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James Berlin

Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing
Class

The question of ideology has never been far from discussions of writing instruc-
tion in the modern American college. It is true that some rhetorics have denied
their imbrication in ideology, doing so in the name of a disinterested scientism—
as seen, for example, in various manifestations of current-traditional rhetoric.
Most, however, have acknowledged the role of rhetoric in addressing competing
discursive claims of value in the social, political, and cultural. This was particu-
larly evident during the sixties and seventies, for example, as the writing class-
room became one of the public arenas for considering such strongly contested
issues as Vietnam, civil rights, and economic equality. More recently the discus-
sion of the relation between ideology and rhetoric has taken a new turn. Ide-
ology is here foregrounded and problematized in a way that situates rhetoric
within ideology, rather than ideology within rhetoric. In other words, instead of
rhetoric acting as the transcendental recorder or arbiter of competing ideological
claims, rhetoric is regarded as always already ideological. This position means
that any examination of a rhetoric must first consider the ways its very discur-
sive structure can be read so as to favor one version of economic, social, and
political arrangements over other versions. A rhetoric then considers competing
claims in these three realms from an ideological perspective made possible both
by its constitution and by its application—the dialectical interaction between the
rhetoric as text and the interpretive practices brought to it. A rhetoric can never
be innocent, can never be a disinterested arbiter of the ideological claims of
others because it is always already serving certain ideological claims. This per-
spective on ideology and rhetoric will be discussed in greater detail later. Here 1
merely wish to note that it has been forwarded most recently by such figures as
Patricia Bizzell, David Bartholomae, Greg Myers, Victor Vitanza, and John
Schilb and John Clifford. I have also called upon it in my monograph on writing
instruction in twentieth-century American colleges. I would like to bring the dis-
cussion I began there up to date, focusing on ideology in the three rhetorics that
have emerged as most conspicuous in classroom practices today: the rhetorics of
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cognitive psychology, of expressionism, and of a category I will call social-
epistemic.

Each of these rhetorics occupies a distinct position in its relation to ideology.
From the perspective offered here, the rhetoric of cognitive psychology refuses
the ideological question altogether, claiming for itself the transcendent neutrality
of science. This rhetoric is nonetheless easily preempted by a particular ideologi-
cal position now in ascendancy because it encourages discursive practices that
are compatible with dominant economic, social, and political formations. Ex-
pressionistic rhetoric, on the other hand, has always openly admitted its ideolog-
ical predilections, opposing itself in no uncertain terms to the scientism of
current-traditional rhetoric and the ideology it encourages. This rhetoric is, how-
ever, open to appropriation by the very forces it opposes in contradiction to its
best intentions. Social-epistemic rhetoric is an alternative that is self-consciously
aware of its ideological stand, making the very question of ideology the center of
classroom activities, and in so doing providing itself a defense against preemp-
tion and a strategy for self-criticism and self-correction. This third rhetoric is the
one I am forwarding here, and it provides the ground of my critique of its altern-
atives. In other words, I am arguing from ideology, contending that no other
kind of argument is possible—a position that must first be explained.

Ideology is a term of great instability. This is true whether it is taken up by
the Left or Right—as demonstrated, for example, by Raymond Williams in Key-
words and Marxism and Literature and by Jorge Larrain in The Concept of Ide-
ology. 1t is thus necessary to indicate at the outset the formulation that will be
followed in a given discussion. Here I will rely on Géran Therborn’s usage in
The Ideology of Power and the Power of Ideology. Therborn, a Marxist so-
ciologist at the University of Lund, Sweden, calls on the discussion of ideology
found in Louis Althusser and on the discussion of power in Michel Foucault. 1
have chosen Therborn’s adaptation of Althusser rather than Althusser himself
because Therborn so effectively counters the ideology-science distinction of his
source, a stance in which ideology is always false consciousness while a particu-
lar version of Marxism is defined as its scientific alternative in possession of ob-
jective truth. For Therborn, no position can lay claim to absolute, timeless truth,
because finally all formulations are historically specific, arising out of the mate-
rial conditions of a particular time and place. Choices in the economic, social,
political, and cultural are thus always based on discursive practices that are in-
terpretations, not mere transcriptions of some external, verifiable certainty. The
choice for Therborn then is never between scientific truth and ideology, but be-
tween competing ideologies, competing discursive interpretations. Finally, Ther-
born calls upon Foucault’s ‘‘micropolitics of power’’ (7) without placing subjects
within a seamless web of inescapable, wholly determinative power relations. For
Therborn, power can be identified and resisted in a meaningful way.

Therborn offers an especially valuable discussion for rhetoricians because of
his emphasis on the discursive and dialogic nature of ideology. In other words,
Therborn insists that ideology is transmitted through language practices that are
always the center of conflict and contest:
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The operation of ideology in human life basically involves the constitution and pat-
terning of how human beings live their lives as conscious, reflecting initiators of
acts in a structured, meaningful world. Ideology operates as discourse, addressing
or, as Althusser puts it, interpellating human beings as subjects. (15)

Conceived from the perspective of rhetoric, ideology provides the language to
define the subject (the self), other subjects, the material world, and the relation
of all of these to each other. Ideology is thus inscribed in language practices, en-
tering all features of our experience.

Ideology for Therborn addresses three questions: ‘‘What exists? What is
good? What is possible?’’ The first deals with epistemology, as Therborn ex-
plains: ‘‘what exists, and its corollary, what does not exist: that is, who we are,
what the world is, what nature, society, men and women are like. In this way we
acquire a sense of identity, becoming conscious of what is real and true; the vis-
ibility of the world is thereby structured by the distribution of spotlights, shad-
ows, and darkness.’’ Ideology thus interpellates the subject in a manner that de-
termines what is real and what is illusory, and, most important, what is
experienced and what remains outside the field of phenomenological experience,
regardless of its actual material existence. Ideology also provides the subject
with standards for making ethical and aesthetic decisions: ‘‘what is good, right,
just, beautiful, attractive, enjoyable, and its opposites. In this way our desires
become structured and normalized.”’ Ideology provides the structure of desire,
indicating what we will long for and pursue. Finally, ideology defines the limits
of expectation: ‘‘what is possible and impossible; our sense of the mutability of
our being-in-the-world and the consequences of change are hereby patterned,
and our hopes, ambitions, and fears given shape’’ (18). This last is especially
important since recognition of the existence of a condition (poverty, for exam-
ple) and the desire for its change will go for nothing if ideology indicates that a
change is simply not possible (the poor we have always with us). In other words,
this last mode of interpellation is especially implicated in power relationships in
a group or society, in deciding who has power and in determining what power
can be expected to achieve.

Ideology always carries with it strong social endorsement, so that what we
take to exist, to have value, and to be possible seems necessary, normal and in-
evitable—in the nature of things. Ideology also, as we have seen, always in-
cludes conceptions of how power should—again, in the nature of things—be dis-
tributed in a society. Power here means political force but covers as well social
forces in everyday contacts. Power is an intrinsic part of ideology, defined and
reinforced by it, determining, once again, who can act and what can be accom-
plished. These power relationships, furthermore, are inscribed in the discursive
practices of daily experience—in the ways we use language and are used (inter-
pellated) by it in ordinary parlance. Finally, it should be noted that ideology is
always pluralistic, a given historical moment displaying a variety of competing
ideologies and a given individual reflecting one or another permutation of these
conflicts, although the overall effect of these permutations tends to support the
hegemony of the dominant class.
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Cognitive Rhetoric

Cognitive rhetoric might be considered the heir apparent of current-traditional
rhetoric, the rhetoric that appeared in conjunction with the new American uni-
versity system during the final quarter of the last century. As Richard Ohmann
has recently reminded us, this university was a response to the vagaries of com-
petitive capitalism, the recurrent cycles of boom and bust that characterized the
nineteenth-century economy. The university was an important part of the strat-
egy to control this economic instability. Its role was to provide a center for ex-
perts engaging in ‘‘scientific’’ research designed to establish a body of knowl-
edge that would rationalize all features of production, making it more efficient,
more manageable, and, of course, more profitable. These experts were also
charged with preparing the managers who were to take this new body of prac-
tical knowledge into the marketplace. The old nineteenth-century college had
prepared an elite to assume its rightful place of leadership in church and state.
The economic ideal outside the college was entirely separate, finding its fulfill-
ment in the self-made, upwardly mobile entrepreneur who strikes it rich. The ac-
ademic and the economic remained divided and discrete. In the new university,
the two were joined as the path to success became a university degree in one of
the new scientific specialities proven to be profitable in the world of industry
and commerce. The new middle class of certified meritocrats had arrived. As I
have indicated in my monograph on the nineteenth century, current-traditional
rhetoric with its positivistic epistemology, its pretensions to scientific precision,
and its managerial orientation was thoroughly compatible with the mission of
this university.

Cognitive rhetoric has made similar claims to being scientific, although the
method called upon is usually grounded in cognitive psychology. Janet Emig’s
The Composing Process of Twelfth Graders (1971), for example, attempted an
empirical examination of the way students compose, calling on the developmen-
tal psychology of Jean Piaget in guiding her observations. In studying the cog-
nitive skills observed in the composing behavior of twelve high school students,
Emig was convinced that she could arrive at an understanding of the entire rhe-
torical context—the role of reality, audience, purpose, and even language in the
composing act. Richard Larson was equally ambitious as throughout the seven-
ties he called upon the developmental scheme of Jerome Bruner (as well as other
psychologists) in proposing a problem-solving approach to writing, once again
focusing on cognitive structures in arriving at an understanding of how college
students compose. James Moffett and James Britton used a similar approach in
dealing with the writing of students in grade school. For cognitive rhetoric, the
structures of the mind correspond in perfect harmony with the structures of the
material world, the minds of the audience, and the units of language (see my
Rhetoric and Reality for a fuller discussion of this history). This school has been
the strongest proponent of addressing the ‘‘process’’ rather than the ‘‘product”
of writing in the classroom—although other theories have also supported this
position even as they put forward a different process. Today the cognitivists
continue to be a strong force in composition studies. The leading experimental
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research in this area is found in the work of Linda Flower and John Hayes, and I
would like to focus the discussion of the relation of ideology and cognitive rhet-
oric on their contribution.

There is no question that Flower considers her work to fall within the domain
of science, admitting her debt to cognitive psychology (Hayes’ area of spe-
cialization), which she describes as ‘‘a young field—a reaction, in part, against
assumptions of behaviorism’’ (Problem-Solving vii). Her statements about the
composing process of writing, furthermore, are based on empirical findings, on
‘‘data-based”’ study, specifically the analysis of protocols recording the writing
choices of both experienced and inexperienced writers. This empirical study has
revealed to Flower and Hayes—as reported in ‘‘A Cognitive Process Theory of
Writing’’—that there are three elements involved in composing: the task en-
vironment, including such external constraints as the rhetorical problem and the
text so far produced; the writer’s long-term memory, that is, the knowledge of
the subject considered and the knowledge of how to write; and the writing pro-
cesses that go on in the writer’s mind. This last is, of course, of central impor-
tance to them, based as it is on the invariable structures of the mind that operate
in a rational, although not totally predictable, way.

The mental processes of writing fall into three stages: the planning stage, fur-
ther divided into generating, organizing, and goal setting; the translating stage,
the point at which thoughts are put into words; and the reviewing stage, made up
of evaluating and revising. This process is hierarchical, meaning that ‘‘compo-
nents of the process [are] imbedded within other components’ (‘‘A Cognitive
Process’ 375), and it is recursive, the stages repeating themselves, although in
no predetermined order. In other words, the elements of the process can be
identified and their functions described, but the order of their operation will vary
from task to task and from individual to individual, even though the practices of
good writers will be very similar to each other (for a rich critique, see Bizzell).
The ‘‘keystone’” of the cognitive process theory, Flower and Hayes explain, is
the discovery that writing is a goal-directed process: ‘‘In the act of composing,
writers create a hierarchical network of goals and these in turn guide the writing
process.”’ Because of this goal directedness, the protocols of good writers exam-
ined consistently ‘‘reveal a coherent underlying structure” (‘‘A Cognitive Pro-
cess’ 377).

It is clear from this brief description that Flower and Hayes focus on the indi-
vidual mind, finding in the protocol reports evidence of cognitive structures in
operation. Writing becomes, as Flower’s textbook indicates, just another in-
stance of ‘‘problem-solving processes people use every day,”” most importantly
the processes of experts, such as ‘‘master chess players, inventors, successful
scientists, business managers, and artists’’ (Problem-Solving 2-3). Flower’s text-
book says little about artists, however, focusing instead on ‘‘real-world’” writ-
ing. She has accordingly called upon the help of a colleague from the School of
Industrial Management (vi), and she includes a concern for consulting reports
and proposals as well as ordinary academic research reports—‘‘the real world of
college and work’’ (4). This focus on the professional activity of experts is al-
ways conceived in personal and managerial terms: ‘‘In brief, the goal of this
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book is to help you gain more control of your own composing process: to be-
come more efficient as a writer and more effective with your readers’” (2). And
the emphasis is on self-made goals, ‘‘on your own goals as a writer, on what you
want to do and say’’ (3).

As I said at the outset, the rhetoric of cognitive psychology refuses the ideo-
logical question, resting secure instead in its scientific examination of the com-
posing process. It is possible, however, to see this rhetoric as being eminently
suited to appropriation by the proponents of a particular ideological stance, a
stance consistent with the modern college’s commitment to preparing students
for the world of corporate capitalism. And as we have seen above, the profes-
sional orientation of Problem-Solving Strategies for Writing—its preoccupation
with ‘‘analytical writing’’ (4) in the ‘‘real world’’ of experts—renders it especial-
ly open to this appropriation.

For cognitive rhetoric, the real is the rational. As we observed above, for
Flower and Hayes the most important features of composing are those which
can be analyzed into discrete units and expressed in linear, hierarchical terms,
however unpredictably recursive these terms may be. The mind is regarded as a
set of structures that performs in a rational manner, adjusting and reordering
functions in the service of the goals of the individual. The goals themselves are
considered unexceptionally apparent in the very nature of things, immediately
identifiable as worthy of pursuit. Nowhere, for example, do Flower and Hayes
question the worth of the goals pursued by the manager, scientist, or writer. The
business of cognitive psychology is to enable us to learn to think in a way that
will realize goals, not deliberate about their value: ‘‘I have assumed that, what-
ever your goals, you are interested in discovering better ways to achieve them”’
(Problem-Solving 1). The world is correspondingly structured to foreground
goals inherently worth pursuing—whether these are private or professional, in
writing or in work. And the mind is happily structured to perceive these goals
and, thanks to the proper cognitive development of the observer—usually an ex-
pert—to attain them. Obstacles to achieving these goals are labelled ‘prob-
lems,”’ disruptions in the natural order, impediments that must be removed. The
strategies to resolve these problems are called ‘‘heuristics,”” discovery proce-
dures that ‘‘are the heart of problem solving’’ (36). Significantly, these heuristics
are not themselves rational, are not linear and predictable—*‘they do not come
with a guarantee’’ (37). They appear normally as unconscious, intuitive process-
es that problem solvers use without realizing it, but even when formulated for
conscious application they are never foolproof. Heuristics are only as good or
bad as the person using them, so that problem solving is finally the act of an in-
dividual performing in isolation, solitary and alone (see Brodkey). As Flower ex-
plains: ‘“‘Good writers not only have a large repertory of powerful strategies, but
they have sufficient self-awareness of their own process to draw on these alter-
native techniques as they need them. In other words, they guide their own cre-
ative process’’ (37). The community addressed enters the process only after
problems are analyzed and solved, at which time the concern is ‘‘adapting your
writing to the needs of the reader’’ (1). Furthermore, although the heuristics
used in problem solving are not themselves rational, the discoveries made
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through them always conform to the mensurable nature of reality, displaying
‘“‘an underlying hierarchical organization’’ (10) that reflects the rationality of the
world. Finally, language is regarded as a system of rational signs that is compati-
ble with the mind and the external world, enabling the ‘‘translating’’ or ‘‘trans-
forming’’ of the non-verbal intellectual operations into the verbal. There is thus
a beneficent correspondence between the structures of the mind, the structures
of the world, the structures of the minds of the audience, and the structures of
language.

This entire scheme can be seen as analogous to the instrumental method of
the modern corporation, the place where members of the meritocratic middle
class, the twenty percent or so of the work force of certified college graduates,
make a handsome living managing a capitalist economy (see Braverman, ch. 18).
Their work life is designed to turn goal-seeking and problem-solving behavior
into profits. As we have seen in Flower, the rationalization of the writing pro-
cess is specifically designated an extension of the rationalization of economic ac-
tivity. The pursuit of self-evident and unquestioned goals in the composing pro-
cess parallels the pursuit of self-evident and unquestioned profit-making goals in
the corporate marketplace: ‘‘whatever your goals are, you are interested in
achieving better ways to achieve them’’ (Problem-Solving 12). The purpose of
writing is to create a commodified text (see Clines) that belongs to the individual
and has exchange value—*‘problem solving turns composing into a goal-directed
journey—writing my way to where I want to be’’ (4)—just as the end of corpor-
ate activity is to create a privately-owned profit. Furthermore, while all problem
solvers use heuristic procedures—whether in solving hierarchically conceived
writing problems or hierarchically conceived management problems—some are
better at using them than are others. These individuals inevitably distinguish
themselves, rise up the corporate ladder, and leave the less competent and less
competitive behind. The class system is thus validated since it is clear that the
rationality of the universe is more readily detected by a certain group of individ-
uals. Cognitive psychologists specializing in childhood development can even
isolate the environmental features of the children who will become excellent
problem solvers, those destined to earn the highest grades in school, the highest
college entrance scores, and, finally, the highest salaries. Middle class parents
are thus led to begin the cultivation of their children’s cognitive skills as soon as
possible—even in utero—and of course there are no shortage of expert-designed
commodities that can be purchased to aid in the activity. That the cognitive
skills leading to success may be the product of the experiences of a particular so-
cial class rather than the perfecting of inherent mental structures, skills encour-
aged because they serve the interests of a ruling economic elite, is never consid-
ered in the ‘‘scientific’’ investigation of the mind.

Cognitive rhetoric can be seen from this perspective as compatible with the
ideology of the meritocratic university described in Bowles and Gintis’ School-
ing in Capitalist America. Power in this system is relegated to university-
certified experts, those individuals who have the cognitive skills and the training
for problem solving. Since social, political, and cultural problems are, like the
ecomomic, the result of failures in rational goal-seeking behavior, these same ex-
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perts are the best prepared to address these matters as well. Furthermore, the
agreement of experts in addressing commonly-shared problems in the economic
and political arenas is additional confirmation of their claim to power: all trained
observers, after all, come to the same conclusions. Once again, the possibility
that this consensus about what is good and possible is a product of class interest
and class experience is never seriously entertained. Cognitive rhetoric, then, in
its refusal of the ideological question leaves itself open to association with the
reification of technocratic science characteristic of late capitalism, as discussed,
for example, by Georg Lukécs, Herbert Marcuse, and Jiirgen Habermas (see
Larrain, ch. 6). Certain structures of the material world, the mind, and language,
and their correspondence with certain goals, problem-solving heuristics, and so-
lutions in the economic, social, and political are regarded as inherent features of
the universe, existing apart from human social intervention. The existent, the
good, and the possible are inscribed in the very nature of things as indisputable
scientific facts, rather than being seen as humanly devised social constructions
always remaining open to discussion.

Expressionistic Rhetoric

Expressionistic rhetoric developed during the first two decades of the twentieth
century and was especially prominent after World War 1. Its earliest predecessor
was the elitist rhetoric of liberal culture, a scheme arguing for writing as a gift of
genius, an art accessible only to a few, and then requiring years of literary study.
In expressionistic rhetoric, this gift is democratized, writing becoming an art of
which all are capable. This rhetoric has usually been closely allied with theories of
psychology that argued for the inherent goodness of the individual, a goodness
distorted by excessive contact with others in groups and institutions. In this it is
the descendant of Rousseau on the one hand and of the romantic recoil from the
urban horrors created by nineteenth-century capitalism on the other. Left to our
own devices, this position maintains, each of us would grow and mature in harmo-
ny. Unfortunately, hardly anyone is allowed this uninhibited development, and so
the fallen state of society is both the cause and the effect of its own distortion, as
well as the corrupter of its individual members. In the twenties, a bowdlerized
version of Freud was called upon in support of this conception of human nature.
More recently—during the sixties and after—the theories of such figures as Carl
Rogers, Abraham Maslow, Eric Fromm, and even Carl Jung have been invoked in
its support. (For a fuller discussion of the history and character of expressionistic
rhetoric offered here, see my ‘‘Contemporary Composition,”’ and Rhetoric and
Reality 43-46, 73-81, 159-65).

For this rhetoric, the existent is located within the individual subject. While the
reality of the material, the social, and the linguistic are never denied, they are con-
sidered significant only insofar as they serve the needs of the individual. All fulfill
their true function only when being exploited in the interests of locating the indi-
vidual’s authentic nature. Writing can be seen as a paradigmatic instance of this
activity. It is an art, a creative act in which the process—the discovery of the true
self—is as important as the product—the self discovered and expressed. The indi-
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vidual’s use of the not-self in discovering the self takes place in a specific way.
The material world provides sensory images that can be used in order to explore
the self, the sensations leading to the apprehending-source of all experience. More
important, these sense impressions can be coupled with language to provide meta-
phors to express the experience of the self, an experience which transcends ordi-
nary non-metaphoric language but can be suggested through original figures and
tropes. This original language in turn can be studied by others to understand the
self and can even awaken in readers the experience of their selves. Authentic self-
expression can thus lead to authentic self-experience for both the writer and the
reader. The most important measure of authenticity, of genuine self-discovery and
self-revelation, furthermore, is the presence of originality in expression; and this
is the case whether the writer is creating poetry or writing a business report. Dis-
covering the true self in writing will simultaneously enable the individual to dis-
cover the truth of the situation which evoked the writing, a situation that, needless
to say, must always be compatible with the development of the self, and this leads
to the ideological dimension of the scheme.

Most proponents of expressionistic rhetoric during the sixties and seventies
were unsparingly critical of the dominant social, political, and cultural practices
of the time. The most extreme of these critics demanded that the writing class-
room work explicitly toward liberating students from the shackles of a corrupt
society. This is seen most vividly in the effort known as ‘‘composition as hap-
pening.”’ From this perspective, the alienating and fragmenting experience of the
authoritarian institutional setting can be resisted by providing students with con-
crete experiences that alter political consciousness through challenging official
versions of reality. Writing in response to such activities as making collages and
sculptures, listening to the same piece of music in different settings, and engag-
ing in random and irrational acts in the classroom was to enable students to ex-
perience ‘‘structure in unstructure; a random series of ordered events; order in
chaos; the logical illogicality of dreams’’ (Lutz 35). The aim was to encourage
students to resist the ‘‘interpretations of experience embodied in the language of
others [so as] to order their own experience’’ (Paull and Kligerman 150). This
more extreme form of political activism in the classroom was harshly criticized
by the moderate wing of the expressionist camp, and it is this group that even-
tually became dominant. The names of Ken Macrorie, Walker Gibson, William
Coles, Jr., Donald Murray, and Peter Elbow were the most visible in this coun-
ter effort. Significantly, these figures continued the ideological critique of the
dominant culture while avoiding the overt politicizing of the classroom. In dis-
cussing the ideological position they encouraged, a position that continues to
characterize them today, I will focus on the work of Murray and Elbow, both of
whom explicitly address the political in their work.

From this perspective, power within society ought always to be vested in the
individual. In Elbow, for example, power is an abiding concern—apparent in the
title to his recent textbook (Writing With Power), as well as in the opening
pledge of his first to help students become ‘‘less helpless, both personally and
politically’’ by enabling them to get ‘‘control over words’’ (Writing Without
Teachers vii). This power is consistently defined in personal terms: ‘‘power
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comes from the words somehow fitting the writer (not necessarly the reader) . . .
power comes from the words somehow fitting what they are about’’ (Writing
With Power 280). Power is a product of a configuration involving the individual
and her encounter with the world, and for both Murray and Elbow this is a func-
tion of realizing one’s unique voice. Murray’s discussion of the place of politics
in the classroom is appropriately titled ‘‘Finding Your Own Voice: Teaching
Composition in an Age of Dissent,”” and Elbow emphasizes, ‘‘If I want power,
I’'ve got to use my voice’’ (Embracing Contraries 202). This focus on the individ-
ual does not mean that no community is to be encouraged, as expressionists re-
peatedly acknowledge that communal arrangements must be made, that, in
Elbow’s words, ‘‘the less acceptable hunger for participation and merging is
met’’ (98). The community’s right to exist, however, stands only insofar as it
serves all of its members as individuals. It is, after all, only the individual, acting
alone and apart from others, who can determine the existent, the good, and the
possible. For Murray, the student ‘‘must hear the contradictory counsel of his
readers, so that he learns when to ignore his teachers and his peers, listening to
himself after evaluating what has been said about his writing and considering
what he can do to make it work’’ (‘‘Finding Your Own Voice’’ 144-45). For
Elbow, the audience can be used to help improve our writing, but ‘‘the goal
should be to move toward the condition where we don’t necessarily need it in
order to speak or write well.”’ Since audiences can also inhibit us, Elbow con-
tinues, ‘‘we need to learn to write what is true and what needs saying even if the
whole world is scandalized. We need to learn eventually to find in ourselves the
support which—perhaps for a long time—we must seek openly from others”’
(Writing With Power 190).

Thus, political change can only be considered by individuals and in individual
terms. Elbow, for example, praises Freire’s focus on the individual in seeking the
contradictions of experience in the classroom but refuses to take into account the
social dimension of this pedagogy, finally using Freire’s thought as an occasion for
arriving at a personal realization of a ‘‘psychological contradiction, not an eco-
nomic one or political one,”’ at the core of our culture (Embracing Contraries 98).
The underlying conviction of expressionists is that when individuals are spared
the distorting effects of a repressive social order, their privately determined truths
will correspond to the privately determined truths of all others: my best and deep-
est vision supports the same universal and external laws as everyone else’s best
and deepest vision. Thus, in Writing Without Teachers Elbow admits that his
knowledge about writing was gathered primarily from personal experience, and
that he has no reservations about ‘‘making universal generalizations upon a sam-
ple of one’’ (16). Murray is even more explicit in his first edition of A Writer
Teaches Writing: ‘‘the writer is on a search for himself. If he finds himself he will
find an audience, because all of us have the same common core. And when he digs
deeply into himself and is able to define himself, he will find others who will read
with a shock of recognition what he has written’’ (4).

This rhetoric thus includes a denunciation of economic, political, and social
pressures to conform—to engage in various forms of corporate-sponsored
thought, feeling, and behavior. In indirectly but unmistakably decrying the de-
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humanizing effects of industrial capitalism, expressionistic rhetoric insists on de-
familiarizing experience, on getting beyond the corruptions of the individual au-
thorized by the language of commodified culture in order to re-experience the
self and through it the external world, finding in this activity possibilities for a
new order. For expressionistic rhetoric, the correct response to the imposition
of current economic, political, and social arrangements is thus resistance, but a
resistance that is always construed in individual terms. Collective retaliation
poses as much of a threat to individual integrity as do the collective forces being
resisted, and so is itself suspect. The only hope in a society working to destroy
the uniqueness of the individual is for each of us to assert our individuality
against the tyranny of the authoritarian corporation, state, and society. Strat-
egies for doing so must of course be left to the individual, each lighting one small
candle in order to create a brighter world.

Expressionistic rhetoric continues to thrive in high schools and at a number of
colleges and universities. At first glance, this is surprising, unexpected of a rhet-
oric that is openly opposed to establishment practices. This subversiveness, how-
ever, is more apparent than real. In the first place, expressionistic rhetoric is in-
herently and debilitatingly divisive of political protest, suggesting that effective
resistance can only be offered by individuals, each acting alone. Given the isola-
tion and incoherence of such protest, gestures genuinely threatening to the estab-
lishment are difficult to accomplish. Beyond this, expressionistic rhetoric is easily
co-opted by the very capitalist forces it opposes. After all, this rhetoric can be
used to reinforce the entrepreneurial virtues capitalism most values: individu-
alism, private initiative, the confidence for risk taking, the right to be contentious
with authority (especially the state). It is indeed not too much to say that the ruling
elites in business, industry, and government are those most likely to nod in assent
to the ideology inscribed in expressionistic rhetoric. The members of this class see
their lives as embodying the creative realization of the self, exploiting the mate-
rial, social, and political conditions of the world in order to assert a private vision,
a vision which, despite its uniqueness, finally represents humankind’s best nature.
(That this vision in fact represents the interests of a particular class, not all class-
es, is of course not acknowledged.) Those who have not attained the positions
which enable them to exert this freedom have been prevented from doing so, this
ideology argues, not by economic and class constraints, but by their own unwill-
ingness to pursue a private vision, and this interpretation is often embraced by
those excluded from the ruling elite as well as by the ruling elite itself. In other
words, even those most constrained by their positions in the class structure may
support the ideology found in expressionistic rhetoric in some form. This is most
commonly done by divorcing the self from the alienation of work, separating work
experience from other experience so that self discovery and fulfillment take place
away from the job. For some this may lead to the pursuit of self expression in
intellectual or aesthetic pursuits. For most this quest results in a variety of forms
of consumer behavior, identifying individual self expression with the consumption
of some commodity. This separation of work from authentic human activity is
likewise reinforced in expressionistic rhetoric, as a glance at any of the textbooks
it has inspired will reveal.
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Social-Epistemic Rhetoric

The last rhetoric to be considered I will call social-epistemic rhetoric, in so doing
distinguishing it from the psychological-epistemic rhetoric that I am convinced is
a form of expressionism. (The latter is found in Kenneth Dowst and in Cyril
Knoblauch and Lil Brannon, although Knoblauch’s recent College English essay
displays him moving into the social camp. I have discussed the notion of epis-
temic rhetoric and these two varieties of it in Rhetoric and Reality 145-55,
165-77, and 184-85.) There have been a number of spokespersons for social-
epistemic rhetoric over the last twenty years: Kenneth Burke, Richard Ohmann,
the team of Richard Young, Alton Becker and Kenneth Pike, Kenneth Bruffee,
W. Ross Winterowd, Ann Berthoff, Janice Lauer, and, more recently, Karen
Burke Lefever, Lester Faigley, David Bartholomae, Greg Myers, Patricia
Bizzell, and others. In grouping these figures together I do not intend to deny
their obvious disagreements with each other. For example, Myers, a Leftist, has
offered a lengthy critique of Bruffee, who—along with Winterowd and Young,
Becker and Pike—is certainly of the Center politically. There are indeed as
many conflicts among the members of this group as there are harmonies. They
are brought together here, however, because they share a notion of rhetoric as a
political act involving a dialectical interaction engaging the material, the social,
and the individual writer, with language as the agency of mediation. Their posi-
tions, furthermore, include an historicist orientation, the realization that a rhet-
oric is an historically specific social formation that must perforce change over
time; and this feature in turn makes possible reflexiveness and revision as the in-
herently ideological nature of rhetoric is continually acknowledged. The most
complete realization of this rhetoric for the classroom is to be found in Ira
Shor’s Critical Teaching and Everyday Life. Before considering it, I would like
to discuss the distinguishing features of a fully articulated social-epistemic rhet-
oric.

For social-epistemic rhetoric, the real is located in a relationship that involves
the dialectical interaction of the observer, the discourse community (social
group) in which the observer is functioning, and the material conditions of exist-
ence. Knowledge is never found in any one of these but can only be posited as a
product of the dialectic in which all three come together. (More of this in a mo-
ment.) Most important, this dialectic is grounded in language: the observer, the
discourse community, and the material conditions of existence are all verbal
constructs. This does not mean that the three do not exist apart from language:
they do. This does mean that we cannot talk and write about them—indeed, we
cannot know them—apart from language. Furthermore, since language is a so-
cial phenomenon that is a product of a particular historical moment, our notions
of the observing self, the communities in which the self functions, and the very
structures of the material world are social constructions—all specific to a partic-
ular time and culture. These social constructions are thus inscribed in the very
language we are given to inhabit in responding to our experience. Language, as
Raymond Williams explains in an application of Bakhtin (Marxism and Liter-
ature 21-44), is one of the material and social conditions involved in producing a
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culture. This means that in studying rhetoric—the ways discourse is generated—
we are studying the ways in which knowledge comes into existence. Knowledge,
after all, is an historically bound social fabrication rather than an eternal and in-
variable phenomenon located in some uncomplicated repository—in the material
object or in the subject or in the social realm. This brings us back to the matter
of the dialectic.

Understanding this dialectical notion of knowledge is the most difficult fea-
ture of social-epistemic rhetoric. Psychological-epistemic rhetoric grants that
rhetoric arrives at knowledge, but this meaning-generating activity is always lo-
cated in a transcendent self, a subject who directs the discovery and arrives
through it finally only at a better understanding of the self and its operation—this
self comprehension being the end of all knowledge. For social-epistemic rhet-
oric, the subject is itself a social construct that emerges through the lin-
guistically-circumscribed interaction of the individual, the community, and the
material world. There is no universal, eternal, and authentic self that beneath all
appearances is at one with all other selves. The self is always a creation of a par-
ticular historical and cultural moment. This is not to say that individuals do not
ever act as individuals. It is to assert, however, that they never act with com-
plete freedom. As Marx indicated, we make our own histories,but we do not
make them just as we wish. Our consciousness is in large part a product of our
material conditions. But our material conditions are also in part the products of
our consciousness. Both consciousness and the material conditions influence
each other, and they are both imbricated in social relations defined and worked
out through language. In other words, the ways in which the subject understands
and is affected by material conditions is circumscribed by socially-devised defi-
nitions, by the community in which the subject lives. The community in turn is
influenced by the subject and the material conditions of the moment. Thus, the
perceiving subject, the discourse communities of which the subject is a part, and
the material world itself are all the constructions of an historical discourse, of
the ideological formulations inscribed in the language-mediated practical activity
of a particular time and place. We are lodged within a hermeneutic circle, al-
though not one that is impervious to change.

This scheme does not lead to an anarchistic relativism. It does, however, indi-
cate that arguments based on the permanent rational structures of the universe
or on the evidence of the deepest and most profound personal intuition should
not be accepted without question. The material, the social, and the subjective
are at once the producers and the products of ideology, and ideology must con-
tinually be challenged so as to reveal its economic and political consequences for
individuals. In other words, what are the effects of our knowledge? Who bene-
fits from a given version of truth? How are the material benefits of society dis-
tributed? What is the relation of this distribution to social relations? Do these re-
lations encourage conflict? To whom does our knowledge designate power? In
short, social-epistemic rhetoric views knowledge as an arena of ideological con-
flict: there are no arguments from transcendent truth since all arguments arise in
ideology. It thus inevitably supports economic, social, political, and cultural de-
mocracy. Because there are no ‘‘natural laws’’ or ‘‘universal truths’’ that indi-
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cate what exists, what is good, what is possible, and how power is to be dis-
tributed, no class or group or individual has privileged access to decisions on
these matters. They must be continually decided by all and for all in a way ap-
propriate to our own historical moment. Finally, because of this historicist orien-
tation, social-epistemic rhetoric contains within it the means for self-criticism
and self-revision. Human responses to the material conditions of existence, the
social relations they encourage, and the interpellations of subjects within them
are always already ideological, are always already interpretations that must be
constantly revised in the interests of the greater participation of all, for the great-
er good of all. And this of course implies an awareness of the ways in which
rhetorics can privilege some at the expense of others, according the chosen few
an unequal share of power, perquisites, and material benefits.

Social-epistemic rhetoric thus offers an explicit critique of economic, politi-
cal, and social arrangements, the counterpart of the implicit critique found in ex-
pressionistic rhetoric. However, here the source and the solution of these ar-
rangements are described quite differently. As Ira Shor explains, students must
be taught to identify the ways in which control over their own lives has been de-
nied them, and denied in such a way that they have blamed themselves for their
powerlessness. Shor thus situates the individual within social processes, examin-
ing in detail the interferences to critical thought that would enable ‘‘students to
be their own agents for social change, their own creators of democratic culture’’
(48). Among the most important forces preventing work toward a social order
supporting the student’s ‘‘full humanity’’ are forms of false consciousness—re-
ification, pre-scientific thought, acceleration, mystification—and the absence of
democratic practices in all areas of experience. Although Shor discusses these
forms of false consciousness in their relation to working class students, their ap-
plication to all students is not hard to see, and I have selected for emphasis
those features which clearly so apply.

In falling victim to reification, students begin to see the economic and social
system that renders them powerless as an innate and unchangeable feature of the
natural order. They become convinced that change is impossible, and they sup-
port the very practices that victimize them—complying in their alienation from
their work, their peers, and their very selves. The most common form of reifica-
tion has to do with the preoccupation with consumerism, playing the game of
material acquisition and using it as a substitute for more self-fulfilling behavior.
In pre-scientific thinking, the student is led to believe in a fixed human nature,
always and everywhere the same. Behavior that is socially and self destructive is
then seen as inevitable, in the nature of things, or can be resisted only at the in-
dividual level, apart from communal activity. Another form of pre-scientific
thinking is the belief in luck, in pure chance, as the source of social arrange-
ments, such as the inequitable distribution of wealth. The loyalty to brand
names, the faith in a ‘‘common sense’’ that supports the existing order, and the
worship of heroes, such as actors and athletes, are other forms of this kind of
thought, all of which prevent ‘‘the search for rational explanations to authentic
problems’’ (66). Acceleration refers to the pace of everyday experience—the
sensory bombardment of urban life and of popular forms of entertainment—
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which prevents critical reflection. Mystifications are responses to the problems
of a capitalist society which obscure their real sources and solutions, responses
based on racism, sexism, nationalism, and other forms of bigotry. Finally, stu-
dents are constantly told they live in the most free, most democratic society in
the world, yet they are at the same time systematically denied opportunities for
‘‘self-discipline, self-organization, collective work styles, or group deliberation”
(70), instead being subjected at every turn to arbitrary authority in conducting
everyday affairs.

Shor’s recommendations for the classroom grow out of an awareness of these
forces and are intended to counter them. The object of this pedagogy is to enable
students to “‘extraordinarily reexperience the ordinary’’ (93), as they critically
examine their quotidian experience in order to externalize false consciousness.
(Shor’s use of the term ‘‘critical’’ is meant to recall Freire as well as the practice
of the Hegelian Marxists of the Frankfurt School.) The point is to ‘‘address self-
in-society and social-relations-in-self’’ (95). The self then is regarded as the
product of a dialectical relationship between the individual and the social, each
given significance by the other. Self-autonomy and self-fulfililment are thus pos-
sible not through becoming detached from the social, but through resisting those
social influences that alienate and disempower, doing so, moreover, in and
through social activity. The liberatory classroom begins this resistance process
with a dialogue that inspires ‘‘a democratic model of social relations, used to
problematize the undemocratic quality of social life’’ (95). This dialogue—a
model inspired by Paulo Freire—makes teacher and learner equals engaged in a
joint practice that is ‘‘[lJoving, humble, hopeful, trusting, critical’’ (95). This is
contrasted with the unequal power relations in the authoritarian classroom, a
place where the teacher holds all power and knowledge and the student is the re-
ceptacle into which information is poured, a classroom that is ‘‘[lJoveless, ar-
rogant, hopeless, mistrustful, acritical’’ (95). Teacher and student work together
to shape the content of the liberatory classroom, and this includes creating the
materials of study in the class—such as textbooks and media. Most important,
the students are to undergo a conversion from ‘‘manipulated objects into active,
critical subjects’’ (97), thereby empowering them to become agents of social
change rather than victims. Shor sums up these elements: ‘‘social practice is
studied in the name of freedom for critical consciousness; democracy and
awareness develop through the form of dialogue; dialogue externalizes false con-
sciousness, changing students from re-active objects into society-making sub-
jects; the object-subject switch is a social psychology for empowerment; power
through study creates the conditions for reconstructing social practice’’ (98).

This approach in the classroom requires interdisciplinary methods, and Shor
gives an example from the study of the fast-food hamburger: ‘‘Concretely my
class’ study of hamburgers not only involved English and philosophy in our use
of writing, reading, and conceptual analysis, but it also included economics in
the study of the commodity relations which bring hamburgers to market, history
and sociology in an assessment of what the everyday diet was like prior to the
rise of the hamburger, and health science in terms of the nutritional value of the
ruling burger’” (114). This interdisciplinary approach to the study of the re-
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production of social life can also lead to ‘‘the unveiling of hidden social history”’
(115), the discovery of past attempts to resist self-destructive experience. This in
turn can lead to an examination of the roots of sexism and racism in our culture.
Finally, Shor calls upon comedy to reunite pleasure and work, thought and feel-
ing, and upon a resourceful use of the space of the classroom to encourage di-
alogue that provides students with information withheld elsewhere on campus—
‘“‘informational, conceptual, personal, academic, financial’’ (120)—ranging from
the location of free or inexpensive services to the location of political rallies.

This survey of the theory and practice of Ira Shor’s classroom is necessarily
brief and reductive. Still, it suggests the complexity of the behavior recommended
in the classroom, behavior that is always open-ended, receptive to the unex-
pected, and subversive of the planned. Most important, success in this classroom
can never by guaranteed. This is a place based on dialectical collaboration—the
interaction of student, teacher, and shared experience within a social, interdisci-
plinary framework—and the outcome is always unpredictable. Yet, as Shor makes
clear, the point of this classroom is that the liberated consciousness of students is
the only educational objective worth considering, the only objective worth the
risk of failure. To succeed at anything else is no success at all.

It should now be apparent that a way of teaching is never innocent. Every
pedagogy is imbricated in ideology, in a set of tacit assumptions about what is
real, what is good, what is possible, and how power ought to be distributed. The
method of cognitive psychology is the most likely to ignore this contention,
claiming that the rhetoric it recommends is based on an objective understanding
of the unchanging structures of mind, matter, and language. Still, despite its
commitment to the empirical and scientific, as we have seen, this rhetoric can
easily be made to serve specific kinds of economic, social, and political behavior
that works to the advantage of the members of one social class while disem-
powering others—doing so, moreover, in the name of objective truth. Ex-
pressionistic rhetoric is intended to serve as a critique of the ideology of corpor-
ate capitalism, proposing in its place an ideology based on a radical
individualism. In the name of empowering the individual, however, its naivety
about economic, social, and political arrangements can lead to the marginalizing
of the individuals who would resist a dehumanizing society, rendering them inef-
fective through their isolation. This rhetoric also is easily co-opted by the agen-
cies of corporate capitalism, appropriated and distorted in the service of the
mystifications of bourgeois individualism. Social-epistemic rhetoric attempts to
place the question of ideology at the center of the teaching of writing. It offers
both a detailed analysis of dehumanizing social experience and a self-critical and
overtly historicized alternative based on democratic practices in the economic,
social, political, and cultural spheres. It is obvious that I find this alternative the
most worthy of emulation in the classroom, all the while admitting that it is the
least formulaic and the most difficult to carry out. I would also add that even
those who are skeptical of the Marxian influence found in my description of this
rhetoric have much to learn from it. As Kenneth Burke has shown, one does not
have to accept the Marxian promise in order to realize the value of the Marxian
diagnosis (Rhetoric of Motives 109). It is likewise not necessary to accept the
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conclusions of Ira Shor about writing pedagogy in order to learn from his analy-
sis of the ideological practices at work in the lives of our students and ourselves.
A rhetoric cannot escape the ideological question, and to ignore this is to fail our
responsibilities as teachers and as citizens.
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