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CONFLICT AND STRUGGLE:
THE ENEMIES OR PRECONDITIONS OF
Basic WRITING?

Min-Zhan Lu

Harlem taught me that light skin Black people was better look, the best to suceed,
the best off fanicially etc this whole that I trying to say, that I was brainwashed and
people aliked.
I couldn’t understand why people (Black and white) couldn’t get alone. So as
time went along I began learned more about myself and the establishment.
Sample student paper, Errors and Expectations 278.

... Szasz was throwing her. She couldn’t get through the twelve-and-a-half pages
of introduction. . ..

One powerful reason Lucia had decided to major in psychology was that she
wanted to help people like her brother, who had a psychotic break in his teens and
had been in and out of hospitals since. She had lived with mental illness, had seen
that look in her brother’s eyes. . . . The assertion that there was no such thing as
mental illness, that it was a myth, seemed incomprehensible to her. She had trouble
even entertaining it as a hypothesis. . . . Szasz’s bold claim was a bone sticking in
her assumptive craw.

Mike Rose, Lives on the Boundary 183-84.

In perceiving conflicting information and points of view, she is subjected to a
swamping of her psychological borders.
Gloria Anzaldua, Borderiands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza 79.

on borders and in margins” to discuss the trials and triumphs in the lives of
“border residents.” The image of “border residents” captures the conflict
and struggle of students like those appearing in the epigraphs. In perceiving

[ n the Preface to Borderlands, Gloria Anzaldua uses her own struggle “living
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conflicting information and points of view, a writer like Anzaldua is “subjected to
a swamping of her psychological borders” (79). But attempts to cope with con-
flicts also bring “compensation,” “joys,” and “exhilaration” (Anzaldua, Preface).
The border resident develops a tolerance for contradiction and ambivalence,
learning to sustain contradiction and turn ambivalence into a new conscious-
ness—“a third element which is greater than the sum of its severed parts”: “a
mestiza consciousness” (79-80; emphasis mine). Experience taught Anzaldua that
this developing consciousness is a source of intense pain. For development in-
volves struggle which is “inner” and is played out in the outer terrains (87). But
this new consciousness draws energy from the “continual creative motion that
keeps breaking down the unitary aspect of each new paradigm” (80). It enables a
border resident to act on rather than merely react to the conditions of her or his
life, turning awareness of the situation into “inner changes” which in turn bring

about “changes in society” (87).

EDUCATION AS REPOSITIONING

Anzaldua’s account gathers some of the issues on which a whole range of recent
composition research focuses, research on how readers and writers necessarily
struggle with conflicting information and points of view as they reposition them-
selves in the process of reading and writing. This research recognizes that reading
and writing take place at sites of political as well as linguistic conflict. It acknowl-
edges that such a process of conflict and struggle is a source of pain but construc-
tive as well: a new consciousness emerges from the creative motion of breaking
down the rigid boundaries of social and linguistic paradigms.

Compositionists are becoming increasingly aware of the need to tell and
listen to stories of life in the borderlands. The CCCC Best Book Award given
Mike Rose’s Lives on the Boundary and the Braddock Award given to Glynda Hull
and Mike Rose for their research on students like Lucia attest to this increasing
awareness. College Composition and Communication recently devoted a whole issue
(February 1992) to essays which use images of “boundary,” “margin,” or “voice”
to re-view the experience of reading and writing and teaching reading and writing
within the academy (see also Lu, “From Silence to Words”; Bartholomae, “Writ-
ing on the Margins”; and Mellix). These publications and their reception indicate
that the field is taking seriously two notions of writing underlying these narra-
tives: the sense that the writer writes at a site of conflict rather than “comfortably
inside or powerlessly outside the academy” (Lu, “Writing as Repositioning” 20)
and a definition of “innovative writing” as cutting across rather than confining
itself within boundaries of race, class, gender, and disciplinary differences.

In articulating the issues explored by these narratives from the borderlands,
compositionists have found two assumptions underlying various feminist, marxist,
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and poststructuralist theories of language useful: first, that learning a new dis-
course has an effect on the re-forming of individual consciousness; and second,
that individual consciousness is necessarily heterogeneous, contradictory, and in
process (Bizzell; Flynn; Harris; Lunsford, Moglen, and Slevin; Trimbur). The
need to reposition oneself and the positive use of conflict and struggle are also
explored in a range of research devoted to the learning difficulties of Basic
Writers (Bartholomae, “Inventing”; Fox; Horner; Hull and Rose; Lu, “Redefin-
ing”; Ritchie; Spellmeyer; Stanley). Nevertheless, such research has had limited
influence on Basic Writing instruction, which continues to emphasize skills
(Gould and Heyda) and to view conflict as the enemy (Schilb, Brown). I believe
that this view of conflict can be traced in the work of three pioneers in Basic
Writing: Kenneth Bruffee, Thomas Farrell, and Mina Shaughnessy. In what
follows, I examine why this view of conflict had rhetorical power in the historical
context in which these pioneers worked and in relation to two popular views of
education: education as acculturation and education as accommodation. I also
explore how and why this view persists among Basic Writing teachers in the
1990s.

Although Bruffee, Farrell, and Shaughnessy hold different views on the goal
of education, they all treat the students’ fear of acculturation and the accompa-
nying sense of contradiction and ambiguity as a deficit. Even though stories of the
borderlands like Anzaldua’s suggest that teachers can and should draw upon
students’ perception of conflict as a constructive resource, these three pioneers of
Basic Writing view evidence of conflict and struggle as something to be dissolved
and so propose “cures” aimed at 7eleasing students from their fear of accultura-
tion. Bruffee and Farrell present students’ acculturation as inevitable and benefi-
cial. Shaughnessy promises them that learning academic discourse will not result
in acculturation. Teachers influenced by the work of these pioneers tend to view
all signs of conflict and struggle as the enemy of Basic Writing instruction. In
perpetuating this view, these teachers also tend to adopt two assumptions about
language: 1) an “essentialist” view of language holding that the essence of mean-
ing precedes and is independent of language (see Lu, “Redefining” 26); 2) a view
of “discourse communities” as “discursive utopias,” in each of which a single,
unified, and stable voice directly and completely determines the writings of all
community members (Harris 12).

In the 1970s, the era of open admissions at CUNY, heated debate over the
“educability” of Basic Writers gave these views of language and of conflict
exceptional rhetorical power. The new field of Basic Writing was struggling to
establish the legitimacy of its knowledge and expertise, and it was doing so in the
context of arguments made by a group of writers—including Lionel Trilling,
Irving Howe, and W. E. B. DuBois—who could be viewed as exemplary because
of their ethnic or racial backgrounds, their academic success, and the popular

889



890

COLLEGE ENGLISH

view that all Basic Writers entering CUNY through the open admissions move-
ment were “minority” students. The writings of Bruffee, Farrell, and Trilling
concur that the goal of education is to acculturate students to the kind of
academic “community” they posit. Shaughnessy, on the other hand, attempts to
eliminate students’ conflicting feelings towards academic discourse by reassuring
them that her teaching will only “accommodate” but not weaken their existing
relationship with their home cultures. Shaughnessy’s approach is aligned with the
arguments of Irving Howe and W. E. B. DuBois, who urge teachers to honor
students’ resistance to deracination. Acculturation and accommodation were the
dominant models of open admissions education for teachers who recognized
teaching academic discourse as a way of empowering students, and in both models
conflict and struggle were seen as the enemies of Basic Writing instruction.

This belief persists in several recent works by a new generation of com-
positionists and “minority” writers. I will read these writings from the point of
view of the border resident and through a view of education as a process of
repositioning. In doing so, I will also map out some directions for further demys-
tifying conflict and struggle in Basic Writing instruction and for seeing them as
the preconditions of all discursive acts.

EDUCATION AS ACCULTURATION

In Errors and Expectations, Mina Shaughnessy offers us one way of imagining the
social and historical contexts of her work: she calls herself a trailblazer trying to
survive in a “pedagogical West” (4). This metaphor captures the peripheral
position of Basic Writing in English. To other members of the profession,
Shaughnessy notes, Basic Writing is not one of their “‘real’ subjects”; nor are
books on Basic Writing “important enough” either to be reviewed or to argue
about (“English Professor’s Malady” 92). Kenneth Bruffee also testifies to feeling
peripheral. Recalling the “collaborative learning” which took place among the
directors of CUNY writing programs—a group which included Bruffee himself,
Donald McQuade, Mina Shaughnessy, and Harvey Wiener—he points out that
the group was brought together not only by their “difficult new task” but also by
their sense of having more in common with one another than with many of their
“colleagues on [their] own campuses” (“On Not Listening” 4-5).

These frontier images speak powerfully of a sense of being in but not of the
English profession. The questionable academic status of not only their students
(seen as “ill-prepared”) but also themselves (Basic Writing was mostly assigned to
beginning teachers, graduate students, women, minorities, and the underem-
ployed but tenured members of other departments) would pressure teachers like
Shaughnessy and Bruffee to find legitimacy for their subject. At the same time,
they had to do so by persuading both college administrators who felt “hesitation
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and discomfort” towards open admissions policies and “senior and tenured pro-
fessorial staff” who either resisted or did not share their commitment (Lyons
175). Directly or indirectly, these pioneers had to respond to, argue with, and
persuade the “gatekeepers” and “converters” Shaughnessy describes in “Diving
In.” It is in the context of such challenges that we must understand the key terms
the pioneers use and the questions they consider—and overlook—in establishing
the problematics of Basic Writing.

One of the most vehement gatekeepers at CUNY during the initial period
of open admissions was Geoffrey Wagner (Professor of English at City College).
In The End of Education, Wagner posits a kind of “university” in which everyone
supposedly pursues learning for its own sake, free of all “worldly”—social, eco-
nomic, and political—interests. To Wagner, open admissions students are the
inhabitants of the “world” outside the sort of scholarly “community” which he
claims existed at Oxford and City College. They are dunces (43), misfits (129),
hostile mental children (247), and the most sluggish of animals (163). He de-
scribes a group of Panamanian “girls” taking a Basic Writing course as “abusive,
stupid, and hostile” (128). Another student is described as sitting “in a half-lotus
pose in back of class with a transistor strapped to his Afro, and nodding off every
two minutes” (134). Wagner calls the Basic Writing program at City a form of
political psychotherapy (145), a welfare agency, and an entertainment center
(173). And he calls Shaughnessy “the Circe of CCNY’s remedial English pro-
gram” (129). To Wagner, Basic Writers would cause “the end of education”
because they have intellects comparable to those of beasts, the retarded, the
psychotic, or children, and because they are consumed by non-“academic”—i.e.,
racial, economic, and political—interests and are indifferent to “learning.”

Unlike the “gatekeepers,” Louis Heller (Classics Professor, City College)
represents educators who seemed willing to shoulder the burden of converting
the heathens but disapproved of the ways in which CUNY was handling the
conversion. Nonetheless, in The Death of the American University Heller ap-
proaches the “problems” of open admissions students in ways similar to Wagner.
He contrasts the attitudes of open admissions students and of old Jewish City
College students like himself:

In those days [“decades ago”] there was genuine hunger, and deprivation, and
discrimination too, but when a child received failing marks no militant parent
group assailed the teacher. Instead parent and child agonized over the subject,
placing the responsibility squarely on the child who was given to know that e had
to measure up to par, not that he was the victim of society, a wicked school system,
teachers who didn’t understand him, or any of the other pseudosociological non-
sense now handed out. (138)

According to Heller, the parents of open admissions students are too “militant.”
As a result, the students’ minds are stuffed with “pseudosociological nonsense”
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about their victimization by the educational system. The “problem” of open
admissions students, Heller suggests, is their militant attitude, which keeps them
from trying to “agonize over the subject” and “measure up to par.”

Wagner predicts the “end of education” because of the “arrival in urban
academe of large, indeed overwhelming, numbers of hostile mental children” (247;
emphasis mine). As the titles of Heller’s chapters suggest, Heller too believes that
a “Death of the American University” would inevitably result from the “Admin-
istrative Failure of Nerve” or “Capitulation Under Force” to “Violence on Cam-
pus” which he claims to have taken place at City College. The images of
education’s end or death suggest that both Wagner and Heller assume that the
goal of education is the acculturation of students into an “educated community.”
They question the “educability” of open admissions students because they fear
that these students would not only be hostile to the education they promote but
also take it over—that is, change it. The apocalyptic tone of their book titles
suggests their fear that the students’ “hostile” or “militant” feelings towards the
existing educational system would weaken the ability of the “American Univer-
sity” to realize its primary goal—to acculturate. Their writings show that their
view of the “problems” of open admissions students and their view of the goal of
education sustain one another.

This view of education as a process of acculturation is shared by Lionel
Trilling, another authority often cited as an exemplary minority student (see, for
example, Howe, “Living” 108). In a paper titled “The Uncertain Future of the
Humanistic Educational Ideal” delivered in 1974, Trilling claims that the view of
higher education “as the process of initiation into membership” in a “new, larger,
and more complex community” is “surely” not a “mistaken conception” (The Last
Decade 170). The word “initiation,” Trilling points out, designates the “ritually
prescribed stages by which a person is brought into a community” (170-71).
“Initiation” requires “submission,” demanding that one “shape” and “limit” one-
self to “a self, a life” and “preclude any other kind of selfhood remaining avail-
able” to one (171, 175; emphasis mine). Trilling doubts that contemporary
American culture will find “congenial” the kind of “initiation” required by the
“humanistic educational ideal” (171). For contemporary “American culture” too
often encourages one to resist any doctrine that does not sustain “a multiplicity
of options” (175). And Trilling admits to feeling “saddened” by the unlikelihood
that “an ideal of education closely and positively related to the humanistic edu-
cational traditions of the past” will be called into being in contemporary America
(161).

The trials of “initiation” are the subject of Trilling’s short story “Notes on a
Departure.” The main character, a young college professor about to leave a
university town, is portrayed as being forced to wrestle with an apparition which
he sometimes refers to as the “angel of Jewish solitude” and, by the end of the
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story, as “a red-haired comedian” whose “face remained blank and idiot” (Of This
Time 53, 55). The apparition hounds the professor, often reminding him of the
question ““What for?’ Jews did not do such things” (54). Towards the end of the
story, the professor succeeds in freeing himself from the apparition. Arriving at a
state of “readiness,” he realizes that he would soon have to “find his own weapon,
his own adversary, his own things to do”—findings in which “this red-haired figure
... would have 7o part” (55; emphasis mine).

This story suggests—particularly in view of Trilling’s concern for the “un-
certain future” of the “humanistic educational ideal” in the 1970s—that contem-
porary Americans, especially those from minority cultural groups, face a
dilemma: the need to combat voices which remind them of the “multiplicity of
options.” The professor needs to “wrestle with” two options of “selfhood.” First,
he must free himself from the authority of the “angel”/“comedian.” Then, as the
title “Notes on a Departure” emphasizes, he must free himself from the “town.”
Trilling’s representation of the professor’s need to “depart” from the voice of his
“race” and of the “town” indirectly converges with the belief held by Wagner and
Heller that the attitudes “parents” and “society” transmit to open admissions
students would pull them away from the “university” and hinder their full initia-
tion—acculturation—into the “educated” community.

Read in the 1990s, these intersecting approaches to the “problems” of “mi-
nority” students might seem less imposing, since except perhaps for Trilling, the
academic prestige of these writers has largely receded. Yet we should not under-
estimate the authority these writers had within the academy. As both the pub-
lisher and the author of The End of Education (1976) remind us within the first few
pages of the book, Wagner is not only a graduate of Oxford but a full professor
at City College and author of a total of twenty-nine books of poetry, fiction,
literary criticism, and sociology. Heller’s The Death of the American University
(1973) indicates that he has ten years’ work at the doctoral or postdoctoral level
in three fields, a long list of publications, and years of experience as both a full
professor of classics and an administrator at City College (12). Furthermore, their
fear of militancy accorded with prevalent reactions to the often violent conflict
in American cities and college campuses during the 1960s and 70s. It was in the
context of such powerful discourse that composition teachers argued for not only
the “educability” of open admissions students but also the ability of the “pioneer”
educators to “educate” them. Bruffee’s and Farrell’s eventual success in establish-
ing the legitimacy of their knowledge and expertise as Basic Writing teachers, I
believe, comes in part from a conjuncture in the arguments of the two Basic
Writing pioneers and those of Wagner, Heller, and Trilling.

For example, Thomas Farrell presents the primary goal of Basic Writing
instruction as acculturation—a move from “orality” to “literacy.” He treats open
admissions students as existing in a “residual orality”: “literate patterns of thought
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have not been interiorized, have not displaced oral patterns, in them” (“Open
Admissions” 248). Referring to Piaget, Ong, and Bernstein, he offers environ-
mental rather than biological reasons for Basic Writers’ “orality”—their member-
ship in “communities” where “orality” is the dominant mode of communication.
To Farrell, the emigration from “orality” to “literacy” is unequivocally beneficial
for everyone, since it mirrors the progression of history. At the same time, Farrell
recognizes that such a move will inevitably be accompanied by “anxiety”: “The
psychic strain entailed in moving from a highly oral frame of mind to a more
literate frame of mind is zoo great to allow rapid movement” (252; emphasis mine).
Accordingly, he promotes teaching strategies aimed at “reducing anxiety” and
establishing “a supportive environment.” For example, he urges teachers to use
the kind of “collaborative learning” Bruffee proposes so that they can use “oral
discourse to improve written discourse” (“Open Admissions” 252-53; “Literacy”
456-57). He reminds teachers that “highly oral students” won’t engage in the
“literate” modes of reasoning “unless they are shown how and reminded to do so
often,” and even then will do so only “gradually” (“Literacy” 456).

Kenneth Bruffee also defines the goal of Basic Writing in terms of the
students’ acculturation into a new “community.” According to Bruffee, Basic
Writers have already been acculturated within “local communities” which have
prepared them for only “the narrowest and most limited” political and economic
relations (“On Not Listening” 7). The purpose of education is to “reacculturate”
the students—to help them “gain membership in another such community” by
learning its “language, mores, and values” (8). However, Bruffee believes that the
“trials of changing allegiance from one cultural community to another” demand
that teachers use “collaborative learning” in small peer groups. This method will
“create a temporary transition or ‘support’ group that [one] can join on the way” (8;
emphasis mine). This “transition group,” he maintains, will offer Basic Writers
an arena for sharing their “trials,” such as the “uncertain, nebulous, and protean
thinking that occurs in the process of change” and the “painful process” of
gaining new awareness (“On Not Listening” 11; “Collaborative Learning” 640).

Two points bind Bruffee’s argument to Farrell’s and enhance the rhetorical
power of their arguments for the Wagners, Hellers, and Trillings. First, both
arguments assume that the goal of education is acculturation into a “literate”
community. The image of students who are “changing allegiance from one
cultural community to another” (Bruffee), like the image of students “moving”
from “orality” to “literacy” (Farrell), posits that “discourse communities” are
discrete and autonomous entities rather than interactive cultural forces. When
discussing the differences between “orality” and “literacy,” Farrell tends to treat
these “discourses” as creating coherent but distinct modes of thinking: “speaking”
vs. “reading,” “clichés” vs. “explained and supported generalizations,” “additive”
vs. “inductive or deductive” reasoning. Bruffee likewise sets “coberent but entirely
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local communities” against a community which is “broader, highly diverse, inte-
grated” (“On Not Listening” 7; emphasis mine). Both Farrell and Bruffee use
existing analyses of “discourse communities” to set up a seemingly non-political
hierarchy between academic and non-academic “communities.” They then use
the hierarchy to justify implicitly the students’ need to be acculturated by the
more advanced or broader “community.” Thus, they can be construed as prom-
ising “effective” ways of appeasing the kind of “hostility” or “militancy” feared in
open admissions students. The appeal of this line of thinking is that it protects
the autonomy of the “literate community” while also professing a solution to the
“threat” the open admissions students seem to pose to the university. Farrell and
Bruffee provide methods aimed at keeping students like Anzaldua, Lucia, and the
writer of Shaughnessy’s sample paper from moving the points of view and discur-
sive forms they have developed in their home “communities” into the “literate
community” and also at persuading such students to willingly “move” into that
“literate community.”

Second, both Bruffee and Farrell explicitly look for teaching methods aimed
at reducing the feelings of “anxiety” or “psychic strain” accompanying the process
of acculturation. They thus present these feelings as signs of the students’ still
being “on the way” from one community to another, i.e., as signs of their failure
to complete their acculturation or education. They suggest that the students are
experiencing these trials only because they are still in “transition,” bearing ties to
both the old and new communities but not fully “departed” from one nor com-
fortably “inside” the other. They also suggest that these experiences, like the
transition or support groups, are “temporary” (Bruffee, “On Not Listening” 8).
In short, they sustain the impression that these experiences ought to and will
disappear once the students get comfortably settled in the new community and
sever or diminish their ties with the old. Any sign of heterogeneity, uncertainty,
or instability is viewed as problematic; hence conflict and struggle are the enemies
of Basic Writing instruction.

This linkage between students’ painful conflicts and the teacher’s effort to
assuage them had rhetorical power in America during the 1970s because it could
be perceived as accepting rather than challenging the gatekeepers’ and
converters’ arguments that the pull of non-“academic” forces—“society”
(Wagner), “militant parents” (Heller), and minority “race” or “American culture”
at large (Trilling)—would render the open admissions students less “educable”
and so create a “problem” in their education. It feeds the fear that the pulls of
conflicting “options,” “selthoods,” or “lives” promoted by antagonistic “commu-
nities” would threaten the university’s ability to acculturate the Basic Writers. At
the same time, this linkage also offers a “support system” aimed at releasing the
gatekeepers and converters from their fear. For example, the teaching strategies
Farrell promotes, which explicitly aim to support students through their “psychic
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strain,” are also aimed at gradually easing them into “interiorizing” modes of
thinking privileged by the “literate community,” such as “inductive or deductive”
reasoning or “detached, analytic forms of thinking” (“Literacy” 455, 456). Such
strategies thus provide a support system for not only the students but also the kind
of discursive utopia posited by Trilling’s description of the “humanistic educa-
tional ideal,” Heller’s “American University,” and Wagner’s “education.” Directly
and indirectly, the pedagogies aimed at “moving” students from one culture to
another support and are supported by gatekeepers’ and converters’ positions
towards open admissions students.

The pedagogies of Bruffee and Farrell recognize the “psychic strain” or the
“trials” experienced by those reading and writing at sites of contradiction, expe-
riences which are depicted by writers like Trilling (“Notes on a Departure”),
Anzaldua, and Rose and witnessed by teachers in their encounters with students
like Lucia and the writer of Shaughnessy’s sample paper. Yet, for two reasons, the
approaches of Bruffee and Farrell are unlikely to help such students cope with the
conflicts “swamping” their “psychological borders.” First, these approaches sug-
gest that the students’ primary task is to change allegiance, to “learn” and
“master” the “language, mores, and values” of the academic community presented
in the classroom by passively internalizing them and actively rejecting all points
of view or information which run counter to them (Bruffee, “On Not Listening”
8). For the author of Shaughnessy’s sample student paper, this could mean learn-
ing to identify completely with the point of view of authorities like the Heller of
The Death of the American University and thus rejecting “militant” thoughts about
the “establishment” in order to “agonize over the subject.” For Lucia, this could
mean learning to identify with the Trilling of “Notes on a Departure,” viewing
her ability to forget the look in her brother’s eyes as a precondition of becoming
a psychologist like Szasz. Yet students like Lucia might resist what the classroom
seems to indicate they must do in order to achieve academic “success.” As Rose
reminds us, one of the reasons Lucia decided to major in psychology was to help
people like her brother. Students like these are likely to get very little help or
guidance from teachers like Bruffee or Farrell.

Secondly, though Bruffee and Farrell suggest that the need to cope with
conflicts is a temporary experience for students unfamiliar with and lacking
mastery of dominant academic values and forms, Rose’s account of his own
education indicates that similar experiences of “confusion, anger, and fear” are
not at all temporary (Rose 235-36). During Rose’s high school years, his teacher
Jack MacFarland had successfully helped him cope with his “sense of linguistic
exclusion” complicated by “various cultural differences” by engaging him in a
sustained examination of “points of conflict and points of possible convergence”
between home and academic canons (193). Nevertheless, during Rose’s first year
at Loyola and then during his graduate school days, he continued to experience
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similar feelings when encountering texts and settings which reminded him of the
conflict between home and school. If students like Rose, Lucia, or the writer of
Shaughnessy’s sample paper learn to view experiences of conflict—exclusion,
confusion, uncertainty, psychic pain or strain—as “temporary,” they are also
likely to view the recurrence of those experiences as a reason to discontinue their
education. Rather than viewing their developing ability to sustain contradictions
as heralding the sort of “new mestiza consciousness” Anzaldua calls for (80), they
may take it as signaling their failure to “enter” the academy, since they have been
led to view the academy as a place free of contradictions.

EDUCATION AS ACCOMMODATION

Whereas the gatekeepers and converters want students to be either barred from
or acculturated into academic culture, Irving Howe (Distinguished Professor of
English, Graduate Center of CUNY and Hunter College), another City graduate
often cited by the public media as an authority on the education of open admis-
sions students (see Fiske), takes a somewhat different approach. He believes that
“the host culture, resting as it does on the English language and the literary
traditions associated with it, has . . . every reason to be sympatbhetic to the problems
of those who, from choice or necessity, may live with the tension of biculturalism”
(“Living” 110; emphasis mine).

The best way to understand what Howe might mean by this statement and
why he promotes such a position is to put it in the context of two types of
educational stories Howe writes. The first type appears in his World of Our
Fathers, in which he recounts the “cultural bleaching” required of Jewish immi-
grants attending classes at the Educational Alliance in New York City around the
turn of this century. As Eugene Lyons, one immigrant whom Howe quotes, puts
it, “We were ‘Americanized’ about as gently as horses are broken in.” Students
who went through this “crude” process, Lyons admits, often came to view their
home traditions as “alien” and to “unconsciously resent and despise those tradi-
tions” (234). Howe points out that education in this type of “Americanization”
exacted a price, leaving the students with a “nagging problem in self-perception,
a crisis of identity” (642). Read in the context of Howe’s statement on the open
admissions students cited above, this type of story points to the kind of “prob-
lems” facing students who have to live with the tension between the “minority
subcultures” in which they grow up and a “dominant” “Western” “host culture”
with which they are trying to establish deep contact through education (“Living”
110). It also points to the limitations of an educational system which is not
sympathetic to their problems.

The “Americanization” required of students like Eugene Lyons, Howe
points out, often led Jewish students to seek either “a full return to religious faith
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or a complete abandonment of Jewish identification” (642). But Howe rejects
both such choices. He offers instead an alternative story—the struggle of writers
like himself to live with rather than escape from “the tension of biculturalism.”
In A Margin of Hope, he recounts his long journey in search of a way to “achieve
some equilibrium with that earlier self which had started with childhood Yiddish,
my language of naming, and then turned away in adolescent shame” (269). In
“Strangers,” Howe praises Jewish writers like Saul Bellow and the contributors
to Partisan Review for their attitudes towards their “partial deracination” (Selected
Writings 335). He argues that these writers demonstrated that being a “loose-fish”
(with “roots loosened in Jewish soil but still not torn out, roots lowered into
American soil but still not fixed”) is “a badge” to be carried “with pride” (335).
Doing so can open up a whole “range of possibilities” (335), such as the “forced
yoking of opposites: gutter vividness and university refinement, street energy and
high-culture rhetoric” Howe sees these writers achieving (338). This suggests
what Howe might mean by “/iving with the tension of biculturalism.” The story
he tells of the struggle of these Jewish writers also proves that several claims made
in the academy of the earlier 1970s, as Howe points out, are “true and urgent”:
1) students who grow up in “subcultures” can feel “pain and dislocation” when
trying to “connect with the larger, cosmopolitan culture”; 2) for these students,
“there must always be some sense of ‘difference,” even alienation”; 3) this sense
of difference can “yield moral correction and emotional enrichment” (“Living”
110). The story of these writers also suggests that when dealing with students
from “subcultures,” the dominant culture and its educational system need, as
Howe argues, to be more “sympathetic to” the pain and alienation indicated by
the first two claims, and at the same time should value more highly the “infusion
of vitality and diversity from subcultures” that the third claim suggests these
students can bring (110).

Howe believes that the need for reform became especially urgent in the
context of the open admissions movement, when a large number of “later immi-
grants, newer Americans” from racial as well as ethnic “subcultures” arrived at
CUNY (“A Foot”). He also believes that, although the dominant culture needs to
be more “responsive” and “sympathetic” towards this body of students, it would
be “a dreadful form of intellectual condescension—and social cheating” for mem-
bers of the “host culture” to dissuade students from establishing a “deep connec-
tion” with it. The only possible and defensible “educational ideal” is one which
brings together commitments to “the widespread diffusion of learning” and to the
“preservation of the highest standards of learning” (“Living” 109).

However, as Howe himself seems aware throughout his essay, he is more
convinced of the need to live up to this ideal than certain about how to implement
it in the day-to-day life of teaching, especially with “the presence of large num-
bers of ill-prepared students in our classroom” (“Living” 110, 112). For example,
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the values of “traditionalism” mean that teachers like Howe should try to “pre-
serve” the “English language and the literary traditions” associated with “the
dominant culture we call Western” (109, 110). Yet, when Howe tries to teach
Clarissa to his students, he finds out that he has to help students to “transpose”
and “translate” Clarissa’s belief in the sanctity of her virginity into their “terms.”
And he recognizes that the process of transposing would “necessarily distort and
weaken” the original belief (112). This makes him realize that there is “reason to
take seriously the claim” that “a qualitative transformation of Western culture
threatens the survival of literature as we have known it” (112).

Although Howe promotes the images of “loose-fish” and “partial deracina-
tion” when discussing the work of Jewish writers, in his discussion of the educa-
tion of “ill-prepared” students, he considers the possibility of change from only
one end of the “tension of bi-culturalism”—that of “Western culture.” His essay
overlooks the possibility that the process of establishing a deep connection with
“Western culture,” such as teaching students to “transpose” their “subcultural”
beliefs into the terms of “Western culture,” might also “distort and weaken”—
transform—the positions students take towards these beliefs, especially if these
beliefs conflict with those privileged in “Western culture.” In fact, teachers
interested in actively honoring the students’ decisions and needs to “live with the
tension of bi-culturalism” must take this possibility seriously (see Lu, “Redefin-
ing” 33).

In helping students to establish deep connections with “Western culture,”
teachers who overlook the possibility of students’ changing their identification
with “subcultural” views are likely to turn education into an accommodation—or
mere tolerance—of the students’ choice or need to live with conflicts. This
accommodation could hardly help students explore, formulate, reflect on, and
enact strategies for coping actively with conflicts as the residents of borderlands
do: developing a “tolerance for” and an ability to “sustain” contradictions and
ambiguity (Anzaldua 79). Even if teachers explicitly promote the image of “partial
deracination,” they are likely to be more successful in helping students uncon-
sciously “lower” and “fix” their roots into “Western culture” than in also helping
them keep their roots from being completely “torn out” of “subcultures.”

Two recurring words in Howe’s essay, “preserve” and “survival,” suggest a
further problematic, for they represent the students as “preservers” of conflicting
but unitary paradigms—a canonical “literary tradition” and “subcultures” with
“attractive elements that merit study and preservation” (“Living” 110). This view
of their role might encourage students to envision themselves as living at a focal
point where “severed or separated pieces merely come together” (Anzaldua 79).
Such perceptions might also lead students to focus their energy on “accommo-
dating” their thoughts and actions to rigid boundaries rather than on actively
engaging themselves in what to Anzaldua is the resource of life in the border-
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lands: a “continual creative motion” which breaks entrenched habits and patterns
of behavior (Anzaldua 79). The residents of the borderlands act on rather than
react to the “borders” cutting across society and their psyches, “borders” which
become visible as they encounter conflicting ideas and actions. In perceiving
these “borders,” the mestizas refuse to let these seemingly rigid boundaries
confine and compartmentalize their thoughts and actions. Rather, they use these
“borders” to identify the unitary aspects of “official” paradigms which “set” and
“separate” cultures and which they can then work to break down. That is, for the
mestizas, “borders” serve to delineate aspects of their psyches and the world
requiring change. Words such as “preserve” and “survival,” in focusing the
students’ attention on accommodation rather than change, could not help stu-
dents become active residents of the borderlands.

The problematics surfacing from Howe’s writings—the kind of “claims”
about students from “subcultures” that he considers “true and urgent,” the kind
of “problems” he associates with students living with the tension of conflicting
cultural forces, and the questions he raises as well as those he overlooks when
discussing his “educational ideal”—map the general conceptual framework of a
group of educators to whose writings I now turn. The writings of Leonard
Kriegel, another member of the CUNY English faculty, seem to address precisely
the question of how a teacher might implement in the day-to-day teaching of
“remedial” students at City College the educational ideal posited by Howe.

In Working Through: A Teacher’s Journey in the Urban University, Kriegel bases
his authority on his personal experience as first a City undergraduate and then a
City professor before and during the open admissions movement. Kriegel de-
scribes himself as a “working-class Jewish youth”—part of a generation not only
eager to “get past [its] backgrounds, to deodorize all smells out of existence,
especially the smells of immigrant kitchens and beer-sloppy tables,” but also
anxious to emulate the “aggressive intellectualism” of City students (32, 123).
Kriegel maintains that in his days as a student, there existed a mutual trust
between teachers and students: “My teachers could assume a certain intelligence
on my part; I, in turn, could assume a certain good will on theirs” (29).

When he was assigned to teach in the SEEK program, Kriegel’s first impres-
sion was that such a mutual trust was no longer possible. For example, when he
asked students to describe Canova’s Perseus Holding the Head of Medusa, a student
opened his paper, “When I see this statue it is of the white man and he is holding
the head of the Negro” (176). Such papers led Kriegel to conclude that these
students had not only “elementary” problems with writing but also a “racial
consciousness [which] seemed to obscure everything else” (176). Yet working
among the SEEK students gradually convinced Kriegel that the kind of mutual
trust he had previously enjoyed with his teachers and students was not only
possible but necessary. He discovered that his black and Puerto Rican students
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“weren’t very different from their white peers”: they did not lack opinions and
they did want in to the American establishment (175, 178). They can and do trust
the “good will” of the teacher who can honestly admit that he is a product of
academic culture and believes in it, who rids himself of the “inevitable white
guilt” and the fear of being accused of “cultural colonialism,” and who permits
the students to define their needs in relation to the culture rather than rejecting
it for them (180). Kriegel thus urges teachers to “leave students alone” to make
their own choices (182).

Kriegel’s approach to his journey falls within the framework Howe estab-
lishes. The university ought to be “responsive to the needs and points of view of
students who are of two minds about what Western culture offers them” (“Playing
It Black” 11; emphasis mine). Yet, when summarizing the lessons he learned
through SEEK, Kriegel implies that being “responsive” does not require any-
thing of the teacher other than “permit[ting] the student freedom of choice, to let
him take what he felt he needed and let go of what was not important to him”
(Working Through 207; emphasis mine). Kriegel ultimately finds himself
“mak[ing] decisions based on old values” and “placing greater and greater reli-
ance on the traditional cultural orientation to which [he] had been exposed as an
undergraduate” (201-2). The question he does not consider throughout his book
is the extent to which his reliance on “old values” and “traditional cultural
orientation” might affect his promise to accommodate the students’ freedom of
choice, especially if they are of “two minds” about what Western culture offers
them. That is, he never considers whether his teaching practice might implicitly
disable his students’ ability to exercise the “freedom” he explicitly “permits”
them.

Kriegel’s story suggests that business in the classroom could go on as usual
so long as teachers openly promise students their “freedom of choice.” His story
implies that the kind of teaching traditionally used to disseminate the conventions
of the “English language or literary tradition” is politically and culturally neutral.
It takes a two-pronged approach to educational reform: 1) explicitly stating the
teacher’s willingness to accommodate—i.e., understand, sympathize with, accept,
and respect—the students’ choice or need to resist total acculturation; 2) implic-
itly dismissing the ways in which particular teaching practices “choose” for
students—i.e., set pressures on the ways in which students formulate, modify, or
even dismiss—their position towards conflicting cultures (for comparable posi-
tions by other City faculty, see Volpe and Quinn). This approach has rhetorical
currency because it both aspires to and promises to deliver the kind of education
envisioned by another group of minority writers with established authority in
1970s America, a group which included black intellectuals W. E. B. DuBois and
James Baldwin. Using personal and communal accounts, these writers also argue
for educational systems which acknowledge students’ resistance to cultural derac-
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ination. Yet, because their arguments for such an educational reform are seldom
directly linked to discussion of specific pedagogical issues, teachers who share
Kriegel’s position could read DuBois and Baldwin as authorizing accommodation.

For example, in The Education of Black People, DuBois critiques the underly-
ing principle of earlier educational models for black students, such as the “Hamp-
ton Idea” or the Fisk program, which do not help students deal with what he
elsewhere calls their double-consciousness (12, 51). Instead, such models pressure
students to “escape their cultural heritage and the body of experience which they
themselves have built-up.” As a result, these students may “meet peculiar frustra-
tion and in the end be unable to achieve success in the new environment or fit into
the old” (144; emphasis mine).

DuBois’s portrayal of the “peculiar frustration” of black students, like Howe’s
account of the “problems” of Jewish students, speaks powerfully of the need to
consider seriously Howe’s list of the “claims” made during the open admissions
movement (“Living” 110). It also supports Howe’s argument that the dominant
culture needs to be more “sympathetic” to the “problems” of students from black
and other ethnic cultures. DuBois’s writings offer teachers a set of powerful
narratives to counter the belief that students’ interests in racial politics will
impede their learning. In fact, DuBois’s life suggests that being knowledgeable of
and concerned with racial politics is a precondition to one’s eventual ability to
“force” oneself “in” and to “share” the world with “the owners” (Education 77).

At the same time, DuBois’s autobiography can also be read as supporting the
idea that once the teacher accepts the students’ need to be interested in racial
politics and becomes “sympathetic to”—acknowledges—their “peculiar frustra-
tion,” business in the writing classroom can go on as usual. For example, when
recalling his arrival at Harvard “in the midst of a violent controversy about poor
English among students,” DuBois describes his experiences in a compulsory
Freshman English class as follows:

I was at the point in my intellectual development when the content rather than the
form of my writing was to me of prime importance. Words and ideas surged in my
mind and spilled out with disregard of exact accuracy in grammar, taste in word or
restraint in style. I knew the Negro problem and this was more important to me
than literary form. I knew grammar fairly well, and I had a pretty wide vocabulary;
but I was bitter, angry and intemperate in my first thesis. . . . Senator Morgan of
Alabama had just published a scathing attack on “niggers” in a leading magazine,
when my first Harvard thesis was due. I let go at him with no holds barred. My
long and blazing effort came back marked “E”—not passed. (Autobiography 144)

Consequently, DuBois “went to work at” his English and raised the grade to a
“C.” Then, he “elected the best course on the campus for English composition,”
one which was taught by Barrett Wendell, “then the great pundit of Harvard
English” (144-45; emphasis mine).
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DuBois depicts his teacher as “fair” in judging his writing “technically” but
as having neither any idea of nor any interest in the ways in which racism
“scratch[ed] [DuBois] on the raw flesh” (144). DuBois presents his own interest
in the “Negro problem” as a positive force, enabling him to produce “solid
content” and “worthy” thoughts. At the same time, he also presents his racial/po-
litical interest as making him “bitter, angry, and intemperate.” The politics of
style would suggest that his “disregard of exact accuracy in grammar, taste in
word or restraint in style” when writing the thesis might have stemmed not only
from his failure to recognize the importance of form but also from the particular
constraints this “literary form” placed on his effort to “spill out” bitter and angry
contents against the establishment. Regard for “accuracy in grammar, taste in word
or restraint in style” would have constrained his effort to “let go at [Senator
Morgan] with no holds barred” (emphasis mine). But statements such as “style is
subordinate to content” but “carries a message further” suggest that DuBois accepts
wholeheartedly the view that the production of “something to say” takes place
before and independent of the effort to “say it well” (144; emphasis mine). Nor
does DuBois fault his teachers for failing to help him recognize and then practice
ways of dealing with the politics of a “style” which privileges “restraint.” Rather,
his account suggests only that writing teachers need to become more understand-
ing of the students’ racial/political interests and their tendency to view “the
Negro problem” as more important than “literary form.” Thus, his account
allows teachers to read it as endorsing the idea that once the teachers learn to
show more interest in what the students “have to say” about racism, they can
continue to teach “literary form” in the way DuBois’s composition teachers
did.

Neither do the writings of James Baldwin, whom Shaughnessy cites as the
kind of “mature and gifted writer” her Basic Writers could aspire to become
(Errors 197), provide much direct opposition to this two-pronged approach to
reform. In “A Talk to Teachers” (originally published in the Saturday Review, 21
December 1963), Baldwin argues that “any Negro who is born in this country and
undergoes the American educational system runs the risk of becoming schizo-
phrenic” (Price 326; see also Conversations 183), thus providing powerful support
for Howe’s call for sympathy from the dominant culture. Baldwin does offer some
very sharp and explicit critiques of the view of literary style as politically innocent.
In “If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?” Baldwin points
out that “the rules of the language are dictated by what the language must
convey” (Price 651). He later explains that standard English “was not designed to
carry those spirits and patterns” he has observed in his relatives and among the
people from the streets and churches of Harlem, so he “had to find a way to bend
it [English]” when writing about them in his first book (Conversations 162). These
descriptions suggest that Baldwin is aware of the ways in which the style of one
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particular discourse mediates one’s effort to generate content or a point of view
alien to that discourse. Yet, since he is referring to his writing experience after he
has become what Shaughnessy calls a “mature and gifted writer” rather than to
experience as a student in a writing classroom, he does not directly challenge the
problematics surfacing in discussions of educational reform aimed at accommo-
dation without change.

The seeming resemblances between minority educators and Basic Writers—
their “subculture” backgrounds, the “psychic woe” they experience as a result of
the dissonance within or among cultures, their “ambivalence” towards cultural
bleaching, and their interest in racial/class politics—make these educators pow-
erful allies for composition teachers like Shaughnessy who are not only commit-
ted to the educational rights and capacity of Basic Writers but also determined to
grant students the freedom of choosing their alignments among conflicting cul-
tures. We should not underestimate the support these narratives could provide
for the field of Basic Writing as it struggled in the 1970s to establish legitimacy
for its knowledge and expertise. I call attention to this support because of the
intersection I see between Shaughnessy’s approach to the function of conflict and
struggle in Basic Writing instruction and the problematics I have sketched out in
discussing the writings of Howe, Kriegel, DuBois, and Baldwin.

Like Howe and DuBois, Shaughnessy tends to approach the problems of
Basic Writers in terms of their ambivalence toward academic culture:

College both beckons and threatens them, offering to teach them useful ways of
thinking and talking about the world, promising even to improve the quality of
their lives, but threatening at the same time to take from them their distinctive
ways of interpreting the world, to assimilate them into the culture of academia
without acknowledging their experience as outsiders. (Errors 292)

Again and again, Shaughnessy reminds us of her students’ fear that mastery of a
new discourse could wipe out, cancel, or take from them the points of view
resulting from “their experience as outsiders.” This fear, she argues, causes her
students to mistrust and psychologically resist learning to write. And she reasons
that “if students understand why they are being asked to learn something and if
the reasons given do not conflict with deeper needs for self-respect and loyalty to
their group (whether that be an economic, racial, or ethnic group), they are
disposed to learn it” (Errors 125; emphasis mine).

Shaughnessy proposes some teaching methods towards that end. For exam-
ple, when discussing her students’ difficulty developing an “academic vocabu-
lary,” she suggests that students might resist associating a new meaning with a
familiar word because accepting that association might seem like consenting to a
“linguistic betrayal that threatens to wipe out not just a word but the reality that
the word refers to” (Errors 212). She then goes on to suggest that “if we consider
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the formal (rather than the contextual) ways in which words can be made to shift
meaning we are closer to the kind of practical information about words BW
students need” (212). Shaughnessy’s rationale seems to be that the “formal”
approach (in this case teaching students to pay attention to prefixes and suffixes)
is more “practical” because it will help students master the academic meaning of
a word without reminding them that doing so might “wipe out” the familiar
“reality”—the world, people, and meanings—previously associated with that
word.

However, as I have argued elsewhere, the “formal” approach can be taken as
“practical” only if teachers view the students’ awareness of the conflict between
the home meaning and the school meaning of a word as something to be “dis-
solved” at all costs because it will make them less “disposed to learn” academic
discourse, as Shaughnessy seems to believe (Lu, “Redefining” 35). However, the
experiences of Anzaldua and Rose suggest that the best way to help students cope
with the “pain,” “strain,” “guilt,” “fear,” or “confusions” resulting from this type
of conflict is not to find ways of “releasing” the students from these experiences
or to avoid situations which might activate them. Rather, the “contextual” ap-
proach would have been more “practical,” since it could help students deal
self-consciously with the threat of “betrayal,” especially if they fear and want to
resist it. The “formal approach” recommended by Shaughnessy, however, is likely
to be only a more “practical” way of preserving “academic vocabulary” and of
speeding the students’ internalization of it. As Rose’s experiences working with
students like Lucia indicate, it is exactly because teachers like him took the
“contextual” approach—“encouraging her to talk through opinions of her own
that ran counter to these discussions” (Rose 184-85)—that Lucia was able to get
beyond the first twelve pages of Szasz’s text and learn the “academic” meaning of
“mental illness” posited by Szasz, a meaning which literally threatens to wipe out
the “reality” of her brother’s illness and her feelings about it.

Shaughnessy’s tendency to overlook the political dimensions of the linguistic
choices students make when reading and writing also points to the ways in which
her “essentialist” view of language and her view of conflict and struggle as the
enemies of Basic Writing instruction feed on one another (Lu, “Redefining” 26,
28-29). The supposed separation between language, thinking, and living reduces
language into discrete and autonomous lingusitic varieties or sets of conventions,
rules, standards, and codes rather than treating language as a site of cultural
conflict and struggle. From the former perspective, it is possible to believe, as
Shaughnessy seems to suggest when opting for the “formal” approach to teaching
vocabulary, that learning the rules of a new “language variety”—*“the language of
public transactions”—will give the student the “ultimate freedom of deciding how
and when and where he will use which language” (Ervors 11, 125). And it makes
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it possible for teachers like Shaughnessy to separate a “freedom” of choice in
“linguistic variety” from one’s social being—one’s need to deliberate over and
decide how to reposition oneself in relationship to conflicting cultures and pow-
ers. Thus, it might lead teachers to overlook the ways in whcih one’s “freedom”
of cultural alignment might impinge on one’s freedom in choosing “linguistic
variety.”

Shaughnessy’s approach to Basic Writing instruction has rhetorical power
because of its seeming alignment with positions taken by “minority” writers. Her
portrayal of the “ambivalent feelings” of Basic Writers matches the experiences
of “wrestling” (Trilling) and “partial deracination” (Howe), “the distinctive frus-
tration” (DuBois), and “schizophrenia” (Baldwin) portrayed in the writings of the
more established members of the academy. All thus lend validity to each other’s
understanding of the “problems” of students from minority cultures and to their
critiques of educational systems which mandate total acculturation. Shaughnessy’s
methods of teaching demonstrate acceptance of and compassion towards stu-
dents’ experience of the kind of “dislocation,” “alienation,” or “difference” which
minority writers like Howe, DuBois, and Baldwin argue will always accompany
those trying by choice or need to “live with” the tensions of conflicting cultures.
Her methods of teaching also demonstrate an effort to accommodate these
feelings and points of view. That is, because of her essentialist assumption that
words can express but will not change the essence of one’s thoughts, her pedagogy
promises to help students master academic discourse without forcing them to
reposition themselves—i.e., to re-form their relation—towards conflicting cul-
tural beliefs. In that sense, her teaching promises to accommodate the students’
need to establish deep contact with a “wider,” more “public” culture by “releas-
ing” them from their fear that learning academic discourse will cancel out points
of view meaningful to their non-“academic” activities. At the same time, it also
promises to accommodate their existing ambivalence towards and differences
from academic culture by assuming that “expressing” this ambivalence and these
differences in academic “forms” will not change the “essence” of these points of
view. The lessons she learns from her journey in the “pedagogical West” thus
converge with those of Kriegel, who dedicates his book to “Mina Shaughnessy,
who knows that nothing is learned simply.” That is, when discussing her teaching
methods, she too tends to overlook the ways in which her methods of teaching
“linguistic codes” might weaken her concern to permit the students freedom of
choice in their points of view. Ultimately, as I have argued, the teaching of both
Shaughnessy and Kriegel might prove to be more successful in preserving the
traditions of “English language and literature” than in helping students reach a
self-conscious choice on their position towards conflicting cultural values and
forces.
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CONTESTING THE RESIDUAL POWER OF VIEWING CONFLICT
AND STRUGGLE AS THE ENEMIES OF BASICc WRITING
INSTRUCTION: PRESENT AND FUTURE

The view that all signs of conflict and struggle are the enemies of Basic Writing
instruction emerged partly from a set of specific historical conditions surround-
ing the open admissions movement. Open admissions at CUNY was itself an
attempt to deal with immediate, intense, sometimes violent social, political, and
racial confrontations. Such a context seemed to provide a logic for shifting
students’ attention #way from conflict and struggle and towards calm. However,
the academic status which pioneers like Bruffee, Farrell, and Shaughnessy have
achieved and the practical, effective cures their pedagogies seem to offer have
combined to perpetuate the rhetorical power of such a view for Basic Writing
instruction through the 1970s to the present. The consensus among the gatekeep-
ers, converters, and accommodationists furnishes some Basic Writing teachers
with a complacent sense that they already know all about the “problems” Basic
Writers have with conflict and struggle. This complacency makes teachers hesi-
tant to consider the possible uses of conflict and struggle, even when these
possibilities are indicated by later developments in language theories and substan-
tiated both by accounts of alternative educational experiences by writers like
Anzaldua and Rose and by research on the constructive use of conflict and
struggle, such as the research discussed in the first section of this essay.

Such complacency is evident in the works of compositionists like Mary Epes
and Ann Murphy. Epes’s work suggests that she is aware of recent arguments
against the essentialist view of language underlying some composition theories
and practices. For example, she admits that error analysis is complex because
there is “a crucial area of overlap” between “encoding” (defined by Epes as
“controlling the visual symbols which represent meaning on the page”) and
“composing (controlling meaning in writing)” (6). She also observes that students
are most likely to experience the “conflict between composing and decoding”
when the “norms of the written code” are “in conflict” with “the language of one’s
nurture” (31). Given Epes’s recognition of the conflict between encoding and
composing, she should have little disagreement with compositionists who argue
that learning to use the “codes” of academic discourse would constrain certain
types of meanings, such as the formulation of feelings and thoughts towards
cultures drastically dissonant from academic culture. Yet, when Epes moves from
her theory to pedagogy, she argues that teachers of Basic Writers can and ought
to treat “encoding” and “composition” as two separate areas of instruction (31).
Her rationale is simple: separating the two could avoid “exacerbating” the stu-
dents’ experience of the “conflict” between these activities (31). The key terms
here (for me, at any rate) are “exacerbating” and “conflict.” They illustrate Epes’s
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concern to eliminate conflict, disagreement, tension, and complexity from the
Basic Writing classroom (cf. Horner).

Ann Murphy’s essay “Iransference and Resistance” likewise demonstrates
the residual power of the earlier view of conflict and struggle as the enemies of
Basic Writing instruction. Her essay draws on her knowledge of the Lacanian
notion of the decentered and destabilized subject. Yet Murphy argues against the
applicability of such a theory to the teaching of Basic Writing on the ground that
Basic Writers are not like other students. Basic Writers, Murphy argues, “may
need centering rather than decentering, and cognitive skills rather than (or as
compellingly as) self-exploration” (180). She depicts Basic Writers as “shattered
and destabilized by the social and political system” (180). She claims that “being
taken seriously as adults with something of value to say can, for many Basic
Writing students, be a trauwmatic and disorienting experience” (180; emphasis
mine). Murphy’s argument demonstrates her desire to eliminate any sense of
uncertainty or instability in Basic Writing classrooms. Even though Murphy is
willing to consider the implications of the Lacanian notion of individual subjec-
tivity for the teaching of other types of students (180), her readiness to separate
Basic Writing classrooms from other classrooms demonstrates the residual power
of earlier views of conflict and struggle.

Such a residual view is all the more difficult to contest because it is supported
by a new generation of minority educators. For example, in “Teacher Background
and Student Needs” (1991), Peter Rondinone uses his personal experiences as an
open admissions student taking Basic Writing 1 at CCNY during the early 70s
and his Russian immigrant family background in the Bronx to argue for the need
to help Basic Writers understand that “in deciding to become educated there will
be times when [basic writers] will be forced to . . . reject or betray their family and
friends in order to succeed” (“Teacher” 42). Rondinone’s view of how students
might best deal with the conflict between home and school does not seem to have
changed much since his 1977 essay describing his experience as a senior at City
College (see Rondinone, “Open Admissions”). In his 1991 essay, this time writing
from the point of view of an experienced teacher, Rondinone follows Bruffee in
maintaining that “learning involves shifting social allegiances” (“Teacher” 49).
My quarrel with Rondinone is not so much over his having opted for complete
deracination (for I honor his right to choose his allegiance even though I disagree
with his choice ). I am, however, alarmed by his unequivocal belief that his choice
is the 4 priori condition of his academic success, which reveals his conviction that
conflict can only impede one’s learning.

Shelby Steele’s recent and popular The Content of Our Character suggests
similar assumptions about experiences of cultural conflict. Using personal expe-
riences, Steele portrays the dilemma of an African-American college student and
professor in terms of being caught in the familiar “trap”: bound by “two equally
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powerful elements” which are “at odds with each other” (95). Steele’s solution to
the problem of “opposing thrusts” is simple: find a way to “unburden” the student
from one of the thrusts (160). Thus, Steele promotes a new, “peacetime” black
identity which could “release” black Americans from a racial identity which
regards their “middle-class” values, aspirations, and success as suspect (109).

To someone like Steele, the pedagogies of Bruffee, Farrell, and Rondinone
would make sense. In such a classroom, the black student who told Steele that “he
was not sure he should master standard English because then he ‘wouldn’t be
black no more’” (70) would have the comfort of knowing that he is not alone in
wanting to pursue things “all individuals” want or in wishing to be drawn “into
the American mainstream” (71). Furthermore, he would find support systems to
ease him through the momentary pain, dislocation, and anxiety accompanying his
effort to “unburden” himself of one of the “opposing thrusts.” The popular
success of Steele’s book attests to the power of this type of thinking on the
contemporary scene. Sections of his book originally appeared in such journals as
Harper’s, Commentary, the New York Times Magazine, and The American Scholar.
Since publication of the book, Steele has been touted as an expert on problems
facing African-American students in higher education, and his views have been
aired on PBS specials, Nightline, and the MacNeil/Lebrer News Hour, and in Time
magazine. The popularity of his book should call our attention to the direct and
indirect ways in which the distrust of conflict and struggle continues to be
recycled and disseminated both within and outside the academy. At the same
time, the weight of the authority of the Wagners and Hellers should caution us
to take more seriously the pressures the Rondinones and Steeles can exert on
Basic Writing teachers, a majority of us still occupying peripheral positions in a
culture repeatedly swept by waves of new conservatism.

But investigating the particular directions taken by Basic Writing pioneers
when establishing authority for their expertise and the historical contexts of those
directions should also enable us to perceive alternative ways of conversing with
the Rondinones and Steeles in the 1990s. Because of the contributions of pioneers
like Bruffee, Farrell, and Shaughnessy, we can now mobilize the authority they
have gained for the field, for our knowledge as well as our expertise as Basic
Writing teachers. While we can continue to benefit from the insights into
students’ experiences of conflict and struggle offered in the writings of all those
I have discussed, we need not let their view of the cause and function of such
experiences restrict how we view and use the stories and pedagogies they provide.
Rather, we need to read them against the grain, filling in the silences left in these
accounts by re-reading their experiences from the perspective of alternative
accounts from the borderlands and from the perspective of new language and
pedagogical theories. For many of these authors are themselves products of
classrooms which promoted uncritical faith in either an essentialist view of lan-
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guage or various forms of discursive utopia that these writers aspired to preserve.
Therefore, we should use our knowledge and expertise as compositionists to do
what they did not or could not do: re-read their accounts in the context of current
debates on the nature of language, individual consciousness, and the politics of
basic skills. At the same time, we also need to gather more oppositional and
alternative accounts from a new generation of students, those who can speak
about the successes and challenges of classrooms which recognize the positive
uses of conflict and struggle and which teach the process of repositioning.

The writings of the pioneers and their more established contemporaries
indicate that the residual distrust of conflict and struggle in the field of Basic
Writing is sustained by a fascination with cures for psychic woes, by two views of
education—as acculturation and as accommodation—and by two views of lan-
guage—essentialist and utopian. We need more research which critiques por-
trayals of Basic Writers as belonging to an abnormal—traumatized or
underdeveloped—mental state and which simultaneously provides accounts of
the “creative motion” and “compensation,” “joy,” or “exhilaration” resulting from
Basic Writers’ efforts to grapple with the conflict within and among diverse
discourses. We need more research analyzing and contesting the assumptions
about language underlying teaching methods which offer to “cure” all signs of
conflict and struggle, research which explores ways to help students recover the
latent conflict and struggle in their lives which the dominant conservative ideol-
ogy of the 1990s seeks to contain. Most of all, we need to find ways of foreground-
ing conflict and struggle not only in the generation of meaning or authority, but
also in the teaching of conventions of “correctness” in syntax, spelling, and
punctuation, traditionally considered the primary focus of Basic Writing instruc-
tion.

Author’s Note: Material for sections of this essay comes from my dissertation, directed by
David Bartholomae at the University of Pittsburgh. This essay is part of a joint project
conducted with Bruce Horner which has been supported by the Drake University Provost
Research Fund, the Drake University Center for the Humanities, and the University of
Iowa Center for Advanced Studies. I gratefully acknowledge Bruce Horner’s contributions
to the conception and revisions of this essay.
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