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Teaching Writing as; Cultural t.lriticism

the ways many recent theorists have imag,ined what a "discourse
community" might be and how it might function. It is now commonplace
to argue that one masters a discourse through entering into the com-
munity that uses it, by accepting the practtices and values of that
community as one's own. The com:epts of dliscourse and community
'are linked together so often that the two alm,ost seem interchangeable
(as when "learning academic discourse" getri rephrased as "entering
the academic community"). This conjoining blurs useful differences
between the two tems. Community ceases to describe a local and
specific group, and we are left instead with rl vague and sentirnental
notion of individuals sharing a "collective prc'ject." Similarly, the idea
of a "community of discourse" works to hide the fact that many
communities include not one but several corrnpeting discourses-and
that many discourses are more disruptive or isolating than they are
binding in their effects. (This is particularly [rue of the discourses of
the.mass media, about which ive wil.l have mcire to say later.) Instead,
discourse seems more often pictured. as sometlhing that the members of
a community own and control. This in turn leads to a transmission
metaphor for learning in which expt:rts initiate novices into the beliefs
and practices of the community. J[n acquiring a new discourse the
student is seen as moving from one community to another, as leaving
behind old ways of interpreting ir'L order to take on new forrns of
organizing experience. Learning ir; thus equated with assimilation,
acculturation, conversion. As PatriciaBizzell tras put it: "lJpon entering
the academic community, [students are] aske:d to learn a new dialect
and new discourse conventions, bu.t the out{rome of such learning is
acquisition of a whole new world view" (297).

Such views of community fail t(l suggest how a writer might form
an oppositional or critical stance toward a rliscourse. Rather, she is
seen as either working inside the co,nstraints of a certain community or
as remaining outside its projects ancl concerns-and to be outside is to
be nowhere at all, with no real chance of being heard. The metaph<lr is
spatial. It pictures various commrrnities of discourse as having, in
effect, different rooms of their olvn, and represses the idea that a
writer can be part of several compr:ting discourses at once.

We want to argue for a view of discourse that is not bound to such
sovereign and utopian irnaginings rrf community. A discourse, as we
are using the term, is something like what tsakhtin called a "speech
genre," an inherited set of rules and constraints for using language.
The various disciplines and profer;sions have their own discourses,
which they attempt to police and t:efine, but they and the culture at
large are also interpellated by broadef discourses of gender, class,

religion, individualism, ethnicity, and so on. David Bartholomae has

argued that we find ourselves alwa'ys already working within the con-
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We would like our title to be read in two ways. Our first concern is
with how to teach students to write as critics of their culture, to reflect
on those discourses-of the home, school, church, media, work,
neighborhood, and so on-of which they are part. But we also want to
talk about teaching itself as a form of cultural criticism, about classrooms
that do not simply reproduce the values of our universities and cultures
but that also work to resist and question them.

In talhing about teaching writing as cultural criticism, then, we
mean to identify not only a subject but a stance. We want to form a
view of our work as teachers that involves something more than simply
helping students write "better" - at least so long as "better" only
means rnore able to meet thg dernands put on them by one institution
or the other, to write better themes, better reports, better memes,
better term papers, and the l ike. And we want to talk about that work
in terms other than those of "initiating" students into "academic dis-
course." Not that we imagine some sort of free space to which students
can be guided-a space where they can write as they want to, uncon-
strained by the rules and demands of discourses and institutions. Quite
the opposite. A writer is always situated, always constrained. But she
can work not only within but against the limits of a discourse to find a
position she can claim as her own. And that is what we want our
stuclents to clo.

Let us begin by rnaking some distinctions between the concepts of
discourse and cotnntunity that we think useful in working toward a
more critical practice as teachers and intellectuals. We are troubled by
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straints of such discourses. That is, we do not so much decide to
appropriate them as discover that they have appropriated us; their
constraints are imposed rather than chosen. This is as true when one
writer accepts a certain discourse as her own (the teacher who sits
down to write something called "literary criticism" or "composition
theory") as it is when another resists its claims (the student who turns
in a joycean narrative in the place of a term paper). The writer may
accept or flaunt the conventions of her discourse; she may even try to
transform them. But she cannot choose what they will be. Rather, they
are always already in place, are the very conditions which make her
writ ing possible.

But while groups and individuals alike attempt to use and control
discourse for their own ends, neither can do so fully. Communities
have borders; discourses do not. Rather, they spill over from one
cornmunity to another-so that a single discourse may prove a shaping
force in the thought and writing of several communities, and a single
community turn out to be the site of many discourses. Psychoanalysis
offers an apt example of how a discourse can elude the attempts of a
community to define and cdntrol it. Despite the repeated attempts of
Freud to clefine its proper aims and methods, the ways of thinking
suggested by analysis soon grew beyond not only his control but beyond
that of the psychiatric profession as well, becoming one of the most
pervasive influences - though one that in many cases Freud would
have reproved-on the culture at large. The peculiar history of rock
and roll offers another instance. Here was a music that began by
defining itself against the mainstream culture of its day and then within
two decades became the mainstream culture, or at least one of the
most salient parts of it - a co-opting which has led to the ironic re-
appropriating of pop rock by various artists (UB40 sings Sonny and
Cher) and audiences (the camp revival of The Monkees). And in the
case of the mass media, we confront an entire machinery for distributing
discourses across communities. That, after all, is the very principle
employed by a television network-to create a "national" audience by
delivering a certain kind of discourse, usually given the name "enter-
tainment," to every community in the land-

Certainly there are specialized and technical discourses whose
practices are confined to select groups of persons and whose influence
does not extend much beyond them. But to take such communities
(Masons, particle physicists, lepidopterists) as models of how discourse
works seems misleading. A look at other sorts of groups (English
departments, city neighbolhoods, labor unions, writing classrooms)
often shows the workings not of consensus but difference. Everyday
experience suggests that more often than not we flnd ourselves working,
studying, or living with people who act and think in ways quite unlike
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our own. And so while recent therory positri sets of beliefs and practices
shared by entire disciplines and schools orf thought, we often find few
signs of this consensus in the talk rlnd work that goes on in departments,
classrooms, conferences, and ttre, lihe.

If the aims of our teaching were professional in the narrowest
sense-if our goals were simply to teach students how to do a certain
well-defined form of literary critirism (or of economics or anthropology
or chemistry)-then such metaphors of consensus and initiation might
hold some limited use for our work..(Th,rugh even then to talk of a
discourse as if it could be bracke:ted away from other modes of inter-
preting, practiced in some sort of pure 1brm, seems suspect. Recall
chomsky's remark that he first w,:nt to stu,1y with zelig Harris because
he liked his politics.) But if our rrims are not so narrow, then we need
to ground our teaching in a view of discourse that centers not on
consensus but on difference and change. lvlary Louise pratt offers the
beginnings of such a view in a recent essay that criticizes what she calls
the "linguistic utopias" of theory and argues instead for a study of ..the
worlcings of language across rath,3r than within lines of social differen-
tiation, of class, race, gender, age" (6L). Fi.ather than theorizing about
the workings of separate and autonomous "interpretive communities,tr
Pratt suggests that we examine those "zones of contact"-schools,
churches, workplaces, public met:tings, anrl the like-in which various
discourses meet and conflict.

One such "zone of contact" that comes tc mind is, of course. the
writing classroom-a space in wtrrich the differences between our own
discourses, those of the university, and those of our students often
become strikingly clear. By viewing the crassroom as such a zone-as a
site where different discourses arre contested rather than as some sort
of entry point into an imagined "community of academic discourse" -
we can begin to see our work rls an ongoing criticism of discourses
both within and outside our universities. Min-zhan Lu has argued that
what students need to do in learrring The languages of the university is
not to leave one community in or:der to enter another but to reposition
themselves in relation to several continuous and conflictins discourses.
By dramatizing these conflicts, the writing class can 

".r*ut" 
a set of

chances for such repositioning-or crit icisi-to occur.
So it turns out to be through setting up a kind of community-a

zone of contact-that we can begin to question the power of discourse.
Not only are the two concepts no longer interchangeable, they are in
ways opposed. Nowhere is this more strikingly shown than in a class
that takes the discourses of the rnass media as its focus. For by having
students talk together about the sorts of texts they are used to consuming
in private, such a class can recorlvene a small section of the scattered
audiences of radio, film, and TV as a face-to-face group-thus making
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