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Lester Faigley

Competing Theories of Process: A
Critique and a Proposal

The recognition of the study of writing as an important area of research within
English in North America has also led to a questioning of its theoretical under-
pinnings. While the teaching of writing has achieved programmatic or depart-
mental status at many colleges and universities, voices from outside and from
within the ranks question whether a discipline devoted to the study of writing
exists or if those who teach writing simply assume it exists because they share
common problems and interests. The convenient landmark for disciplinary histo-
rians is the Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer review
of the field in 1963, a survey that found a legion of pedagogical studies of writ-
ing, most lacking any broad theoretical notion of writing abilities or even
awareness of similar existing studies. Contemporary reviewers of writing re-
search point out how much happened in the years that followed, but no develop-
ment has been more influential than the emphasis on writing as a process. For
the last few years, Richard Young’s and Maxine Hairston’s accounts of the pro-
cess movement as a Kuhnian paradigm shift have served as justifications for dis-
ciplinary status. Even though the claim of a paradigm shift is now viewed by
some as an overstatement, it is evident that many writing teachers in grade
schools, high schools, and colleges have internalized process assumptions. In
the most optimistic visions, writing teachers K—13 march happily under the pro-
cess banner. Slogans such as ‘‘revising is good for you’ are repeated in nearly
every college writing textbook as well as in many secondary and elementary
classrooms. Paradigm, pre-paradigm, or no paradigm, nearly everyone seems to
agree that writing as a process is good and ‘‘current-traditional rhetoric’’ is bad.
It would seem, therefore, that any disciplinary claims must be based on some
shared definition of process.

The problem, of course, is that conceptions of writing as a process vary from
theorist to theorist. Commentators on the process movement (e.g., Berlin, Wriz-
ing Instruction) now assume at least two major perspectives on composing, an
expressive view including the work of ‘‘authentic voice’’ proponents such as
William Coles, Peter Elbow, Ken Macrorie, and Donald Stewart, and a cognitive
view including the research of those who analyze composing processes such as
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Linda Flower, Barry Kroll, and Andrea Lunsford. More recently, a third per-
spective on composing has emerged, one that contends processes of writing are
social in character instead of originating within individual writers. Statements on
composing from the third perspective, which I call the social view, have come
from Patricia Bizzell, Kenneth Bruffee, Marilyn Cooper, Shirley Brice Heath,
James Reither, and authors of several essays collected in Writing in Non-
academic Settings edited by Lee Odell and Dixie Goswami.

Before I contrast the assumptions of each of these three views on composing
with the goal of identifying a disciplinary basis for the study of writing, I want to
raise the underlying assumption that the study and teaching of writing should as-
pire to disciplinary status. In a radical critique of education in America, Stanley
Aronowitz and Henry Giroux see the development of writing programs as part of
a more general trend toward an atheoretical and skills-oriented curriculum that
regards teachers as civil servants who dispense pre-packaged lessons. Here is
Aronowitz and Giroux’s assessment:

We wish to suggest that schools, especially the colleges and universities,
are now battlegrounds that may help to determine the shape of the future.
The proliferation of composition programs at all levels of higher education
may signal a new effort to extend the technicization process even further
into the humanities. . . . The splitting of composition as a course from the
study of literature, [sic] is of course a sign of its technicization and should
be resisted both because it is an attack against critical thought and because
it results in demoralization of teachers and their alienation from work. (52)

While I find their conclusions extreme, their critique provokes us to examine
writing in relation to larger social and political issues. Unlike most other Marxist
educational theorists, Aronowitz and Giroux do not present a pessimistic deter-
minism nor do they deny human agency. They allow for the possibility that
teachers and students can resist domination and think critically, thus leaving
open the possibility for a historically aware theory and pedagogy of composing.

I will outline briefly the histories of each of the dominant theoretical views of
composing, drawing on an earlier book by Giroux, Theory and Resistance in Ed-
ucation, for a critical review of the assumptions of each position.! In the con-
cluding section of this essay, however, I reject Aronowitz and Giroux’s dour as-
sessment of the study of writing as a discipline. Each of the theoretical positions
on composing has given teachers of writing a pedagogy for resisting a narrow
definition of writing based largely on ‘‘correct’”” grammar and usage. Finally, I
argue that disciplinary claims for writing must be based on a conception of pro-
cess broader than any of the three views.

The Expressive View

The beginnings of composing research in the mid-1960s hardly marked a revolu-
tion against the prevailing line of research; in fact, early studies of composing is-
sues typically were isolated pedagogical experiments similar to those described

1. Giroux directly criticizes ‘‘romantic’’ and ‘‘cognitive developmental’’ traditions of teaching
literacy in Theory and Resistance in Education. Bruce Herzberg has extended Giroux’s critique to
particular composition theorists.
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by Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer. One of these experiments was D. Gor-
don Rohman and Albert Wlecke’s study of the effects of ‘‘pre-writing’’ on writ-
ing performance, first published in 1964. Rohman and Wlecke maintained that
thinking was different from writing and antecedent to writing; therefore, teach-
ers should stimulate students’ thinking by having them write journals, construct
analogies, and, in the spirit of the sixties, meditate before writing essays.
Young cites the Rohman and Wlecke study as one that helped to overturn the
current-traditional paradigm. What Young neglects to mention is that Rohman
and Wlecke revived certain Romantic notions about composing and were in-
stigators of a ‘‘neo-Romantic’’ view of process. Rohman defines ‘‘good writ-
ing”’ as

that discovered combination of words which allows a person the integrity
to dominate his subject with a pattern both fresh and original. ‘‘Bad writ-
ing,”” then, is an echo of someone else’s combination which we have mere-

ly taken over for the occasion of our writing. . . . ““Good writing’’ must be
the discovery by a responsible person of his uniqueness within his subject.
(107-08)

This definition of ‘‘good writing’’ includes the essential qualities of Romantic ex-
pressivism—integrity, spontaneity, and originality—the same qualities M. H.
Abrams uses to define ‘‘expressive’’ poetry in The Mirror and the Lamp.

Each of these expressivist qualities has motivated a series of studies and theo-
retical statements on composing. We can see the influence of the first notion—
integrity—in the transmission of Rohman and Wlecke’s definitions of ‘‘good’
and ‘‘bad’’ writing. In 1969 Donald Stewart argued that the unified aim for writ-
ing courses should be writing with integrity. He illustrated his argument with a
student paper titled ‘‘Money Isn’t as Valuable as It Seems’’ that contained a se-
ries of predictable generalities. Stewart criticized the student not for failing to
support his generalizations but because he ‘‘doesn’t believe what he is saying.
Worse yet, it is possible that he doesn’t even realize he doesn’t believe it’’
(225).2 The problem with using integrity as a measure of value is obvious in ret-
rospect. Not only is the writer of the paper Stewart reproduces bound by his
culture, as Stewart argues, but so too are Stewart’s criticisms. Stewart’s charges
of insincerity are based on the assumption that the student is parroting the anti-
establishment idealism of the late sixties. Conversely, career-oriented students
of today are so unlikely to write such a paper, that if one started an essay with
the same sentences as Stewart’s example (‘‘Having money is one of the least
important items of life. Money only causes problems and heartaches among
one’s friends and self.”’), a teacher likely would assume that the student believed
what she was saying, no matter how trite or predictable.

2. Even more strident attacks on cliches and conventional writing assignments came from Ken
Macrorie, who damned ‘‘themes’’ as papers ‘‘not meant to be read but corrected’’ (686), and from
William Coles, who accused textbook authors of promoting ‘‘themewriting’’ by presenting writing ‘‘as a
trick that can be played, a device that can be put into operation . . . just as one can be taught or learn to
run an adding machine, or pour concrete’’ (134-42).
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Because the sincerity of a text is finally impossible to assess, a second quality
of Romantic expressivism—spontaneity—became important to the process
movement primarily through Peter Elbow’s Writing without Teachers, a book
that was written for a broad audience, and that enjoyed great popular success.
Elbow adopted Macrorie’s method of free writing, but he presented the method
as practical advice for writing spontaneously, not as a way of discovering ‘‘the
truth.”” Elbow questioned Rohman and Wlecke’s separation of thinking from
writing, a model he maintained led to frustration. Instead, Elbow urged that we

think of writing as an organic, developmental process in which you start
writing at the very beginning—before you know your meaning at all—and
encourage your words gradually to change and evolve. Only at the end will
you know what you want to say or the words you want to say it with. (15)

Elbow chose the metaphor of organic growth to describe the operations of com-
posing, the same metaphor Edward Young used to describe the vegetable con-
cept of genius in 1759 and Coleridge borrowed from German philosophers to de-
scribe the workings of the imagination (see Abrams 198-225). Coleridge
contrasted two kinds of form—one mechanical, when we impress upon any ma-
terial a predetermined form, the other organic, when the material shapes itself
from within. Coleridge also realized the plant metaphor implied a kind of organic
determinism. (Tulip bulbs cannot grow into daffodils.) He avoided this conse-
quence by insisting upon the free will of the artist, that the artist has foresight
and the power of choice. In much the same way, Elbow qualifies his organic
metaphor:

It is true, of course, that an initial set of words does not, like a young live
organism, contain within each cell a plan for the final mature stage and all
the intervening stages that must be gone through. Perhaps, therefore, the fi-
nal higher organization in words should only be called a borrowed reflec-
tion of a higher organization that is really in me or my mind. (23)

Elbow’s point is one of the standards of Romantic theory: that ‘‘good’’ writing
does not follow rules but reflects the processes of the creative imagination.

If writing is to unfold with organic spontaneity, then it ought to expose the
writer’s false starts and confused preliminary explorations of the topic. In other
words, the writing should proceed obliquely as a *‘striving toward’’—a mimetic
of the writer’s actual thought processes—and only hint at the goal of such striv-
ing. The resultant piece of writing would then seem fragmentary and unfinished,
but would reveal what Coleridge calls a progressive method, a psychological
rather than rhetorical organization, unifying its outwardly disparate parts. On
the other hand, insofar as a piece of writing—no matter how expressive—is co-
herent, it must also be mimetic and rhetorical. At times Wordsworth and to a
lesser extent Coleridge seem to argue that expressivism precludes all in-
tentionality—as if such meditations as Wordsworth’s ‘‘Tintern Abbey’’ and
Coleridge’s ‘‘This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison’’ weren’t carefully arranged to
seem spontaneous. Peter Elbow’s solution to the dilemma of spontaneity comes
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in Writing with Power, where he discusses revision as the shaping of unformed
material.

A third quality of Romantic expressivism—originality—could not be adapted
directly to current theories of composing because the Romantic notion of origi-
nality is linked to the notion of natural genius, the difference between the poet
who is born and the poet who is made. The concept of natural genius has been
replaced in contemporary expressive theory with an emphasis on the innate po-
tential of the unconscious mind. More limited statements of this position recom-
mend teaching creative writing to stimulate originality.3 Stronger statements
come from those expressive theorists who apply the concept of ‘‘self-
actualization’’ from psychoanalysis to writing. Rohman says teachers ‘‘must rec-
ognize and use, as the psychologists do in therapy, a person’s desire to actualize
himself’’ (108). The implication is that personal development aids writing devel-
opment or that writing development can aid personal development, with the re-
sult that better psychologically integrated people become better writers. (Case
histories of twentieth-century poets and novelists are seldom introduced in these
discussions.) In an essay on meditation and writing James Moffett extends the
self-actualization notion introduced by Rohman, saying ‘‘good therapy and com-
position aim at clear thinking, effective relating, and satisfying self-expression’’
(2395).

Giroux, however, would see Moffett’s essay as emblematic of what is wrong
with the expressive view. Although Giroux grants that expressive theory came
as a reaction against, to use his word, the ‘‘technicization’’ of education, he con-
tends the result of the quest for ‘‘psychic redemption’” and ‘personal growth’ is
a turning away from the relation of the individual to the social world, a world
where ‘‘social practices situated in issues of class, gender, and race shape every
day experience’’ (219). For Giroux, the expressive view of composing ignores
how writing works in the world, hides the social nature of language, and offers a
false notion of a “‘private’’ self. Before I defend the expressive position against
Giroux’s attack, I will move on to the cognitive view where Giroux’s strongest
criticisms center.

The Cognitive View

In addition to promoting expressive assumptions about composing, Rohman and
Wilecke helped inspire research that led to the current cognitive view. Several
researchers in the late sixties were encouraged by Rohman and Wlecke’s men-
tion of heuristics and their finding that students who were taught ‘‘pre-writing”’
activities wrote better essays. More important, Rohman and Wlecke’s proposal
of three linear stages in the writing process stimulated research in response. In
1964 Janet Emig first argued against a linear model of composing, and she re-
doubled her attack in her 1969 dissertation, later published as an NCTE research

3. For example, Art Young advocates having students write poems, plays, and stories in writing-
across-the-curriculum classes. During the 1920s and 1930s, there were numerous appeals to incorporate
creative writing into the English curriculum; see, for example, Lou LaBrant.
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monograph. Emig was among the first writing researchers to act on calls for re-
search on cognitive processes issued at the influential 1966 Dartmouth Seminar
on English. She observed that high school writers, in contrast to standard text-
book advice of the time, did not use outlines to compose and that composing
‘“‘does not occur as a left-to-right, solid, uninterrupted activity with an even
pace’’ (84). Instead, Emig described composing as ‘‘recursive,’’ an adjective
from mathematics that refers to a formula generating successive terms. While
the term is technically misapplied, since writing processes do not operate this
simply, the extent to which it is used by other researchers attests to Emig’s in-
fluence. Another measure of Emig’s influence is that denunciations of Rohman
and Wlecke’s Pre-writing, Writing, Re-writing model became a trope for intro-
ductions of later articles on composing.

In a recent consideration of Emig’s monograph, Ralph Voss credits her with
developing a ‘‘ ‘science consciousness’ in composition research’’ (279). Emig ap-
propriated from psychology more than the case-study approach and think-aloud
methodology. Her monograph is a mixture of social science and literary idioms,
with one sentence talking about a ‘‘sense of closure,’’ the next about ‘‘a moment
in the process when one feels most godlike’’ (44). Emig’s work was well re-
ceived because writing researchers wanted to enter the mainstream of educa-
tional research. For example, Janice Lauer began a 1970 article directing writing
researchers to psychologists’ work in problem solving with the following sen-
tence: ‘‘Freshman English will never reach the status of a respectable intellec-
tual discipline unless both its theorizers and its practitioners break out of the
ghetto’’ (396). Emig provided not only a new methodology but an agenda for
subsequent research, raising issues such as pausing during composing, the role
of rereading in revision, and the paucity of substantial revision in student writ-
ing. Her monograph led to numerous observational studies of writers’ compos-
ing behavior during the next decade.4

The main ingredient Emig did not give researchers was a cognitive theory of
composing. When writing researchers realized Chomsky’s theory of transforma-
tional grammar could not explain composing abilities, they turned to two other
sources of cognitive theory. The first was cognitive-developmental psychology,
which James Britton and his colleagues applied to the developing sense of audi-
ence among young writers. Britton argued that children as speakers gain a sense
of audience because the hearer is a reactive presence, but children as writers
have more difficulty because the ‘‘other’’ is not present. Consequently, a child
writing must imagine a generalized context for the particular text in all but the
most immediate writing situations (such as an informal letter). Britton con-
demned most school writing assignments for failing to encourage children to
imagine real writing situations (see Development 63-65). Other researchers
probed the notion of developmental stages in writing. Barry Kroll adapted Jean
Piaget’s concept of egocentrism—the inability to take any perspective but one’s
own—to explain young children’s lack of a sense of audience. He hypothesized,

4. For a bibliographic review of cognitive studies of composing, see Faigley, Cherry, Jolliffe, and
Skinner, chapters 1-5.
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like Britton, that children’s ability to decenter—to imagine another perspec-
tive—develops more slowly in writing than in speaking. Andrea Lunsford ex-
tended Piaget’s stages of cognitive development to college basic writers, arguing
that their tendency to lapse into personal narrative in writing situations that call
for ‘‘abstract’ discourse indicates they are arrested in an ‘‘egocentric stage.”’

The second source of cognitive theory came from American cognitive psy-
chology, which has spawned several strands of research on composing. Many
college writing teachers were introduced to a cognitive theory of composing
through the work of Linda Flower and John R. Hayes. Flower and Hayes’ main
claims—that composing processes intermingle, that goals direct composing, and
that experts compose differently from inexperienced writers—all have become
commonplaces of the process movement. Less well understood by writing teach-
ers, however, are the assumptions underlying Flower and Hayes’ model, as-
sumptions derived from a cognitive research tradition. Flower and Hayes ac-
knowledge their debt to this tradition, especially to Allen Newell and Herbert A.
Simon’s Human Problem Solving, a classic work that helped define the aims and
agenda for a cognitive science research program. Newell and Simon theorize
that the key to understanding how people solve problems is in their ‘‘program-
mability’’; in other words, how people use ‘‘a very simple information process-
ing system’’ to account for their ‘‘problem solving in such tasks as chess, logic,
and cryptarithmetic’’ (870). The idea that thinking and language can be repre-
sented by computers underlies much research in cognitive science in several
camps, including artificial intelligence, computational linguistics, and cognitive
psychology. Newell and Simon’s historical overview of this movement credits
Norbert Wiener’s theory of cybernetics as the beginnings of contemporary cog-
nitive science.’ The basic principle of cybernetics is the feedback loop, in which
the regulating mechanism receives information from the thing regulated and
makes adjustments.

George A. Miller was among the first to introduce cybernetic theory as an al-
ternative to the stimulus-response reflex arc as the basis of mental activity. In
Plans and the Structure of Behavior, Miller, Eugene Galanter, and Karl Pribram
describe human behavior as guided by plans that are constantly being evaluated
as they are being carried out in a feedback loop. They theorize that the brain—
like a computer—is divided into a memory and a processing unit. What Miller,
Galanter, and Pribram do not attempt to theorize is where plans come from. To
fill in this gap, Newell and Simon add to the feedback loop an entity they call the
task environment, defined in terms of a goal coupled with a specific environ-
ment. Newell and Simon claim the resulting loop explains how people think.

If we look at the graphic representation of the Flower and Hayes model in the
1980 and 1981 versions, we can see how closely the overall design follows in the
cognitive science tradition. The box labelled Writing Processes is analogous to

5. Wiener used the term cybernetics—derived from the Greek word for the pilot of a ship—as a
metaphor for the functioning mind. He claimed as a precedent James Watt’s use of the word governor to
describe the mechanical regulator of a steam engine. Wiener’s metaphor explained the mind as a control
mechanism such as an automatic pilot of an airplane. For a historical overview of cybernetics and the
beginnings of cognitive science, see Bell.
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the central processing unit of a computer. In the 1980 version, diagrams repre-
senting the subprocesses of composing (planning, translating, and reviewing) are
presented as computer flowcharts. Like Newell and Simon’s model of informa-
tion processing, Flower and Hayes’ model makes strong theoretical claims in as-
suming relatively simple cognitive operations produce enormously complex ac-
tions, and like Emig’s monograph, the Flower and Hayes model helped promote
a ‘‘science consciousness’’ among writing teachers. Even though cognitive re-
searchers have warned that ‘‘novice writers cannot be turned into experts sim-
ply by tutoring them in the knowledge expert writers have’’ (Scardamalia 174),
many writing teachers believed cognitive research could provide a ‘‘deep struc-
ture’’ theory of the composing process, which could in turn specify how writing
should be taught. Furthermore, the Flower and Hayes model had other attrac-
tions. The placement of translating after planning was compatible with the se-
quence of invention, arrangement, and style in classical rhetoric. It also suited a
popular conception that language comes after ideas are formed, a conception
found in everyday metaphors that express ideas as objects placed in containers
(e.g., “‘It’s difficult to put my ideas into words’’).6

Giroux’s response to the cognitive view of composing can be readily inferred.
To begin, Giroux would be highly critical of any attempt to discover universal
laws underlying writing. Writing for Giroux, like other acts of literacy, is not uni-
versal but social in nature and cannot be removed from culture. He would fault the
cognitive view for collapsing cultural issues under the label ‘‘audience,’’ which,
defined unproblematically, is reduced to the status of a variable in an equation. He
further would accuse the cognitive view of neglecting the content of writing and
downplaying conflicts inherent in acts of writing. As a consequence, pedagogies
assuming a cognitive view tend to overlook differences in language use among stu-
dents of different social classes, genders, and ethnic backgrounds.

At this point I'll let Giroux’s bricks fly against my windows and use an article
on revision I wrote with Steve Witte as a case in point. In this study Witte and I
attempt to classify revision changes according to the extent they affect the content
of the text. We apply a scheme for describing the structure of a text developed by
the Dutch text linguist, Teun van Dijk. What seems obviously wrong with this arti-
cle in hindsight is the degree to which we assign meaning to the text. Now even
van Dijk admits there are as many macrostructures for a text as there are readers.
Although our conclusions criticize the artificiality of the experiment and recognize
that ‘‘revision cannot be separated from other aspects of composing,’’ the intent
of the study still suffers from what Giroux sees as a fundamental flaw of cognitivist
research—the isolation of part from whole.

The Social View

The third perspective on composing I identified at the beginning of this essay—
the social view—is less codified and less constituted at present than the ex-
pressive and cognitive views because it arises from several disciplinary tradi-
tions. Because of this diversity a comprehensive social view cannot be extrapo-
lated from a collection of positions in the same way I have described the

6. Reddy discusses some of the consequences of the ‘‘conduit’” metaphor for our understanding of
language.
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expressive and cognitive views of composing. Statements that propose a social
view of writing range from those urging more attention to the immediate circum-
stances of how a text is composed to those denying the existence of an individu-
al author. My effort to outline a social view will be on the basis of one central
assumption: human language (including writing) can be understood only from the
perspective of a society rather than a single individual. Thus taking a social view
requires a great deal more than simply paying more attention to the context sur-
rounding a discourse. It rejects the assumption that writing is the act of a private
consciousness and that everything else—readers, subjects, and texts—is ‘‘out
there’’ in the world. The focus of a social view of writing, therefore, is not on
how the social situation influences the individual, but on how the individual is a
constituent of a culture.

I will attempt to identify four lines of research that take a social view of writ-
ing, although I recognize that these positions overlap and that each draws on
earlier work (e.g., Kenneth Burke). These four lines of research can be charac-
terized by the traditions from which they emerge: poststructuralist theories of
language, the sociology of science, ethnography, and Marxism.

In the last few years, writing researchers influenced by poststructuralist theo-
ries of language have brought notions of discourse communities to discussions of
composing. Patricia Bizzell and David Bartholomae, for example, have found
such ideas advantageous in examining the writing of college students. Those
who believe that meaning resides in the text accuse any other position of solip-
sism and relativism, but concepts of discourse communities provide an alter-
native position, offering solutions to difficult problems in interpretative theory.
Reading is neither an experience of extracting a fixed meaning from a text nor is
it a matter of making words mean anything you want them to in Alice in Won-
derland fashion. Ambiguity in texts is not the problem for humans that it is for
computers—not so much because we are better at extracting meaning but be-
cause language is social practice; because, to paraphrase Bakhtin, words carry
with them the places where they have been.

This view of language raises serious problems for cognitive-based research
programs investigating adults’ composing processes. For instance, Bizzell crit-
icizes the separation of ‘‘Planning’’ and ‘‘Translating’’ in the Flower and Hayes
model. Even though Flower and Hayes allow for language to generate language
through rereading, Bizzell claims the separation of words from ideas distorts the
nature of composing. Bizzell cites Vygotsky, whom many cognitive researchers
lump together with Piaget, but whose understanding of language is very different
from Piaget’s. Vygotsky studied language development as a historical and cultur-
al process, in which a child acquires not only the words of language but the in-
tentions carried by those words and the situations implied by them.

From a social perspective, a major shortcoming in studies that contrast expert
and novice writers lies not so much in the artificiality of the experimental situa-
tion, but in the assumption that expertise can be defined outside of a specific
community of writers. Since individual expertise varies across communities,
there can be no one definition of an expert writer. David Bartholomae explores
the implications for the teaching of college writing. He argues that writing in col-
lege is difficult for inexperienced writers not because they are forced to make the
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transition from ‘‘writer-based’’ to ‘‘reader-based’’ prose but because they lack
the privileged language of the academic community. Bartholomae’s point is sim-
ilar to Bizzell’s: when students write in an academic discipline, they write in ref-
erence to texts that define the scholarly activities of interpreting and reporting in
that discipline. Bartholomae alludes to Barthes’ observation that a text on a par-
ticular topic always has ‘‘off-stage voices’’ for what has previously been written
about that topic. Thus a social view of writing moves beyond the expressivist
contention that the individual discovers the self through language and beyond
the cognitivist position that an individual constructs reality through language. In
a social view, any effort to write about the self or reality always comes in rela-
tion to previous texts.

A substantial body of research examining the social processes of writing in an
academic discourse community now exists in the sociology of science. Most of
this research has been done in Britain, but Americans Charles Bazerman and
Greg Myers have made important contributions (see Myers’ review article in this
issue of CE). Research in scientific writing displays many of the theoretical and
methodological differences mentioned at the beginning of this section, but this
literature taken as a whole challenges the assumption that scientific texts contain
autonomous presentations of facts; instead, the texts are ‘‘active social tools in
the complex interactions of a research community’’ (Bazerman 3). In the more
extreme version of this argument, which follows from Rorty and other prag-
matists, science itself becomes a collection of literary forms. Writing about the
basis of economics, Donald McCloskey calls statistics ‘‘figures of speech in nu-
merical dress’’ (98). He goes on to say that ‘‘the scientific paper is, after all, a
literary genre, with an actual author, an implied author, an implied reader, a his-
tory, and a form’ (105). In contrast, current British research understands a di-
alectical relationship between external reality and the conventions of a commu-
nity. A good introduction to this field is Nigel Gilbert and Michael Mulkay’s
1984 book, Opening Pandora’s Box.”

A third line of research taking a social view of composing develops from the
tradition of ethnography. Ethnographic methodology in the 1970s and 1980s has
been used to examine the immediate communities in which writers learn to
write—the family and the classroom. These researchers have observed that for
many children, the ways literacy is used at home and in the world around them
matches poorly with the literacy expectations of the school.® The most impor-
tant of these studies to date is Shirley Brice Heath’s analysis of working-class
and middle-class families in the Carolina Piedmont. Heath found that how chil-
dren learn to use literacy originates from how families and communities are
structured. Another line of research using ethnographic methodology investi-
gates writing in the workplace, interpreting acts of writing and reading within the
culture of the workplace (see Odell and Goswami for examples).

7. Gilbert and Mulkay provide a bibliography of social studies of scientific discourse on 194-95.
8. Heath includes an annotated bibliography of school and community ethnographies in the end-
notes of Ways with Words.
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Finally, I include Marxist studies of literacy as a fourth social position on
composing. The essential tenet of a Marxist position would be that any act of
writing or of teaching writing must be understood within a structure of power re-
lated to modes of production. A Marxist critique of the other social positions
would accuse each of failing to deal with key concepts such as class, power, and
ideology.® Giroux finds discourse communities are often more concerned with
ways of excluding new members than with ways of admitting them. He attacks
non-Marxist ethnographies for sacrificing ‘‘theoretical depth for methodological
refinement’’ (98). Indeed, much Marxist scholarship consists of faulting other
theorists for their lack of political sophistication.

Toward a Synthesis

At the beginning of this essay I quoted Aronowitz and Giroux’s conclusion that
the spread of writing programs and, by implication, the process movement itself
are part of a general movement toward ‘‘atheoretical’’ and *‘skills-oriented’’ ed-
ucation in America. Now I would like to evaluate that claim. If process theory
and pedagogy have up to now been unproblematically accepted, I see a danger
that it could be unproblematically rejected. Process theory and pedagogy have
given student writing a value and authority absent in current-traditional ap-
proaches. Each view of process has provided teachers with ways of resisting
static methods of teaching writing—methods based on notions of abstract form
and adherence to the ‘‘rules’’ of Standard English. Expressive theorists validate
personal experience in school systems that often deny it. Cognitive theorists see
language as a way of negotiating the world, which is the basis of James Berlin’s
dialogic redefinition of epistemic rhetoric (Rhetoric and Reality). And social
theorists such as Heath have found that children who are labelled remedial in
traditional classrooms can learn literacy skills by studying the occurrences of
writing in the familiar world around them (see Ways with Words, Chapter 9).

But equally instructive is the conclusion of Heath’s book, where she de-
scribes how the curriculum she helped create was quickly swept away. It illus-
trates how social and historical forces shape the teaching of writing—rela-
tionships that, with few exceptions, are only now beginning to be critically
investigated. If the process movement is to continue to influence the teaching of
writing and to supply alternatives to current-traditional pedagogy, it must take a
broader conception of writing, one that understands writing processes are histor-
ically dynamic—not psychic states, cognitive routines, or neutral social rela-
tionships. This historical awareness would allow us to reinterpret and integrate
each of the theoretical perspectives I have outlined.

The expressive view presents one of two opposing influences in discourse—
the unique character of particular acts of writing versus the conventions of lan-
guage, genre, and social occasion that make that act understandable to others.
The expressive view, therefore, leads us to one of the key paradoxes of literacy.

9. Richard Ohmann’s English in America remains the seminal Marxist analysis of American writing
instruction.
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When literacy began to be widespread in Northern Europe and its colonies dur-
ing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it reduced differences between lan-
guage groups in those countries and brought an emphasis on standard usage. But
at the same time linguistic differences were being reduced, individuals became
capable of changing the social order by writing for a literate populace (witness
the many revolutionary tracts published during the nineteenth century). Further-
more, modern notions of the individual came into being through the widespread
publication of the many literary figures and philosophers associated with the Ro-
mantic movement and the later development of psychology as a discipline in the
nineteenth century. Current technologies for electronic communications bring
the potential for gaining access to large bodies of information from the home, yet
at the same time these technologies bring increased potential for control through
surveillance of communication and restriction of access. People, however, find
ways to adapt technologies for their own interests. In organizations where com-
puter technologies have become commonplace, people have taken advantage of
opportunities for horizontal communication on topics of their choice through
computer ‘‘bulletin boards,’”’ which function like radio call-in programs. For ex-
ample, on ARPANET, the Department of Defense’s computer network linking
research facilities, military contractors, and universities, popular bulletin boards
include ones for science fiction, movie reviews, and even a lively debate on arms
control. How the possibilities for individual expression will be affected by major
technological changes in progress should become one of the most important
areas of research for those who study writing.

In a similar way, historical awareness would enhance a cognitive view of
composing by demonstrating the historical origins of an individual writer’s goals.
The cognitive view has brought attention to how writers compose in the work-
place. Many writing tasks on the job can be characterized as rhetorical ‘‘prob-
lems,’’ but the problems themselves are not ones the writers devise. Writing
processes take place as part of a structure of power. For instance, Lee Iacocca’s
autobiography reveals how writing conveys power in large organizations.
Tacocca says he communicated good news in writing, but bad news orally. Sure-
ly Iacocca’s goals and processes in writing are inseparable from what he does
and where he works, which in turn must be considered in relation to other large
corporations, and which finally should be considered within a history of cap-
italism.

Some social approaches to the study of discourse entail historical awareness,
but a social view is not necessarily historical. The insight that the learning of lit-
eracy is a social activity within a specific community will not necessarily lead us
to a desirable end. Raymond Williams observes that the term community has
been used to refer to existing social relationships or possible alternative social
relationships, but that it is always used positively, that there is no opposing
term. Yet we know from the sad experiences of the twentieth century that con-
sensus often brings oppression. How written texts become instruments of power
in a community is evident in the history of colonial empires, where written docu-
ments served to implement colonial power. Some of the earliest recorded uses of
writing in Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt were for collecting taxes and issuing
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laws in conquered territories. Written documents made possible the incident
George Orwell describes in ‘‘The Hanging’’—an essay frequently anthologized
but rarely analyzed in writing classes for its political significance. Furthermore,
in the effort to identify conventions that define communities of writers, commen-
tators on writing processes from a social viewpoint have neglected the issue of
what cannot be discussed in a particular community, exclusions Foucault has
shown to be the exercise of power.

These questions are not mere matters of ivory-tower debate. The preoccupa-
tion with an underlying theory of the writing process has led us to neglect finding
answers to the most obvious questions in college writing instruction today: why
college writing courses are prevalent in the United States and rare in the rest of
the world; why the emphasis on teaching writing occurring in the aftermath of
the “‘literacy crisis’’ of the seventies has not abated; why the majority of college
writing courses are taught by graduate students and other persons in nontenur-
able positions. Answers to such questions will come only when we look beyond
who is writing to whom to the texts and social systems that stand in relation to
that act of writing. If the teaching of writing is to reach disciplinary status, it will
be achieved through recognition that writing processes are, as Stanley Fish says
of linguistic knowledge, ‘‘contextual rather than abstract, local rather than gen-
eral, dynamic rather than invariant’ (438).
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