
Changing Classroom 
Practices 

Resources for Literary 
and Cultural Studies 

Edited by 

David B. Downing 
Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Refiguring English Studies 
Stephen M. North, Series Editor 
SUNY at Albany 

National Council of Teachers of English 
1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois 61801-1096 



9 A Pedagogy of Counterauthority, 
or the Bully /Wimp Syndrome 

Gerald Graff 
University of Chicago 

In a recent, widely discussed essay entitled "Pedagogy of the Dis-
tressed," Jane Tompkins (1990; see chapter 8, this volume) presents a 
vivid account of a paradox acutely felt by many teachers, me included. 
This is the discovery that the very intellectual aggressiveness that has 
qualified you to teach and earned you your status in the professional 
world often stifles, inhibits, or intimidates your students. Tompkins 
writes with special vividness about how the pressure exerted on her by 
the academic profession to be a brilliant intellectual "performer" works 
against her when she enters the classroom, widening the distance be-
tween her and her students and preventing a genuine exchange. 

Tompkins's delineation of the problem is more convincing to me, 
however, than her way of dealing with it. Her remedy for excessive 
pedagogical self-assertion, in effect, is to efface herself, or at least to 
reduce her professional role in her class. After putting together her 
course syllabus (it was a graduate course, according to Tompkins), 
Tompkins "distributed responsibility for class presentations" to the 
students and removed herself from the spotlight. This enabled her to go 
"from teaching as a performance to teaching as a maternal or coaching 
activity. . . ." The point, she says, was "to remove myself from center 
stage and get out of the students' way, to pay more attention to them 
and less to myself" (658-60). 

Though Tompkins's solution is attractive up to a point, it seems 
hardly an ideal one in the long run. I believe I would feel cheated were 
I to take the class Tompkins describes, and I believe students should feel 
cheated (though Duke University graduate students are no doubt more 
prepared to have the intellectual burden of a course shifted to them 
than most undergraduates). Certainly, had I read Tompkins's Sensa-
tional Designs before entering the course, I would want the class to be 
an extension of that book's stimulating ideas and would feel frustrated 
and disappointed were Tompkins to get herself out of the way. What is 
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the point of taking a course from Tompkins and not some other instruc-
tor if Tompkins suppresses the very traits that have made her distinc-
tive as an intellectual? 

Something seems amiss when a person of such powerful intelligence 
as Tompkins feels she has to suppress this power in order to avoid 
suppressing her students. We go through a hard process of struggle to 
create an intellectual identity for ourselves in our professional and 
publishing careers—why, then, should we have to hide that identity 
when we teach? In Tompkins's case, some of the motivation seems to 
come from her feeling that asserting her intellectual identity in her 
teaching would be acceding to a kind of narcissistic masculinism. This, 
I take it, is why she describes her self-effacing teaching style as a 
"maternal" one. It is true that aggressive intellect has too often been 
seen as a male province, but to surrender the realm of rationality to 
males, leaving emotion and sentiment to be monopolized by women, 
seems a self-defeating response to the problem. 

Nevertheless, the problem is a real one, and Tompkins's essay would 
not have provoked the stir it has if it did not strike a chord with many 
teachers. I, for one, feel I have been wrestling unsuccessfully with the 
problem my whole teaching career. When I first came out of graduate 
school and started teaching literature, I was confident of my ideas—a 
version of Yvor Winters's moralistic attack on modernism and the New 
Criticism—and eager to push them in my classes. I took up strong 
positions, identified myself with a cause, and stated my views "up 
front," leaving students in no doubt as to where I stood. Not surpris-
ingly, I soon discovered that the effect of this polemical onslaught was 
to make my students all too compliant and docile. The more aggressive 
I became, the more passively I was received. Like the class in a famous 
Doonesbury comic strip, my students dutifully copied down my most 
outrageous pronouncements, and however much I assured them that 
conformity to my views was not a prerequisite for a good grade in the 
course, they acted as if they thought it was. 

Naturally, I took little satisfaction in an acquiescence that derived 
less from the cogency of my ideas than from my students' willingness 
to defer to whatever their teacher "wants." This deference made me feel 
uncomfortably authoritarian—and it was not just that this was the 
1960s, a bad decade to feel authoritarian in. Soon I found myself lectur-
ing less, encouraging more discussion, and affecting a less assertive 
style. I restrained or overqualified my opinions, and I contrived to feign 
uncertainty even when I did not feel any. Curbing my tendency to 
overcontrol the discussion, I bent over backwards to encourage stu-
dents to express their own reactions. 
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With this change, my students usually put down their pens and 
warmed up, a more relaxed atmosphere ensued, and my anxieties let 
up for the moment. But it was not long before they were replaced by 
another set of anxieties, for I could not help feeling a sense of unreal-
ity about my now supposedly more democratic and student-centered 
classroom: Were these class discussions genuine, or were my students 
still ritualistically giving me what they supposed I wanted, only in a 
more oblique way than before? And what about the intellectual level of 
the discussion? It was not hard to get my students to talk, but was this 
the kind of talk the subject demanded? Were my students making 
progress in grasping the subject matter, or was I simply enabling 
them—and myself—to feel good by letting them express themselves? 

For that matter, was I even enabling them to feel good? I noticed that 
the less I controlled the class discussion, the more restless some stu-
dents became even as others became more animated. While one half of 
the class welcomed open-ended discussion and eagerly plunged in, the 
other half hung back bored or confused, or simply stopped attending. I 
imagined this latter group thinking: "I'm paying exorbitant tuition fees 
in order to learn something from the professors, not to listen to my 
classmates grope in the dark." This attitude can easily be dismissed as 
a manifestation of the "banking" view of education whose poverty has 
been so eloquently pointed out by Paulo Freire (1970) and his followers. 
But when our students (or their parents) are banking upwards of ten to 
twenty thousand dollars a year in tuition and costs, their concerns 
about the substance of what they are learning, or even about its crude 
market value, are not unreasonable. In any case, reflections of this kind 
would sooner or later cause me to lose patience with my equivocating 
persona and drive me back to self-assertion. At that point, the half of 
the class that had rebelled against the discussion emphasis would come 
to life, while the half which had flourished under it would become 
visibly alienated. 

Over my teaching career I have found myself repeating this asser-
tion/retreat cycle often, sometimes during the same class period or 
even the same sentence. When I assert myself aggressively, I feel as if I 
am imposing my authority on students, turning them into passive 
receivers of intellectual bank deposits. But when I hold back I feel I am 
defaulting on my responsibilities, and I wonder what I am doing teach-
ing at all. Pardon the sexist language, but in the one case I feel like a 
bully, in the other like a wimp. 

I know that I am far from alone in experiencing the bully/wimp 
syndrome. In fact, I want to argue here that the bully/wimp syndrome 
derives ultimately from a problem of authority inherent in all teaching. 
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The problem remains an unresolved legacy of the educational experi-
ments of the 1960s, and before that of the progressive education tradi-
tion. In the 1960s, many teachers sought to overcome the "bully" aspect 
of teaching by declaring that they were not teachers so much as "re-
source persons" or "facilitators," less concerned with inculcating intel-
lectual content than with helping students get in touch with their own 
needs and feelings. The results were rarely inspiring, however, for it 
turned out that few students were equipped to take over the burden of 
authority from the teacher, and those who were equipped to do so were 
precisely the ones who were least in need of being taught. The lesson 
that was learned—or should have been learned—from the 1960s is that 
the removal of the teacher's authority, or of authority structures such as 
grades and requirements, does nothing in itself to help students to 
mature intellectually and become independent of their teachers. 

Then, too, another lesson that should have been learned from the 
1960s is that it is not so simple for teachers to retreat from authority, for 
the institutional structures they work in invest them with authority 
even when they try to renounce it. As John Trimbur (1985) has argued, 
"teachers cannot be simply facilitators, because such a role ignores the 
institutional context and the authority it ascribes to the teacher." Trim-
bur concludes that instead of attempting to deny our membership in 
the academic discourse community, we should "recognize the teacher's 
role as a representative" of that community "in order to help students 
understand and demystify [its] workings and structures of power . . ." 
(105). Instead of vainly pretending to surrender institutional power, 
teachers should help students acquire a share of it. 

Surrendering authority is possible, after all, only for those who have 
already attained mastery within an intellectual discourse community. 
Such a surrender itself requires the sort of sophistication about abstrac-
tions like "authority" that sets the teacher apart from and above stu-
dents. This is why the device of announcing to students that "there will 
be no answers in this class, only questions," usually does more to 
intensify than to quell student anxiety. The suspension of "answers" 
actually reduces students' degree of classroom control, since it deprives 
them of one of the few guideposts they bring to a class without giving 
them anything to take its place. Teachers have the luxury to suspend 
answers, since they already control the discourse of questioning that 
replaces the suspended answers. In effect, the questioning mode be-
comes a new kind of answer, and for students yet another rarefied and 
intimidating academic discourse. 

This is but one instance of how the most "progressive" and "libera-
tory" classroom methods can seem as authoritarian to students as the 
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traditional ones. The point is especially easy to overlook today amid the 
violent contentions of the so-called culture war, where there is a ten-
dency to get so drawn into defending one list of books and ideas against 
an opposing one that we forget that, for many students, it is the life of 
books and ideas as such that is the problem, regardless which side is 
drawing up the reading list. For such struggling students, replacing a 
traditional discourse of answers with a nontraditional discourse of 
questioning can easily seem like the same old stuff in a new package. 

In our legitimate eagerness to bring nontraditional outlooks to stu-
dents, it is easy to overlook the fact that the very distinction between 
the "traditional" and "nontraditional" is not readily perceptible to some 
of them. This fact was brought home to me recently in teaching an 
undergraduate course in which we read a range of critics on opposing 
sides of the canon conflict. I noticed that some students had difficulty 
seeing much difference between radicals like Terry Eagleton and con-
servatives like Allan Bloom. For these students, Eagleton and Bloom 
were simply two professors speaking a very different language from 
their own about problems they have difficulty regarding as problems. 
Though the intellectual distance separating an Eagleton and a Bloom 
may seem immense to us, as it would seem to Eagleton and Bloom 
themselves, to these students it was insignificant. The very issues that 
make it possible for Eagleton and Bloom to clash so dramatically con-
stitute a bond that puts them in another world from these students, the 
alien world of intellectual authority. 

The Freirean "transformative intellectual" addresses the problem by 
conceiving the classroom as a "dialogue" rather than an instrument 
for the "banking" of traditional information. To students who are not 
convinced they want their consciousness transformed, however, the 
Freirean classroom can be as coercive as any traditional one. Freire 
(1970) and his followers repeatedly insist that the "thematics" of "liber-
tarian education" must "come from the people" being taught (116), that 
if liberation is imposed from the top it is not libertarian education at 
all but just another form of "banking." If some of "the people" in a 
class, however, decide that liberation for them means becoming free-
market conservatives—a possibility never taken up by Freire, so far as 
I know—such a result evidently would not count as libertarian educa-
tion. Insofar as the Freirean dialogue assumes that the needs of the 
students naturally coincide with the outlook of radical politics, the 
outcome of the dialogue is predetermined in a way that will seem 
coercive to the many students of conservative leaning who populate 
American schools and colleges. 
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The moral of all this for me—and here is one more lesson that should 
have been learned from the 1960s but that progressive teachers still 
often resist-is that however much we attempt to turn education into an 
egalitarian dialogue, the superior intellectual authority of the teacher is 
a given that cannot be sloughed off. That is, there is an unavoidable 
inequality built into the teacher-student relationship, if only because 
once teachers and students are regarded as intellectual equals there is 
no longer any reason for the teachers to teach the students. To be sure, 
the teacher-student relation is constructed differently in different socie-
ties and eras. Nevertheless, I take it as a postulate that, in order to be 
meaningful, the distinction between teachers and students requires 
an assumption of hierarchy, an assumption that the teacher possesses 
some knowledge, competence, or skill that the student lacks. 

On the other hand, radical teachers since the 1960s have made an 
important contribution (or have reclaimed it from the progressive tra-
dition) in insisting that authentic education necessarily aims at the 
destruction of this inequality between teacher and student. The para-
doxical goal of teaching is to render the teacher unnecessary, to obviate 
the authority of the teacher as students eventually become authorities 
themselves. In this respect, the conception of teaching and learning as 
a dialogue between equals has an important regulative role. 

By definition, however, this self-extinguishing aim of teaching comes 
only at a later stage of the process (though sooner in some cases than in 
others), and until that stage is reached, the teacher must provide a 
model of intellectual authority that the student can internalize. When 
the process works, students gradually identify with their teacher's 
authority until they can appropriate it and turn it to their own pur-
poses, perhaps even against the teacher. This is only another way of 
reasserting the progressive maxim that genuine learning has to be an 
active process, not a passive reception of information or skills. 

All this has been recognized by the more thoughtful progressive 
teachers, who seek not to renounce their classroom authority but to 
problematize it, to call their own authority into question without aban-
doning or surrendering it. This double-edged position is difficult to 
maintain, however, for its components tend to work against one an-
other. This is the problem that motivates Tompkins, and the problem I 
described myself, above, as struggling with: my classroom authority 
has been either too strong or too weak to be internalized by my stu-
dents. When I assert myself, my authority is not internalized but pas-
sively submitted to. But when I weaken my authority, it is still not 
internalized because there is nothing to internalize. My struggle to 



A Pedagogy of Counterauthority 185 

reconcile these positions by shifting back and forth between them—the 
bully/wimp alternation—only tends to confuse my students. 

How, then, can teachers problematize their own pedagogical author-
ity while retaining enough of it to give students something to identify 
with and a reason for being students? Self-problematizing gestures on 
the part of the teacher are no solution, since these gestures unavoidably 
presuppose the authority they appear to give up. Of course, some 
teachers handle the problem better than others, and many no doubt 
handle it better than I do. But I want to propose here that no amount of 
classroom agility on the part of an individual teacher can satisfactorily 
resolve this problem. Teachers cannot overcome the bully/wimp syn-
drome by themselves—they need help from their colleagues. 

To be more specific, I want to argue that the problem of classroom 
authority cannot be satisfactorily resolved as long as the standard unit 
of teaching is the self-contained, autonomous course, that is, the course 
without any structural link with other courses. It is the structure of 
autonomous courses, not any particular pedagogical style or strategy, 
that inevitably keeps students dependent on their teachers, regardless 
of how traditional or progressive a course may be in content or form. 

Let me underscore the point: no matter how democratic, dialogical, 
and open your classroom is, no matter how much you problematize 
your own authority and decenter the dominant ideological structures, 
your students will still remain intellectually dependent on you, if 
only because there is no one else present to depend on, and most 
students will not yet be in a position to be intellectually independent 
without help—they would not be students if they were. The autono-
mous course, I am suggesting, inevitably keeps students dependent on 
teachers, irrespective of what is taught in it and how it is taught. 

To put it another way, in order to displace their own authority, 
teachers need a counterauthority in their classrooms. Until students have 
achieved a measure of intellectual authority in the subject matter of 
a course, the only person likely to be capable of becoming a coun-
terauthority for a given teacher is another teacher. In other words, what 
my classroom needs is someone who can stand up to me, something 
few of my students are yet able to do and something they are unlikely 
to learn to do without models of how to do it. I cannot serve as a model 
of how to stand up to myself-I need someone else to do it. 

Here, it seems to me, is where Jane Tompkins goes astray after 
presenting a superb account of the problem. Tompkins correctly sees 
that it is her very virtuosity as a performer that silences her students. 
But she fails to see that getting "out of the students' way" is neither 
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a happy alternative nor the only one available to teachers. Had Tomp-
kins had another colleague (or colleagues) in her classroom to act as 
a counterauthority, or had her class been connected to another class 
whose assumptions (and pedagogical style) challenged hers, Tomp-
kins's aggressiveness would have been counteracted without her hav-
ing to get herself out of the way, and her students would not have 
been denied the model of intellectual authority—and of intellectual 
debate—that they need. This option does not occur to Tompkins be-
cause she assumes that teaching is inevitably a solo performance, some-
thing teachers do in isolation from their colleagues. She therefore does 
not see that it is not the narcissistic ethos of the academic profession that 
forces teaching to become an egotistical performance, but the isolation 
of the traditional course. 

What I have called the bully/wimp syndrome, then, seems to me to 
be rooted finally in the isolated conditions which we have been accus-
tomed to regarding as normal and inevitable in teaching. This is why 
the problem cannot be solved by the usual progressive devices such as 
encouraging more discussion, replacing rows of bolted desks with a 
roundtable, or even making the individual classroom more collabora-
tive (as writers like Trimbur recommend), though collaborative learn-
ing does seem a step in the right direction. If we hope to empower 
students, we need to move beyond the privatized concern with individ-
ual pedagogical practices and look more closely at how those practices 
are collectively structured. 

Indeed, the very use of the expression "the classroom," when what 
is referred to is the entire educational process, betrays a habit of think-
ing of teaching as something we naturally do by ourselves, with no 
relation to our colleagues. Our fondness for "the classroom" as an 
idealized image betrays the tendency to equate education with teaching, 
as if the whole process were merely the sum total of a series of unrelated 
classroom experiences. This reduction of education to an aggregate of 
individual teaching practices ignores the interrelations and conflicts of 
the messages conveyed by different courses. It obscures the operation 
of the curriculum as a system and blinds us to the way the curriculum 
effaces the dialogical, interdependent nature of intellectual work. 

The result of such a curriculum is to make it difficult for students to 
recognize the terms of the academic "discourse communities" that they 
are expected to join. Thanks to composition and rhetoric theorists like 
Trimbur, Ken Bruffee, Elaine Maimon, Patricia Bizzell, and others,' we 
are increasingly aware that academic learning involves a process of 
socialization into a complex and often clashing set of discourse commu-
nities. It follows that an effective curriculum would need to give coher-
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ent representation to the various discourse communities of the school 
or the university. A disconnected curriculum cuts out the dialogues 
between different teachers, courses, and disciplines and erases the link-
ages that enable students to recognize a discourse community as a 
community. 

The unspoken faith underlying the autonomous "classroom" is that 
students will learn to enter into academic conversations by being ex-
posed to a series of individual professorial voices and internalizing 
them by osmosis. But since the conversation itself is only partially and 
fragmentarily represented, what students experience is not a conversa-
tion at all but a series of monologues. An integrated curriculum, by 
contrast, by taking the conversation itself as its structuring principle, 
would figure to enable students to see the different courses and disci-
plines as a conversation and thereby take the next step and enter it. In 
short, an integrated curriculum would promise to have a better chance 
to initiate students into the academic discourse community than a set 
of autonomous courses, precisely because it would constitute itself as a 
community. 

For most teachers, of course, such a community is not a realistic 
option given the exigencies of the teaching situation. The beleaguered 
composition teacher, anxious about what to do on Monday morning 
with a group of recalcitrant freshmen, does not have the luxury to 
worry about anything so lofty as restructuring the curriculum—some-
thing not within the power of individual teachers to bring about in any 
case. If we automatically tend to visualize teaching as something that 
goes on in the enclosure of "the classroom," this has a lot to do with the 
fact that, in the bureaucratic institutions most of us work in, our own 
courses seem to us to be the only arena over which we can imagine 
exercising control. 

Then, too, progressive teachers especially those who equate all 
forms of institutionalization or organization with "totalizing" coer-
cion—are especially prone to idealize the privacy of the classroom as a 
sanctuary in which they can radicalize their students without being 
subject to the panoptic gaze of authority. If the curriculum relegates 
these teachers to a marginal position, they find marginality preferable 
to being co-opted. Unfortunately, the very isolation that seemingly 
increases the teacher's control also stringently circumscribes that con-
trol, constricting his or her range of experience while preventing teach-
ers from achieving collective solidarity or helping one another in their 
teaching. 

Furthermore, the fragmentation of isolated classrooms intensifies the 
difficulty teachers have in making themselves clear to students. It is a 
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commonplace that one of the factors that makes teaching difficult—es-
pecially in subjects like English, which do not possess a clear identity 
among nonprofessionals ("Oh, you teach English? Guess I better watch 
my grammar!")—is the absence of reference points that can be taken for 
granted. One does not know what one's students already know, and 
one cannot assume that they share any particular context or piece of 
information. Though complaints about curricular fragmentation are 
common enough, we do not see that "the classroom" idea is itself a 
powerful source of fragmentation, contributing to the difficulty teach-
ers have in clarifying their views and in overcoming student alienation. 

"But I don't need my colleagues to help me make my position clear," 
some teachers will protest. "I tell my students where I'm coming from 
'up front' at the start of my classes. I announce frankly, 'I'll be teaching 
this course from a Marxist [or feminist] perspective.' My students al-
ways know where I'm coming from." The problem with this approach 
is not simply that, despite such assurances, students will inevitably be 
unsure how far it will really be permissible to challenge the instructor's 
declared viewpoint. There is also the fact that the drama of intellectual 
(and political) self-identification is impoverished when the teacher's 
self-identification occurs in isolation. 

Consider what often happens in professional meetings and sympo-
sia when someone prefaces a comment with a self-characterization such 
as, "I'm a Marxist." In my experience, anyway, such a comment often 
draws a response like, "You call yourself a Marxist, but you sound like 
just a bourgeois liberal to me." (Alternatively, "You call it Marxism, but 
to me it sounds like Stalinism.") Though our students may question our 
positions, it rarely occurs to them to question the validity of our claim 
to represent those positions. Students are socialized to accept their 
teachers' self-identifications at face value—how could a teacher who 
avows a Marxist or feminist label be wrong about what he or she claims 
to be representing? Being socialized into an intellectual community, 
however, means recognizing that a claim to represent this or that ism is 
as contestable as any other claim. To assume that students need not 
bother with such conflicts over self-representations is to assume that 
students are not part of our intellectual community anyway. If students 
never see professorial self-identifications being challenged—something 
that initially only other teachers are likely to be able to do—it will be 
hard for them to mature to the stage of challenging them themselves. 
Here is just one way in which the privatized classroom promotes a 
rigidified conception of authority, one in which speaking subjects are 
assumed to be in possession of their own positions and where positions 
are not seen as negotiable and changeable. 
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I have written widely elsewhere about the depoliticizing evasion of 
conflict that results when the walls of "the classroom" protect teachers 
from the different perspectives of their colleagues (see Graff 1992). As 
critics both on the left and the right have often noted, there is something 
deceptive about a pluralism in which deeply conflicting ideologies and 
methods seem to coexist peacefully only because there is no arena in 
which they confront one another. The curriculum is free to become as 
radical as it pleases in the "cultural studies" sector while in other 
sectors remaining as traditional as ever, and the contradiction does 
need to be acknowledged or even noticed. 

Even if such conditions preserve an uneasy peace and quiet—and 
this seems less and less the case their educational consequences are 
harmful. A literature student today typically moves from one course in 
which it is taken for granted as uncontroversial that the established 
canon is an unquestioned heritage, to another course in which it is 
taken for granted as uncontroversial that the canon is a social construc-
tion with profoundly political motivations and effects. The only ones 
who are in a position to challenge either set of assumptions articulately, 
or even to point out that they are assumptions, are outside the room, in 
the office or classroom down the hall or across the quad. No wonder 
both teachers and students often feel as if they operate in an unreal, 
hothouse atmosphere, when courses are screened from the unpredict-
ability of real-world debate in which the turn taken by the discussion 
cannot be safely controlled. 

When I read a version of the present paper at the Indiana conference, 
it was assumed that my arguments would be accountable to peer criti-
cism, and in fact they were stringently criticized. Yet when I enter my 
classroom this accountability somehow ends. The quality of my teach-
ing may be evaluated, but my particular ideas are usually immune to 
criticism, as if they were my private affair. Since students enjoy no such 
protection, they become the site of the increasingly violent ideological 
contentions represented by the faculty, while lacking the faculty's power 
over the vocabularies in which those contentions are played out. It is 
hardly surprising if students protect themselves in their own way by 
compartmentalizing the conflicts, giving each teacher whatever he or 
she seems to want even when it is contradictory. After all, if the univer-
sity cares so little about such contradictions that it refuses to address 
them, why should students take them seriously? 

But why would a more collective structuring of teaching figure to 
change any of this? Instead of students being intimidated by a single 
teacher, would they not be even more intimidated by a phalanx of 
teachers acting in concert? This can certainly happen, and it is likely to 
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happen unless considerable forethought is given to pitching the discus-
sion in a way that starts with where the students are, that remains 
sensitive to when they lose interest, and that assigns them active roles 
in the discussion to prevent their lapsing into passive spectatorship. 
However, such self-scrutiny about the terms of academic discussions 
and their relevance or lack of relevance to the students' interests seems 
likely to be more readily sustainable the more collaborative and inte-
grated the teaching process becomes. Key questions about why stu-
dents should care about particular debates among the faculty would 
more readily surface as an explicit and continuing theme of discussion 
instead of being swept under the rug. For it is usually far easier for 
another teacher than for a student to interrupt and ask, "Excuse me, but 
what's the relevance of what you are saying? Why should anybody care 
about that?" 

In a classroom routine that included such counterauthoritative voices, 
teachers would actually be able to be more aggressive in adopting 
"advocacy" positions with less danger of bullying their students. Ques-
tions of authority would themselves tend more easily to become part of 
the explicit object of study instead of being tacitly presupposed or 
suppressed. Such a setting, I think, would ultimately go further in 
empowering students than "transformative" pedagogies that do not 
have to answer to the conflicting pedagogies down the hall and across 
the quad, and that consequently figure to be as coercive as tradi-
tional pedagogies when they are structurally protected from dissenting 
voices. In this respect, teachers who open their courses to a dialogue 
with others are doing something more deeply radical and democratic, 
making a more fundamental challenge to traditional academic struc-
ture, than those whose message may in content be more dramatically 
oppositional. 

Collaborative teaching in fact is becoming an increasingly popular 
pedagogical trend. A recently published book entitled Learning Commu-
nities, by Faith Gabelnick, Jean MacGregor, Roberta Matthews, and 
Barbara Leigh Smith (1990), usefully lays out the pedagogical and ad-
ministrative rationale of these programs, which have come to be called 
"learning communities." Gabelnick and her co-authors define a learn-
ing community as a curricular structure that links different courses and 
often different disciplines around a common theme. The book describes 
a number of reputedly successful programs, across a whole spectrum 
from community colleges to research universities, exploding the myth 
that curricular integration is possible only in small liberal arts colleges. 
Thus courses in literature, philosophy, and science are linked under the 
theme of "Technology, Morality, and Culture." Or courses in economics, 
art, and sociology are linked under the theme of "The Arts in the 
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Culture of Capitalism." Insofar as questions of gender cut across all 
disciplinary boundaries, it is not surprising that women's studies pro-
grams have lent themselves especially well to learning community 
pedagogies, and the book lists a number of these programs as valu-
able models. The point of the learning community is to structure the 
interplay of courses in a way that enables students to become active 
participants in professional intellectual discourses rather than passive 
spectators. 

One effect of bringing different fields, disciplines, and discourse 
communities into conjunction in the learning community is that disci-
plinary boundaries are displaced without being effaced, something that 
would result in administrative and conceptual chaos. The starting point 
is the established disciplines and courses, but these are put into a 
dialogue that enables established categories to be questioned or de-
fended within the dialogue itself. Contests between disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary approaches become part of the object of study, as the 
terms structuring the program become a regular part of its concerns. 
Thus a more theoretically self-conscious discussion emerges, since ma-
jor theoretical conflicts no longer fall into the cracks between discon-
nected courses. Like a postmodern building, a curriculum organized as 
a learning community foregrounds the constructed nature of its own 
principles and categories. 

The authors of Learning Communities do not mention any programs 
in which recent controversies over the humanities canon and the poli-
tics of literature and criticism have become the theme of a learning 
community. But these would seem to be obvious themes to be exploited 
by a college, division, or department that wishes to integrate some 
portion of its curriculum. Given the nature of the conflict, there is 
hardly a course in the humanities today that does not constitute a 
polemical statement about the conventional canon and the politiciza-
tion of literature. Even those teachers who refuse to enter the debate 
and claim they prefer to "just teach the books" are making their own 
kind of move in the debate, one that the learning community enables 
students to "read" as a significant choice and to compare with other 
options. 

Needless to say, foregrounding conflicts in this fashion assumes a 
faculty democratically representative of the diversity of American cul-
ture, and one in which democratic rhetorical conditions prevail. If the 
more heterodox faculty (including the untenured) are not represented, 
or if they feel unable to speak frankly without fear of retribution from 
senior faculty or administrators, no true dialogue is possible, just as it 
is not possible if there is fear of admitting to politically incorrect views. 
Where the conditions exist for a genuine staging of central conflicts, 
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however, and I think such conditions do exist at many campuses today, 
a curriculum organized dialogically seems to me more likely to gener-
ate political awareness across the student body—if not a monolithic or 
predictable kind of awareness—than a curriculum containing numer-
ous politically enlightened courses whose teachers preach to the con-
verted (or to the intimidated) in the safety of their private classrooms. 

A practical model of how to use our conflicts and differences to put 
our courses into dialogue is already at hand in our professional sympo-
sia and conferences, which take place regularly on our campuses but 
are rarely utilized in the instructional process itself. In fact, the increas-
ingly rich extracurricular culture of lectures, discussions, readings, per-
formances, and symposia that go on daily at any campus tends to 
compete with the formal curriculum, often forcing us to choose between 
events that closely converge in their concerns but clash in the schedule 
(or that we do not even find out about until too late). Events that have 
the potential to provide a clarifying and energizing context for our 
courses go to waste, or else their potential is realized only for the 
handful of students who have the time and initiative to attend. Imagine 
a department, division, or college (or a subgroup of faculty within any 
of these units) deciding to suspend classes for a week, say, and hold a 
symposium around a theme like "The Politics of Knowledge," in which 
several courses come together, having chosen one or two common 
readings to focus the discussion. Instead of holding classes as usual, 
instructors and students would participate in the symposium, which 
would be designed to clarify major issues and controversies bearing on 
the subject. The event would then serve as a reference point for future 
discussions when the classes reconvene separately as usual.2

Such a strategy need not be a surrender to vulgar notions of contem-
porary "relevance," for a focus on present conflicts would figure to 
generate discussion of where those conflicts came from—the fact, for 
example, that earlier prototypes of the present canon conflict in litera-
ture were theological and ecclesiastical. Teaching the conflicts, in other 
words, entails teaching history, and for the same reason, teaching poli-
tics. Nothing is more likely to bring the political differences of teachers 
and their subjects out into the open than a dialogue in which those 
differences were kept continuously in view instead of being marginal-
ized, as they now are, in the curriculum's radical ghetto. An open 
dialogue on campus in which political questions are central would 
ultimately be a more radical departure from the traditional norm than 
the establishment of oppositional enclaves. 

When I delivered this paper at the Indiana conference, a feminist in 
the audience commented in the discussion period afterward that she for 
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one had never had to worry about her students' being intimidated by 
her authority: for her as a young woman, the problem was to establish 
any authority in her classroom. Since she had little power, the possibil-
ity of her being a "bully" did not arise. She added that making conflict 
into an organizing principle as I was recommending might end up as 
just another version of the traditional male model of agonistic compe-
tition and confrontation. My response was to point out that what she 
had just done—calling attention to problems that I had ignored or 
swept under the rug—was precisely what I want to incorporate into 
our day-to-day teaching. It cannot happen, however, when we teach in 
isolation from our colleagues. 

Notes 

1. In addition to these writers, see the important work on discourse com-
munities by such writers as David Bartholomae, Andrea Lunsford, Lisa Ede, 
and John Schilb. A useful overview is provided by Lunsford and Ede's Singu-
lar Texts/Plural Authors (1990). 

2. I develop further this idea of "cross-course conferences" in the final 
chapter of Beyond the Culture Wars, where I also discuss a number of other 
recent integration experiments. Since then, the University of Arizona English 
department has instituted a regular series of student-run conferences in its 
composition program. 
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