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The following essays were written at a time when scholars in rhetoric and 
composition have been revisiting the history of the field’s engagement with 
cultural studies. Over a decade ago, when James Berlin in Rhetorics, Poetics, 
and Cultures: Refiguring College English Studies envisioned the “new English 
studies,” he envisioned the strong proximity of rhetoric and composition with 
cultural studies leading to a breakup of traditional hegemonies in the field of 
knowledge and equipping students for participatory citizenship in a multi-
cultural democracy. 

This call for change is no longer news—even where it hasn’t happened. 
The field of rhetoric and composition has been transformed by intersections, 
continuities, and discontinuities with cultural studies. But journal articles, 

The following essays are adapted and extended from a CCCC roundtable session in 
New York in March 2007 entitled “At the Intersections: Rhetoric and Cultural Studies 
as Situated Practice,” with contributions by Lisa Ede (chair), Elizabeth A. Flynn, Anita 
Helle, Jay Jordan, and Elaine Richardson.
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online discussion forums, and conference presentations in rhetoric and 
composition have continued to question whether the relationship of cultural 
studies to rhetoric and composition represents a productive intersection or a 
crisis point for the field.1 

In bringing this topic forward at the CCCC Convention, I proposed that the 
history of interactions between rhetoric and composition and cultural studies 
suggests uncanny connections. We may be reminded that since its inception in 
the U.S. academy, cultural studies has been a “ghostly” discipline, notoriously 
and sometimes intentionally difficult to pin down (Nelson195). Similar to 
rhetoric and composition, cultural studies has been articulated as an interdisci-
plinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes counter-disciplinary field, at one and 
the same time a productive science—a “system of categories and assumptions 
that makes possible the activities and productions of a society” (Culler 241) and 
an intervention in multiple realms and material sites of performance—civic, 
institutional, religious, domestic, popular. From the outset, cultural studies 
as praxis and content located its projects in a terrain that, for us as teachers 
and scholars, had always been occupied by “the ancients.” For example, in the 
inaugural Routledge collection Cultural Studies, edited by Lawrence Grossberg, 
Cary Nelson, and Paula Treichler, cultural studies was announced as “the study 
of the entire range of society’s arts, beliefs, institutions, and communicative 
practices” (6). And when the field of rhetoric and composition saw the “return 
of the ancients,” some scholars credited aspects of cultural studies for refram-
ing these debates (Glenn; Hawhee). But, in the localized settings in which we 
teach and do our research, the intersection of cultural studies and rhetoric and 
composition has also been marked by alternating currents of euphoria and 
dysphoria (Harkin; Fitts and France; Spellmeyer; Culler). While the publishing 
industries have contributed to—and capitalized upon—the visibility of cultural 
studies in rhetoric and composition, curricular change has been uneven and 
uncertain, more a sprawl of proliferating “rhetorics of ” and “cultures of ” than 
reboundaried map. Even a brief history of the metaphors that have been used 
to characterize this intersection in our professional conference programs and 
proceedings might be taken to suggest a history of mutually unsettling and un-
settling identities—from the overtly anxious “vortex” that marked the Rhetoric 
Society of America’s titling of its first collection of papers on the intersections 
between rhetoric and composition and cultural studies in 1992 (“The Vortex of 
Rhetoric and Cultural Studies”) to the more mutually accommodating virgule 
in which a “slash” joins distinctive identities of fields while leaving room for 
innovation on either side (“rhetoric/cultural studies” [Claycomb and Reidner]).

W452-490-Dec09CCC.indd   453 12/14/09   5:41 PM



W454

C C C  6 1 : 2  /  d e C e m b e r  2 0 0 9

In the proposal for this roundtable, we join an emerging consensus that 
suggests it is time to step back from a theoretical turf war grounded in abstrac-
tions, a war that frames the either/or of alliance/opposition. We proposed 
instead to theorize from the ground up, to consider what has already happened 
in graduate and undergraduate programs where the link between rhetoric and 
cultural studies has either developed over time or has been explicitly articu-
lated and enacted. 

In doing so, these papers build upon and enact Lisa Ede’s call to explore 
the borders and intersections of “situated practice” of current composition 
studies. These essays thus consider some of the ways that practice is informed 
by practice. Our locational and institutional perspectives take into account a 
range of existing local histories and exigencies, from issues of access and diver-
sity to faculty cultures and interests and informal and formal collaborations. 
They focus on intersections of rhetoric/composition and cultural studies that 
are close at hand—in our classrooms, curricula, and constituencies. 

Our CCCC roundtable session papers were initiated by the following key 
questions: 

 • How can a material or “ground up” perspective help clarify current 
discussions about the relationship of rhetoric and cultural studies?

 • How can a historically informed examination of the development of 
various programs help us understand the potential benefits and draw-
backs of the relationship between rhetoric and cultural studies?

 • In concrete material situations (of curriculum or teaching), what 
binaries or oppositions are reinforced by the slash relationship between 
rhetoric/cultural studies? Which aspects are transformed in ways that 
are expected or unexpected?

 • How do rhetoric/cultural studies programs and collaborations allow for 
a different kind of intervention in the public sphere? Or do they?

 • In the classroom, what specific forms of inquiry are opened up? What 
specific forms are closed down?

 • What key terms facilitate and/or erase connections?

Expanded versions of these papers also recognize our own situatedness, acting 
within networks of specific beliefs, desires, and practices, and located within 
particular institutional, social, domestic, and disciplinary networks. In these 
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contexts, some inquiries are rendered more pressing than others. In “Between 
and Beyond the Covers: Local Cultural Questions and the Limits of Textbook 
Curricula,” Jay Jordan extends Susan Miller’s earlier argument (from a paper 
entitled “Cultural Studies as an Academic Rhetoric”) on the specific, local his-
tories that pose challenges when pedagogies make “culture” an object of study. 

Elaine Richardson in “‘Identities on the Ground and All Around: African 
American Female Literacies, Critical Black Discourse Studies, Rap and Rhetoric 
and Composition” demonstrates the linkages among cultural studies, black 
discourse studies, and various strands of rhetoric and composition as interven-
tions in the center/periphery model of Western education. 

Considering the history of cultural studies composition at a technology-
based institution, Elizabeth A. Flynn in “Beyond College Composition” high-
lights some of the continuing tensions between cultural studies composition 
and composition in graduate studies. Her essay goes on to argue that the nar-
rower scope of composition studies instantiated in its editorial policies of major 
journals might be significantly expanded by broadening its interdisciplinary 
and global emphasis.

In her expanded essay responding to these essays, “What’s in a Name? The 
Uncanny Relationship of Rhetoric and Composition and Cultural Studies,” Lisa 
Ede picks up on the theme of “uncanny” relations in shifting uses of rhetoric as 
a term. Her essay foregrounds the role that a material or “ground up” analysis 
may play in “challenging some of the conventional binaries” (Ede W456) that 
enter into disciplinary discourses about terminological shifts—for example, 
when “rhetoricality” comes to shadow “rhetoric” in contemporary cultural 
discourse. While acknowledging that shifts in the uses of “rhetoric” may be 
consequential for authorizing subfields and disciplines, her essay returns us 
to questions of how local knowledge and local literacy practices are shaped 
and enacted, and of what we have to gain by keeping our gazes trained on the 
eventfulness of material practice. 

Note

1. For example, a forum of the journal Enculturation with Ryan Claycomb and 
Rachel Riedner framed the discussion in terms of high theory in “Cultural Studies, 
Rhetorical Studies, and Composition: Toward an anti-Disciplinary Nexus.” See also 
the online colloquy sponsored by Features and moderated by Chris Carter, with 
Cary Nelson. Thomas Rosteck’s At the Intersection: Cultural Studies and Rhetorical 
Studies suggests a more favorable history of institutional linkages.
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“Identities on the Ground and All Around”:  African American Female 
Literacies, Critical Black Discourse Studies, Rap, and Rhetoric and 
Composition 

Elaine Richardson
The Ohio State University

The objective of this brief essay is to bring various strands in the field of 
rhetoric and composition into dialogue with critical discourse studies and 
cultural studies including strands, which may be heretofore unacknowledged 
as part of a broad strategy to engage the diversity of knowledge production, 
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historically, contemporaneously, and in the future. We have to decide what 
we want rhetoric and composition to be—how much should the field account 
for different cultural, rhetorical, historical, or contemporary knowledge and 
meaning-making systems and experiences? One of the questions proposed by 
the roundtable from which these papers emerged is: How do rhetoric/cultural 
studies programs and collaborations allow for a different kind of intervention 
in the public sphere? From my perspective, as a member of a historically mar-
ginalized discourse group, striving to have our diverse experiences and vantage 
points appropriately addressed in the public sphere, I ask another question: 
How does work in these disciplines help to abolish in its entirety the center/
periphery model that has dominated Western education from its inception?

Rhetoric and Composition
In African American Literacies, I asked what good is the flawless sentence, the 
rhetorically stylish argument, if that still leaves you powerless? Racism is a 
major influence in the shaping of worldview and critical literacies that under-
gird African American people’s responses to the environment, and it is these 
literacies that are generally suppressed in the school setting, though probing 
these literacies may be vital to a Black person’s physical, psychic, social, emo-
tional, and political well-being. Historically, working-class African American 
students have suffered from self-fulfilling prophecies that hold that some Black 
students are cognitively deficient or that they just can’t write. Further, political 
and economic disempowerment has contributed to such students’ inadequate 
schooling experiences. Middle-class Black students, whether they have already 
mastered Standardized English or not, have some concerns in common with 
their working-class counterparts—the struggle against stereotypes and how 
these affect their schooling and life experiences. In either case, for the most part, 
the primary function of the composition classroom is to indoctrinate students 
into the values and thought of elite White culture. This indoctrination has 
been accomplished largely through autonomous literacy instruction, involving 
imitation of Standardized English grammar, form, style, structure, and content. 
Black students deserve centered literacy experiences. Students have a right to 
know “When and where [they] enter.” African Americans and other historically 
excluded groups have a history of struggling to expand the discourse to include 
their voices, experiences, and rights. This is a point that is often marginalized 
in the classroom rather than the center of inquiry for students, especially for 
students of African American heritage. Historically speaking, Black folks didn’t 
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get their rhetorical training through the composition classroom. Since Blacks 
have encountered Whites, one of the main principles that governed Black/
White discourse is power. As stated most eloquently by William Cook (264–65), 
“The struggle against and the appropriation of dominant discourses marks the 
history of Black rhetoric.” Teaching subjectivity as though it were objectivity 
does not a critical democracy make. As Jacqueline Jones Royster (33) argues:

In our nation we have little idea of the potential that a variety of subjectivities—
operating with honor, respect and reasonable codes of conduct—can bring to 
critical inquiry or critical problems. What might happen if we treated differences 
in subject position as critical pieces of the whole, vital to thorough understanding, 
and central to both problem-finding and problem-solving?

The rhetoric and composition classroom disempowers the voices of Black 
students by teaching them to uncritically adopt received stances, forms, and 
grammars of consent. This does not mean that we should teach U.S. Ebonics 
as the authentic writing or speaking style for Black students. Although the 
language does exist in a contested linguistic relationship with the dominant 
discourse and is perhaps an authentic voice for many Black students, it is not 
their only authentic voice. As Royster (37), following Cornel West, argues, 

Hybrid people, as demonstrated by the history of Africans in the Western Hemi-
sphere, manage a fusion process that allows for survival, certainly. However, it 
also allows for the development of a peculiar expertise that extends one’s range 
of abilities well beyond ordinary limits, and it supports the opportunity for the 
development of new and remarkable creative expression.

Can we simultaneously suppress creativity and honestly imagine a critical de-
mocracy? Critical language and literacy pedagogies are desperately needed. In 
this view, it is not enough to teach unequal power relations and Standardized 
English. Language and literacy educators should use students’ own discourse 
practices to critically engage them in research and action, to confront and 
change racist discourse practices and institutions that promote them. Accord-
ing to James Paul Gee (Social), a literacy can be liberating or powerful when 
we can use it as a “meta-language or a meta-Discourse . . . for the critique of 
other literacies and the way they constitute us as persons and situate us in 
society.” Gee explains that this liberating literacy (what I call critical literacy) 
“is a particular use of Discourse (to critique other ones), not [necessarily] a 
particular Discourse” (177).

W452-490-Dec09CCC.indd   458 12/14/09   5:41 PM



W459

s y m p o s i u m

African American Female Literacies, Freestylin, Rhetoric and Composition, and 
Cultural Studies 
Critical Black discourse studies can inform rhetoric and composition and cul-
tural studies. A critical perspective on discourse takes into account the ways 
that race, class, gender, sexuality, age, and other social constructions influence 
ways of being and how these work in tandem with systems of inequality. In my 
work on Black discourse, I refer to Black females as a discourse group. By so 
doing, I am referring to the social histories, practices, and ideas that influence 
our ways of “behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and 
often reading and writing that are accepted as instantiations of [Black woman-
hood] . . . by [Black females] . . . [Black women’s] Discourses are ways of being 
‘people like us’” (adapted from Gee, Social viii). Black women draw upon this 
discourse or enact it to navigate their lives in this world. These practices mani-
fest themselves in various forms such as conscious exploitation, concealment 
or revelation of the body (or parts of it), manipulation of hair, clothes, speech, 
and adoption of White middle-class values. Speaking specifically about Black 
American women Hiphoppas, Marcyliena Morgan (“Hip-Hop” 428) argues that 
they challenge historical and current controlling images and stereotypes, by 
using strategies such as “racially marked and ‘strong woman/sister’ authentic-
ity” using figures such as Angela Davis and asserting revolutionary ideas; some 
adopt the Mother Africa figure promoting knowledge of self, self-respect, and 
culture; some develop various street-smart motifs; and another popular form 
is that of the conscious woman who is down to earth. Black women’s discourse 
is entangled with dominant controlling discursive forms ensuring the multiref-
erentiality of performances and symbols. Because of Black social positioning, 
it is important to underscore attention to multireferentiality. Two historical 
and crucial factors influence its centrality in Black discourse practice: (1) the 
demand from dominant whites that all manner of behavior and communica-
tion of African people display their compliance with domination and supposed 
inferiority, and (2) African people’s resistance to this demand “through the use of 
existing African [communication] systems of indirectness” (Morgan, Language 
24). As Morgan (24) explains “indirectness includes an analysis of discourses of 
power.” Once the phenomenology of indirectness operated both within white 
supremacist encounters and African American culture and social encounters, 
interactions, words, or phrases could have contradictory or multiple meanings 
beyond traditional English interpretations. Thus, it is important to analyze 
how different Black women inhabit these forms according to their social and 
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historical position, how they produce different performances of a particular 
position, or how they draw from the universe of Black discourse. In my work, I 
seek to uncover how contemporary Black women Hiphoppas and Dancehallas 
exploit linguistic and semiotic resources to assert themselves as women against 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchial and Black patriarchial anti-woman 
controlling ideologies (Richardson, Hiphop, “’She’”).

That takes me to the concept and practice of freestylin—defined colloqui-
ally as “unrehearsed, stream of consciousness rap” (Westbrook 50), or as “To 
do yo own thang, wear your own unique style of [whateva]” (Smitherman 137). 
Those brief definitions point us beyond the surface to the nature and function 
of freestylin. As is the case with most Black discourse practices, the surface 
level or commercial version comes to stand for the whole and eclipses any 
deep-structure investigation of Black cultural productions, their nature, their 
cultural functions. Such an investigation of freestylin would lead us to see it as 
intellectual, verbal, and social dexterity—a discourse practice from the Black 
vernacular tradition of resistance arts. Freestylin can be conceptualized as a 
literacy practice. How can this be? You might ask. The view promoted by the 
New Literacy Studies (which I espouse) is that “reading and writing [and thus 
language usage] only make sense when studied in the context of social and 
cultural (historical, political, and economic) practices of which they are but 
part” (Gee, Introduction 3). Because literacy is situated within context, read-
ing, writing, language use that is linked to and framed by something broader, 
linked to discourse, linked to ways of being a certain type of person, then we 
can say that freestylin is a literacy practice. Let’s call it Metafreestylin. In this 
sense, freestylin is part of the Afrodiasporic tradition of Jackin English cultural 
forms. Jackin is a riff off of highjacking. It refers to a situation of contiguous 
juxtaposition of complex signs, borrowing, revising, and turning them to pur-
poses for which they were not originally envisioned. Freestyle as it relates to 
African American females’ use of English, digital technology, and other com-
modities, involves flow, layering, and rupture. In her study of rap music and 
Black culture, Tricia Rose writes:

What is the significance of flow, layering, and rupture as demonstrated on the 
body and in hip hop’s lyrical, musical, and visual works? Interpreting these con-
cepts theoretically, one can argue that they create and sustain rhythmic motion, 
continuity, and circularity via flow; accumulate, reinforce, and embellish this 
continuity through layering; and manage threats to these narratives by building 
in ruptures that highlight the continuity as it momentarily challenges it. These 
effects at the level of style and aesthetics suggest affirmative ways in which pro-
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found social dislocation and rupture can be managed and perhaps contested in 
the cultural arena. (39)

Hiphop’s discourse practices emanate from Afrodiasporic vernacular resistance 
arts, cultural productions, discourses, and literacies. These qualities of flow, 
layering, and rupture are evident in many African American students’ texts. 

One rhetorician locates these aesthetics in Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I have 
a dream” speech. He says that it evinces the kind of “high context” style that 
cannot be accepted in college composition classrooms. In this scholar’s view,

The style that makes it the great, memorable work that it is prevents it from being 
the type that is accepted in the college composition classroom. It lacks a clear-cut 
thesis statement. The paragraphs do not have supporting arguments. There is too 
much repetition of “I have a dream.” The ideas are not presented with neutral 
scientific objectivity. The rich descriptive phrases, the lack of sentence variety 
(too much parallelism), and the faulty paragraph structure are all elements that 
college students are expected to avoid in their themes. However, it is the effective 
passionate personalization of the speech that would be most criticized. In type, 
if not in quality, King’s speech is the kind of writing that many inner-city African 
American freshmen turn in for their first work. (Linn 41)

Given findings on the nature and effect of African American discourse patterns 
in the experience of African Americans, creating writing that is in any way 
reminiscent of that of Dr. King’s work is an excellent beginning for any student. 
Black discourse patterns were at the forefront of the struggle for civil rights 
and equality in this country. Black discourse practices have historically been 
developed to carve out free spaces in oppressive locations such as the streets, 
the airwaves, the classroom, the world. 

The rhetorical situation of African Americans is the basis for the height-
ened need for impression management, or the ability to anticipate audience 
expectations, the need, yes, indeed, to look for a style that’s free. All of this, and 
some things I haven’t mentioned (such as graffiti writing, ciphering, tattoos, 
styles of hair and dress and other forms of creativity), are related to freestylin, 
which is the discourse practice that you can see or hear, the actual words or 
images put in your face or in your space, what might be called literacy events. Hi-
phoppas from around the globe enlist African American language and Hiphop 
discourse practices to (re)construct, maintain, negotiate, and resist their local 
situations and identities. An often-overlooked point is that Black experiences 
have a complex universal dimension. African American influence is probably 
more extensive than is usually recognized in the globalization of languages, the 
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development of resistance ideologies, and the construction of identity. Halifu 
Osumare (171–72) explains that “African American music, dance, and style, at 
the epicenter of American culture, are not only part of . . . technology-mediated 
global youth culture, but are absolutely essential to it.” Not only is Hiphop tied 
to “global supply-and-demand capitalist marketplace,” but it simultaneously 
offers semiotic opportunity to identify connective marginalities, explained 
as “social resonances between black expressive culture within its contextual 
political history and similar dynamics in other nations.” In “Thinking Globally 
about English and New Literacies: Multilingual Socialization at Work,” Patricia 
Duff (357–58) writes:

Educators’ approaches to language and literacy education must reflect some of 
the new realities and priorities associated with English-mediated, multilingual, 
and multimodal communication at work locally and in the wider community. We 
must also base these approaches on situated research, not just on static target-
language texts and other materials workers or students are expected to use. . . .  
For intermediate to advanced level students, superficial task-based teaching 
focusing on low-level conversational skills or focused on grammar and writing 
exclusively probably will not serve the long-term needs of the future multilingual, 
highly intercultural ‘knowledge worker’ well. Instead, this type of teaching must 
be supplemented with more sustained, and more cognitively and sociolinguisti-
cally demanding, content-based activities or projects that involve various kinds 
of literacies, including electronic literacies . . . and various kinds of collaboration.

From this vantage point, I think you will agree that African American female 
literacies and Black discourse practices such as freestylin lend themselves to the 
complex communication, multimodality, identity negotiation and intellectual 
dexterity underscored in the most progressive thought in rhetoric, composi-
tion, and cultural studies.

It is predicted that by the year 2050, 51 percent of the U. S. population will 
be black, brown, or yellow. Our theories and practices will need to reflect the 
social reality of this diversity. We need pedagogies that speak to the future as 
well as the past. We need to be lookin for styles that are free. What do I mean 
by “lookin for styles that are free”? I mean that our critical pedagogies must 
encourage the study of the worldviews, discourse practices, and histories of 
all groups and their contributions for the common good of humanity. African 
American culture is the case in point, but by it I hope to have briefly illustrated 
that we will continue to put a limit on what rhetoric and writing can do and 
become if we do not challenge the hegemonic practices associated with rhetoric 
and composition (Campbell).
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Between and beyond the Covers: Local Cultural Questions and the 
Limits of Textbook Curricula

Jay Jordan
University of Utah

Students and their concerns and experiences are diversifying year by year. I 
am most familiar with statistics that tell me that populations of international 
students continue to be strong despite post-9/11 and contemporary “War on 
Terror” visa restrictions, that over 50 million U.S. residents speak languages 
other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau), and that building virtual 
and actual walls does little to stop immigration back and forth in a global-
izing economy. But these trends are not the only diversity stories, of course. 
All students represent and produce specific, local histories that pose chal-
lenges for pedagogies that attempt to make “culture” an object of study. Even 
the “postmodern Hoosier rhetor” Patricia Harkin idealizes as the type of the 
white, middle-class, TV-saturated freshman from the heartland never arrives 
solely as the uncritical consumer of supposedly mainstream popular culture 
(496). And my own experience in Utah so far tells me—as it has told my col-
league, Susan Miller—that many lessons composition instructors would teach 
students here about cultural literacies are often already learned as a result of 
familial and religious encouragements to keep journals and personal histories 
(Miller, “On Being” 464).

Claims of this kind date back at least to Richard Ohmann’s mid-1970s 
observation that many composition curricula treat students as if they arrive 
in classrooms ex nihilo—as if their entry into college marks their entry into 
awareness. The critical claims have been extended in more recent years as 
cultural studies has gained academic prominence in the United States and as 
composition classrooms have become more culturally diverse (France; Grob-
man; Harris; Jamieson; Jordan; Richard Miller, As If Learning, “Fault Lines”; 
Susan Miller, “Technologies,” Textual Carnivals; Prendergast). Many scholar-
teachers who recognize the value of teaching cultural analysis as they teach 
writing nonetheless express a worry that Diana George and John Trimbur 
succinctly summarize. George and Trimbur note that cultural studies has 
“insinuated itself ” into composition in several ways: as “a category to check 
on CCCC proposals” and as “a type of textbook” but also as “a set of questions 
about literacy practices” (“Cultural Studies” 71). These insinuations represent 
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a potential clash between cultural studies as a way of developing professional 
credentials and as a way of engaging students in probative research of their 
own and others’ language use. 

George and Trimbur’s mention of textbooks is significant because, as the 
codified statements of composition theory and pedagogy most readily available 
to students, textbooks are a clear example of the tension between the produc-
tive possibilities and the professional cachet of cultural studies. The sustained 
preoccupation with culture that is evident across publishers’ exhibition tables 
and in their catalogs meets a sustained reliance on textbooks as aids to (if not 
replacements for) pedagogical innovation. Composition’s well-known con-
tingent labor problem is relevant in at least three ways. First, textbooks help 
teach teachers how and what to teach—a role that is frequently reinforced by 
the extremely short intervals among graduate instructors’ arrival on campus, 
their orientations as new teachers, and their first composition class meetings. 
Second, deadlines for textbook selection and ordering often precede instruc-
tors’ course development, especially where hiring for specific sections occurs 
just before class terms start. Third, time pressures often prevent multisection 
instructors from compiling their own readings. In such a circumstance, the 
“piecemeal” surveys of culturally diverse texts that frequently make up examples 
of the “reader” genre seem attractive (Grobman).

In short, textbooks focused on cultural studies have a comfortable home 
in composition teaching not only because of the popularity of cultural stud-
ies approaches but also because of composition’s economics. This comfort 
often translates to apparent comfort within textbooks about how cultures 
and students’ relationships to them are presented, studied, and written about. 
But instead of simply updating this line of critique with more examples, I am 
more interested in looking at places where textbooks seem uncomfortable. 
In the textbooks I read here—Rereading America: Cultural Contexts for Criti-
cal Thinking and Writing by Gary Colombo, Robert Cullen, and Bonnie Lisle; 
Reading Culture: Contexts for Critical Reading and Writing by Diana George 
and John Trimbur; and Exploring Literacy: A Guide to Reading, Writing, and 
Research by Eleanor Kutz—text-centric, “commonsense” (Liu), contained 
notions of culture sometimes exist alongside or give way to exploratory and 
even empirical approaches that foreground curiosity.1 Tensions between these 
approaches are uneven, and they produce intriguing inconsistencies. In fact, 
my reading suggests that the more these textbooks pose questions that cannot 
be answered within neat textual confines or with resort to received notions 
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about student-readers and their cultures—that is, the less like culture stud-
ies textbooks they act—the more likely they are to engage students in doing 
meaningful cultural composition.

Myths and More Myths: Locating Students Culturally
Rereading America begins with an elaboration on its subtitled mission to pro-
vide “critical contexts.” For this text, “learning to think critically means learning 
to identify and see beyond dominant cultural myths”—particularly, the myths 
that seem to shape “dominant” U.S. culture, such as the nuclear family, economic 
opportunity, and religious exceptionalism (Colombo, Cullen, and Lisle v). As a 
self-proclaimed alternative to more typical readers that provide either a “salad 
bowl” or “talk show” approach to multiculturalism, Rereading America wants 
to be a “handbook that helps students explore the ways that the dominant 
culture shapes their ideas, values, and beliefs” (vii). The text’s arrangement 
based on common U.S. myths and its stated mission to move students beyond 
them opens it to Yameng Liu’s criticism that textbooks with a (multi)cultural 
bent often reinforce dichotomies between stereotype and “reality,” offering 
students the opportunity to leave their mythological baggage behind in search 
of “facts.” Indeed, each content chapter begins with a table of “fast facts” that 
provide relevant statistics. According to Liu, such a move ignores the selective 
transmission of information and values endemic to all cultures, and it sets up 
“insider” knowledge as unquestionable. For me, an additional risk is that this 
move rigidifies a belief that students are cultural and epistemological outsid-
ers—if not complete neophytes—before they enter the composition course, 
which supposedly lets them in on the secret of their complex subjectivities. 
Rereading America stops short of this explicit claim, but it does suggest a defi-
nite connection between becoming a college student and becoming aware of 
the intra- and intercultural challenges of the human condition, stating on the 
first page of its introduction, “[a]s you meet the personal challenges of college, 
you’ll grow as a human being” (1). It also implies that particular students are 
more in need of reading about cultural diversity than others:

Of course, you don’t have to be bicultural to become a proficient critical thinker. 
You can develop a genuine sensitivity to alternative perspectives even if you’ve 
never lived outside your hometown. . . . The automatic equation that the native-
born student makes between ‘America’ and the United States seems to make 
sense only because our culture has traditionally endorsed the idea that the United 
States is America. (2)
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So not only are college students in need of more nuanced cultural education, 
but those students who are “hometown” “Americans” are in even more pro-
nounced need. 

It is, of course, difficult to know exactly how many hometown Americans 
are using this textbook and where, but the textbook incorporates assumptions 
about students’ subjectivities into its call to awareness about success myths. 
“You,” for example, “might aspire to become an Internet tycoon, or you might 
rebel and opt for a simple life, but you can’t ignore the impact of the myth” (3–4). 
The pervasiveness of “the myth” aside, this sentence indulges in mythopoeisis 
of its own about the backgrounds, expectations, and economic statuses of its 
student-readers by writing them into a kind of default tycoon story rather than 
a definitely alternative “rebel” one. It also mythologizes nonstudent writers in 
a characterization of included texts: “[y]ou won’t find many ‘classic’ essays in 
this book. . . . It’s not that we reject this type of essay in principle. It’s just that 
most writers who stand outside mainstream culture seem to have little use for 
it” (9). Privileging the nonclassic essay and the outsider subject are symbols of 
the textbook’s desire to move students into more “critical” stances with regard 
to U.S.-based myths. That desire is operationalized through what amounts to the 
text’s method for helping students gain “new perspectives.” It wants students 
to “stand outside the ideological machinery that makes American culture run 
to begin to appreciate its power.” The models for implementing this method 
appear in “strongly dissenting views: there are works by community activists, 
gay-rights advocates, socialists, libertarians, and more” (8). On the surface, this 
passage is open to the well-rehearsed critique that one cannot stand “outside” 
ideology in order to occupy a kind of clean space from which to examine the 
ideological machinery’s faulty parts. But the text is clear that this space is in-
habited: it is peopled by a catalogue of types who supposedly do leverage their 
distance from the mainstream in order to question it and—crucially—who are 
very different from the text’s student-readers. That is, the text’s interpellation 
of students as mythically mainstream hometowners is reinforced by the idea 
that the “dissenting views” are, for students, exactly that. Sandra Jamieson 
notes that this interpellation calls students into coherent, individualized 
subjectivities—a call reinforced by many multicultural textbooks’ frequent 
presentation of personal narratives. 

Here, as in many textbooks, personal narratives are offered, and personal 
questions are posed. But, interestingly, they are not posed consistently. In the 
first content chapter, on the family, questions appear that connect authors’ 
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depictions of families to students’ family backgrounds. Gary Soto’s “Looking 
for Work” is followed by prompts to students to “[w]rite a journal entry about 
a time when you wished your family were somehow different” or “[w]rite a 
narrative of one day when you were eight or nine or ten” (31). Roger Jack’s “An 
Indian Story” similarly relates families to identity development. Stephanie 
Coontz’s statistics-heavy revisionist analysis of 1950s nuclear families is fol-
lowed by questions that ask students to probe more into the cultural contexts 
of the 1950s and into more recent history, but even this relatively impersonal 
report is followed by a prompt to students to think about their family histories 
in comparison to Coontz’s observations. It is after what is probably the most 
intensely personal piece of writing in the chapter—Melvin Dixon’s “Aunt Ida 
Pieces a Quilt”—that the text offers no questions based on personal connec-
tions. Dixon’s poem, written from the perspective of the relative of a young, 
gay AIDS victim, takes up the familial symbolism of quilting alongside the 
broad import of the AIDS quilt project. It seems particularly poignant given 
that Dixon himself died from AIDS-related complications. Yet students are 
encouraged to move from a formalistic analysis of the poem to comparisons 
with other works in the chapter (especially concerning the role of women in 
families) to writing their own dramatic “translation” or poem. Any of these 
activities may be valuable explorations and extensions of the poem’s themes, 
but it is odd—perhaps tellingly so—that this clearly (for the textbook, any-
way) nonmainstream poem is not explicitly connected to the experiences 
of the putative student-readers. The textbook’s introduction does explicitly 
acknowledge the “cultural knowledge” that students bring with them, and it 
also acknowledges complex identities-within-difference (such as women who 
challenge feminism and vocational students who question the value of liberal 
education), but these statements do not seem to disrupt the text’s own myths 
about who its student-readers are and what they represent: namely, outsiders 
to the practice of cultural critique who themselves need outsiders to “main-
stream” culture in order to develop.

George and Trimbur’s Reading Culture: Contexts for Critical Reading and 
Writing includes similar encouragements to “critical distancing,” as its remark-
ably similar subtitle suggests. The goal of this distancing is expressly “so that 
students can begin to observe and evaluate as well as participate in contem-
porary America” (xvi). Here, then, as in Rereading America, students are given 
some pre-composition-classroom credit for inhabiting American myths, but 
that credit does not extend to familiarity with critically examining them. They 
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must be initiated into appropriate critical methods. But this implicit claim 
seems harder to sustain in Reading Culture, since it is presented alongside the 
ideas that the boundaries between cultures are somewhat fluid and that cultures 
take up most, if not all, space and time. So “culture is not something you can 
go out and get,” and neither is it something students can get outside of (3). The 
coexistence of these perspectives on students’ subjectivities gives rise to ten-
sions and even some discomfort in the textbook. The student is told that she 
or he is “[i]n many respects, of course . . . already a skilled reader of culture” as 
a result of her or his familiar interactions. But she or he “will have to be more 
consistent as [she or he learns] to bring the familiar back into view” (3–4). 

Tensions become especially pronounced in chapter 10, “Living in a Post-
colonial World,” which begins with something like an apology about the book’s 
focus on what it has termed “American” culture, in which (unlike in Rereading 
America) the responsibility for simplifying “America” is not placed squarely 
on the student:

[I]n this closing chapter, it’s worth noting that the very idea of American culture 
can amount to a systematic forgetting that there are many Americas in this 
hemisphere. . . . There is the risk that in focusing on American culture within U.S. 
borders, it is possible to ignore the fact that since its origins as an English colony, 
the United States has always been connected in important ways to the rest of the 
hemisphere and, more broadly, to the rest of the world. (521)

Implicitly, the student-reader, who is very likely reading the textbook in the 
United States, is not necessarily the same kind of “American” that American 
myths project. Uncertainty about who the student is or is not pervades the 
way selections in this chapter are framed. The chapter begins with Jamaica 
Kincaid’s short story “Annie John” and with a dramatized classroom-based 
narrative by Suresh Canagarajah. Both selections involve classrooms in for-
mer British colonies outside the United States, which may account in part for 
why students are not invited to connect the readings with their experiences. 
But the textbook’s assumptions about students’ experiences become more 
complex around Amitava Kumar’s “Passport Photos” and Gloria Anzaldua’s 
“How to Tame a Wild Tongue.” Both selections use a “mixed, episodic style” 
(543) to discuss their subjects, namely the presence of literal and metaphorical 
borders among places and languages. In fact, the authors’ rhetorical strategies 
and—in Anzaldua’s case—explicit code-mixing prompt questions that indicate 
ambivalence about the textbook’s positioning of student-readers. One question 
about Kumar’s style enlists students in exploring its formal structure (through 
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a student role-playing/read-aloud activity) while it asks them about how that 
structure links to Kumar’s theme. Another question returns to the subject of 
Kumar’s style, this time directing students to export and imitate it in order to 
“create your own reflections on life in a postcolonial world” (543). 

Following Anzaldua’s excerpt, uncertainty about students’ positions in a 
postcolonial United States is temporarily suspended to ask what I believe is 
the most provocative question in the chapter: “What does your position as a 
reader on the border reveal to you about the nature of encounters across cul-
tures in multicultural America?” (551). As Anzaldua relates, her style is not just 
a response to English-language monolingualism but also to Latinas’/Latinos’ 
insistence that she use Spanish: her style is a performance of the inevitable 
linguistic mixture of literal border areas and also of the United States at large, 
since “language is a homeland closer than the Southwest” for many Chicanos 
nationwide (545). It is conceivable, then, that the student-readers that Read-
ing Culture envisions are not only “on the border” of the mix of languages in 
Anzaldua’s writing, but also “on the border” of the mix of cultures they are 
actually living outside the text. The question seems intended to ask about the 
specific issue of students’ encounter with Anzaldua’s language—an inference 
supported by the textbook’s earlier question about the portability of Kumar’s 
“mixed, episodic style.” However, what may be unintentional but is nonetheless 
clear is that a moment like this provides a glimpse at something that neces-
sarily exceeds the capability of the textbook. If students are already “on the 
border” even in geographic areas far from the Southwest, they cannot simply 
read these texts as descriptions of culture happening somewhere or sometime 
else. They cannot simply use these texts as heuristics or as models of style to 
rehearse or dramatize intra- and intercultural interactions they themselves do 
not actually experience. So, to the extent that a textbook like Reading Culture 
tries to address culture as producing and being produced by students in and 
out of classrooms, it has to become something else—something that is not 
solely an anthology or textbook.

“What Do You Think?”: From Comfort to Curiosity
What does that something else look like in between covers? David Bleich sug-
gests a model: not a textbook so much as a “sourcebook.” He provides several 
examples—mostly of composition readers or anthologies—that provide some 
commentary, focus questions, and other apparatuses but that do not feature 
the kind of sustained, direct, declarative tone he finds in textbooks. Actually, 
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it is clear that, for Bleich, these sourcebooks are used best when they are used 
least—or, at least, when they are used with one eye on the readings and one 
eye on reading against the sourcebook’s setup:

Conventional and potentially risky assumptions of audience and the author’s in-
tention [for example] cannot be taken for granted in writing pedagogy. A different 
question might be if readers consider themselves being addressed by the author 
today. This question is less conventional, but it suggests that many unconventional 
questions, other than the ones in the textbook, are appropriate but are preempted 
by the status of the “textbook apparatus.” (36–37)

Bleich goes on to suggest that teachers—especially new ones—might ignore a 
textbook’s or sourcebook’s questions. He also suggests that sourcebook authors 
and editors approach their jobs by asking, “here is what we editors thought 
could be helpful, what do you think?” (39).

This question aptly summarizes the limits of the cultural textbook/reader 
that I trace above. Asking “what do you think?” recognizes that the textbook, 
owing to its mass-produced status, cannot ultimately adapt and respond to 
local exigencies. It becomes something else by enlisting teachers (and hopefully 
students) in revising it. Of course, another possible response to the question 
is to forego the use of textbooks (and preprinted sourcebooks) altogether, but 
the complexity, embeddedness, and profitability of publishing will continue to 
ensure that textbooks circulate widely.

If textbook assignments are inevitable, it may be, then, that those that 
seem least comfortable between their covers as self-contained texts are the 
most productive for teachers who want to center their courses on issues of “cul-
ture.” In an earlier article, I mentioned textbooks, such as Bonnie Sunstein and 
Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater’s FieldWorking and Eleanor Kutz’s Exploring Literacy, 
that foreground inquiry beyond reading texts. Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater 
are clear in their preface that, despite (or because of) the risks involved, they 
believe teachers should “act on ideas of diversity and multiculturalism rather 
than just read about those ideas” (vii). Their book and Kutz’s provide students 
with examples of research methods and empirical reports that appear to posi-
tion academic and extracurricular activities as equal status sources of data. 
Kutz uses the metaphor of conversation to challenge distinctions between 
classroom-based and out-of-classroom discourses:

Discussions in the classroom . . . can help to support the understandings that 
can guide your work as a reader, writer, and researcher because they allow you to 
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compare responses and to discover what they have in common. . . . Your informal 
writing will allow you to generate ideas to bring back to your classroom commu-
nity. As you share that writing, you’ll be contributing to an ongoing classroom 
conversation about what can be learned from the range of your experiences and 
responses as writers, readers, and participants in different communities. (7)

These in-classroom discussions arise from a “fundamental competence” that 
is “being developed continually through all our interactions” (4) inside and 
outside classroom settings. Instead of a trajectory from extracurricular to cur-
ricular expression and understanding (by way of a discrete “border crossing” 
into academic literacies), Kutz gestures toward a mutually infectious (Jordan) 
relationship in which effective learning arises from interactions among multiple 
spaces and practices:

In school, writing has generally been treated as a separate category of activity 
from other communication, requiring specialized knowledge about forms and 
structures without much sense of how those “rules” of writing might contribute 
to a real written conversation. As a result, to gain confidence in the power of 
their writing to communicate, many writers, like [Sandra] Cisneros, have had to 
rediscover what they already knew from the world outside of school—from the 
many different communities where they are already effective participants in the 
conversation. (2)

While Kutz’s textbook is not expressly focused on “culture,” its focus on 
learning literacies and on close observation of a variety of discourse com-
munities provides a potential model for texts that take up cultural studies. 
Kutz’s definition of “social and cultural context” highlights both the impulse 
in cultures to conserve information and practices and the need for cultures to 
survive and evolve by adapting to “immediate situations” (21). 

Conclusion
There is an inevitable mismatch between the publishability of any textbook 
and the conservativeness-in-dynamism of students’ local cultures. The gap is 
bridgeable through curiosity, which can generate empirical questions that push 
students into their extracurricular communities and that nudge teachers to 
follow. Of course, advocating empirical work in composition courses brings up 
thorny issues of ethics and representation, just to name two. More to the im-
mediate point, it runs the risk of exposing assumptions about students’ cultural 
knowledges, productions, and analytical experiences—as well as assumptions 
about who student-readers are—that are reflected in many cultural studies 
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textbooks and the pedagogies alongside which they exist and persist. Often, 
students (such as the U.S.-resident and international students of English as a 
second language I sometimes teach) have had wide intercultural experiences 
before they enter my classroom. Even more often, “townies” from Salt Lake City, 
West Lafayette, Austin, and many other heartland cities who may rarely have 
traveled outside their home counties have also learned lessons about culture 
that textbooks and ready-made cultural studies curricula cannot anticipate. 
Instead of locating culture within the pages of a text or outside students’ loci 
of experience, instructors invested in cultural studies should recognize that 
culture does happen in and outside the course whether students are initiated 
into an academic understanding of it or not—and that it happens largely as a 
result of students’ production of it. Of necessity, then, I do not end with specific 
and generalizable pedagogical suggestions: instead, I end with the strong sug-
gestion that the primary purpose of a cultural studies course is to listen and 
record rather than just tell and present.

Note

1. It is worth noting that I am not interested in taking the authors of these texts to 
task for the content of the books, since to do so would be to overlook the complexity 
and systematicity of textbook publishing. The textbooks I receive through express 
shipping meet the marketing standards of editors and publishers, but they are not 
necessarily what the authors had in mind.
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Beyond College Composition 

Elizabeth A. Flynn
Michigan Technological University

Considerable work within composition studies has focused on the marginaliza-
tion of the field within the academy, especially its subordination to the field 
of literary studies within English departments (Miller; Holbrook; Enos; Berlin; 
Schilb; Flynn, Feminism beyond Modernism). Much of this work is defensive in 
nature, attempting to counter images of sad compositionists in the basement 
of the academy with demonstrations of the value of research, teaching, and 
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administration in the field. Susan Miller, for instance, identifies writing, espe-
cially commonplace writing, as a central human activity, thereby attempting to 
rescue the writing subject. James Berlin demonstrates that the historical domi-
nance of poetic over rhetoric was unfortunate, thereby attempting to rescue 
marginalized rhetoric. Elsewhere I have suggested that although important and 
necessary, defensiveness has sometimes had the unfortunate consequence of 
identification with the sciences and the social sciences (“Feminism,” Feminism 
beyond Modernism). In this article, I suggest that in addition to the strategy of 
promoting composition studies, we admit that some criticisms of the field have 
merit and find ways to broaden the field’s scope. In actuality, of course, the field 
has always encompassed far more than college composition and has always 
included work in considerably broader, international fields such as rhetoric and 
literacy studies. The term “college composition” in the title of the organization, 
the title of the organization’s conference, and the title of the organization’s 
journal, however, suggests a narrow focus. In this article, I first illustrate the 
problem of the marginalization of composition studies by examining conflicts 
between composition studies and cultural studies within my own department. 
Then I compare the introductions to James Berlin and Michael Vivion’s Cultural 
Studies in the English Classroom and Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson, and 
Paula Treichler’s Cultural Studies as a way of demonstrating some limitations 
of composition studies. I provide additional support by comparing the edito-
rial policy statements of both College Composition and Communication (CCC) 
and Publications of the Modern Language Association of America (PMLA) and 
two issues of the journals. Finally, I suggest that composition studies needs 
to do even more than it currently does to broaden its scope and have greater 
interdisciplinary and international emphases.

Cultural Studies and Cultural Studies Composition
The considerable literature on the marginalization of composition studies 
within English studies arises out of the experience of many faculty in the field 
who inhabit English departments dominated by literature specialists. Composi-
tionists often complain that they have inferior status within their departments 
and that their work is perceived as considerably less significant than that of 
literature faculty. The situation in the Department of Humanities at Michigan 
Tech is quite different. Here, composition studies has been ascendant for the 
past thirty years as evidenced by strong programs in composition or technical 
communication. Also, the five department heads or chairs who have served  
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during this period have all been in composition studies or technical commu-
nication. The situation in the Department of Humanities is also different from 
that of English departments in that it includes not only composition studies, 
technical communication, and literary studies but also communication, phi-
losophy, modern languages, and linguistics. A number of strong departmental 
composition programs emerged just as composition studies was developing 
as a field, and they continue as models for others. These include a writing-
across-the-curriculum program, a writing center, an instructional computer 
lab, an undergraduate program in scientific and technical communication, 
and graduate programs in rhetoric and technical communication. Michigan 
Tech is the only institution in the country to have been recognized by the 
Conference on College Composition and Communication for excellence in 
three of these programs, its Scientific and Technical Communication Program, 
its Writing Program, and its Writing Center. Five journals with a composition 
emphasis—CCC, WPA: Writing Program Administration, Computers and Com-
position, Reader, and Community Literacy Journal—have been housed here, 
and of these, Computers and Composition, Reader, and Community Literacy 
Journal originated here. Many of the department’s graduates have obtained 
positions at universities across the country and are making strong contribu-
tions to the field of composition studies or technical communication. Surely, 
few departments are as composition-centric as ours. At the same time, few are 
as interdisciplinary as ours.  

This situation of the ascendency within the department of a field that is 
perceived as less strong than literature, philosophy, linguistics, communication, 
or modern languages within the academy as a whole has had its challenges. 
A good example of tension that sometimes results is the issue of who teaches 
the graduate-level course in cultural studies developed in the late 1980s by a 
faculty member in communication who has a cultural studies emphasis. The 
history of the course is closely connected to the history of the role cultural 
studies faculty have played in the department. In 1988, as acting head of the 
Department of Humanities, I hired a woman who had been a faculty member 
in the Department of Communication at Purdue. She had extensive teaching 
experience at both the University of Michigan and Purdue University and a 
single-authored book and a co-edited book. It was only after we hired her that 
I began to fully appreciate that she was a prominent member of the cultural 
studies community and had collaborated with both Larry Grossberg and Stu-
art Hall. She would go on to contribute a co-authored essay in the important 
Cultural Studies collection edited by Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler and to 
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publish two edited books and, more recently, an award-winning co-authored 
book. She has directed or co-directed a number of dissertations with a cultural 
studies emphasis. Along with two other faculty members in communication 
who also have a cultural studies emphasis, she developed an undergraduate 
major in communication and culture studies, the first new undergraduate 
major in an area other than composition studies or technical communication 
in several decades. She also developed the graduate course in cultural studies. 

Tension arose between faculty in cultural studies and faculty in composi-
tion studies over who had the right to teach this graduate course in cultural 
studies in the early 1990s. Faculty in cultural studies saw it as a course that they 
developed and that should continue to be taught by faculty in their area. Faculty 
in what some have referred to as “cultural studies composition” (Langstraat; 
Crawford) or “cultural studies for composition” (Vitanza), however, saw it as 
a course they had a right to teach. So far the argument that cultural studies 
and cultural studies composition are not identical has prevailed, though one 
composition faculty member did teach a special topics course in composition 
with a cultural studies emphasis in the early 1990s. 

Cultural studies composition is a subfield within composition studies 
that dates from the publication of Cultural Studies in the English Classroom 
edited by James Berlin and Michael Vivion in 1992. The subfield has resulted 
in single-authored books by Berlin and others and in numerous articles, book 
chapters, and textbooks by scholars in composition studies such as Berlin, Gary 
A. Olson, Diana George, John Trimbur, Kathleen McCormick, Lisa Langstraat, 
Ilene Crawford, Victor Vitanza, Donald Lazare, and John Schilb. 

A comparison of the introductions to Cultural Studies and Cultural Stud-
ies in the English Classroom illustrates some ways in which cultural studies 
is broader in scope than cultural studies composition and helps explain the 
rationale for keeping the graduate course in cultural studies within the cul-
tural studies group. Both essays acknowledge the interdisciplinary nature and 
complicated history of cultural studies. Both recognize the importance of work 
that emerged out of the former Birmingham Center for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies. Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler define cultural studies considerably 
more broadly, however, discuss research methods in more detail, and are more 
concerned about the boundaries of cultural studies.

According to Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler, cultural studies is at once 
interdisciplinary or anti-disciplinary and has no stable disciplinary base but 
draws on a number of different intellectual traditions including Marxism, 
feminism, psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, and postmodernism (2). They 
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identify a feminist strand that has rethought subjectivity, politics, gender, and 
desire (9). They also discuss concerns with race, ethnicity, postcolonialism, and 
popular culture and the complex ways in which identity has been articulated, 
experienced, and deployed (9). They also make clear that cultural studies has 
no distinct methodology. Rather, it is “pragmatic, strategic, and self-reflective,” 
and its methods might include “[t]extual analysis, semiotics, deconstruction, 
ethnography, interviews, phonemic analysis, psychoanalysis, rhizomatics, 
content analysis, survey research” (2). 

Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler, insist, however, that cultural studies can’t 
be just anything. Broadly defined, it examines cultural practices in relation to 
power and must include a “moment of self-clarification” (3). They suggest that 
cultural studies should lead to a commitment to a moral evaluation of modern 
society and to a major project of social reconstruction, emphasizing that cul-
tural studies is not simply a chronicle of cultural change but an intervention in 
it (5). They also emphasize that cultural studies should avoid grand theorizing 
(7) and must acknowledge the history of real achievements that are part of the 
cultural studies tradition, in particular the work that arose out of the Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham (9). Work that does not do so 
reveals a considerable “level of ignorance” (9). They do identify the classroom 
as a site where cultural studies can make a difference (5), but this is but one 
context among many others including the environment, health issues, world 
economic formations, and public policy (6). They speak disparagingly of U.S. 
practitioners who “sometimes simply rename what they were already doing to 
take advantage of the cultural studies boom” (11). They also explain that con-
tributions to the book were invited and that decisions about who “belonged” 
and who did not were made very carefully. 

Berlin and Vivion make evident their familiarity with the work of Raymond 
Williams, Richard Hoggart, and others that Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler 
identify as important in the development of cultural studies. The title of their 
collection suggests, however, that the context within which they are working, 
English studies, is considerably narrower than that of Grossberg, Nelson, and 
Treichler. In actuality, the scope of the book is narrower still, composition 
studies rather than all of English studies. They define cultural studies as deal-
ing with the “production, distribution, and reception of signifying practices 
within the myriad historical formations that are shaping subjectivities” (ix). 
Very quickly, however, they move to a discussion of a preoccupation within 
cultural studies with reading and writing. They also defend the emphasis in 
their volume on essays focusing on middle-class U.S. students and on the need 
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to define an American view of cultural studies. The final pages of the Berlin and 
Vivion essay focus on topics of concern to specialists in composition studies: 
academic discourse, student resistance, and teacher resistance.

It becomes clear that Berlin and Vivion are describing cultural studies 
composition rather than cultural studies and that the former is but a tributary 
of a much larger stream. The comparison also suggests that cultural studies 
composition also tends to be U.S.-centered and disciplinary rather than inter-
disciplinary. If the introductions to these two books are indicative of the scopes 
of cultural studies and cultural studies composition, then cultural studies 
composition would not be a good substitute for cultural studies. 

CCC and PMLA
The narrower scope of composition studies is also evident when CCC and PMLA 
are compared. The editorial policy of CCC includes the following statement:

The editorial staff of CCC invites submission of research and scholarship in com-
position studies that supports college teachers in reflecting on and improving 
their practices in teaching writing. The field of composition studies draws on 
research and theories from a broad range of humanistic disciplines—English 
studies, linguistics, literacy studies, rhetoric, cultural studies, gay studies, gender 
studies, critical theory, education, technology studies, race studies, communica-
tion, philosophy of language, anthropology, sociology, and others—and within 
composition studies, a number of subfields have also developed, such as techni-
cal communication, computers and composition, writing across the curriculum, 
research practices, history of composition, assessment, writing center work. 
Articles for CCC may come out of the discussions within and among any of these 
fields, as long as the argument presented is clearly relevant to the work of college 
writing teachers and responsive to recent relevant work in composition studies. 

The statement is at once inclusive and interdisciplinary and narrow and 
disciplinary. Articles accepted for the journal can draw on a wide range of 
humanistic and social scientific research and theory, but that work must be 
pertinent to the teaching of college writing. The statement does not acknowl-
edge that composition studies is a U.S. phenomenon, but the reality is that 
college composition is taught primarily in the United States and so topics, no 
matter how eclectic or cosmopolitan, must eventually find their way back to 
the U.S. classroom. 

In contrast, the editorial policy of PMLA includes the following statement:

PMLA welcomes essays of interest to those concerned with the study of language 
and literature. As the publication of a large and heterogeneous association, the 
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journal is receptive to a variety of topics, whether general or specific, and to all 
scholarly methods and theoretical perspectives. The ideal PMLA essay exemplifies 
the best of its kind, whatever the kind; addresses a significant problem; draws out 
clearly the implications of its findings; and engages the attention of its audience 
through a concise, readable presentation. Manuscripts in languages other than 
English are accepted for review but must be accompanied by a detailed summary 
in English (generally of 1,000–1,500 words) and must be translated into English if 
they are recommended to the Editorial Board. 

The PMLA statement is very broad. Any essay on the topic of language 
and literature will be considered, and all scholarly methods and theoretical 
perspectives are welcome. The journal is receptive to a variety of topics, general 
or specific. Manuscripts in languages other than English are welcome, though 
they must be accompanied by a summary in English, and the author(s) must 
be prepared to have the essay translated into English should the piece succeed 
to review by the editorial board. CCC provides no such stipulation, no doubt 
because most if not all submissions are in English to begin with. Composition 
studies is not an international field. 

A comparison of randomly selected recent issues of the journals provides 
further support for the contention that composition studies is considerably 
narrower in scope than language and literary studies, though it also suggests 
that composition studies has been broadened by both literacy studies and 
rhetoric. The two issues I have selected are volume 58, no. 3 of CCC, published in 
February 2007, and volume 122, no. 1 of PMLA, published in January 2007. The 
CCC issue contains four articles by faculty teaching at U.S. universities about 
topics that are largely focused on U.S. problems. It also contains an interchange 
between two faculty responding to a previously published article and a response 
by the original author to the two responses. All of the interchange participants 
teach at U.S. universities. Finally, the issue contains two review essays, both by 
faculty at U.S. universities about books by faculty at U.S. institutions. Although 
the issue does address issues of diversity in interesting and important ways, it 
is nevertheless U.S.-centered. One of the articles in the Interchanges section 
refers to the composition program at Syracuse University and mentions that 
it makes globalization a central concern. Unfortunately, the response does not 
explain how the program takes globalization into consideration.

The first article provides a critical perspective on traditional teaching of 
composition. In “There Goes the Neighborhood: Hip Hop Creepin’ on a Come 
Up at the U,” Kermit E. Campbell provides an alternative to the traditionally 
middle-class and white racial orientation of freshman composition instruction. 
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Campbell sees the music of rappers such as Kanye West, Jay-Z, and Eminem 
as ghetto-centric and providing an alternative to traditional composition 
textbooks. The second article provides a different context, that of the develop-
ment of literacy in the workplace. In “‘If Knowledge Is Power, You’re About to 
Become Very Powerful’: Literacy and Labor Market Intermediaries in Postin-
dustrial America,” Michael Pennell examines the shifting role of labor market 
intermediaries in Lake County, Indiana, as they have become literacy sponsors. 
The third article examines the role of writing in disciplines other than English. 
In “Ways of Knowing, Doing, and Writing in the Disciplines,” Michael Carter 
argues for the value of the use of broader generic and disciplinary structures, 
metagenres, and metadisciplines in using writing in the disciplines. The fourth 
article focuses on the complexity of the spaces in which public deliberation 
most often takes place. In “Toward a Civic Rhetoric for Technologically and 
Scientifically Complex Places: Invention, Performance, and Participation,” W. 
Michele Simmons and Jeffrey T. Grabill examine the ways in which citizens write 
in order to change communities.  These articles all deal with a U.S. context and 
make explicit or implicit connections with the U.S. classroom. 

Mention of the Writing and Diversity in a Globalized World project at 
Syracuse University in the Interchanges section of the issue is promising. 
Responding to Phillip P. Marzluf ’s “Diversity Writing: Natural Languages, Au-
thentic Voices,” Margaret Himley of Syracuse University quotes from descriptive 
language on the project’s website and takes issue with Marzluf ’s emphasis on 
the personal in discussing diversity. Unfortunately, Himley does not address 
the ways in which the project takes global issues into consideration when 
discussing diversity.

The January 2007 issue of PMLA, in contrast, balances attention to U.S. 
concerns with international ones and is restricted only in the sense that articles 
address the special topic of the issue, cities. It has fifteen brief articles, an intro-
duction by editor Patricia Yaeger, comments from “correspondents at large,” a 
guest column, and a forum. Contributors to the issue have diverse backgrounds. 
Only six of the fifteen authors of articles are in English or American studies. 
The other authors are in fields such as German and comparative literature, 
Chinese language and literature, Hispanic studies, South African studies, West 
Indian studies, comparative Jewish literature, and architecture. Most of the 
articles cite sources that are written in languages other than English includ-
ing German, Spanish, Portuguese, Hebrew, and French. The correspondence 
section of the issue includes responses from individuals living in cities such 
as Accra, Beijing, Benghazi, Bucharest, Johannesburg, Lima, London, Manila, 
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Nairobi, Ramallah, Saint Petersberg, and Sydney. The guest column in the issue 
is written by Sylvia Molloy, who reflects on her experiences in Paris, Buffalo, 
and Buenos Aires, where she was born. The forum section of the issue contains 
responses to previous issues dealing with “Citizenship and Cosmopolitanism” 
and “Eurasia and Imperialism.” 

The PMLA issue reflects a cosmopolitan community of scholars many 
of whom read one or more languages in addition to English and have traveled 
widely. The CCC issue is not international in focus, though it is certainly broader 
than the CCC policy might predict in that one of the articles deals with literacy 
studies within the context of the labor market, a second with writing studies 
within the context of other disciplines, and a third with rhetoric within the 
context of civic discourse.

Composition studies should not abandon its commitment to inquiry into 
writing and the teaching of writing, but it needs to expand outward from this 
base, examining communication in all of its forms in a multiplicity of historical 
and geographical contexts. Cultural studies and literary studies are possible 
models for the kind of work that needs to be done. Some possible research sites 
might include the cosmopolitan city, the kibbutz, the refugee camp, the ghetto, 
the monastery, the farm, the nature preserve, the ethnic/religious war zone, the 
colony, and the postcolony. Such a broadening may necessitate more travel to 
other countries, more learning of other languages, more archival research, and 
more ethnographic research. Compositionists, in the face of criticisms from 
other fields, need to continue explaining and defending the work that they do. 
In addition, however, they need to move toward entering the academic com-
munity as equal partners in the important work of examining and changing 
a world that has consequential problems in a number of different locations. 
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What’s in a Name? The Uncanny Relationship of Rhetoric and  
Composition and Cultural Studies

Lisa Ede
Oregon State University

As my colleague Anita Helle suggests in her introduction to this symposium, 
there is indeed something uncanny about the history of interactions between 
rhetoric and composition and cultural studies. While the two critical, disciplin-
ary, and pedagogical projects share a good deal—both, as Helle observes, have 
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at times been articulated as interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and counter-
disciplinary fields—their relationship remains unsettled, and in multiple ways. 
While it is certainly true that this relationship has been “marked by alternating 
currents of euphoria and dysphoria,” it is also true that the status of the term 
and project of rhetoric within the phrase “rhetoric and composition” is itself 
unsettled and contentious. There is thus as much ambiguity and tension—as 
much disciplinary contest and controversy—within the term “rhetoric and 
composition” as there is between the terms “rhetoric and composition” and 
“cultural studies.” (For a series of articles exploring this issue, see issue 5.1 
[2003] and 5.2 [2004] of the online journal Enculturation.)

This ambiguity and tension is reflected in the terms used to name our 
discipline. For while some refer to our field as “rhetoric and composition,” others 
use such terms as “composition studies” and “writing studies.” These differing 
terms represent differing orientations. For some, rhetoric is foundational. (I 
count myself in that number.) For others, however, rhetoric represents only 
one of a number of possible subfields or emphases in the discipline. Some 
Ph.D. programs require one or more courses in rhetorical theory and history; 
others do not. 

One way to represent and monitor rhetoric’s shifting status within the 
field is via an analysis of the categories used in the call for program proposals 
for our field’s major conference. The call for the 1996 Conference on College 
Composition and Communication (CCCC) includes fourteen major categories, 
each of which has multiple subcategories. Three of these major categories refer 
to rhetoric: “102 Rhetorical Theory and Composition Theory,” “103 History of 
Rhetoric and Writing Instruction,” “110 Rhetorical and Textual Analysis.” The 
call for proposals for the 2008 CCCC has twelve major categories that again have 
multiple subcategories. The term “rhetoric” does not appear in the title of any of 
the twelve major categories. “Rhetorical theory and theories of visual rhetoric” 
is the first item under “103 Theory.” “Histories of rhetoric” is the second item 
under category “104 History,” with “historiography” being the first item. One 
would not want to overdetermine the significance of shifts like this—but one 
would not want to underdetermine this significance either.

Given developments in the field, those in our discipline committed to the 
rhetorical tradition are simply being realistic when they discuss their anxieties 
about rhetoric’s status in the field. (For an expression of this anxiety, see Krista 
Ratliffe’s “The Current State of Composition Scholar/Teachers: Is Rhetoric Gone 
or Just Hiding Out?”) In such a situation, it is easy to become engaged in a poli-
tics of name-calling, where one points in irritation or anger to both presences 

W452-490-Dec09CCC.indd   484 12/14/09   5:41 PM



W485

s y m p o s i u m

and absences. I have done it myself. I still remember the moment, for instance, 
when I found myself scanning the index of Paul Feyerabend’s Against Method 
to see whether he references the term “rhetoric.” I had not yet fully dived into 
Feyerabend’s study, but my reading of his provocative “Analytical Index,” where 
he outlines his project and makes the Burkean argument that in science “any-
thing goes,” suggested an affinity with postmodern reconfigurations of rhetoric. 

I saw no references to rhetoric in Feyerabend’s overview; hence my deci-
sion to turn to the book’s index. I hardly knew what to think when I discovered 
that the term does appear in the index, as follows: “rhetoric, 1–309, 32, 123n, 
204, 257” (337). I quickly discovered that the first reference was Feyerabend’s 
sly way of informing readers that rhetoric had influenced all 309 pages of his 
study. When I checked the additional pages, however, I discovered that on the 
four occasions when Feyerabend actually uses the term “rhetoric” in the body 
of his text, he uses it in essentially conventional ways. The note on page 123 
refers to a “rhetorical flourish,” for instance. 

It is easy to multiply examples like this. In “Rhetoric in Crisis? The View 
from Here,” Susan Jarratt points out the extent to which literary scholars write 
about rhetoric, blissfully unaware that the field of rhetoric and composition 
exists:

Those who write about rhetoric of various sorts in contemporary literary theory 
do so, for the most part, in ignorance of the field of rhetoric and composition. A 
single case in point is the excellent collection, The Ends of Rhetoric: History, Theory, 
Practice (Stanford UP, 1990), edited by Stanford professors John Bender (English 
and Comparative Literature) and David E. Wellbery (German). The editors narrate 
in their introduction the “end” of rhetoric as an organizing discipline in Western 
higher education in the eighteenth century and its subsequent “return” in the guise 
of the “rhetoricality” saturating contemporary literary theory. They fail to mention 
the fact that a course of study at the graduate and undergraduate levels closely 
related to that curriculum whose end they announce has been actively developed 
and taught for at least the past three decades in U.S. universities.

In the context of examples such as these, the whole question of how we can 
best understand the nature and project of rhetoric—and the most productive 
way to conceive of (and enact) the intersections of rhetoric and composition 
and cultural studies—becomes dizzying.

So it’s a relief to turn to Elizabeth A. Flynn’s materially grounded discus-
sion of the relationship of rhetoric and composition and cultural studies at 
a particular university, one located in a specific time and place, with equally 
specific opportunities and constraints. Flynn teaches in the Department of 
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Humanities at Michigan Technological University, and in her department com-
position has, as she puts it, “been ascendant for the last thirty years.” Flynn’s 
discussion of the struggles over who should be authorized to claim and teach 
a graduate-level cultural studies class in this mixed-disciplinary department is 
a potent reminder that material circumstances—particularly the circumstance 
of who speaks for which scholarly enterprise—can often trump larger theoreti-
cal and disciplinary considerations. In the case Flynn describes, the fact that 
the faculty member representing cultural studies had a strong disciplinary 
grounding in communication, not composition, and was a prominent member 
of the cultural studies community played a key role in the decision to view the 
course as one that should be taught only by those with “official” certification 
in cultural studies. 

The experience Flynn describes is hardly unique. I have experienced a 
similar situation in my own department, which does not offer a Ph.D. in English 
but does have an MFA and an MA with three strands: British and American 
literature, literature and culture (which effectively “stands in” for the term 
cultural studies), and rhetoric and writing. Several years ago the British and 
American literature faculty proposed that their strand merge with that of the 
literature and culture faculty. The literature and culture faculty resisted, arguing 
that there continue to be significant differences between literary studies and 
cultural studies. As was the case at Michigan Tech, something quite material 
was at stake—in this case, students. The literature and culture area typically 
attracts more graduate students than the British and American literature strand 
(sometimes significantly more); combining the two areas would even out this 
discrepancy, at least on paper.

Currently, these two areas remain separate in the sense that the depart-
ment continues to offer three areas of specialization within the MA. In point of 
fact, however, there has always been a good deal of faculty crossover in courses 
included in all three areas. Faculty in rhetoric and writing, for instance, teach a 
number of courses that are cross-listed with literature and culture; some also 
teach courses included in British and American literature. As a consequence, 
courses of study that remain separate at the level of the formal curriculum are 
much more fluid when one considers the faculty members who actually teach 
courses in various areas. Of the four graduate-level classes that I regularly teach, 
for instance, two are cross-listed with literature and culture. 

As this example suggests, a material or “ground up” analysis of particular 
situations challenges some of the conventional binaries often used to character-
ize the scholarly, pedagogical, and cultural projects of rhetoric and composition 
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and cultural studies. While it is certainly possible, and at times helpful, to com-
pare the theoretical positionings of these enterprises, as Flynn does when she 
compares the introductions to two publications, Cultural Studies and Cultural 
Studies in the English Classroom, and the editorial policies of CCC and PMLA, 
it is good to remember that the terrain being contested over at Michigan Tech 
was a graduate-level class in cultural studies, while at my own university it was 
a limited (and highly desirable) pool of MA students.

Like Elizabeth Flynn, Jay Jordan in his contribution also calls attention 
to the situated and the local, and to how they interact with and are valued—or 
not—within a number of popular cultural studies composition textbooks. Jor-
dan is right in reminding us that “all students represent and produce specific, 
local histories that pose challenges for pedagogies that attempt to make ‘culture’ 
an object of study” and in noting that from a materially grounded perspective 
there is a “potential clash between cultural studies as a way of developing pro-
fessional credentials and as a way of engaging students in probative research of 
their own and others’ language use.” Jordan’s analysis raises pointed questions 
about just what it means to “do” cultural studies in a composition classroom. It 
also represents a powerful reminder of the extent to which any textbook (includ-
ing textbooks that I have authored) risks commodification and benefits from 
economic realities—such as the employment of un- or semi-trained teaching 
assistants and adjunct instructors—that we otherwise deplore.

Jordan’s analysis calls attention to the limits of discussions of pedagogy 
that operate at a high level of generality and remain distant from the messiness 
of the classroom. (For an example of such an approach, see Gary Tate, Amy 
Rupiper, and Kurt Schick’s A Guide to Composition Pedagogies.) This is not to 
say that such discussions have no value, but they need to be interrogated from 
the perspective of material practice and, especially, from the perspective of stu-
dents’ experiences and goals. Russell K. Durst undertakes such an interrogation 
in Collision Course: Conflict, Negotiation, and Learning in College Composition. 
Durst’s qualitative study emphasizes the gap between the textbooks teachers 
use and the pedagogy they see themselves employing—in the case of the classes 
Durst studied critical pedagogy—and most students’ expectations and goals.

In his study, Durst looks for places where teachers and students are uncom-
fortable—where negotiation is difficult and students’ voices and experiences 
are quelled. Similarly, in his contribution to the symposium Jordan looks for 
“places where textbooks seem uncomfortable.” Many of the cultural studies 
composition textbooks that Jordan studied are, he observes, uncomfortable 
precisely when they try “to address culture as producing and being produced 
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by students in and out of classrooms.” They have difficulty imagining—and 
embodying—a pedagogy where students would be producers, and not just 
consumers, of knowledge in composition classrooms.

Jordan’s analysis reminds us that what happens at the level of theory and 
at the level of practice can vary. To the extent that rhetoric and composition 
classrooms and cultural studies classrooms “treat students as if they arrive 
in classrooms ex nihilo—as if their entry into college marks their entry into 
awareness”—the question of just what is “progressing” in either field, or in their 
intersections, needs to be raised. 

What would it mean for students to be authorized to be genuine produc-
ers of knowledge in and out of the classroom? This is a question that Elaine 
Richardson takes up in her contribution to this symposium. Richardson also 
asks the related question of how work in any of the disciplines at stake in 
her essay—rhetoric and composition, critical discourse studies, and cultural 
studies—helps “to abolish in its entirety the center/periphery model that has 
dominated Western education from its inception.”

Richardson’s essay focuses on the right that African American students 
ought to have to know “When and where [they] enter”—yet this is clearly a 
concern for Jordan as well . And like Jordan, Richardson argues for what Jordan 
refers to as “empirical work in composition courses”—work that in the case of 
African American students would “use students’ own discourse practices to 
critically engage them in research and action, to confront and change racist 
discourse practices and institutions that promote them.” 

At stake in calls such as these is the importance of attending to local 
knowledge and local literacy practices in the classroom, and doing so in ways 
that, as Jordan argues, encourage teachers to “listen and record rather than 
just tell and present.” Surely this is a goal that all teachers—whether primarily 
affiliated with rhetoric and composition, cultural studies, critical pedagogy, 
literacy studies, feminist pedagogy, or critical discourse studies—should equally 
espouse. And yet why is it so difficult to move from commitment to enactment?

There are, unfortunately, a multitude of reasons why this is the case. One 
such reason involves composition’s institutional location and mission, which 
pushes and pulls the field in multiple directions. How does a first-year writ-
ing curriculum help students develop academic literacies while also honoring 
their home literacies and their already-existing ability to be producers as well 
as consumers of knowledge? (In the case of new literacies, students will often 
be far more advanced than teachers in this regard.) Listening to students and 
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recording—and learning from—what they say and do takes time, so how do 
we factor this into a curricular system that in all disciplines favors coverage 
over experiential learning and collaboration?

Another impediment involves our disciplinary proclivity toward what 
Jennifer Gore in The Struggle for Pedagogies refers to as a “rhetoric of solutions 
and pronouncements”—a rhetoric that makes it easier for “theorists” to tell 
“practitioners” what they should believe and do. (I place these terms in quota-
tion marks because I believe, with Steven Mailloux, that “[t]heory is a kind of 
practice, sometimes a peculiar kind when it claims to escape practice” [159].) 
This is a rhetoric that I have been unable completely to avoid in this response. 
Just a few paragraphs ago, in fact, I articulated a pedagogical goal that I believe 
that all teachers, whatever their primary theoretical identification, “should 
equally espouse.” Such a statement ignores the differing assumptions, locations, 
and possibilities at play in any specific rhetorical/pedagogical situation. And 
yet if I avoided such statements entirely, how could I advance an argument, as 
academic writing demands?

In her study, Gore comments on the role that the “will to truth” plays in 
much academic argument, observing that “the need, desire, or willingness to 
question one’s own work is often lost in the desire to believe that one has found 
‘truth,’ that one is ‘right’” (11). As my own example suggests, none of us can 
entirely escape this tendency. 

We can, however, attempt to resist and interrogate it. Materially grounded 
analyses, such as those in this symposium, represent one productive step in this 
direction. They can encourage us to engage in disciplinary and institutional 
critique. And they can remind us that to the extent that we view rhetoric and 
composition to be a teaching subject—to echo the title of Joseph Harris’s 1997 
study—we need to do all we can to create real spaces for students to bring their 
experiences into our classrooms, and to enable them to function as producers, 
as well as consumers, of knowledge.
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