






































earn several hundred times the salaries of entry level personnel. Nor do I mean to
argue for the system’s “rationality,” as the Weberians call it. | mean instead that
the market in and of itself is only one part of a much larger phenomenon. In
some of its incarnations capitalism can be profoundly liberating, just as Marx
understood. The real problem, in my view, is with bureaucracy, which tends to
consign more and more of our affairs to a minuscule elite—a tendency that
assumed its most devastating form (so far) in explicitly socialist societies. If
capitalism has done anything, it has complicated relations of power enough to
prevent state-sponsored bureaucracies from achieving preeminence. But at the
same time, many businesses have become ensnared in bureaucratic structures of
their own making.

Apart from these inequities of power, the problem with bureaucracy in a
larger sense arises from the culture of concealment it promotes, a culture that
gradually evacuates our public lives. If bureaucracies operate, as I believe they
do, by producing forms of “official” knowledge at odds with the lived experience
of almost everyone, then their proliferation gradually contracts the domain of
meaning and commitment—the domain within which our thoughts can be
consonant with our actions. If we never have the latitude to study what interests
us, then why should we value education? When a person feels authorized to
express only what the institution sanctions as true, why would she ever take an
interest in writing? And when the “life of the mind” becomes adaptation to a
menacing authority, why would the learned be solicitous about the education of
beginners? Under those conditions, as we all should know, it’s every man for
himself.

The Pedagogy of Critique: Why Nothing Happens

So where does this leave us—"us” meaning compositionists? At the very
least, my argument should suggest that most of the models now available for
describing the “social construction” of knowledge are naive in the extreme. They
reflect what Scott might call the view from the top. From that Olympian height,
familiar to world-class scholars and upper-echelon administrators, it seems
obvious that the purpose of a university is to promote learning (or thinking, or
critical consciousness), just as the purpose of the legal system is to protect the
citizenry, and the function of our government is to carry out the will of the
people. But if you accept my argument, then you might concede that none of
these propositions may be true. The fraudulence of the justice system and of the
government—their manipulation by the privileged—seems to me so evident that
Ineedn’t say anything more. But among our “official” institutions, the university
still enjoys a degree of public confidence that we encounter almost nowhere else
today. People trust and value the university because it still appears to provide
some measure of upward mobility. But in fact, the university offers opportunities
largely to those who already have them, as study after study confirms. Looking
up from the bottom, one might say that the principal purpose of the modern
university is to ration access to social power by means of a competitive ordeal
that has become absurdly ritualized. Just imagine, if you can, how many thou-
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sands of cum laude English majors are right now selling insurance, managing
restaurants, practicing law, or writing news copy—performing, in other words,
none of the tasks they were trained to perform.

If we want to understand the social construction of knowledge in more
clearheaded ways than we have so far, then we need to consider that the disci-
plines have operated throughout this century within discrete spheres of “official”
authority—authority sponsored either by the state or by the corporate sector, or
by a combination of the two, as the chart below describes®:

The Disciplines and Their Sponsors

State Sector Corporate Sector Civil Society
Technology Physics
Chemistry
Forestry
Agronomy
Biology
Engineering
Medicine
Administration Economics
Business Administration
Political Science
Sociology
Psychology
Corporate Law
Civil Law
Social Work
Labor Studies
Labor Law
Cultural English
Normalization History
Philosophy
Art History

The term “sponsorship” comes from Deborah Brandt’s recent work on literate
practices—practices which always owe their existence to powerful institutions. Of
course, the disciplines too must be sponsored in this sense. As we all know,
research in physics has depended quite heavily on the sponsorship of the Cold
War state. On the other hand, the discipline of chemistry has been largely a client
of the corporate sector. In the case of disciplines like agronomy and forestry, the
state and corporate sector have tend to exercise joint sponsorship. But the
sponsorship of the social sciences and humanities differs from those crucial to the
sciences. For the most part, the social sciences have enjoyed the closest relation to
the state. A young physicist, for example, might start his career by working at the
government labs in Los Alamos, New Mexico. Then that physicist might be
transferred to the Bell Labs facility in Albuquerque, a corporate concern. By
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contrast, most political scientists or sociologists have seen themselves as “lead-
ers” of the administered society, members of a distinct professional-managerial
class. Typically, the young political scientist has aspired to become a foreign
service officer or a paper-pusher in a federal agency. By the same logic, a
professor of political science aspires to write for journals like Foreign Affairs,
journals meant to guide “policy makers” and those who carry out their decisions.

But what about the humanities—where do they belong? We can convince
ourselves that the humanities speak for ordinary people in some way, but in fact
their rise and persistence has been closely tied to a thoroughly state-building
agenda: the development of an American high culture, on terms to be adjudi-
cated by the best and the brightest. Whatever existential value the humanities
might possess for individual learners, they have served for much of this century
to promote normalization in the realm of behavior and belief, as they still do:
hence our continued emphasis on the “canon,” standards of interpretation, and
so on. In the course of their ascent, the academic disciplines had to exclude the
great majority of their fellow citizens, but at the same time, they drew everyone
into a new economy of values. “Lowbrows” were free to watch TV, for example,
but departments of English helped to ensure that no one confused “I Love Lucy”
with a genuine “work of art.” While we like to think that things are different
today, we ought to ask ourselves if the economy of values has changed much in
its basic contours. When we turn “Beavis and Butthead” or “The Simpsons” into
grist for the cultural-critical mill, aren’t we really extending our authority over a
domain we were formerly content to relegate to our “inferiors?”

To some readers, none of this may come as a surprise, but the chart above
helps to underscore one social fact that generally passes unremarked upon:
almost none of the academic disciplines have direct or organic “ties to civil
society—that is, to real historical communities, neighborhoods, and so on. As an
enclave of specialists, the university has always had to seek legitimation by
underscoring its distance from precisely these primary, “unofficial” institutions;
and it has always had to demonstrate that academic knowledge is somehow
superior to or more penetrating than the “common sense” of the ordinary citizen.
Yet the degree of separation from organic interactions was less extreme earlier in
this century. The sociologist E. A. Ross and the anthropologist Margaret Mead
both wrote for large “lay” audiences, but in the postwar years, with the full
flowering of the administered society, many academics abandoned that goal.
After Ross came the ultra-theorist Talcott Parsons; after Mead came the struc-
tural-functionalists, who dismissed the very idea that the mechanisms of a social
system could be learned by asking the natives themselves. Only the professional
could know the truth.

The situation of the humanities is even more complex than the situation
of the other disciplines because the humanities have always had the weakest
links to lay culture, since they produced no new, exciting technologies and
played no significant role in improving the conditions of everyday life. So why
did the humanities exist at all? Taking our cue from Bill Readings, we might
conclude that the very need for the humanities testifies to the structural weakness
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of American society a century ago.” Precisely because the mechanisms of overt
control left so much of daily behavior unmolested, the control of culture or
ideology presented itself as the next best thing to a coercive power still out of
reach. Today, of course, the regimentation of everyday life has become much
more extensive and profound than in times past, so much more that cultural
normalization no longer plays the crucial role it once did, especially with the
defeat of ideologies that might rival “social progress,” the “free-market,” and
“objective truth.” Nowadays we all act in much the same way no matter what we
think. Whether one happens to be a Marxist, a Nietzschean, a Neoplatonist, or a
fundamentalist Christian, one will probably awaken around 6:00 in the morning,
take a shower, dress, and arrive at work around 8:30 or 9:00. One will ordinarily
work for 8-10 hours, returning home to eat dinner around 6:30 or 7:00, followed
by an evening of television and snacks. Every two weeks, generally speaking,
one receives a paycheck, and from this check one deducts the costs of a mort-
gage, groceries, cable, and so on. Given the extent of this regimentation, who can
really be surprised that ideas have become “free floating,” in the parlance of
poststructuralists—have grown weightless in their utter inconsequence? And
who can fail to see the futility of “cultural critique” except as a more alienated
and resentful style of consumption—unhappy but consumption all the same?

In a certain sense, everyone already understands that a change of this
kind has taken place. And perhaps this is why party politics, and political
programs generally, have lost so much of their cogency for most Americans. But
in that case, what happens to the university, and to an enterprise like composi-
tion? I suspect that for most people in our field, the way out—a renewed sense of
mission—lies with some version of “critical consciousness” or critical reason,
practiced in the name of Freire, Habermas, or the Frankfurt school. Yet if my
account so far is right, then critical analysis can only demonstrate the pragmatic
irrelevance of critique itself, which leaves nothing changed except ideas in a
world where new ideas are readily embraced because they have become merely
commodities or styles. No matter how “unruly” critique may seem, no matter
how “counter-hegemonic,” its real-world effects seldom go beyond the produc-
tion of 20-minute talks for the MLA and another line in the publications section
of a curriculum vitae. Nothing could be safer than “contestation” and “resis-
tance”: an alienated and embittered citizen is perhaps the most tractable citizen
of them all.

But the celebration of academic criticism as a form of political action,
though futile by its own explicit standard—the capacity to transform our social
order—is also profoundly conservative in a rather different way, not simply in
the kind of knowledge it makes but also in the kind of power relations it perpetu-
ates. After all, the much maligned tenured radical is sometimes little more than a
repackaged version of the old pipe smoking professor in tweeds. Clad now in a
leather flight jacket or a baggy sweater, such a person still imagines himself as a
cultural leader, a modern-day Socrates in a world of mass-culture Glaucons, all
his intellectual inferiors and all needing a well-reasoned kick in the pants. Butno
less than their pipe-smoking predecessors, many so-called “left intellectuals”
find themselves unable even to suppose for a moment that ordinary humans,
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exercising their judgment and acting in ways of their own devising, might
achieve something lasting or good. And so, finally, the class interest of the left
intellectual often lies with the professional-managerial elite, though now
reconceived as a “political avant-garde.”

The Pedagogy of the Administered: Reconstructing Lifeworlds

It seems to me that composition can do nothing to escape from this
impasse so long as it continues to ally itself with the professional-managerial
class—and to embrace the image of our fellow citizens as the hypnotized, or as
outright savages. In my view, this denigration of the lay citizen is the principal
means of domination now that overt violence has become passé. The more we
attempt to “liberate” our students by proving to them their own incapacity and
error—which I take to be the goal of our Freiristas—the more completely we
reinstate a deadening, and dying, status quo. What we need to do instead is to
recognize that the state and the corporate sector have become powerful by
weakening civil society over the course of the last century. Economic disruption
caused by endless industrial growth has persistently torn our real communities
apart, and once these were sundered and their traditional ways of life overturned
(good or bad as those ways of life may have been) only institutions increasingly
distant and organized along bureaucratic lines—the schools, the police, and so
on—could stave off a complete collapse, in a vicious circle endlessly repeated,
even to the present time. Every economic disruption, every market collapse, has
strengthened the power of the state against society; and every political failure,
every abridgement of popular sovereignty, has given the corporate sector a
lengthening reach over our affairs.

The university itself is quite clearly allied with the destruction of civil
society—that is, with the discrediting and erasure of our various local
knowledges. When students study politics, they typically study political theory,
not the actual processes of political life in their city, region, or state. When they
study economics, they study abstract economic laws and principals, not the
pragmatics of doing business in their own communities. When they turn to
history, they encounter, not the primary documents, but the narratives con-
structed for them by professional historians. And when they study English lit,
they read the monuments of England and New England more than anything else,
with the occasional American modernist thrown in. Only rarely might a student
from, say, California learn something about the literature and arts of California.
The “culture” of the university, if we want to use that much overworked term, is
not the culture of a place, but the culture of a class, the professionals and
managers. Almost never, consequently, do our students learn how to perceive
themselves in concrete ways as members of real-world communities. Although I
cannot prove it, I would be willing to bet that the average university graduate
could not explain how her own home town is governed—could not identify the
representative from her own congressional district or describe the justice system
in her own county. Nor could most of that student’s professors. But the trouble
here goes farther than an erasure of the local: if the privileging of abstraction
makes the social world as lived invisible, the fragmentation of knowledge into
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micro-disciplines undermines any sense of connection between world affairs and
our individual experience from one day to the next. How many recent college
graduates could speak about the causes of the hard time they themselves have
had in trying to land a decent job?

It seems to me that few of the academic disciplines are prepared to correct
this problem. On the contrary, most disciplines have structurally based vested
interests in the continued fragmentation and rarefication of knowledge: English
in particular, since anyone can read and enjoy a work of literature without the
mediation of professional critics. But composition might play a rather different
role than the other disciplines. As far as I know, composition is the only place
where students can bring together economics and history, philosophy and
biology, anthropology and ethics. Composition is the only place I know where
students might have the opportunity to translate abstract formulations into
everyday language, and to test totalizing claims against the evidence of their
own senses. Composition is, as well, the only place where they might be free to
think “meditatively,” to propose and imagine rather than merely to critique.

We need to recognize more clearly than we have that the future, if this
society has a future, lies with those who can imagine something better—those
who have not yet lost the power to imagine or to hope. But imagination by itself
is not enough. The schooling of imagination also needs to cultivate other
indispensable qualities—curiosity, patience, and a toleration for uncertainty.
And here again the writing class may be the only place where such qualities
stand some chance of developing. Other classes in other departments might ask
students, as we do, to read about the breakdown of the cities or the ecological
crisis, to assess the history of the family or predict the likely results of the global
economy. But in all the other courses these students might take, they will play a
familiar and enervating role—as the dutiful consumers of expert knowledge.
Only in a writing class, so far as I know, might they have the chance to discover
what it feels like to be the maker of one’s own truth, the maker of one’s own life.
While I admit that English 101 is hardly the place where the tyranny of expertise
will face its last stand, ] am convinced that the significant changes never happen
in a big way, all at once and on a enormous scale, but always moment by
moment and one person at a time, which is also how we teach and how we learn.
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Notes

1. The classic account appears in Weber’s “The Essentials of Bureaucratic
Organization: An Ideal-Type Reconstruction.”

2. For a discussion of the history behind our resistance, see Richard E. Miller, As
If Learning Mattered: Reforming Higher Education.

3. To see how things might be differently arranged outside the university, see
Anne Ruggles Gere, Intimate Practices: Literacy and Cultural Work in U. S. Women's
Clubs, 1880-1920.

4 . Of course, Scott is not the only person to think so. See Ronald L. Glassman,
“Conflicts between Legal and Bureaucratic Systems of Authority.” But perhaps
the most comprehensive and lucid recent treatment of this subject is Charles
Derber, Power in the Highest Degree: Professionals and the Rise of the New Mandarin
Order.

5.Thave taken the phrase “dialectic of control” from Anthony Giddans, Central
Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and Contradiction in Social Analysts,
page 6.

6. Needless to say, the relations between society, the state, the corporate sector,
and bureaucracy are quite complex. One recent work that I have found useful is
Bernard S. Silberman, Cages of Reason: The Rise of the Rational State in France, Japan,
the United States, and Great Britain, especially pages 411-25. Silberman thoroughly
discredits the Weberian idea that bureaucratic organization is intrinsically
rational. Instead, he sees the emergence of bureaucracies in the modern world as
an ad hoc response to the “experience of uncertainty” occasioned by a widening
separation between society and the state (418).

Though I am indebted to Silberman, we disagree on a number of key issues.
First, he believes that bureaucracies have been largely successful in mediating
between society and the state. I feel, however, that bureaucracies have strength-
ened themselves, and the state as well, at the near-fatal expense of civil society.
Second, Silberman supposes that there are two different kinds of bureaucracies:
1) organizational (state) bureaucracies, and 2) professions, operating more
entrepreneurially. But I believe that professions should be seen as a social
formation distinct from bureaucracy. Historically, professions are much older
than bureaucratic social organizations, and they have existed without such
complex and hierarchical arrangements. Third, Silberman tends to treat capital-
ism as a phenomenon of civil society, but I believe that the market has become a
sector of its own, separate from both civil society and the state.

7. As Readings argues in The University in Ruins, the nation-state created the
university, and, by the same token, the nation-state’s impending decline “has
effectively voided” the university’s “social mission” (89).
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