are often subjective, and we 

bring with us the background of our own culture. Even if we are critical of that culture, the 

critique itself necessarily rests on a bed of unrecognized cultural preferences. This is 

Bartholomae at his scene-agency best, where he reminds us that the scene we dislike is one in 

which we participate because of the nature of the tools we use to work within that scene. 

2. I am trying to think outside of the ways of thinking that have governed my 

understanding of basic writers, of their identity as it is produced by our work and 

within the college curriculum” (9) 
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This is passively worded, but the active wording reveals the agency: We, through the 

means of our work, produce basic writers’ identities within the college curriculum. Here is the 

materialist overstep. It is one thing to participate; it is another to produce. Of course, teachers of 

English and teachers of basic writers are involved in the academic identities of their students, but 

to say that we produce that identity lays claims to means beyond any individual or, I believe, any 

coherent, meaningfully identifiable group. This becomes clearer when we think about the limits 

of our abilities. If, tomorrow, all English teachers started marking the spelling of “cat” wrong 

and replaced it with “©α±,” saying this was the new correct spelling, we would be rejected. 

Nobody would begin spelling “cat” with those symbols because authority on the spelling “cat” is 

not an agency available to English teachers, it is one held in the consensus of literate, English 

speaking people and the corresponding affordances are built into the keys on the keyboard. 

This is not to say we have no control. Obviously, small changes can be made, but larger 

attitudinal shifts about language are beyond our means. Looking to the past to see how certain 

rules have memetically propagated throughout the language is also not a good indicator of our 

authority and relies on the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy. “Shit happens” is not an uplifting 

call to action, but it is a pragmatic reality. If we actually had the authority to alter language use 

(or even language instruction, for that matter), wouldn’t one of the various resolutions on the 

teaching of language have done so? 

3. “…it has taught both the formal properties and the controlling ideas that produce, 

justify, and value the humanism of Shelby Steele, that produce Patricia Williams’ 

text as confusing, unreadable” (12) 

In this case we split the difference between accurate and idealistic. On the one hand, it is 

true that vocabulary, experience, worldview all work together to make some things intelligible 
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and other things unintelligible. That idea is one of the core understandings behind the very idea 

of a discourse community. If we give two very different texts to two very different groups, it’s 

reasonable that the groups might find different texts difficult. This nominalist and understanding 

of the intelligibility of a text need not be the only dimension in play, though. 

Williams’ text relies on contradictions, jargon, the pathetic fallacy, and paratactic 

catalogues. While the difficulty of the text might in some ways spring from a difference of 

worldview, it is also possible that it is simply a confusingly written text for human beings in 

general. Of course, this posits some kind of real human nature, which is taken as a matter of 

course in the pragmatist’s worldview and outright denied in the materialist’s worldview. 

Fortunately, we cannot experiment on human beings to the degree necessary to test this 

hypothesis as the results are, at least potentially, extremely dangerous. That said, and I think 

Bartholomae would agree, the current scene is also extremely dangerous, even more so 

depending on which caste you happen to be a part of. 

4. “Thinking of development allows one to reproduce existing hierarchies but as 

evidence of natural patterns” (14) 

Here is a direct claim of agency, that the guiding metaphor of development provides 

teachers with the means to “reproduce existing hierarchies” which is something that established 

in our first quote, but it adds that those hierarchies are “evidence of natural patterns.” This is 

something that satisfies the pragmatist’s worldview because we have examples of this happening 

in both the Pygmalion effect and in racial bias in testing. In these examples, a given set of 

expectations based on an assigned group or the evaluative measure itself produce the difference 

they are designed to address. Of note, however, is that while this is a valid critique of 

developmentalism, it is not the express purpose of developmentalism. Here we fall into he 
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means/ends issue, so to avoid getting too far ahead of ourselves we can say that 

developmentalism as a guiding metaphor provides its users multiple agencies, one of which is to 

uncritically reify prejudiced attitudes. But unless we are more specific about “developmentalism” 

as our scene, which I understand is not Bartholomae’s task, we are unable to say which agencies 

are likely to be seized upon. Is the developmental model continuous or discontinuous, constant or 

variable, natural or socially constructed, persistent or temporary, culturally specific or universal? 

Berlin’s developmentalism may loom largest within Composition, but it is not the only 

developmental model, and that one model fails does not mean that all models will fail. 

5. “And it is not, I would argue, because those of us who work in Basic Writing, who 

preserve rather than question the existing order of things” (15) 

While the full quote would be necessary to understand exactly what Bartholomae is 

talking about here, our only concern is what agencies he is claiming Basic Writing teachers have. 

To that end, he is saying that Basic Writing teachers have some power to preserve the existing 

order of things. The conclusion to chapter 1 (section 1.7 entirely) deals with complicating details 

about this claim. In cataloguing agencies, we tend to exclude things we would not do. For 

example, I have the ability to permanently erase my entire dissertation right now. I could 

highlight the text, delete it, type a few sentences, save it, then log in to word online, pull up past 

versions, delete them, go through my email and delete emails where I shared copies, and be 

done. Of course, I won’t do that, but I have the means to do it. I have the means to enact violence 

on people I love. I have the means to buy a gun. Owning a car is enough to grant me the means 

to harm large numbers of innocent people. Even mentioning that I have these agencies is 

uncomfortable, as if the acknowledgement of the possibility of self-destructive acts and acts of 

terrible violence makes them more real. 
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In section 1.7 I listed reasons why Basic Writing teachers often lacked agency, but 

perhaps I could have been more specific in saying that only without going beyond what most (to 

use a troubling term) rational people would consider acceptable do we lack agency. Lofty goals 

require great power to achieve, and power is, by definition, destructive. If we are to set lofty 

goals, we must seize destructive means, even if they are never employed. 

Our focus, though, is on the relationship between the scene and agency. Bartholomae’s 

personal scene is one of unmitigated success. An Ivy League Rhodes Scholar who, after 

complaining to his boss was promoted, Bartholomae exists in a world where working hard, 

acting intelligently and in good faith, and honestly pursuing a more just society for the 

dispossessed results in success. This is slightly tongue in cheek, but I do not mean to dismiss the 

tremendous work that Bartholomae has done. I simply mean that in some ways he is a victim of 

his own success. He cannot see a lack of agency for others because of his own immense 

intellectual faculties. It took me a long time to come to this conclusion, as in this interpretation 

the problem is that I (and, to be fair, others like me) simply aren’t smart enough or hard working 

enough or good enough at our jobs to make the difference people like Bartholomae could. This is 

more than simple flagellation, it amounts to a claim that there is, for Bartholomae (and others 

within the Basic Writing community) a fundamental disconnect between the scene and agency. 

When planning what mental faculties, what enthusiasm, what intelligence and empathy might be 

brought to bear against the systemic, brutal problems of linguistic prejudice, Bartholomae 

grossly overestimates underpaid adjuncts with Panglossian vigor. 

3.8 Purpose, or Mysticism, in General 

Purpose is simply the “why” of every motive. Inasmuch as someone is explaining why 

something should be done, why these means should be chosen, why these people should do it, or 
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why this situation will produce these outcomes, she is engaging in mysticism. The means/ends 

relationship is obvious in that any means is called such because it enables a given end or 

purpose. That purpose is tied philosophically to mysticism is, as with the other dramatistic and 

philosophic relationships, initially unclear. It is best to work from mysticism towards purpose. 

Mysticism is inherently tied to the idea of some sort of spiritual, essential being, nearly 

always a “divine.” Burke’s contention is that the agent’s goal in mysticism is “unity of the 

individual with some cosmic or universal purpose” (288), but this amounts to a claim more than 

a demonstration. It can be demonstrated, though, in two ways: first, by looking at the function of 

mysticism in Macbeth, and second by analyzing mystical colloquialisms and general terms. 

Macbeth’s mystical agents are simple to identify: the three witches who prophesy based 

on the insight from the ghostly apparitions with whom they commune. Part of their mystical 

quality is conveyed in their unity. They speak together, completing one another's sentences and 

rhymes. Too, there is unity in the naming (or lack thereof), simply first, second, and third witch. 

When Macbeth enters their company in Act IV, he is offered the chance to see the spirits with 

whom they commune. He then speaks to the armed head, the bloody child, and the crowned child 

with a tree in his hand. The prophesying mystic, whether Oracle at Delphi or witches and spirits 

or Tiresias or Jesus, is a common enough dramatic figure. The purpose agents have in seeking 

mystics is to gain agency over fate, but the presence of the mystic inherently undermines this 

quest. If the mystic truly speaks for a god or, in speaking with demons, implies the existence of a 

god, then cosmic forces compel certain ends. The means will arise, as in Macduff’s cesarean 

birth. He was “untimely ripp’d” so that he could fulfill the requirements to be the man to kill 

“charmed” Macbeth.  
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Of course, it’s only a play, so Shakespeare is in control, forcing some conclusions that, 

when done well, are satisfying but, when done poorly, are dismissed as being too contrived, as 

resulting from deus ex machina. But given the relationship between character and author, all 

conclusions result from deus ex machina. The stratification between Macbeth and Shakespeare is 

identical to the perceived stratification between human and divine being. The witches in Macbeth 

are there to represent the divine force that, allegedly, also controls the audience inasmuch as they 

are willing to suspend disbelief. All ends are necessarily within the design of the divine being. 

The teleological worldview is dismissed by the scientistic worldview as “results based analysis,” 

but the mystic does not mind this critique. Consider Christian commonplaces like “everything 

happens for a reason” or “it’s all a part of God’s plan” or “the Lord works in mysterious ways.” 

These statements imply that all that happens serves a higher purpose, a divine purpose, or (for 

us) a dramatistic purpose. Even those actions which are intended against that purpose enable the 

deific force to “reap where [it] didn’t sow and gather where [it] didn’t scatter.”  

Consider Milton’s Sonnet 19 where even passive existence is action in service to God, as 

in Taoism’s wei wu wei: 

 

That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need 

    Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 

    Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 

Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 

   And post o’er Land and Ocean without rest: 

   They also serve who only stand and wait.” 
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Finally, the eschatological concern of the mystic gives us the final support for Burke’s 

claim of the unity focus of the mystic. Teleological inevitability destroys agency in any 

meaningful sense in the same way that agency focused nihilism destroys purpose. All action for 

the mystic is reduced to that which supports one inevitable end or that which must be bent to 

support it. Alignment with the ends of the cosmic force is the only rational action. 

The function of purpose dramatistically is inherently tied to the means/ends dialectical 

relationship, a relationship that can be harmoniously expressed in the questions “what do we 

want to do and how are we to do it” or antagonistically expressed in the question “do the ends 

justify the means,” implying that they are essentially, often morally, at odds with one another. 

We can rely on mysticism as a philosophical justification without embracing it fully by 

understanding that pure mysticism is purposive preeminence in the same way that materialism is 

scenic preeminence. Dramatism needs not accept or reject any preeminent philosophy; it is a tool 

for observation, description, and analysis; it is a description of justification, not justification 

itself. We ask mystical questions wherever we ask “why.” When a chef engaging in the act of 

cooking is still concerned with the scene via mise en place, she complements her act with the 

scene even though she would describe the occurrence in terms of the act. This relationship, the 

push and pull, is the very definition of the ratios, and while we use them in combination as pairs 

because of the limits of our perception (“every way of seeing is a way of not seeing”), total 

perception would encompass all five terms and philosophies at once. 

For our purposes here, our understanding of purpose generally should simply be that when 

we articulate an end as something towards which we desire to work, we are relying on mysticism 

for that claim. Inasmuch as our ends align, we can work harmoniously provided we agree on 

what means are (or should be) available. But where our ends differ, we likely have found a fault 
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line in a fundamental belief about the part of our individual universes that serves the 

psychological function of god. To ask each other or our students to align themselves to a new 

goal is to ask them unconsciously to change religions. Inasmuch as we can determine 

Bartholomae’s goals, we can find his god. 

3.9 The Scene-Purpose Ratio 

We have noted, for instance, how there is a point at which Mysticism and 

Materialism become indistinguishable. Both involve a narrowing of motivational 

circumference. Materialism accomplishes this by a deliberate elimination of 

purpose as a term (except for the fact that the materialist is quite willing to tell 

you his purpose for eliminating purpose). Mysticism arrives at somewhat the 

same result unintentionally, in making purpose absolute, and thereby in effect 

transforming it into a fatality. Ironically, motivational schemes that would feature 

it less may allow it more.  

 

- Burke, Grammar of Motives, 291 

 

The scene-purpose ratio is mediated by agency via the means/ends relationship. 

Returning to our chef in her kitchen, were she to suffer an unfortunate bout of amnesia and wake 

to find herself adorned in her uniform with hat and apron, in a bustling kitchen with the sound of 

guests dining outside and sous chefs asking questions, she would understand her purpose via the 

context provided by the material scene of the kitchen and the personal scene of her experience, 

and she would act through the means available to her—knife, cutting board, ingredients, heat— 

according to her set purpose. 
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Since we have articulated the agency in Bartholomae’s “Tidy House” already, we can 

now turn to his purpose. This, I think, is articulated in five sections, quoted below from pages 

18-21 of his essay where he tries to articulate his purpose. Because Bartholomae is a savvy 

rhetor, he knows that in asking his colleagues to realign their purpose, he is asking a great deal of 

them, so he does much to hedge, soften, and question his own stances. Ultimately, though, he is 

proposing changes. 

So what in the world have I done here. I find myself characterizing Basic Writing as a 

reiteration of the liberal project of the late 60s early 70s, where in the name of sympathy 

and empowerment, we have once again produced the "other" who is the incomplete 

version of ourselves, confirming existing patterns of power and authority, reproducing 

the hierarchies we had meant to question and overthrow, way back then in the 1970s.  

In my theater days, I often had to produce what is called “beat book” where each action, whether 

blocking or a line, is placed next to an active infinitive phrase indicating the motive behind it. 

“To twist the knife of dread” might be next to Macduff’s address to Macbeth. A similar thing can 

be done here with Bartholomae’s conclusionary statements. In fact, his phrasing invites a 

teleological approach “what in the world have I done here” and “I find myself.” He is asking us, 

or himself, to explain his actions in terms of their purpose and, at the same time, distancing 

himself from his own conclusions. It casts the conclusions not as accusation, but as realization. 

In our beat book, we might write that he is trying “to turn our eyes towards the mirror.” He wants 

Basic Writing scholars to see not what they wish they were doing but what they are doing. By 

including “way back then in the 1970s” we might write that he is trying “to bury the past in the 

past.” 
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We have constructed a course to teach and enact a rhetoric of exclusion and made it the 

center of a curriculum designed to hide or erase cultural difference, all the while carving 

out and preserving an "area" in English within which we can do our work. Goodness.  

This is Bartholomae at his harshest. He says outright that our purpose in creating the course 

whose nominal goals were liberatory and for the “greater good” is in fact designed specifically to 

protect the interest of those who teach it at the cost of its students. What action should we pair 

with this accusation? To slam the gavel? To stitch the scarlet A? To drive the finger into the 

chest bone? This is more than a slight shift in religious doctrine, it is an accusation of apostasy.  

Now, at the end of my talk, it seems important to ask, "Do I believe what I have said?" If 

this has been an exercise in reading against the grain of the discourse that has produced 

Basic Writing (and, I said, my work as a professional), do I believe this negative, 

unyielding rereading?  

The answer is yes and no, and sometimes yes and no at the same moment. Let me 

conclude, then, with a series of second thoughts (or "third thoughts" as the case may be).  

His purpose in “reading against the grain of the discourse that has produced Basic Writing” is to 

show us a more hideous (and potentially more accurate) version of ourselves as Basic Writing 

scholars. His purpose in saying that he both does and doesn’t believe it is to offer us a way out. It 

may be true sometimes or in some ways but not all the time in all ways. Too, he invites us to 

accept contradicting truths, an invitation this dissertation also extends. There is more to say of 

his purpose in this section, but it reiterates a point made in his final paragraph that will be 

discussed below. 

It seems to me finally stupid to say that every nonstandard feature of a student's prose is 

a sign of opposition, can stand as "unsolicited oppositional discourse." If I think back to 
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Quentin Peirce's essay, some of the "errors" could be read as oppositional, but not all of 

them and not all of them for the same reasons. At the same time, the profession has not 

been able to think beyond an either/or formulation-either academic discourse or the 

discourse of the community; either argument or narrative; either imitation or expression. 

Part of the failure, I think, is rooted in our inability to imagine protocols for revision, for 

example, that would negotiate rather than preserve the differing interests of students and 

the academy. 

In calling the either/or formulation “the failure,” he is producing the potential for success. The 

action we might pair with this is “to open doors.” I have in my head the image of a jailer pressing 

the button that opens all the cell doors at once. Going beyond either/or into the realm of both/and 

is, a la Santayana, an essential realm of all possibilities, chaos, but of the productive kind. If we 

are really to negotiate differing interests of students and the academy, and if we are to negotiate 

“error” as something more than “unsolicited oppositional discourse,” we vastly expand our 

possible actions by stretching our scene into more dimensions. Rather than correcting mistakes 

until those mistakes disappear, a simple task of blunt force education, negotiating error, meaning, 

and purpose wrests control from the teacher and the discourse community she represents and 

extends that to her students. 

Too, Bartholomae’s line that “part of the failure, I think, is rooted in our inability to 

imagine...” is a request for creative responses to student work and to the demands of the 

classroom. If our purpose is grander than the elimination of difference, if we are more 

philosopher and less editor, then our task becomes the creation of new, radical pedagogies using 

new and radical methods. With these changes comes the need to demonstrate the value of our 
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new approach to our students. This is that call to action, motivated in part by the fear we have of 

the terrible visage he showed us previously. 

It is possible, it seems to me, to develop a theory of error that makes the contact between 

conventional and unconventional discourses the most interesting and productive moment 

for a writer or for a writing course. It is possible to use the Steele/Williams pair to argue 

that when we define Williams-like student writing as less developed or less finished than 

Steele-like student writing, we are letting metaphors of development or process hide 

value-laden assumptions about thought, form, the writer, and the social world.  

In a conclusion, to state that something is “possible” is to call for its creation. In that regard, he is 

charging us with that creation. Beyond that call to create and the basic outline (Steel/Williams) 

that he believes should be a part of that, he is providing us with a map of our prejudice. He points 

to “thought, form, the writer, and the social world” as the four areas where our values are being 

imposed on our students. His list works through the pentad nicely. Thought is incipient action; 

thought is given form through an act; the writer is the agent who produces that act; the social 

world is the scene in which the writer produces the physical form of the thoughts she has. 

Notably absent, of course, is purpose, which for Bartholomae is erased out of materialistic 

necessity. We can supply it for him though by looking at the implication behind his statements. 

Again, when he says something is possible, he is calling for it to be done, and he has in fact done 

what he is talking about here. He has used “the Steel/Williams pair to argue" that we are being 

biased in our assessment of students because of our belief in faulty development models. His 

purpose then is to get us to do the opposite, to not be biased in our assessment of students 

because of our reliance on process or development. Bartholomae wants us to value general 

acceptance, more so than tolerance, of different modes of expression as that is a morally superior 
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position to valuing those modes which mirror your own. Such a belief in morality about 

preferences of discourse norms is, essentially, a religious mysticism. Stated this way, we deprive 

it of its gravity, but it's worth saying that I share this moral outlook and hope, in the previous and 

following pages, that I have articulated why. 

Let me think back to Quentin Pierce. Do I believe in the course represented in Facts, 

Artifacts, Counterfacts—do I believe it is a reasonable way to manage his work as a 

reader and writer? Yes. I believe deeply in that course. At my school, it changes every 

time it is taught-with different readings, better writing assignments. But in principle, I 

believe in the course. Someone else will have to produce its critique. 

In our various interpretations of Bartholomae’s work, I have not always been kind in assessing 

his text. To be clear, I do not believe that Bartholomae has done anything wrong to Quintin 

Pierce in writing his essay. I do not believe that he willfully ignores other dramatistic terms 

beyond the scene, though I do think that is a feature of Basic Writing scholarship generally that 

has a net-negative impact. I am deeply grateful for the work done by Bartholomae and other 

Basic Writing scholars, all of whom have done so much to improve my teaching and my 

estimation of my students. They have found, rooted out, and burned some of the bias and willful 

ignorance in me. I owe them all and Bartholomae in particular a large debt. I believe in this 

passage, though, he is asking for a critique because he believes in the thesis-antithesis-synthesis 

process. He is a dialectical materialist, after all, and the Hegelian/Marxist interpretation of 

history demands such a request. It is, in part, my attempt to supply the tools for such a critique in 

this dissertation. I do not think I am equipped to make that critique, but if I can point to a 

philosophical oversight, I can increase agency. In the next section (3.10), I briefly describe 

further possibilities beyond what I have offered here. 
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I suppose what concerns me most is the degree to which a provisional position have 

become fixed, naturalized. "Basic Writing," the term, once served a strategic function. It 

was part of an attempt to change the way we talked about students and the curriculum. 

We have lost our sense of its strategic value. "Basic Writing," it seems to me, can best 

name a contested area in the university community, a contact zone, a place of competing 

positions and interests. I don't want to stand in support of a course designed to make 

those differences disappear or to hide contestation or to enforce divisions between high 

and low. It seems to me that the introductory curriculum can profitably be a place where 

professionals and students think through their differences in productive ways. I'm not 

sure more talk about Basic Writing will make that happen. 

In this, Bartholomae and I agree. All positions must respond to their immediate material 

conditions, and while many of the features of the scene relevant to Basic Writing scholarship 

have remained the same, not all of them have. To identify problems and work towards solutions, 

we must account for more than the permanent scene of linguistic bias, large though that may 

loom. If he wasn’t “sure that more talk about Basic Writing will make that happen” in 1993, how 

much more certain would he be of the ineffectiveness of “more talk about Basic Writing” now? 

It is my contention that the reason we have not seen progress in either the erasure of the identity 

of Basic Writing (Spivak’s disappearance of the Subaltern) is because of the way we talk about 

Basic Writing, or, more specifically, the ways we don’t talk about it. 

3.10 More Things in Heaven and Earth, HoRatio 

I had originally planned to go through all 10 possible ratios, but of course we could 

reverse their polarity (scene-agent and agent-scene) and, treating a new term as the logically 

prior, Edenic language through which we must speak about our other term, we would find 
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ourselves at 20 terms. Beyond that, they are of course “ratios,” and one can be more or less 

materialistic, more or less pragmatic, more or less mystical. It became my goal then to model one 

way of rereading Bartholomae that still employed his own preferred dramatistic term in one way 

or another. All that is to say that this work is a brief look at the potential for dramatism, the 

pentad, and its ratios to produce new readings and understandings. 

To give an example of another of the ratios where we might exclude the focus on the 

scene (though of course it will remain and emerge in other language as we do our analysis) I’d 

like to look at Whitman’s masterpiece “Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand,” a poem 

that functions as a necromantic spell with instructions on how to perform it, wrapped in a 

warning that is an invitation or at least a temptation. This poem is a prime example of the agent-

agency ratio, as the poem constantly becomes Whitman as he, by means of writing and then 

dying, became the poem. Here it is in its entirety: 

Whoever you are holding me now in hand, 

Without one thing all will be useless, 

I give you fair warning before you attempt me further, 

I am not what you supposed, but far different. 

 

Who is he that would become my follower? 

Who would sign himself a candidate for my affections? 

 

The way is suspicious, the result uncertain, perhaps destructive, 

You would have to give up all else, I alone would expect to be your sole and exclusive 

standard, 

Your novitiate would even then be long and exhausting, 

The whole past theory of your life and all conformity to the lives around you would have 

to be abandon’d, 

Therefore release me now before troubling yourself any further, let go your hand from 

my shoulders, 

Put me down and depart on your way. 

 

Or else by stealth in some wood for trial, 

Or back of a rock in the open air, 

(For in any roof’d room of a house I emerge not, nor in company, 

And in libraries I lie as one dumb, a gawk, or unborn, or dead,) 
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But just possibly with you on a high hill, first watching lest any person for miles around 

approach unawares, 

 

Or possibly with you sailing at sea, or on the beach of the sea or some quiet island, 

Here to put your lips upon mine I permit you, 

With the comrade’s long-dwelling kiss or the new husband’s kiss, 

For I am the new husband and I am the comrade. 

 

Or if you will, thrusting me beneath your clothing, 

Where I may feel the throbs of your heart or rest upon your hip, 

Carry me when you go forth over land or sea; 

For thus merely touching you is enough, is best, 

And thus touching you would I silently sleep and be carried eternally. 

 

But these leaves conning you con at peril, 

For these leaves and me you will not understand, 

They will elude you at first and still more afterward, I will certainly elude you, 

Even while you should think you had unquestionably caught me, behold! 

Already you see I have escaped from you. 

 

For it is not for what I have put into it that I have written this book, 

Nor is it by reading it you will acquire it, 

Nor do those know me best who admire me and vauntingly praise me, 

Nor will the candidates for my love (unless at most a very few) prove victorious, 

Nor will my poems do good only, they will do just as much evil, perhaps more, 

For all is useless without that which you may guess at many times and not hit, that which 

I hinted at; 

Therefore release me and depart on your way. 

 

I called the poem a necromantic spell because it is, in a way, a means (agency) by which 

Whitman (agent) can revive himself (purpose). For this to make any sense, we need a specific 

understanding of what we mean by “agent” or “Whitman.” The mind/body problem rears its 

head here, as we will eventually be able to “Theseus ship” our way through a person until 

they’ve become entirely mechanical. What, then, defines the agent? If we are thinking of our 

foundational philosophies, we are trying to find the ratio between idealism and pragmatism. 

Whitman is Whitman inasmuch as he, pragmatically, does and feels the way a Whitman does and 

feels. Burke spends a great deal of time talking about motionless action in Permanence and 
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Change, but we can summarize his stance: the energy of an action (an incipient action) 

unrealized is perhaps the purest form of action because it allows for contradicting actions to be in 

that incipient, potential state simultaneously. We could say, then, that one acts as Whitman when 

one is prepared to do what Whitman would do with the same energy and intent as Whitman. 

What is Whitman’s purpose in writing this piece? I believe it is to reproduce his own identity, to 

revive himself, on the canvas of the reader. If I go to the woods, alone, and read the words he 

wrote, my lips forming the same shapes as his, my mind performing the same movements...if I 

am fully under his spell, doesn’t a piece of him, of his identity and consciousness, reappear? 

He directly addresses the reader in the present, though of course at the time of the writing 

nobody would be holding the poem in hand. Too, the poem is referred to as “me,” its body a 

page. This is the pathetic fallacy in its most intense iteration. A page that acts as though it is 

speaking to us with its own agency and as an agent. The poem is “not what you supposed,” in 

that it is not a poem. It is, however, something that the reader could potentially follow and could 

be a candidate for affections. Again, this grants the poem agency. 

Two conflicting purposes are present on the page. First, the poem is materially in a book 

that is sold in shops. It is produced in order to be read. Had Whitman truly not want it read, he 

could have either not written it or burned it. However, it appears in every edition of Leaves of 

Grass since the 1885 original. He wants it read, and yet it often repeats the claim to “put me 

down and go on your way.” In asking not to be read, it selects its reader, the one who would 

reject the command to ignore it, would take that as a challenge. Too, there are instructions on 

how to perform the necromantic act, with ineffective scenes being described and potential areas 

for resurrection being outlined as well. 
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We have the double meaning in the word “con,” as in both manipulate and steer. Are we 

being lied to or are we being directed towards dangerous waters? Both and neither, as is often the 

case with Whitman. 

This is an incomplete reading, but it was, of course, destined to fail anyway according to 

the poem itself. Perhaps it even fails by being on a screen rather than a physical page. It 

demonstrates, though, how different an analysis looks when focusing on the relationship between 

the agent and the agency, between the writer and reader and their means. In using a singular 

Edenic language to talk about Basic Writing, Basic Writing scholars have narrowed their field of 

view. Burke shows us that (and Whitman demonstrates how) there is more to see than what we 

have seen. 

4 FURTHER WORK 

4.1 What was the question and how does this answer it? 

At the end of chapter one, we found ourselves torn between either devaluing students 

languages of nurture or participating in furthering socioeconomic stratification, arriving at this 

question: How can the most philosophically pure and well intentioned Basic Writing scholars 

teach in a way they know potentially results in the devaluation of vulnerable students’ languages 

of nurture and the reification of both unjust power differentials and socioeconomic stratification, 

each of which is exacerbated by linguistic prejudice? Because these two concerns stemmed from 

two distinct worldviews based on different philosophies (what we now understand as either 

preeminence of scene or of agent), we can find the beginning of a resolution by accepting both 

simultaneously. When we read the account of the scene, and if I have done my job, it makes 

internal sense, is justified in our minds, and so we soundly reach conclusions using that 
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perspective, that Edenic language. Similarly, the account of the agent reaches an internally 

consistent conclusion that satisfies us. We are, then, met with apparent conflicting truths. 

But these truths only conflict if we name them truths, which is also a supererogatory 

claim of access to truth in general. We can agree to the existence of truth, and we can agree that 

we might have access to some pieces of it, but we would be foolish to claim that a perspective 

we could conceive of would be the perspective through which truth was to be determined. This 

does mean, though, that we accept two accounts about a single thing. Leibniz confronted a 

similar problem in the Monadology. 

This variety must involve a multiplicity in the unity or in that which is simple. For since 

every natural change takes place by degrees, there must be something which changes and 

something which remains unchanged, and consequently there must be in the simple 

substance a plurality of conditions and relations, even though it has no parts. 

14. The passing condition which involves and represents a multiplicity in the unity, or in 

the simple substance, is nothing else than what is called perception. 

It is the very perception that we describe above that produces the paradox, and perception is 

specific to the individual. Therefore, our paradox is only an issue insomuch as we believe in our 

own infallibility. When we gain the ability to see something from all dramatistic perspectives, 

turning from the preeminence of scene to act to agent to agency to purpose, our paradox is 

converted to a source for alchemic power, one that grants humility and empathy. 

Two examples: first, an exercise I walk my FYW students through each semester. I ask 

them, first, if they are right about everything. I always have a few class clowns who say “no,” but 

they all know that they aren’t right about everything. Having admitted this to themselves, I ask 

them what they are wrong about. This is a harder question because if they knew they were wrong 
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about something, they wouldn’t believe it anymore. The conclusion is that they must, then, be 

certain of something about which they are wrong.  

This is true for all of us. We can look at ourselves in the past and see where we were 

wrong and see too the journey to arrive where we are now. But the problem is that we treat our 

current beliefs as an arrival. The solution presented by the simultaneous acceptance of all 

dramatistic terms as preeminent in their turn, simultaneously a priori and non-existent, is that the 

perspectives available to us cast all options as both true and false. A perspective is, as mentioned, 

the property of an agent, and to occupy multiple perspectives is to become a kind of superagent, 

a multitude. It is Elbow’s believing and doubting game, but we doubt everything and believe 

everything all at once. Though it is not the concern of this text, it gives us access to another of 

Burke’s key concepts: identification.  

Elsewhere I call this same idea empathy, and it is often referred to clinically as “audience 

analysis,” but this sterile phrase is just scientistic bias creeping into our language. Empathy, 

identification, it unsticks us from the tyranny of a single perspective. In the same way that light 

is both a wave and a particle, that an electron exists as a probability cloud, that something 

random like rolling a dice can adhere to strict patterns over time, or that emotions like love and 

hate can have such a thin line between them (if any line at all), the more we approach something 

fundamental, the more it becomes subject to the heat of the “alchemic center.” It becomes 

possibility on the verge of actuality, and so it can be many things. 

Lisa Blankenship makes a similar case for empathy in her book Changing the Subject. 

Grounding empathy historically, politically, and pedagogically, she argues for the rhetorical 

power of empathy as something that goes beyond audience analysis. My argument mirrors her 

more detailed and nuanced work in that I believe the process of analysis isn’t complete until the 
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audience’s perspective has been imagined in the way a method actor might imagine it. In other 

words, until a position of genuine empathy is achieved. Dramatism provides a framework for 

identifying and occupying different viewpoints that might otherwise be anathema. Those who 

hold disgusting, vile views, though, are still a part of our audience. They are certainly 

participating in public discourse and they, or their acolytes, will certainly end up in our 

classrooms. To engage someone like this with empathy is a risky endeavor because, as 

Blankenship points out,  

…a person must be open to listen and therefore to change for rhetorical empathy to 

“work” beyond changing the subject/writer/rhetor. It’s true that rhetorical empathy can 

soften a rhetor toward someone who is intractable in their beliefs, but ultimately there 

must be some kind of opening both ways in order for dialogue to occur. (128) 

Blankenship writes from a position of vulnerability and about an audience who may not have 

access to the power necessary to make these empathic moves. That is part of why, first, I believe 

the paradox turned power source is so important and, second, dramatism and empathy are 

particularly useful tools for teachers who carry their power with them by right of their position. 

The second example of paradox turned into an alchemic source of power is a long quote 

from Orson Scott Card’s Speaker for the Dead. It’d like to use it to end this section, so we’ll do 

the analysis first. Familiar stories are familiar because they are told from a fixed perspective. In 

high-school, I was quite taken with the musical Wicked, (Idina Menzel is no Sutton Foster, but 

she’s still pretty amazing) the familiar L. Frank Baum tale told from the perspective of the 

Wicked Witch of the West. When the perspective shifts, so does the story. So, too, do the facts. It 

isn’t the same story, but of course it couldn’t be because it’s told from a new perspective. What I 

am suggesting is that it is not only the account of the facts that changes, it is the facts themselves. 
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I don’t mean that something miraculous happens and what happens on the material plane is 

adjusted according to our perception. I mean that anything that counts as reality is already 

mediated by perception, and so a “fact” is only factual in relation to its contextualized 

perspective. With that in mind, here is the lengthy quote, from an epigraph at the start of a 

chapter, a pair of stories Card uses to frame how we read another part of his story. Note the 

phrases “unity of purpose” and “individual sin” and how, in the conclusion, we again find 

ourselves at a paradox: 

A great rabbi stands teaching in the marketplace. It happens that a husband finds proof 

that morning of his wife’s adultery, and a mob carries her to the marketplace to stone her to 

death. (There is a familiar version of this story, but a friend of mine, a speaker for the dead, has 

told me of two other rabbis that faced the same situation. Those are the ones I’m going to tell 

you.)  

The rabbi walks forward and stands beside the woman. Out of respect for him the mob 

forbears, and waits with the stones heavy in their hands. “Is there anyone here,” he says to 

them, “who has not desired another man’s wife, another woman’s husband?” 

They murmur and say, “We all know the desire. But, Rabbi, none of us has acted on it.”  

The rabbi says, “Then kneel down and give thanks that God made you strong.” He takes 

the woman by the hand and leads her out of the market. Just before he lets her go, he whispers to 

her, “Tell the lord magistrate who saved his mistress. Then he’ll know I am his loyal servant.”  

So the woman lives, because the community is too corrupt to protect itself from disorder. 

Another rabbi, another city. He goes to her and stops the mob, as in the other story, and says, 

“Which of you is without sin? Let him cast the first stone.”  

The people are abashed, and they forget their unity of purpose in the memory of their 

own individual sins. Someday, they think, I may be like this woman, and I’ll hope for forgiveness 

and another chance. I should treat her the way I wish to be treated.  

As they open their hands and let the stones fall to the ground, the rabbi picks up one of 

the fallen stones, lifts it high over the woman’s head, and throws it straight down with all his 

might. It crushes her skull and dashes her brains onto the cobblestones.  

“Nor am I without sin,” he says to the people. “But if we allow only perfect people to 

enforce the law, the law will soon be dead, and our city with it.”  

So the woman died because her community was too rigid to endure her deviance.  

The famous version of this story is noteworthy because it is so startlingly rare in our 

experience. Most communities lurch between decay and rigor mortis, and when they veer too far, 

they die . Only one rabbi dared to expect of us such a perfect balance that we could preserve the 

law and still forgive the deviation. So, of course, we killed him.  
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4.2 Fear and Reading in Lost Pages 

We have good cause to be afraid of extremism. We have seen preeminence of scene in 

Stalin and Mao and Pol Pot, of agent in Manifest Destiny and Slavery and Jim Crow, of act in 

Nazism, of agency in the abusive and environmentally catastrophic growth of Amazon, and of 

purpose in the religious violence of the Saudi Royalty (or, if you prefer, choose your own 

religion and enjoy a plethora of examples). Any philosophy may be sufficient justification of 

brutality. The key to avoiding this, as I think Burke demonstrates in his focus on the means/end 

distinction, is to avoid the belief in an end that justifies any means.  

This is not to say that the ends never justify the means, only that there is no end sufficient 

to act as a justification for any means. We might cast this differently as a rejection of “by any 

means necessary.” In The Lathe of Heaven, a book by Ursula K. Le Guin more frequently read 

than Steering the Craft, she writes of a man, George Orr, who has the ability to manifest into 

reality anything he dreams, and his therapist turned dream controller, William Haber. The two 

men are at odds with Haber wanting to make the world a better place through Orr’s dreams and 

Orr wanting to lose the ability to alter reality with his dreams. The protagonist here, unlike our 

usual protagonists, is concerned with divesting himself of power rather than attaining it. Orr 

doesn’t believe anyone should be able to change the universe simply by dreaming it were so. 

Prior to one of his dreaming sessions with Haber, Orr thinks to himself “The end justifies the 

means. But what if there is never an end? All we have is means” (82).  

Orr is averse to the dramatistic element of purpose in general. From the previous page in 

the book:  

Things don’t have purposes, as if the universe were a machine, where every part has a 

useful function. What’s the function of a galaxy? I don’t know if our life has a purpose and 



179 

   

 

I don’t see that it matters. What does matter is that we’re a part. Like a threat in a cloth or a 

grass-blade in a field. It is and we are. What we do is like wind blowing on the grass.  

We don’t have the total agency that Orr has or that various iterations of the Resolution (or any 

constitutions for that matter) pretend to. But our limited agency is still the moral field with which 

we work, and when we grant preeminence to any term, when we make it not only Edenic but 

permanently Edenic, then we give ourselves a purpose that has the right to demand any agency. 

That is the danger.  

The task of resolving, or, perhaps it is better to say tolerating, embracing, or utilizing the 

paradox, of taking paradox in general as Edenic, is to utilize dramatism to move through each 

term. We should not confuse dramatism with reality, it is merely a way of talking about the way 

we use language to talk about reality. But inasmuch as language constructs our realities, and 

inasmuch as a “fact” is produced in relationship between object and perspective, dramatism is 

the level at which we deal with reality. By embracing all of the terms simultaneously, we prevent 

ourselves from having the ability to justify extremism and brutality.  

But beyond the grand claims, there are particulars to which we must attend. We must be 

concerned with agency, and our immediate agency is that of the classroom. While our long term 

and abstract goals might be directed towards grand goals of peace, justice, and empathy, our 

immediate goals, themselves the means of other ends, are pedagogical. 

4.2.1 A Fourth Response and a New Response 

In section 1.3 I offered an analysis of Shaughnessy’s and Lu’s responses to a piece of 

student writing along with a “stereotypical” mechanics and SWE based response. I’d like to offer 

a fourth response here, one rooted in dramatism. I’d also like to reimagine a response to another 

paper, one Bartholomae discusses in his essay “Teacher Teacher: Poirier and Coles on Writing.” 
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To begin, though, let’s review the piece of student writing from before: 

It can be said that my parents have led useful live but that usefulness seems to deteriorate 

when they fond themselves constantly being manipulated for the benefit of one and not 

for the benefit of the community. If they were able to realize that were being manipulate 

successful advancements could of been gained but being that they had no strong political 

awareness their energies were consumed by the politicians who saw personal 

advancements at the expenses of dedicated community workers. And now that my 

parents have taken a leave of absence from community involvement, comes my term to 

participate on worthwhile community activities which well bring about positive results 

and to maintain a level of consciousness in the community so that they will know what 

policies affect them, and if they don't quite like the results of the policies I'll make sure, if 

its possible, to abolish the ones which hinder progress to ones which well present the 

correct shift in establishing correct legislation or enactments. In order to establish myself 

and my life to revolve around the community I must maintain a level of awareness to 

make sure that I can bring about positive actions and to keep an open mind to the 

problems of the community and to the possible manipulation machinery which is always 

on the watch when progressive leaders or members of the community try to build 

effective activities for the people to participate. 

A dramatistic analysis of this piece reveals gaps that none of the previous analyses take 

issue with. Too, it allows us a position of critique where we don’t have to consider the 

mechanical or grammatical issues directly. Since the mastery of a discourse community’s “rules” 

is an issue of exposure and participation, we can begin immediately with a dramatistic analysis, 

initiating the writer into our community. This is not to say that no such attention is ever 
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necessary in some cases where the text becomes unintelligible due to extreme difference, but this 

text is close enough to SWE that its primary issues are not issues of error; rather, they are issues 

of absence. 

We can see easily enough that the author pays close attention to scene, that is, to 

materialism. The concern with the community and with “awareness” as well as the skillfully 

phrased “manipulation machinery” demonstrates this. “Community” itself sits on the line 

between agent and scene, and the personalized nature of the text, something noted by both 

Shaughnessy and Lu, alludes to agent and idealism. This part of the text speaks, in all likelihood, 

to most English teachers who share the idealistic materialism of many educated in the 

humanities. 

What is missing here, dramatistically, are any specific mention of agency or act. What 

seems juvenile about this piece is less the errors in it than the disconnect between the ends and 

the actions which will produce those ends or the means by which those actions will occur.  

We should attend to purpose either first or last, and I think it is best left last here. The 

author treats it as an essential purpose, using value words like “progress” or “positive actions” 

and against negative words like “manipulation machinery.” In particular, the author seems 

concerned with manipulation, noting that his parents were “constantly being manipulated” and 

that “awareness” is itself a goal. We can read in that final goal a desire to resist manipulation. 

We might state that the purpose is to write a constitution demanding the author act for the benefit 

of the community, defend its members from manipulation and exploitation, and promote 

progressive legislation.  

So, our response dramatistic response to this paper can be summed up in three questions. 

1. How do you know what legislation is good for or bad for your community? 
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2. Who has the authority to change this particular area of legislation, and how can you 

contact them? 

3. How can you influence that person or group? 

It might also be useful to highlight certain concepts like “manipulation machinery,” 

“usefulness,” and “progressive” to ask the student to define these terms.  

This is a politically neutral response in that it doesn’t have to support or tear down the 

student’s position. Rather, it points out parts of the pentad that haven’t been addressed. When a 

student provides a piece of writing that does address all five parts of the pentad, the questions 

can elevate to the underlying philosophies and to the ratios. This student, upon revision, will 

likely be ready to start talking about the scene-agent ratio, about the community as a scene that 

produces people and a collective of agents that is made up of people. 

The next piece of writing, from one of Bartholomae’s students, misses different pieces of 

the pentad, as does Bartholomae’s response: 

We were on a mission in Afghanistan, and while we were setting into position we began 

taking fire. This was not uncommon for Afghanistan, because the people there are much 

more aggressive than in Iraq. Usually the gun fights last only a few minutes, but this one 

lasted eight hours, during which we took three casualties. One casualty had a gunshot 

wound to the shoulder, and one had a gunshot wound to the foot. These two only spent a 

few days in the hospital. The third casualty, Matthew Bradford Smith, had a gunshot 

wound to the leg which severed his femoral artery. This wound would ultimately lead to 

his death eight days later. This was by far the most difficult time of my life, but I think I 

have become a better man because of it. After learning to deal with pain that extreme, I 

can easily say that there is not a situation that I can’t handle. Problems that seemed so 

difficult before are now easily solved. It is a horrible way to learn a lesson, but it is 

important to learn from every situation in life no matter how good or bad it is. (26) 
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Bartholomae takes exception, and I think rightfully so, to the last section of this piece of writing, 

“[t]his was by far the most difficult time of my life” through the end. About it, he writes 

The simplest thing to say of this moment in my student’s paper is that it marks a break 

from the previous sentences— there is a shift in tone and intent; the essay moves from 

narrative to argument (an argument about a Lesson in Life). The prose becomes flat and 

predictable, rehearsed. “It is a horrible way to learn a lesson, but it is important to learn 

from every situation in life. . . .” At this moment the writer offers a sentence that could be 

the key sentence in any number of essays telling any number of stories in any number of 

contexts and at many moments in history: My Parent’s Divorce, My Automobile 

Accident, My Summer Job, My Sports Injury, Not Making the Cut for the Student 

Musical, The End of a Romance. I learned a lesson, and I’m a better man because of it. 

(27) 

Bartholomae is right, but beyond the claim that this moves from “narrative to argument,” 

there is little here the student can do anything with. While we likely agree that the prose is “flat 

and predictable, rehearsed,” we do so because we share an affinity for scenic preeminence that 

works against the realism of the agent, so our reaction that this is a ham-fisted cliché at the end 

of an otherwise okay piece of writing is predictable. But to someone who rejects the scene as a 

piece of the dramatistic perspective, that is to say someone who is generally a realist, focused on 

the agent, rejecting the idea that hard work might not pay off, the kind of person who might, say, 

have a military background, the last part is important. Being a better man is important. And 

while the lesson is cliché, the subtext in this piece could be read as a challenge: “I’ve seen some 

real shit, teach, so don’t pretend like any of this stuff is a big deal.” 
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The narrative section covers only agents and actions. The final section, the one critiqued, 

addresses purpose, but it’s easy to agree with Bartholomae that that section is weak 

comparatively. We are missing, then, the scene, the agency, and the true purpose. 

I suspect that like with many harrowing events, articulating the purpose will always seem 

trite next to the events themselves. As such, we can respond tot his student’s paper with a 

handful of questions. 

1. How does this text differ if you quit after “[t]his wound ultimately lead to his death eight 

days later” instead of continuing? 

2. Why did you join the army? 

3. Why was the army, or you in particular, in Afghanistan (or Iraq for that matter)? 

4. When you were “setting into position” what were you hoping to accomplish? 

5. Do you have an estimate of enemy casualties? 

The first question invites the student to read it without part that weakens it. Given 

permission to differ from a morality-play ending might be enough feedback on this piece 

entirely. Questions two and three are asking the student to describe, more fully, the scene. 

Granted, we only receive an excerpt here and can’t speak to the rest of the essay, but materialism 

demands we account for the full scene, whereas the idealistic preeminence of the morality-play 

conclusion inherently dismisses any future scenes (“…I can easily say that there is not a situation 

that I can’t handle,” really?). We might accompany this with Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light 

Brigade” and lean into the oddly phrased “theirs was but to do and die” instead of “do or die.” 

We could also bring up the Eichmann trials and Hannah Arendt. The tension between his 

comrades in arms reasons for joining, his reason for joining, and the general purpose for the war 

is a more interesting area of inquiry. We can complicate the simplistic moral with more context, 

more scene. 
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Even though it appears that question four is about purpose, we are getting a different 

question via the means/ends ratio. Ultimately, a full dramatistic view of war must interpret the 

soldier as the agency of the general. Chasing purpose backwards lets us land here. 

And finally, question five is asking the author to grow his sense of who gets count as an 

agent. 

The narrative itself resists its own conclusion, as Bartholomae notes. That it becomes 

generic and scripted is a way to avoid the dramatistic conclusions imposed by the questions that 

we ask. Our method of finding dramatistic gaps and then asking questions to point the students 

towards those gaps does not go around the responses of Shaughnessy, Lu, or Bartholomae. 

Rather, it rests beneath them, connected to their various philosophical allegiances, uniting them 

while also liberating the student from having to share them. Instead, the student is forced to 

account for their existence, even if she pretends otherwise, but now has the language to critique 

them as well. 

4.2.2 Who We Call Basic 

The above analysis fits nicely into a pedagogy centered around dramatism. I’ve taught 

FYW classes a dozen different ways, relying on different texts (or no texts) or only student 

generated texts. I’ve tried contract grading and unlimited revisions and single paper classes 

focused on collaborative production. I’ve flipped my classes, done hybrid, and recently gone 

online. I’ve been teaching FYW almost exclusively for 10 years. I’m firmly in the trenches and, 

as much as I grow despondent from time to time, I do love it, and I do see real potential for both 

this class and for my students. 

Dramatism offers us a unique pedagogical perspective. On the one hand, in 

problematizing scenic preeminence we at least reintroduce the possibility for other philosophical 
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foundations to take hold, even if only because they are no less wrong. But if we embrace 

dramatism entirely, if we make it the focus of the FYW classroom, we accomplish a number of 

things immediately. 

First, we give students a simple language to describe their work and the work of 

published, professional authors. Instead of relying on an abstract term like “analysis” to get our 

students to think deeply, we can have them produce paragraphs dedicated to elements of the 

pentad. We can introduce the ratios by having students catalogue all the things that fall under one 

term and then collaborate with others, noting how some items on the list overlap. 

Second, we give ourselves a contextualized means of discussing linguistic prejudice. By 

pointing dramatism at “correctness,” we can ask introduce questions of power, history, prejudice, 

access, and control into the discussion. This very important task is now situated within the 

context of dramatism, not taken as a polemic against their high-school English teachers or their 

textbooks. 

Third, we give our students access to powerful rhetorical analysis. In having them work 

with the pentad to produce, revise, and analyze texts, we help them recognize texts that are 

manipulative, or at least incomplete, by way of their singular focus. Questions like “what 

element of the pentad is this writer emphasizing” is a far more concrete way of asking students to 

identify bias. 

Fourth, we create a steppingstone to the beauty of the philosophy inherent in the 

humanities. By connecting the terms to their philosophical roots and then pursuing those 

philosophical roots, we happen upon the thinkers and texts whose work creates many of our 

assumptions. Not only does this complicate those assumptions and begin the task of revisionist 

history, but also it begins to involve students in the hard work of scholarship. We have access, in 
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other words, to Bartholomae’s opening question: “if existence precedes essence, what is man?” 

Or, in other words, if the scene comes before idealism, what does that mean for the agent? 

 Finally, we get to redefine who is a “basic writer.” By placing our emphasis on the ability 

to adopt multiple conflicting viewpoints, to account for diversity, we begin to appropriately 

value perspectives other than the dominant one. The dominant perspective is, inherently, only a 

single perspective, and so its value is summarily reduced. We don’t have to kill the king, so to 

speak, simply redistribute the rhetorical wealth. 

 True, this does mean that calling those who write from a single perspective “basic” 

means calling much Basic Writing scholarship itself Basic Writing. But I, for one, am far happier 

with that conclusion. Of course, this doesn’t address all of our problems, but it does rearrange 

them into their appropriate categories. Should students have access to the language of power, no 

matter what it is? Absolutely. Perhaps it is a necessary evil, but I do believe it is necessary. But 

with this approach we can separate codes which signal insider status only from the way we value 

student writing, something I think Basic Writing scholars have been trying to do for some time.   

4.3 What tools would we need to write a new constitution? 

Notably absent from all of this is a discussion of Burke’s Rhetoric of Motives or of his 

Symbolic of Motives. What might come next if we account for that part of the motivorum? 

Another generative phase must begin, where instead of resolving paradoxes by opening up 

diverse approaches by articulating philosophic stances, we move on to the expansion of 

dramatism into symbolic action, or perhaps I should say English 102. It is not only a tool we can 

use to discuss the scholarship of a single person; we can analyze our students work as symbolic 

action as well. Our conclusion, following distillation and clarification, is (forgive potential 

delusions of grandeur) to generate a new raison d'être for first year composition in general: to 
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connect symbolic action to human relations and provide, for ourselves and our students, a theory 

for understanding and a method for engaging with the drama in which we find ourselves. It is not 

that I would be the first to articulate it. It is a matter of demonstration and clarification, an 

irrefutable centering. 

I believe this is in line with what Bartholomae hoped for when he asked us to go beyond 

talking about Basic Writing. I believe it is in line with what Lu wanted when she critiqued 

essentialist views of writing. I believe that it is in line with Delpit’s desire for us to pay attention 

to the practical needs of our students by articulating clearly the mechanisms of the linguistic 

power structures used to discriminate against them. I believe it is in line with what Mina 

Shaughnessy wanted when she asked us to treat our students’ writing with the same care and 

attention that we pay to canonical scholarship. I believe, too, that it is in line with what Kenneth 

Burke wanted. His "motto” for A Grammar of Motives, Ad Bellum Purificandum, towards the 

purification of War, was similarly grand, and we can quote him in articulating the relationship 

between the leaves (which may well con at peril) and the ends we have set for ourselves: “By the 

use of dialectical resources, we shape the versions of human motives that have so greatly much 

to do with our individual actions and our relations to one another” (320). 

Our compositional constitution, then, is to do more than compose in the specific sense of 

writing and arranging words on a page. Dramatistically, the way we describe our existence, the 

language we use, the Edenic terms we prefer, these are the alchemical fields in which we create, 

transform, translate, and transcend ourselves. It is in and through language that these things 

happen. Composition in the universal sense is more than “mere writing;” it allows us to take 

reality and arrange it, to understand that language builds us and the language that builds us, and, 

the final gift, to be able to consciously build with that language. 
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This does lend itself to a new kind of developmentalism, true. Many of our students, and 

many of us for that matter, tend towards a single term as preeminent. While mastering the norms 

of a given discourse community is always an appropriate task when entering that discourse 

community, we can prevent those discourse norms from devaluing students’ languages of nurture 

by making our primary focus the ability to take as preeminent new dramatistic terms. The 

fundamental task for students called basic writers then is the same as the fundamental task for 

students not similarly slandered: to learn to think as others would, to become many, to identify 

and empathize. 

With all the talk of Edenic languages stemming from preferred Dramatistic terms, it 

seems appropriate to end with the Garden itself. In the scene of the Garden, Adam’s first act as 

an agent was a linguistic one, to give names to all the animals. His agency was granted to him by 

God for the purpose of establishing his dominion over creation. How much greater, how much 

more liberatory, how much more inclusive our classrooms if we could grant ourselves and our 

students the same ability to compose the world around us.   
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