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Writing the Discipline: A Generic 

History of English Studies 

Jessica Yood 

iterary and composition and rhetoric scholars are all, in some way, chroni- 
clers of change-observers of the ways that language interacts with and forms 

people and culture. Yet when it comes to the shifts of our own academic 
culture, the role of language, and especially writing, is curiously overlooked. 

While there is a growing body of literature on the history of and present crisis in the 
humanities, we have yet to understand how writing by academics about their work is 

intimately connected to the kind of work we have done in the past and continue to 
do now. The rhetoric of "crisis" about the "fate of the field" is not some elusive idea; 
it is the material of a new genre of writing. And this genre, emerging as I write, is 

reshaping the culture of academia. 
In Carolyn Miller's description, genres are "social actions," formed in and from 

"recurrent rhetorical situations." Miller writes that the "new is made familiar through 
the recognition of relevant similarities; those similarities become constituted as a 

type" (29). This "recurring" function is the key to making the connection between 

genres and what Wittgenstein calls "life forms." In what follows, I provide a history 
of disciplinary discourse in English studies. This history reveals that this new kind 
of writing-self-conscious, reflective prose-is creating a new "life form" in aca- 
demic culture. In order to recognize this culture, we need research into the lan- 

guage academics use to define, describe, and change their work. To make the case 
that this writing is more than symptomatic of a "crisis" or "impasse" as some schol- 
ars have claimed (see Kroeber, Poovey), I provide a history of this genre's language, 
from the late nineteenth century to the present, focusing on what Raymond Will- 
iams calls a history's "whole series of changing relationships which are evident in the 
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Writing the Discipline 527 

changing practice of writing" (2). Genres, as Ralph Cohen explains, are constructed 
"in relation to other genres, so that [their] aims and purposes at a particular time are 
defined by [their] interrelation with and differentiation from others" (207). Articles 
from the field's two generalist journals, PMLA and College English, as well as repre- 
sentative book-length studies, provide the material for tracing the evolution of the 

genre in relation to other scholarly discourse, as well as to a changing academic 
culture. This work is based on research that links emergent genres and social struc- 
tures. For example, historians of the novel are continually revising the single narra- 
tive of the "rise of the novel" by tracing the influence of hybrid genres and women's 

writing on the reading public, on literacy, and on familiar notions of "modernity." 
Pioneer compositionists trace the way first-year writing serves as the lynchpin for 
various transformations in higher education. While this is a history of how profes- 
sional discourse in English develops, it is also a history of a discipline and an aca- 
demic community that responds to and is created by its professional language. 

THE BEGINNING OF LITERATURE, THE BIRTH 

OF THE ESSAY ON DISCIPLINARITY 

After the Civil War, the new economy demanded more college-educated Ameri- 
cans, and, for the first time in American history, women's colleges were being built. 
As Gerald Graff describes in Professing Literature, the end of the nineteenth century 
brought about the beginning of a new industrial growth in the United States. The 
new, unified democracy needed a higher education that could reflect and enact this 
culture. The study of literature became a part of this new America. However, "liter- 

ary studies" needed to be argued for without creating a cultural conflict or, worse, a 
civil war with its predecessors, rhetoric or classics. In "The Place of English in the 

College Curriculum," published in the first edition of PMLA (1884-85), Thomas 
W. Hunt, a professor of rhetoric, argues for the right of literary studies to become 
the center for language study. While Hunt argues for the sanctioned study of litera- 
ture as a profession, his argument is predicated on one distinction: that the writing 
one does about literary studies is different from literature or literary criticism. With 
this distinction the segregation between literature and writing, between academia 
and "real" writing, is born. 

Hunt paints literary studies as the "natural" discipline, on a par with other es- 
tablished fields. Like philosophy and science, English was to come into existence 
without pretense, politics, or polemics-without, that is, rhetoric. The solution to 
this rhetorical and historical problem was to present his argument in a new genre, 
what Hunt calls the "informal discussion." He calls attention to the genre's form (or 
formlessness) while distancing himself from it-arguing that with the advent of lit- 
erary studies, such informality and lack of discipline would disappear. Hunt claims 
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528 College English 

that his "informal discussion" would not be needed if the "sphere of a liberal train- 

ing" were complete, if it included the study of "modern languages" (121). Literary 
scholarship (and literary scholars) would "naturally" fit the new historical moment: 
the "historical place of English in our higher institutions has been a mere apology 
[.. .] and it now claims a more generous acknowledgment. It insists, moreover, that 
its claims are reasonable and should at once be heeded" (120). In this formulation, 
there is no agent of change; literary studies "naturally" could provide a new culture 
for the nation. Hunt promises that literature "will substitute the disciplinary for the 
aesthetic method and give true literary inspiration rank above mere verbal finish" 

(126). When he finally addresses the potential enemy, the field of classics, Hunt uses 
the rhetoric of a "civilized" culture to write it out of existence. He argues that "[t]he 
question is not, Must the classics go? [but rather] will the classics [. ..] make any 
concessions of their large amount of time to the modem languages appealing for 
such time?" (121). Here he employs genre and rhetoric to create a literature that 

symbolizes everything the literary scholar should not be: informal, political, rhe- 
torical. 

Hunt's piece, in Charles Bazerman's term, worked as a "genre system," inter- 

acting with other genres "in specific settings" for specific purposes ("Systems" 97). 
The field of literary studies emerges from the genre of professional complaint about 
rhetoric or classics. And the genre of professional complaint emerges out of the 
social climate of post-Civil War education expansion and reform. This history helps 
make sense of the rise of "New Criticism." New Criticism solidified literature's place 
as the field's object of knowledge because its practitioners suggested its "natural" 
link to the culture of the day. As Catharine Gallagher explains, even as New Criti- 
cism "opposed itself to modernization" it "emphatically nominated itself as a move- 
ment for professional consolidation" (134). By distinguishing its methodology from 
the modern world, this school of criticism actually solidified its place in that world. 

PACKAGING THE "PLACE" OF ENGLISH: 

HISTORICIZING THE PROFESSION 

Research in the disciplinary practices of other fields, including the natural and social 

sciences, reveals that when a field seeks to change directions, when it reaches what 
Isabele Stengers calls a "bifurcated point" in the evolution of producing knowledge, 
scholars seek a change in rhetoric and genre. For example, as Bazerman has found, 
scientists solidified the empirical nature of their work by creating the experimental 
essay, which distanced the scientist and her observations from the presentation of 
those findings (Shaping 148-50). For English studies, its new methodology, literary 
criticism, was made distinct from its object, literature, and its subject, the profes- 
sional literary critic. 
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Writing the Discipline 529 

This distinction deepened with the creation of two cultures of scholarship: writ- 
ten and oral. Literary criticism appeared in books and journal articles, while various 
redirections in the discipline, such as the turn toward a research-centered agenda in 
the 1920s and 1930s and conflicts that arose in response to the New Criticism of the 
1940s and 1950s, were addressed in panels at the MLA and NCTE conventions. 
Other redirections in the social structure of the culture, including the growth of 

colleges and the increase in the numbers of college students, the addition of women 
students and faculty, and the wide gaps in the literacy levels of students, were seen as 
issues for teachers and administrators, not scholars. Teachers of the new first-year 
composition or communication courses were most likely to confront issues of stu- 
dent population, learning, and curriculum in their "informal" gatherings and publi- 
cations. The distinction between the immediate concerns of the field, relegated to 
the oral domains of the discipline, and the more permanent, scholarly concerns of 
the field, published in journals, was formalized in the late 1940s. In 1947 the editor 
of PMLA began to differentiate between "brown" and "blue" issues of the journal: 
blue for scholarship in literary studies and brown for "proceedings" or "transac- 
tions" of meetings or committees (for particular statistics on the ratio of "brown" 

publications to "blue," see Fisher 405). From 1883 through 1970, PMLA published 
the MLA conference proceedings, bulletins, and committee votes and policies as 

supplements to the regularly published volumes of scholarship.' 
Yet despite attempts to control discourse and distinguish genres of knowledge, 

an inevitable hybridization of language and language users occurred. As Bazerman 

argues, language, once formed in genres, does not disappear from the production of 
related texts: "though genre emerges out of contexts, it becomes part of the context 
for future works" (Shaping 8). William Riley Parker's 1967 essay, "Where Do En- 

glish Departments Come From?" published in College English, represents one way 
that genre boundaries leaked, and in turn, conceptions of literature and the literary 
loosened. In his essay, Parker maintains the informality of the genre but introduces 
the possibility of linking the professional discussion with the research aims of the 
field. 

Like Hunt and others who had written about the profession, Parker opens his 

piece by calling attention to its genrelessness. He announces that he will present "a 

topic-question." This immediately renders his piece uncategorizable. He institutes 
and defines his new topic-question by providing a series of literary and philosophi- 
cal references: "If this were a sermon instead of a history lesson, I would take my text 
from Cicero" and "If I may begin by twisting a tired Shakespearean adage"(3 39-40). 
The suggestion is that there are no precedents for his work; his subject matter is raw. 
Parker's essay continues with a condemnation: literary scholars are ignorant about 
their field's background, and of the fact that "the academic study of English litera- 
ture was a protege of the study of [...] rhetoric" (349). The cause of such ignorance 
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is the "neglect of experience, personal or recorded" (339) about their work. By high- 
lighting this lack of "recorded" information, Parker argues that the absence of writ- 

ing about this field is a particular insult to the goals of language and literary 
scholarship. He writes: "To live intellectually only in one's time is as provincial and 

misleading as to live intellectually only in one's culture" (339). While Parker bor- 
rows Hunt's and the new critics' language of what is "natural" and "civilized" about 

literary scholarship, he is creating a new genre: the "topic-question," which mixes 
textual reading with history and professional critique. Following Hunt, Parker ar- 

gues that the profession lacked accurate studies of its past, even as he used his essay 
to create such a history. 

Parker's piece comes on the heels of a campus and cultural revolution. Civil 

rights and feminism, the rise of continental theory, and the beginning of the canon 
wars occupied classrooms and scholars. This was the era of the first open-admis- 
sions institutions, introducing not only new philosophies or politics to the profes- 
sion but new students with multiple needs and agendas. If Parker asked, "Where Do 

English Departments Come From?" others followed suit by asking, "What should 

English departments do in a changing intellectual and social climate?" In Richard 
Ohmann's famous 1976 book English in America, we see an attempt to open up schol- 

arly discourse to include informal genres and political conflict. But Ohmann's book 
also represents the strain of working in a new genre. English in America is a collec- 
tion of previously written essays interfused with personal reflection, and the open- 
ing chapter is a reprint of a conference talk delivered at the 1966 NCTE convention. 

Despite these musings, Ohmann still distinguishes the scholarly from the political, 
the oral from the written, with deliberate genre markers. Text that appears in regu- 
lar typeface represents the researched elements of the book and the italicized text 

represents his personal, private commentaries. The result of this double conscious- 
ness is the creation of a book within a book-the nonitalicized portions provide 
scholarly discussions on the political nature of the profession and the italicized texts 
frame this academic writing with the language of self-consciousness and personal 
politics. For example, in the introduction, Ohmann begins by asserting that 
"[l]iterature is what holds our interests together in a loose confederation [...]. Lit- 
erature is our subject matter" (6). He then goes on to critique the scholarship pro- 
duced about literature and ends by suggesting ways to sharpen the focus of literary 
scholarship. But the italicized commentary that follows leaves the role of literature 

behind, and forefronts his professional, political, and personal connection to the 

discipline: 

In November of1966, I was trying to cope with two disparate circumstances of which I made 
no mention in my lecture at NCTE. One was my new job in the administration of my college 
and the other was the war in Vietnam [.. .. Vietnam was a much more acute grief[. . . . The 
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gap between these feelings and the demands of business as usual became too great [ . . So I 

pressedfor motions [.. ..for resolutions [. . ]. The futility of that kind ofpolitics, except in 

making more trouble for the government, is now evident. (20-21) 

Ohmann's writing represents what disciplinary theoristJulie Thompson Klein calls 

epistemological "permeation." Permeation occurs when "blurred genres" reflecting 
a discipline's changing sense of itself become the norm of scholarly writing (186). 
Ohmann's double-coded discourse creates a mixed, hybrid genre where language 
interacts with and re-creates knowledge and disciplinary structures. The Vietnam 

War, civil rights, women's rights, and student protests convinced him that while he 
could not do his scholarly business as usual, he did not know how to do it unusually, 
except, that is, to call attention to this professional ambiguity in writing. Ohmann 
uses his belief that "literature is what holds our interest" to ask: What happens when 
literature is not enough? 

This question occupied those scholars and teachers whose work remained out- 
side of the published, professional discourse. For while most disciplinary historians 
see the 1960s and 1970s as the pivotal years of disciplinary change, discussion about 
these transformations was relegated to oral venues. In the Winter 1997 special issue 
of Daedalus, "American Academic Culture in Transformation: Fifty Years, Four Dis- 

ciplines," the two spokespersons from English speak about the 1960s and 1970s 
almost exclusively in theoretical terms, discussing the "poststructuralist movement" 

(Abrams 111) and the field's reevaluation of what counted as "literary" (Gallagher 
145). The changes in student population and curriculum, debates about "Students' 

Right to Their Own Language," and the integration of politics into the profession 
became the focus of discussion at NCTE, CCCC, and the MLA (see Smitherman; 
Davis and Mirabella). Radical politics surfaced as classroom politics and debates 
about literary studies became conference talks on what was appropriate to teach in 
literature classrooms. As Alfred Grommon, in his 1967 "Councilletter" for College 
English, explains, the "question, 'What is English?' seems to serve, if no other pur- 
pose, as a means of opening documents and conferences on the teaching of English" 
(461). 

While Ohmann, and to some extent Parker, highlighted the potential for inte- 

grating present experiences with abstract goals of the discipline, their work still held 
literature and literary critique as the foundation for and impetus to examine and 
reflect on the profession. But if literary studies reflected upon the field, those in 

composition were enacting new realities in the field. As Sharon Crowley points out, 
it was left to the composition teachers to create a pedagogy that would not only 
implement the connection between literature and composition (111) but would also 
address what Robert Connors calls the "literacy crisis" of the 1970s (100). Pioneer 

compositionists like Janet Emig and Mina Shaughnessy were working out such a 
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pedagogy in the basements of open-admissions colleges and universities. As the MLA 
and PMLA hosted more and more discussions on feminist and critical theory, the 

experiences of those who taught the new population of women and minority stu- 
dents, most of whom were themselves women, were left out of this new sense of 

disciplinary criticism. Joy Ritchie and Kathleen Boardman quote Cynthia Caywood 
and Gillian Overin's research on this glaring absence of feminist and composition 
research in the disciplinary discussion. They explain how "practitioners" in compo- 
sition experienced an "'intuitive understanding' of a 'fundamental connection' be- 
tween feminism and revisionist writing theory" (593). However, much of these 
connections were "untheorized" and "unarticulated" (593). But if questions about 
the purpose of the discipline were posed by literary scholars and literary theorists, 
then it was composition teachers who attempted answers in the pedagogy of the 

composition classroom. These answers would only become knowledge in the field 
when pedagogy, writing research, and professional critique were published together 
as scholarship. 

WRITING ORALITY: RESEARCHING THE DISCIPLINE 

By the end of the 1970s discussions on new theory and a burgeoning canon required 
a larger forum than the occasional "informal" essay or autobiographical book. Be- 
fore 1977, the MLA presented a scattering of panels on local departmental and dis- 

ciplinary politics. By 1979, the MLA conference was hosting fourteen panels under 
a new category, "The Profession," and panels represented under this title were be- 

ginning to repeat themselves. Issues such as "the status of women in the profession" 
appeared in one form or another in every year from 1979 onward. What were once 
"local," departmental issues became national debates, and their new visibility helped 
make these issues recognizable as subjects and as discursive entities. 

The oral was mixing with the written. The best example of this shift is in the 

changed status of professional committee work. In the beginning of the 1980s we 
see members of committees becoming authors of research. If the "genre function" 

explains "the social roles we assign to various discourses and those who enact and 
are enacted by them" (Bawarshi 338), and if genres provide clues to the making and 

unmaking of what Barbara Herrnstein Smith calls "contingencies of value" and what 

John Guillory refers to as the "cultural capital" of our discipline, then in the 1982 
PMLA the report of one committee redefined the author and genre function of 

literary critique. 
Peter Demetz, the commission's chair, explains the need for a more demanding 

role for MLA committees. He writes that the "Advisory Committee on the Job 
Market" and the texts it produced (usually a quantitative analysis of that year's job 
market) could no longer suffice to answer the questions of a profession. And so a 
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committee that would "share [...] views" and "explore the needs that those trained 
in language and literature would face in the eighties and nineties" (940) was founded. 
The impetus for creating a new committee was declining enrollments in the hu- 

manities, lack of jobs for PhDs, a public outcry about illiteracy, and an increasingly 
conservative government and media. Such external pressures, combined with the 
internal culture wars, produced a professional "crisis." The MLA responded to cri- 
sis with committees, with calls to write reports, and with the creation of a new aca- 
demic position. The new committee, and its chair, would not just compile the facts 
about "English in America" but would read and make substantive comments about 
them. The work of this committee is introduced with a two-page "Letter from the 
Chairman of the Commission on the Future of the Profession" written by Demetz. 
Here Demetz links committee work with research and, furthermore, suggests that 

every member of the MLA should become an observer/researcher: 

For better for worse, the MLA can no longer concern itself solely with competing 
claims of teachers and scholars, of criticism and pedagogy [. . .]. The association 
cannot wish to become an amateur trade union [yet] we cannot disregard the atten- 
dant question of where, and in what circumstances, American humanists ten or twenty 
years hence will be able to realize their aims [...]. (941) 

With the new scholar/author came a new social grouping; the MLA was to 
become the archive of disciplinary discourse. The constitution of this grouping oc- 
curs through language use: through the use of a collective "we" to represent the 

diversity of individual scholars who made up the committee and compiled the re- 

port. The author of this text is the committee, and the "we" functions as an actual 

entity that is in the process of being formed before the reader's eyes. 
Demetz insists that this "report" would not be the end product of the 

commission's research and writing. He writes that "the text will be obliterated, in 
the full meaning of the term, by a willingness to act" (941). In other words, by 
creating more professional research, the "future" of the profession continues to be 
written. One reporting committee begot another-and, as committees reproduced, 
they were also becoming self-referential, making recursive statements about the ac- 
tivities and results of each commission's activities. What Demetz and his commis- 
sion did was expand the role of professional committee into scholarly critic while 

turning the committee's report into the model literature of an "active scholar." 

THE 1980s AND 1990S: DISCIPLINE AS A WRITERLY TEXT 

Between 1982 and 1986 the number of panels on the profession increased fairly 
steadily-with twenty-three sessions at the 1981 MLA meeting, seventeen sessions 
in 1982, and twenty-eight sessions at the 1983 conference, which generated mate- 
rial for the 1984 PMLA special centennial issue. The distinction between "brown" 
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and "blue" cover editions of the PMLA, which had once segregated professional 
essays from scholarly articles, disappeared. At the 1982 MLA convention, the presi- 
dential address is placed under the subject division "The Profession" rather than 

serving as the usual bookend to the scholarly articles of that edition. The address, 
"Arts and Scandals, 1982," by Wayne C. Booth, is significant as another turning 
point in this generic history because it is the first presidential speech to give a "read- 

ing" of the discipline as one would "read" a text. Demetz introduced the new "au- 
thor" of the profession and of professional discourse; Booth uses the language of 
textual critique to usher in the new scholarship of the discipline. 

Booth's address functions just as the MLAs Commission on the Future of the 
Profession does but without the formal construct of a committee. He sets out to 

argue for a way to bring the various "camps" (composition versus literature, theory 
versus criticism) together to alleviate the "crisis" of the emerging culture and theory 
wars. The presidential address had always been a space for individual scholars to 
reflect on their vision for the profession, but Booth plays with this genre by allowing 
the listener and reader to observe his own process of becoming a member of the 

discipline. His text performs the kind of "critical understanding" he deems neces- 

sary for a new "center" of the profession: "Such a center, if it exists [. ..] will be 
exhibited in our many arts as we study and write and teach. And it will be best 

represented, for public sharing [... .], in a kind of collective narrative history-the 
sum of our individual myths about why we have chosen this profession" (313). Booth 
mixes standard scholarly prose with the oral, informal traditions of language and 
literature. For example, the words of critic Gerard Genette are mentioned beside 

autobiographical musings. The rhetoric of a Dickens novel resides beside a story 
about teaching first-year composition and a discussion of the philosophical basis 
behind "subjective" and "objective" discourse (312-13, 318, 314). By publishing his 

"story" within the context of a literary critique and a pedagogical and rhetorical 

argument about the profession, Booth links personal experience with disciplinary 
history and theory. 

The humanistic vocabulary of "critical understanding," "disciplinary center," 
and "unified purpose" echoes Hunt's rhetoric of "civilization" and "democracy" and 
fleshes out Ohmann's tenuous tie between the personal and the professional. But if 
literature helped launch Ohmann's and Parker's experiments, and if research was a 

precedent for Demetz's committee work, Booth uses "experience" as a trope for his 

disciplinary agenda. Individual experience becomes the foundation for a communal 

professional identity, thereby confirming the "discipline" as a genre-a text and a 
"social agent." 

This mixing of conference talk and scholarly discourse, literary criticism and 

personal pedagogical preference, allowed for a whole new approach to what consti- 
tutes knowledge and textuality. In the 1980s, scholars in literary and rhetorical stud- 
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ies focused on discourse communities and reading habits, cultural studies of literacy, 
and historical analyses of genres. Reader-response scholarship practiced by, among 
others, Stanley Fish and process pedagogy initiated by compositionists such as Peter 
Elbow contributed to the scholarship of "experience." For while Fish's main argu- 
ment in his well-known book Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpre- 
tive Communities is that "the text" is a function of the "interpretive community," he 
also argues that the profession is a text, its meaning and purpose created by the texts 
written about it. Similarly, Peter Elbow's "report" on the 1987 English Coalition 
Conference, What Is English? begins with what he calls an "exploratory, and subjec- 
tive" reflection of the event, an invitation to "think deep thoughts about 'the profes- 
sion' and write about them" (3). He argues that this exploratory genre helps to "clarify 
[his] goals" (vi), suggesting that the same would be true for composition students. 

Reader response, reception theory, and process pedagogies are, in part, ways to 
link oral culture with the written, experience and primal response with intellectual, 
stylized critique. Booth, Fish, Elbow, and others writing about the processes of read- 

ing, writing, and teaching helped usher in a kind of writing that equated profes- 
sional reflection with scholarly activity. The sheer volume of texts produced speaks 
to the emerging status of this writing as a "knowledge text"-Bazerman's word for 
the writing that defines a discipline's agenda. In 1987 there were twenty MLA pan- 
els under the general tite "The Profession," in 1988 thirty-one, and in 1989 thirty- 
six. But it was the new combinations of language that changed the way scholars 
wrote about their work. In response to such writing, Cary Nelson, writing in Profes- 
sion, went so far as to claim that literary criticism, the very thing Hunt argued was at 
the core of civilization, is merely a tool constructed to keep professional activities 

underway: "The literary text is defended so as to distract attention from the real 

object to be protected-the profession of literary studies" (47). The turn toward the 
"text" was a turn toward the profession. Disciplinary discourse had invented a new 

object of knowledge: itself. 

THE 1990s: CANONIZING A GENRE 

The proliferation of this knowledge was swift. Journals devoted to the profession, 
like Profession and ADE, which until the early 1990s had published short, often solic- 
ited descriptions of programs and departments, became peer-reviewed and expanded 
the scope of their selections.2 Book-length studies on the profession arose, initially 
out of conference proceedings, but then eventually on their own, as is the case with 
Michael Berube's PublicAccess, Gerald Graffs Beyond the Culture Wars,John Guillory's 
Cultural Capital, Evan Watkins's Work/Time, Robert Scholes's The Rise and Fall of 
English, Stephen North's The Making of Knowledge in Composition, and Cary Nelson 
and Stephen Watt's Academic Keywords, to name just a few. Such work lays out the 
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new social and political climate of the late 1980s and early 1990s-the disenfran- 

chising of language and literary study, a shortage of funds and jobs for the humani- 

ties, the press's attack on theory and tenure. 
The 1992 MLA collection, Redrawing the Boundaries, edited by Stephen 

Greenblatt and Giles Gunn, is important in this generic history because, like Hunt's 

essay published nearly one hundred years earlier, it argues for a universal, "civilized" 
version of literary studies, even as it celebrates diversity and change. This text in- 
cludes most perspectives on the field (twenty-one chapters ranging from "Medieval 
Studies" to "Composition and Literature") but presents each perspective as contrib- 

uting to one goal: self-inquiry and reflection. While Ohmann and Demetz couch 
reflective musings in italicized print or through the work of "committee reports," 
the editors of Redrawing the Boundaries begin with the assumption that their work is 
a scholarly text. The collection originated in oral discourse, from panels at an MLA 
conference. But the editors do away with this background and begin firmly in the 

present tense, as if the new English had been born with the book. They write in 
their introduction: "[T]here have always been change, conflict, and diversity in our 

profession" but, "until quite recently, professional differences rarely called into ques- 
tion the cohesiveness of the field as a whole" (1-2). This historical claim is followed 

by a generic one: "English and American literary studies, along with composition 
studies, have now become more self-conscious about the shifting conditions of their 
own making and remaking, as well as about the comparable conditions that govern 
the making and remaking of the objects they study" (4). The manifestations of En- 

glish studies may be varied, and "within the system there are tensions, but these 
tensions are themselves part of the way the whole functions" (7). 

Here Greenblatt and Gunn revise the criteria for the new disciplinary scholar- 

ship. "Objects of study," literature or otherwise, and one's experience of them, are 

only important in that they help promote a "self-conscious" approach to the profes- 
sion. In making a "cohesive," "whole" discipline synonymous with scholarly activity 
that "redraws," "transforms," and "revises," the editors frame a future for the disci- 

pline based in reflection and self-consciousness. They write, "[B]y exploring these 

inquiries our book will reveal what gives contemporary English and American liter- 

ary studies much of their intensity and consequence" (9). Here chaos is not crisis but 
rather the essence of literary study; flux is fruitful, and essential to the future of the 
field. 

AFTER CANONIZATION: COMPOSING THE PRESENT 

The canonization of professional discourse codifies the practice of defining, reflect- 

ing upon, and historicizing the profession. Yet the proliferation of the genre has also 

brought a sense that such texts are in some way sacred, that they can predict the 

This content downloaded from 148.84.103.60 on Mon, 03 Aug 2015 00:15:15 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Writing the Discipline 537 

future or reclaim the past triumphs of the profession. While the proliferation of 
reflection has introduced "experience" as a foundation for English studies, it has 
also restricted access to "experience" as knowledge by representing it as a universal 
means to professional truth. The canonization of disciplinary discourse as a field on 
its own has codified the distinction between writing and the work of the profession. 

The proliferation of disciplinary discourse and a deepening distinction between 

writing and "the discipline" have not solved disciplinary conflicts or solidified the 
fate of the field. In the last few years, a growing number of scholars have addressed 
this dissonance and have tried to write their way out of it. The connection between 

experience and a personal and positioned standpoint to texts and history is not new 
to feminist scholarship and composition pedagogy. For while Janet Emig, Sondra 

Perl, Mina Shaughnessy, and others were recording their experiences as teacher- 
researchers in the new open-admission classrooms, such work was not canonized as 

disciplinary discourse but remained under the marginal headings of "composing 
research." Their work, and others like it, which combines pedagogy and politics, 
composing theories and social action, personal and professional critique, is only 
now becoming part of a larger body of scholarly work. I want to conclude by intro- 

ducing reflective disciplinary discourse that emerges out of the canonized work of 

Graff, Guillory, and others but also connects to the unarticulated practices of our 
field. Such writing speaks to our desire to chronicle the present, to narrativize change 
as it happens, to present pedagogy, professional critique, and cultural theory to- 

gether, and to link lived experience with the knowledge-producing practices of the 
field. 

Unlike as in previous periods in the history of English studies, today there is no 

single methodology or object of knowledge at the center of the discipline. As my 
history has shown, the dominance of one critical perspective over another was 
achieved only through particular rhetorical techniques: highlighting written, "re- 
corded" knowledge over oral discourse, disseminating scholarship in elite journals 
or books, segregating teaching and research. What is emerging now is a scholarly 
discourse that eschews such dichotomies, choosing instead to find ways of making 
disciplinary meaning in the fluid practices of teaching and writing. From the very 
traditional scholar Carl Woodring to the textual critic Robert Scholes to cultural 
critics Mary Poovey and Michael Berube to composition historians Stephen North 
and Sharon Crowley we find a deep commitment to scholarship that takes its own 

teaching and writing as a subject of study. Such scholars are writing, and experienc- 
ing their writing, recursively and self-referentially. For example, Michael Berube 
admits in the first sentence of The Employment of English that he "loves literature" 
while also unpacking why this can't be a "coherent premise" of the profession. His 
book is a mix of scholarly critique and personal examples of his trying to make sense 
of the kind of cultural critique that can make English studies viable. Sharon Crowley 
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composed an entire book out of the dissonance between her beliefs and her prac- 
tices, the "uneasy relation" she felt with teaching composition while being unsure of 
its justification as an entity (ix). Her "historical and polemical" study "Composition 
in the University" includes a "personal essay" that discusses her own experiences as 
a teacher with a reflection on the arguments she makes earlier in the book. 

We are no longer teaching the conflicts, we are experiencing them, as they 
evolve, in print. The genre of disciplinary discourse has created a new kind of 
scholar-one who searches for deep relations and connections between systematic 
ways of knowing and experiential realizations of knowledge. "Experience" is not a 

category of knowledge but a genre, a discourse and an activity. WhenJane Tompkins 
speaks about her "life in school" she affirms a new connection to pedagogy, one that 
is linked to feminist and compositionist practices. When literary scholar Linda 
Hutcheon presented her presidential address in 2000, she adopted a collaborative 

approach, integrating her text along with pictures and excerpts from the work of 
former Canadian and female presidents. Most notably, she interfuses her article with 
the voice of two women with whom she competed for the MLA presidency, Andrea 

Lunsford, a compositionist, and Nellie McKay, an African Americanist/feminist 
scholar. And in David Damrosch's recent disciplinary discourse, We Scholars, this 

literary theorist relies on compositionist Kenneth Bruffee to make an argument for 
an academy steeped in "collaboration." 

If this mix feels new to scholarship, it certainly isn't new in contemporary cul- 
ture. Our student writing is steeped in this mix of genres and cultures, as is much of 
the popular literature they, and we, are reading, including biographies, autobiogra- 
phies, and memoirs. We enact this mix of cultures each time we recreate the fate of 
the field through this new genre. To reflect on the discipline is not to bookmark its 

beginning or end but to experience its practices in the present. 

NOTES 

1. Fisher traces this journal's use of the news bulletin and the supplement. These media were re- 
served for professional matters and disciplinary issues debated in the form of "letters to the editor." The 
structural segregation of professional matters from scholarly concerns remained intact in PMLA until 
1977. 

2. In Profession 1995 Phyllis Franklin discusses the change in the journal, indicating that the "grow- 
ing interest in writing for the journal" coincides with a change in commitment by the MLA: "[A]fter 
years of lively theoretical debates, MLA members are considering the practical implications of these 
discussions" (1). Likewise, PMLA 116 (anuary 2001), College English 61 July 1999) and CCC 50 (Febru- 
ary and June 1999) are all "special issues" on the state of the field. 
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