PEDAGOGY AND CULTURAL PRACTICE

Edited by Henry Giroux and Roger Simon

Recognizing that pedagogy begins with the affirmation of differences as a precon-
dition for extending the possibilities of democratic life, the series analyzes the di-
verse democratic and ideological struggles of pecple across a wide range of eco-
nomic, social, and political spheres.

4. Writing Permitted in Designated Aveas Only, Linda Brodkey

3. The Crisis of Meaning in Culture and Education, David Trend

2. Margins in the Classroom: Teaching Literature, Kostas Myrsiades and
Linda S. Myrsiades, editors

1. The End of Education: Toward Posthumanism, William Spanos

WRITING PERMITTED
IN DESIGNATED AREAS
ONLY

LINDA BRODKEY

PEDAGOQGY AND CULTURAL PRACTICE
Y 0o L U M E 4

University of Minnesota Press
Minneapolis
London




Copyright 1996 by the Regents of the University of Minnesota

Sections of “Poststructural Theories, Methods, and Practices” originally appeared as
“Articulating Poststructural Theory in Research on Literacy” in Multidisciplinary Perspectives
on Literacy Research, ed. Richard Beach, Judith L. Green, Michael L. Kamil, and Timothy
Shanahan, 293-318, copyright 1992 the National Conference on Research in English and the
National Council of Teachers of English, reprinted by permission; “Writing on the Bias”
reprinted from College English, no. 56: 527-47, copyright 1994 the National Council of Teachers
of English, by permission; “Modernism and the Scene(s) of Writing” reprinted from Colfege
English, no. 49: 396-418&, copyright 1986 the National Council of Teachers of English, by
permission; “Tropics of Literacy” reprinted from Journal of Education, no. 168: 47-54, copyright
1986, by permission; “On the Subjects of Class and Gender in “The Literacy Letters’”
reprinted from College English, no. 51: 12541, copyright 1989 the National Council of Teachers
of English, by permission; “Writing Critical Ethnographic Narratives” reprinfed from
Anthropology and Education Quarterly, no. 18: 67-76, copyright 1987, by permission of the
American Anthropological Association; “Presence of Mind in the Absence of Body” reprinted
from Journal of Education, no. 170: 84-99, copyright 1988, by permission; “Writing Permitted in
Designated Areas Only” reprinted from Higher Education under Fire: Politics, Economics, and
the Crisis of the Humanities, ed. Michael Berube and Cary Nelson, 214-37, copyright 1995
Routledge, by permission; “Telling Experiences” originally appeared as “Storytelling” in The
Ouxford Companion to Women's Writing in the United States, ed. Cathy N. Davidson and Linda
Wagner-Martin, 854-56, copyright 1995 Oxford University Press, Inc., reprinted by permission;
“Transvaluing Difference” reprinted from College English, no. 51: 597-601, copyright 1989 the
Nationa! Council of Teachers of English, by permission; “Writing about Difference: ‘Hard
Cases’ for Cultural Studies” reprinted from Cultural Studies in the English Classroom, ed. James
A Berlin and Michael J. Vivion, 12344, copyright 1992 Heinemanr-Boynton/Cook, by
permission; poem from “Prologue by Carl Sandburg” in The Family of Man, ed. Edward
Steichen, Museumn of Modern Art, 1955, by permission; excerpt from Susan Griffin “Three
Poems for Women,” in Like the Iris of an Eve, published by Harper & Row, 1976, copyright
Susan Griffin, by permission; selections from Beverly Slapin, The Magic Washing Machine: A
Diary of Single Motherhood, Ide House, Mesquite, Texas, 1983, by permission.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a refrieval
systern, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published by the University of Minnesota Press
111 Third Avenue South, Suite 290, Minneapolis, MN 554012520
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Brodkey, Linda.
Writing permitted in designated areas only / Linda Brodkey.
p. cm. — (Pedagogy and cultural practice ; v, 4)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8166-2806-8
ISBN 0-8166-2807-6 (pbk.)
1. Creative writing. 2. Creative writing—Study angd teaching.
1, Title. IL Series.
PN181.B76 1996
808—dc20 95-44818

The University of Minnesota is an
equal-opportunity educator and employer.

For

Jesse




ard Penticoff and Linda Brodkey .

' Rich

" WRITING ABOUT DIFFERENCE!
“HARD CASES’” FOR CULTURAL STUDIES

Some twenty years ago, James Kinneavy introduced A Theory of Discourse with a

formidable catalog of the institutional barriers facing composition:

Composition is so clearly the stepchild of the English department that it is
not a legitimate area of graduate study, is not even recognized as a
subdivision of the discipline of English in a recent manifesto put cut by
the major professional association (MLA) of college English teachers, in
some universities is not a valid area of scholarship for advancement in
rank, and is generally the teaching province of graduate students or fringe
members of the department. (1971: 1)

That composition dismantled many of these institutional defenses in a remarkably
short time is a testament of sorts to the virtues of scholarship. Composition is now
a legitimate area of graduate study at many state universities; recent Modern Lan-
guage Association “manifestos” declare composition to be a field; and at many
state universities, at least, scholarship on writing counts for tenure and promotion.
That improved conditions for scholars do not necessarily extend to teachers is no-
where more evident than in the Wyoming Resolution, the critique of the continued
institutional misuse of graduate students and part-time faculty to staff most college
writing courses made at the annual Wyoming Conference (see “Statement of Prin-
ciples and Standards” 1989).

Far too many composition teachers still wo
institutions where there are graduate programs in writing
writing is grounds for tenure and promotion. They teach too many courses and too
many students each term, and they are neither paid well enough nor prepared well
enough to teach writing. Most of the professoriat can justity treating writing teach-
ers as guest workers in the acadeniy, for most probably imagine writing pedagogy
to be much as lan Watt once represented it—simply a matter of doing “all the hard
and often unpleasant work of reading and correcting a lot of student papers week
after week”—even if they do not also share his conviciion that composition re-
search and English handbooks alike “spy upon the obvious” (1978: 14). Composi-
tion is pedagogy. But pedagogy can he reduced to correcting student papers only if
you imagine yourself to be the writing police, for those who make a fetish of gram-
imagine themselves to be protecting the literate from the illiterate
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who threaten the powerful homology of one nation/one language/one culture

without which such prescriptions would be revealed as the selfinterested protec-

tion of privilege that they are.

“Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” a resolution adopted by the 1974 Con-
ft_erence on College Composition and Communication and reaffirmed several tim
51.nce, publicly denounces ill-informed and self-serving language policies as “false ails
vice f?r .speakers and writers, and imumoral advice for humans” (see preface to “Stu:
dénts Right to Their Own Language” 1974). The syllabus drafted for “Writing about
Difference” at the University of Texas may not address precisely the same issues as
t.h.e 1974 resolution, but opposition to the syflabus is curiously reminiscent of the po-
litical climate in which the resolution on language was drafted and ultimately adoptgd
Whether the controversy is about dialect or difference, it seems, opponents just sa.
no, perhaps because difference and dialect alike challenge “man;r long-held and !
sionately cherished notions about language” (“Students’ Right” 1974; 1) e

-As it has come down to us from poststructural language theo'rie‘s difference
tf‘les to account for the practice of defining by negation, of accentuati;ig the posi-
tive, so to speak, by distancing the positive from the negative term in a pair or set
anq hex.lce affirming the positivity of the preferred term at the expense of that from
which it “differs.” That we can make these distinctions in language is a tribute to
the human intellect, except when we forget that we must then take responsibility
for the consequences of defining real human beings as different. Unlike diversity
a worfi that recognizes variety without attempting to analyze the part langua; e,-
pIaj.;s in making distinctions among people, difference challenges the culturally agd
socially sanctioned practice of imputing extraordinary human value to som
people by diminishing the worth of others. In other words, “ability” and “disabi]ityf
ma.ly be an arbitrary linguistic pair, but the legal and educational consequences of
being defined as “disabled” or “abled” are not arbitrary. It matters a great deal
wheth.er you are the unmarked (normative) or marked {(deviant) term in such pairs
as vnfhlte or black, Anglo or Hispanic, American or Asian-American, male or fenlia]e
straight or gay, young or old, monolingual or bilingual. Such binarj’r oppositions aré
more than theoretfically interesting examples of human cognition, for the pro-
CESS-ES of defining by negation are sometimes used to justify the polliﬁcal and Eco—
nomic practices of exclusion.

Among other things, difference falsifies the analytical and pedagogical fiction
that‘form is literally separable from content. To our minds, it is a fiction that serves
t.he interests of neither students nor teachers, if only because most students be-
lieve that teachers talk form but mean content, and good teachers worry that stu-
dents may be right. Yet when writing teachers assume the right to assess the con-
ten.t of student writing, they disturb the order of things, notably, the commonsense
belief that grammar, style, and rhetoric are independent of the, production and re-

| ception of knowledge, that language conveys ideas or reality or even truth, hut
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plays no critical part in constructing them. Writing progams that attempt fo insti-
tutionalize the rights of teachers and students to assess the content of writing risk
being deemed presumptuous, the more so if that right is claimed on behalf of
graduate students and lecturers. For what amounts to a right in “content areas” is
likely to be seen as unwarranted privilege—a license to indoctrinate students or an
open invitation for instructors to impose a particular political bias—in a first-year
writing class. No matter how unjustified the charges, they are believed because
many believe pedagogy to be a matter of transmitting culture by precept, and cor-
rectness to be the reigning precept in writing pedagogy. According to this Jogic,
composition teachers, themselves a marginalized cohort whose intellectual work
with students remains marginal to the institution, may legitimately iransmit les-
sons on grammar, style, and rhetoric but transgress disciplinary boundaries if they
raise questions about the quality of the assertions writers make.
The syllabus for “Writing about Difference” celebrates students and teachers by
inviting them to conduct sustained rhetorical inquiry into a topic that troubles
many people in this country—difference. And to our minds, any writing course
that positively values the intellectual labor of students and teachers goes a long
way toward celebrating the field of composition itself. An ad hoc group of faculty
and graduate students worked on the syllabus during the summer of 1990. Mem-
bership in what became known as the Ad Hoc Syllabus-Writing Group was open to
anyone scheduled to teach the course in 1990-91 and consisted of the director of
lower-division English (Iinda Brodkey), four other faculty members (Susan Sage
Heinzelman, Sara Kimball, Stuart Moulthrop, and J ohn Slatin) of the Lower Divi-
sion English Policy Committee, which proposed implementing a common syllabus
on the topic of difference for one year, six graduate-student instructors (Margaret
Downs-Gamble, David Ericson, Shelli Fowler, Dana Harrington, Allison Mosshart,
and Rick Penticoff}, and Maria Villalobos, the administrative assistant for the pro-
gram. We make a point of mentioning these names because our weekly, sometimes
twice-weekly, meetings produced the syllabus as well as experience of collabora-
tion akin to what we hoped to recreate in the course itself. The collaboration not
only shaped the syllabus but continues io shape the intellectual issues that are
raised by the syllabus and were ruthlessly ignored by administrative fiat on July
23,1990, when the dean of liberal arts sent the English department a memo an-
nouncing his decision to postpone the implementation of “Writing about Differ-
ence” in order to address “misunderstandings about the course expressed within
the university community” (Meacham 1990).

As the title suggests, “Writing about Difference” is a syllabus with a focused topic,
difference. Writing about and discussion of the topic are oriented by four kinds of
readings: essays that discuss the issue of difference (e.g., Martha Minow's Making
All the Difference); U.S. District, Circuit, and Supreme Court opinions ou cases in-
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vrolving disputes over specific kinds of difference (race, gender, physical ability, bi-
lingualism, sexual orientation); essays that discuss issues raised in court opini,ons
(e.g., freedom of association); and federal laws invoked in the court opinions (e.g
the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution; Title VII of the C1v1i
Rights Act of 1964; Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972). In a series of
linked reading and writing assignments, student texts as well as published texts
sustain rhetorical inquiry into the topic of difference.

“Writing about Difference” is a syllabus written for English 306, the first-year
writing course at the University of Texas at Austin. Credit for English 306 is re-
quired of all students at the university. More than half the entering students (about
three thousand) take the course each year. Others take an equivalent course else-
where or place out by passing a standardized grammar and usage test. Students in
the course generally come from the top 25 percent of their high school classes.
Most are white and middie class; there are slightly more males than females. De-
spite long-standing and widespread local suspicion, English 306 is neither a “basic”
nor a “remedial” writing course, as those who teach open-admissions students
would understand the term (see Shaughnessy 1977). Special sections of English
306 are offered only to students, generally foreign nationals, for whom English is a
second language. Fifty-plus sections of English 306 are offered during each of the
two regular semesters of the academic year (some twenty more during the sum-
mer); about 95 percent of these sections are taught by graduate-student instruc-
tors, who must take a full load of courses (three every semester) in order to be
employed. English 306 is the first course most graduate students teach in the de-
partment, and few begin their service with any teaching experience, let alone
knowledge of composition research or pedagogy.

We provide these details to give some picture of the institutional context out of
which “Writing about Difference” emerged. The department has a responsibility
not only to the undergraduates who take the course but also to the graduate in-
structors who staff the vast majority of sections. Responding to the needs and de-
sires of these sometimes conflicting constituencies required some compromises in
the syllabus design. For instance, we decided against portfolios on the grounds
that we could not reasonably expect graduate-student teachers to increase their
workload at precisely the same point that their own course work is due. Even so
we aimed for solutions that would be pedagogically sound and intellectually defen:
sible for University of Texas students and teachers alike. No doubt the problems
and solutions would be different at other institutions.

Most graduate-student instructors of English 306 study literature. The syllabus
for “Writing about Difference” attempts to build on the strengths that literature
majors are likely to bring to the classroom while at the same time inviting them to
participate in teaching composition as an infellectual enterprise in its own right. If
positively values their abilities as close readers, yet asks them to work with texts
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outside their usual purview. Though they are not literary analyses, court opinions
work very like interpretations, and literature students are likely to find themselves
in familiar territory since both jurisprudence and literary studies are founded on
intertextual interpretive practices. Yet to think like a writer—to shift fro_m rec.ep-
tion to production—is to accept that the consequences of writing texts, including
taking responsibility for the potential viclence of words, are different #om those of
reading them. Michael Calvin McGee, for instance, argues that rheFoncal ac.ts that
aim at persuading inflict a kind of violence bhecause the p‘er.suaswe‘ act aims at
changing people’s thoughts, attitudes, or behavior. Legal opinions strike us as ex-
cellent illustrations of this kind of rhetorical power and violence. As T.{obert. (-Sover
so eloquently puts it: “Legal interpretive acts signal and occasion the imposition of
violence on others: A judge articulates her understanding of a text, and as a result,
somebody loses his freedom, his property, his children, even his life’j (1986: 1601).
We take Cover to mean that the language used by the court invariably i:hanges
people’s lives. We mean that the language used by students and tea.chers in class-
rooms and essays is, if not equally consequential, as potentially violent, and we
want students and teachers to learn that what they say to one another and what
they say about texts matters. .
Some current work in literary studies will make it easier for students of .11tera-
ture to recognize in the writing of court opinions what rhetoricians know as 1nver,1-
tion, a process of finding or discovering materials for topics. Jerome McGann's
work on textual studies, for instance, though focused on publication, opens u-p the
isste of textual production by questioning the notion of an author’s “final” inten-
tions. McGann argues that authors’ intentions toward their texts can best be s:een
as a social process of interaction and negotiation with editors, publishers, COpWStS.,
and readers. In jurisprudence, legal briefs, court transcripts, and discovery e‘v‘fl-
dence all contribute material to the court’s opinion, visible testimony of a public
and protracted invention process. These legal texts also make available a more ezf-
pansive, ontological view of rhetorical invention—the view that language C‘Ollstl"
tutes social reality. This is a view that James Boyd White argues for in his discus-
sions of both literary and legal texts. From this perspective, one might argue that
every decision handed down by the courts, and the Supreme Court in particullaf,
invents democracy anew. In. this sense, then, even we who are not judges but c‘1t1-
zens who read and interpret and evaluate legal opinions are writing commentaries
in the margins of American history. _

Many teachers of English 306 are new to composition as well as teaching. New
teachers often question the source of their classroom authority, and some deal
with their uncertainty by resorting to pedantry. The course intentionally channels
interest and enthusiasm for current literary theories into a pedagogy fairer to. stu-
dents than most inexperienced teachers are likely to create on their own. Ditfer-
ence is a notion familiar to most graduate students and dear to some, but the syl-
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labus requires instructors and students alike to examine difference critically,
allowing a forum for neither ex cathedra pronouncements based on theories un-
known to students nor conclusions based on unverifiable personal experiences.
The syllabus, with its common reading and writing assignments and methods of
evaluation, initially shifts authority from individual teachers to the program. Hence
responsibility for the topic, materials, and assignments is returned to the institu-
tion, leaving relatively inexperienced teachers some much needed time to learn
how best to teach writing practices—inventing, drafting, evaluating, revising, edit-
ing. Finally, the detailed syllabus lessens instructors’ anxieties about whether they
“know” enough to teach writing even as it encourages them to acquire a common
body of knowledge—lore, research, and scholarship—to be generated, applied,
and transformed by teachers themselves (see North 1987). Instructors thereby
contribute to a larger intellectual enterprise, at the very least one more productive
to them and to students than the more usual exploitative one in which they are
virtually forced to rationalize teaching writing on the side while they build up cul-
tural capital for a later, more respectable life teaching literature.

Sirmilarly, the syllabus seeks to build on the strengths of the undergraduates
who take the course. Most eighteen-year-olds come to college hoping to leave high
school behind; older students enter or reenter college already considering high
school a closed chapter in their lives. This being the case, we ¢an See no reason to
treat any of them as thirteenth graders. “Writing about Difference” breaks deci-
sively with high school by, among other things, using Stephen Toulmin’s language
in The Uses of Argument to talk about writing. While similarities between thesis and
claim and evidence and ground enable students to bridge their high school and
college discussions of writing, Toulmin’s notion of warranting leads most of them
into uncharted, but crucial, intellectual territory.

In addition to building on undergraduates’ desire for intellectual challenge, the
syllabus resituates ongoing campus conversations. Racially directed incidents in-
volving several fraternities during both the spring and fall 1990 semesters, detailed
proposals for curricular and administrative reform from both African-American
and Chicana/Chicano student groups, and “coming-out” rallies on the part of gay
and lesbian groups have established difference as a topic of conversation and, on
occasion, shouting matches, Local violence amplifies a national intolerance of dif-
ference. Consider the voter showing on hehalf of gubernatorial candidate David
Duke in Louisiana or the anti-affirmative action ads that Senator Jesse Helms ran
in the last weeks of his 1990 reelection campaign. One way or another, people are
talking about difference—at home, in the dorms, and on the streets as well as in

voting booths and on talk shows—and most of the talk suggests a deep, layered,
and conflicted consciousness of the issue. “Writing about Difference” attempts to
take an issue in which there is already heated interest and make it an occasion for
intellectual inquiry rather than forensic spectacle.
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Finally, many students enter the classroom with a desire for an experience that
is more participatory than is usually afforded by the standard lecture hall with one
hundred-plus students and an instructor pronouncing from on high, behind a lec-
tern. The syllabus puts writing groups of four to five students at the intellectual
and logistical center of the course. Each group is responsible for teaching its court
case to the rest of the class. Scholastic success relies on the collective as well as
individual work of students. We are betting that these intellectual interactions will,
in some instances at least, foster friendships outside the classroom and are hoping
that they will counteract the fragmenting and alienating experiences that seem in-
creasingly to characterize undergraduate life at large state universities like the
University of Texas at Austin (see Wilson 1991).

Such are some of the local circumstances that influenced the formation and de-
sign of the syllabus for “Writing about Difference.” We tried to take account of the
fact that two of the most vulnerable groups at the university, first-year students and
first-lime graduate-student instructors, are most affected by this course. ‘We tried
to be responsible foremost to them in meeting the already stated curricular goals
with a common syllabus that supporis teaching writing. Our initial goal was to en-
gage students and instructors in intellectual inquiry. The topic of difference poses

some risk to this goal, for it is a “hot” issue. But we think it a risk well worth taking
because students and instructors need to learn how to discuss political issues in
pedagogically and intellectually responsible ways. Teachers and students live out-
side as well as inside classrooms, and many feel keenly their responsibilities to
their families and communities. To the extent that writing classrooms are some-
times also constituted as communities, however temporary and fragile, we do not
see difference as an incidental means of engaging in written inquiry, but as a posi-
tive way for students and teachers to contribute to civic life.

Scholarly inquiry does not arise out of a historical, social, or political void, but is
instead generated and sustained by published texts, many of which exert near-
canonical power over most students and some teachers. Yet teachers must afford
student texts the same privileges as professional ones in writing classes if they ex-
pect students to see their own writing and that of peers as contributions to ongoing
intellectual conversations. Efforts to value student and professional texts equally,
however, more often than not create conflict between intellectual and pedagogical
imperatives. Making professional texts the center of a classroom is often taken, by
teachers and students, as a sign of fealty to the intellectual tradition represented by
the text. Making student texts the center of a classroom is taken as a sign of the
teacher’s commitment to writing pedagogy. When intellectual imperatives pre-
dominate, there is the temptation to offer professional texts as models: of stylistic
features, of structural or rhetorical principles, or of proper moral or political con-
tent. In our view, the pedagogy of imitation sets up a textual hierarchy in which
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studel:}t texts are invariably devalued. When pedagogical imperatives predominate
there is the temptation to ban professional texts altogether from the classroom,
The ostensible rationale is that students will find their own voices or discover t‘heh:
most creative thoughts only if the more powerful, and hence oppressive, published
texts are absent.

We have tried to balance the inteliectual and pedagogical imperatives in our syl-
labus by putting student and professional texts in conversation and contention with
each other. “Writing about Difference” begins by trying to interrupt the authority
of published texts. We don’t ask students to directly model or imitate any of the
professional texts in their own writing, but we do create situations in which siu-
dents can themselves gain sufficient scholarly authority to “talk back” to laws
court opinions, and academic essays. We focus on a common topic for the semes:
ter because we reasoned that the more familiar students are with a set of published
texts on a topic, the less likely they are to assume that publication itself guarantees
that a.ny argument is invulnerable. We also reasoned that students are more likely
to gain sufficient scholarly authority to challenge professional texts when they are
not repeatedly required to build up wholly new knowledge hases, as they must
When. topics change with each writing assignment, We teach students scholarly
practices—analysis, research, synthesis—that build expertise. And we set up
classroom situations in which expertise gained by an individua! can be shared with
the group. We expect that by the end of the semester, whatever intellectual home
the professional texts may have offered initially will be rebuilt or abandoned by
students and teachers who work from the pedagogical blueprints offered by the
syllabus.

What complicates our atterpt to achieve reciprocity between student and pro-
fessional texts, between intellectual and pedagogical imperatives, is the topic: dif-
ference. The topic, and hence the texts representing it, is disturbing. The texts pro-
voke because they sometimes question received wisdom. For example, Judge
McMillian’s dissent to the majority opinion in Chambers v. Omaka Girls C;ub Inc
casts doubt on the very idea of a role model. Some texts may also provoke bec;ausé
they-ask us to consider the lives and views of people different from most students
and instructors at the University of Texas. Peggy MclIntosh, in “White Privilege
and Male Privilege,” for instance, notes homologies between the privileges males
have in relation to females and those white people have in relation to people of
color. The syllabus asks students to perform a similar imaginative exercise for

themselves in relation to those whose vision or hearing is impaired.

No doubt the topic will make some students uncormfortable, particularly those
who were taught to believe that laws literally prevent discrimination or that privi-
lt.ege is necessarily deserved. Other students may see raising the topic as a viola-
tion of a politeness convention; that is, problems may exist but polite people don't
talk about them. We have staged an educational scene that may well distress some
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students, While writing classrooms need to be safe places for students, we take
that to mean safe from gratuitous judgments of their writing, not safe from intel-
lectual life. Ttis at least arguable that intellectual discomfort gives a point to writing
in a way that intellectual comfort cannot.

When instructors are confronted with reluctant or rebellious students, they of
ten resort to “explicating the text” in order to ensure that students “get the mes-
sage.” Instructors can then claim they have at least done right by the text (or the
message or the author or the group represented by the author}, if not by the stu-
dents. In a writing class, resorting to explication seems both unfair and antithetical
to the aims of pedagogy. Learning to teach writing is learning to do right by the
texts students write. No text, professional or student, can be treated as sacred. The
syllabus for “Writing about Difference” discourages students from making pro-
nouncements about issues based on personal experience (which is what most first-
year students have to go on), and teachers from making pronocuncements about
texts based on theories (which is what most graduate-student teachers have to go
on). Pronouncements from either quarter stifle the pedagogy of writing as inquiry.
Rhetoric of inquiry relies on students and teachers talking with rather than talking

at one another.

Many students have been taught that finding a position is the intellectual task in a
writing course. For these students, once a position is stated there’s really not much
interesting work left to do beyond marshaling the requisite three pieces of evi-
dence smartly on the page. We hoped to interrupt this version of argumentation on
parade with Stephen Toulmin’s language of claims, grounds, and warrants. One of
the singular advantages of Toulmin’s terms is that they encourage us to examine
the positions we take as claims. Claims make it easier to treat positions as partial
and provisional statements about the world, rather than as unarguable and immu-
table truths with which readers either agree or disagree. And when the conversa-
tion shifts from thesis statement to claim, we become less concerned about the
position as a position and more interested in where an argument for it would po-
sition us—in relation to both other people and other arguments. In other words,
Toulmin’s lexicon offers students and teachers alike a view of argumentation as a
prologue to further inquiry, which we see as an antidote to viewing arguments as
debates, as performances that invariably end with winners and losers, and, ulfi-
mately, in silence.
In Toulmin’s model, argumentation begins with a claim made about a problem or
a state of affairs. A writer asserts that such and such is the case. When a reader
responds to this initial claim with the question “What do you have to go on?” the
writer offers some data as grounds for the assertion. Just offering these grounds,
however, may be insufficient to make the assertion convincing. One might well ask
“Tiow do you get from here to there, from ground to claim?”—that is, how well is
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the relation between ground and claim warranted? Further, one might challen .
the rule, prineiple, custom, or law that is used as a warrant, One may ask, in othgg' '
words, about the grounds for the warrant itself by asking whether the ba,ckin fer |
the warrant is sufficient. i
T%le concepts of claims, grounds, and warrants have a number of features that
.are important to our pedagogical aim of generating and sustaining inquiry in writ-
ing. Claims are provisional statements, a way of staking out an intellectual ters-
tory. In An Introduction to Reasoning, Toulmin, along with coauthors Richard Rieke
and Allan Janik, compares making a verbal claim to “staking a claim” for mining
rights (1984: 30). Territorial claims are subject to dispute and need defending, cer-
tainly legally, but often physically as well. We are less concerned here Wlﬂ; the
analogy drawn beween physical and intellectual property, and more intrigued by
@e notion of territory or position. Any claim stakes a position in an intellectual
field, which then circumscribes the kinds of argements that can be made from that
position. By way of example, some readers of Fricke Lynch, a case in which a
fnale high school student sued to overturn his principal’s prohibition against bring-
ing a male escort to the prom, may claim that homo sexuality is wrong. These read-
ers will find, however, that such a claim positions them in an intellectual field not
considered by the court. The plaintiff argued that the principal’s prohibition was a
violation of his First Amendment right to free expression; the defendant argued
'that the prohibition was made in the interest of public safety. Homosexuality itself
is fmt an issue for either the litigants or the court. To make it an issue, one has to
shift the grounds of the dispute from civil liberties to personal conduct, and, in
some states, from civil to criminal law. ,
. The provisional nature of claims can be seen in the way the issue is, in fact, framed
in Fricke v. Lynch. One could say that two acknowledged rights are in conflict: the
right of free expression and the right to enjoy public order and safety. Historically, fed-
feral _courts have defined neither right as absolute. Students may well find during ’their
nquiries that the courts shift position on the issue of free expression. A district court
argued for the primacy of this right in Fricke, but the Supreme Court denied its su-
prem.acy in University of Pennsylvania v. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
unanimously finding against the university’s claim that confidentiality is necessary t(;
protect the First Amendment rights of those who write tenure reviews. Students may
not readily accept our assertion that claims are provisional, but the writing assign-
ments developed for the syllabus require all of us to make public the grounds on
which we state such and such to be the case.

For purposes of pedagogy, the key concept in Toulmin’s model is warranting,
Warrant is complex because it refers both to things (principles, rules, customs
laws) and actions (warrants license the relation between claims and grounds). Thei
chief feature of warrants is that they are field-dependent. In warranting the relation
between claim and ground, at least three conditions must be met: (1) the grounds
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must be relevant to the claim; (2) the grounds must be sufficient to substantiate
the claim; and (3) the argument must be rhetorically appropriate to the situation.
The criteria of relevance, sufficiency, and appropriateness link argumentation to
the contingencies of context and loosen its connections to the determinant laws of
logic.

The notion of warranting is particularly useful in assessing the merits of majority
and dissenting opinions—especially so in Chambers v. Omaha Girls Club, Inc. Crys-
tal Chambers, a single black woman employed as an arts and crafts instructor by
the Omaha Girls Club, was fired when she became pregnant. The defendant
argued that employees were expected to be role models for the predominantly
African-American “members” of the club, that pregnancy outside marriage is a
harmful behavior to model for this membership, and therefore that Chambers’s
pregnancy was grounds for dismissal because it modeled harmful behavior. In
this chain of arguments, one strand that becomes an issue among the judges
is as follows: claim—girls will emulate Chambers’s behavior and get pregnant;
ground—Chambers is a role model for the girls; warrant—people will emulate the
behavior of role models. The majority opinion accepis this chain of reasoning as
valid. Judge McMillian's dissenting opinion, however, takes issue with the warrant:

The district court, and now this court, accepts without any proof OGC's
[the Omaha Girls Club’s] assumption that the presence of an unwed
pregnant instructor is related to teenage pregnancies, . . . OGC failed to
present surveys, school statistics or any other empirical data connecting
the incidence of teenage pregnancy with the pregnancy of an adult
instructor. QGC also failed to present evidence that other girls clubs or
similar types of organizations employed such a rule. OGC instead relied
on two or three highly questionable anecdotal incidents to support the

rule. (Chambers 707)

The dissent disputes the backing for the warrant, the evidence used to support the
behavioral law or principle that predicts that people emulate the behavior of role
models. Note that the dissenting opinion does not question the ground of the ar-
gument, that Chambers was employed to function as a role model, but challenges
instead the relevance of the ground to the claim. McMillian reasons that if there is
no empirically verifiable evidence to support a necessary cause-effect relation be-
tween the behavior of a role model and that of her clients, then Chambers cannot
be fired on the grounds that she was a negative role model. Being a role model
might be a part of an employee’s job description, but in this case one cannot say, if
one’s test is empirical evidence, that the job either is or isn’t being done.

This example illustrates how context-dependent—or “field-dependent,” to use
Toulmin’s langnage—warranting is. The judges writing the majority opinion are
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willing to accept anecdotal evidence for the efficacy of role models b

presume, it is commonsense and custornary knowledge that such a rela?jcause,' My
In .fact, the majority is even “uncertain whether the role model rule b it o emSt'S .
suited to validation by an empirical study” (Chambers 702). The Glissaalf‘[inS ﬂﬂtflr-e N
by contrast, takes a view of the role-model principle more characteristi%: 01;1111011,
one has come to expect in, say, experimental psychology, namely, that an aso What
can be applied generally as an explanation of human behavior t;nly if it hasegmoIl
empirically validated. The opinions in Chambers are thus arguments dfa f’en
War.rants from two competing fields, custom and science. We realize that the iy
notion of warranting is highly complex precisely because it is field- or con:erf
depel?dent. One obvious reason to make it a critical part of the course hz};r—
e?fer, is that ‘We see warranting as a way of teaching students that providing, three-
ﬁ;i(l:i: n(i g:dence does not “prove” a claim, if only because data are themselves

See1¥ in terms of pedagogy, Toulmin’s terminology also gives us a way to mak

the. daily activities of the course internally coherent to students and teacherse
Claims, grounds, and warrants are the terms in which ail readings are analyzed as'
well z%s the invention principles by which all writings are generated. Toulmin would
r.mt himself argue that these analytical terms generate arguments, since logic, un-
like rhetoric, is not concerned with invention. But standard heuristics sucil as
Young, Becker, and Pike's tagmemics (1970) or the adaptations of Burkﬁ:’s pentad
('1969), which focus on gathering data, are by themselves not sufficient for inven-
tion because they do not easily transform data into information. Data cannot be
seen to ground a claim without an explicit procedure for determining their rel-
evance to a particular argument. The criteria for warranting allow us to sift
through data and “find” those that are relevant, sufficient, and appropriate to the
arg_ument at hand. Students can use Toulmin's language to analyze and evaluate
their ‘OWII al-‘guments as well as those they read, As may already be apparent from
the discussion of warranting, Toulmin’s language redefines form and content as
mutually implicated in argumentation, making it apparent that both must figure in
evaluation. Organizational and stylistic choices in a text are taught as part and par-
cel of warranting. This means that organization and style are treated as intrinsic
feattfres of a particular argurment, crucial for judging its effectiveness, not as em ty
and interchangeable containers into which content is poured. , '

We designed “Writing about Difference” to encourage students to condiict intel
Iegtua% inquiry in writing. For those of us who worked on the syllabus, such in-
qu]r‘j‘r is made possible in the academy by sustained intellectual dialogue, in which
posm_ons are grounded by research and warranted by relevant, sufficient, and ap-
px:opnate arguments. Teaching inquiry is not simply a matter of providing :students
with tools: scholarly texts and strategies of argumentation. Nor is it a matter of
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putting the tools to work through assignments that ask students to reproduce what
they read. Such approaches employ students and teachers alike as day laborers
who produce piecework in return for the academic equivalent of a paycheck—
grades for students, credentials for graduate-student teachers. The very possibility
of intellectual inquiry entails imagining students and teachers as intellectuals, fully
capable already of doing, or developing the ability to do, independent intellectual
work. To this end, we designed the syllabus with two structural principles in mind:
(1) the course activities had to be both sequential and cumulative; and (2) the
course activities had to revolve around a common topic for all participants through
the enfire semester.

The first structural principle animates the teleology implied by our notion of in-
tellectual inguiry. In other words, what students write at the end of the semester
depends on what they have written throughout the term. We see the syllabus as
differing from similar writing courses we are familiar with mostly in terms of ends
rather than means. We are not trying to influence cognitive or psychological ma-
turity (see Flower 1985; Axelrod and Cooper 1988). Nor are we trying to lead stu-
dents through a process of self-creation (see Coles 1988). While we would not nec-
essarily exclude these other ends, we view students as intellectuals, and we hoped
that the course might even encourage some students to see themselves as trans-
formative intellectuals, people who, in the words of Stanley Aronowitz and Henry
Giroux, can make “the pedagogical more political and the political more pedagogi-
cal” (1985: 36). We are perhaps not as convinced as Aronowitz and Giroux that
transformative intellectuals are necessarily in opposition to a “dominant” society,
since our understanding of a democratic society—as individuals and groups whose
multiple and sometimes contradictory interests intersect differentially—suggests
that the hegemony of those in power is vulnerable to internal as well as external
critique. We wholeheartedly agree, however, that intellectual activity is potentially
transformative, personally and socially. We hoped, then, that after a semester of
reading and writing arguments about discriminatory employment and educational
practices, students would come to see themselves as reasonably well informed on
the topic of difference and entitled, therefore, to participate in the ever more in-
tense public debate about civil rights.

The teleological structure is premised on four conceptual nodes. In the first
node, Toulmin’s language of argumentation frames the topic of difference. Stu-
dents read from Martha Minow’s Making All the Difference and are asked, in sev-

eral informal scripts and one formal essay, to identify a central claim she makes

and the grounds she offers in support of it. They next read Peggy MclIntosh’s es-
say “White Privilege and Male Privilege” and are asked to use it as a springhoard
for library research into stereotypes (these stereotypes come from the court cases
considered later in the course). Minow’s conception of difference as relational
rather than inherent underlies both McIntosh’s insight into the nature of privilege
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and students’ understanding of stereotypes. The relational notion of difference also
helps open up the practice of argumentation by showing that intellectual positions
are not fixed to immutable truths encased in prefabricated structures but are con-
structed for particular purposes from local materials.

The second node of the course uses the Supreme Court opinion on Sweatf 4
FPainter and “The Spurs of Texas Are upon You,” a chapter from Richard Kluger's
Stmple Justice, as a practice case that the whole class does together. We chose
Sweatt v. Painter in large part because it is a local case. In 1946, under the separate-
but-equal ruling, the University of Texas law school refused to admit Heman
Sweatt, a black male. He sued and lost at all three state court levels, but eventually
won the case in the United States Supreme Courtin 1950, The writing assignments
ask students to compile a class lexicon of legal terms (used in this and subsequent
cases) and to distinguish and analyze the arguments made by the plaintiff, the de-
fendant, and the court in the published opinion.

The work of the third node relies on student writing groups. Each group reads a
court opinion and a scholarly essay discussing some issue of difference relevant to
the case. Group members write a review of the scholarly essay and an analysis of
the court opinion. But here, instead of just identifying and summarizing claims and
grounds, students also evaluate arguments in the article and opinion. Evaluating
arguments, in this course, means evaluating warrants. Assessing warrants invoked
or implied by the court, litigants, and scholars in their respective texts is also likely
to require students to unpack notions of difference at work in these texts. The time
set aside for each group to present issues and arguments raised by their case to
the class is critical, for taking the time publicly values the reading, thinking, and
writing students do in the course.

In the last node, students take a set of materials—legal briefs and laws—and
write an “opinion” finding in favor of either the plaintiff or the defendant in the
case. This is obviously a cumulative assignment because it asks students to use
what they have learned from analyzing and evaluating judicial opinions, and from
the group presentations, to write their own. SemesterJong experience with the
topic and terms and opinions and essays teaches student writers the absolute value
of giving due attention to the arguments made by plaintiffs and defendants, which
is after all the basis of our faith in law and argumentation alike.

The second structural principle, a single topic, supports the implementation of
the camulative syllabus. We realize, nonetheless, that single-topic writing courses
have an uneasy relation to the rest of the university as well as to the history of
rhetoric. Historically, rhetoric (and written composition as a branch of rhetoric)
has most often been viewed as a methodological study, codified in ancient Greek
theory as a fechne or art. As Aristotle put it, “Neither rhetoric nor dialectic is the
scientific study of any one separate subject: both are faculties for providing argu-
ments” (1984: 2156). There have been periods, however, when learning rhetoric
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was considered almost an end in and of itself because eloquence was thought to
define the telos of human social existence. For Gorgias and Isocrates in Greece,
Cicero and Quintillian in Rome, and Petrarch and Salutati in Renaissance Ifaly,
civic life (paideia) was the topic of rhetorical study. But this formulation of rhetoric,
where technical proficiency cannot be distinguished from a person’s civic or social
identity, is abandoned when the state prevents citizens from having an effective
voice in its affairs or when academic disciplines artificially rationalize the study of
language by segregating language users from language use, form from content,
intentions from effects, grammar from rhetoric, rhetoric from philoscphy, and phi-
losophy from social life. .

Modern English departments, formed in the late nineteenth century around
the study of literature, retained responsibility for one branch of rhetorical in-
struction—the teaching of writing. And so long as English departments have been
responsible for it, writing has been largely conceived of and taught as a method-
ological and instrumental art. This conception of writing has proven to be the
source of many conflicts because English departments must forever fret about
whether they should teach writing as a service to the rest of the university or as a
service to their own discipline. In the university-service model, writing is usually
taught as instrumental to the discovery and propagation of knowledge. Instruction
focuses on formal features, whether they are considered “universal” (e.g., organi-
zational patterns or punctuation) or particular to a discipline (e.g., research pro-
posal or technical manual as genres). In the intradisciplinary-service model, writ-
ing is taught as the instrument of literary style or as the conveyor of literary
content through textual explications. When writing is taught as a university ser-
vice, one can ask why composition necessarily “belongs” to English departments.
When it is taught as a service to English majors, one can ask why students across
the university are required to learn it. Neither conception of composition makes a
persuasive case for the practice of writing in and of itself.

“Writing About Difference” is grounded in an alternative conception of rhetoric
that reconfigures disciplinary boundaries. In our version of rhetoric, which some
scholars have already labeled “the rhetoric of inquiry” (see Nelson, Megill, and
McCloskey 1987), form and content jointly construct social reality, and topics are
hardly incidental to learning and teaching. Despite recent reconceptualizations of
rhetoric embodied in such programs as the University of lowa’s Project on Rheto-
ric of Inquiry, a topic-driven writing course remains problematic in the modern uni-
versity because it is presumed that topics, with their established content and ap-
proved methods for studying them, already “belong” to some discipline. Topic-
focused writing courses make some discipline-oriented academics anxious
because students will not be learning the disciplinary representations of those top-
ics. As David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky point out in the introduction to
Facts, Artifacts, and Counterfacts, students in these kinds of writing courses “can
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only approximate the work of professional academics; they can only try on the role
of the psychologist or anthropelogist or sociologist. They will not ‘get’ the canoni-
cal interpretations preserved by the disciplines, nor will they invent that work on
their own” (1986: 38). Despite these limitations, they go on to say, students can
“learn something about what it means to study a subject or carry out a project”
(38). Along with Bartholomae and Petrosky, we would argue that topic-driven writ-
ing courses, ours included, that refuse an instrumental relation either to the En-
glish department or to the university as a whole require students and teachers to
actually “invent” a discipline.

Inquiry invents disciplines. To paraphrase John Dewey, inquiry transforms an
indeterminate situation into a determinate one, The purpose of inquiry is to con-
struct “warranted assertions” about a disturbed, troubled, ambiguous, confused,
conflicted, or obscure “existential situation” (Dewey 1986 108). What could be
more disturbed, troubled, ambiguous, confused, conflicted, or obscure than exis-
tential situations evoked by difference? It is inquiry, then, more than the acquisi-
tion of any content or skill, no matter how valuable, that justifies the subject matter
and pedagogical activities of “Writing about Difference.” Tt may seem that the
course is about law, given that most of its texts are laws, court opinions, or articles
framed by legal issues. But the course is only incidentally about law. It may also
seem that the course is about writing as rhetorical skills, given that the writing and
reading assignments teach traditional rhetorical strategies. But the course is only
incidentally about rhetorical skills. When students explore in writing an indetermi-
nate situation like difference, they transform seemingly determinate discipfines
like law and composition into new, yetto-be-determined disciplines. Inquiry thus
secures students both the right to enter “disciplinary” conversations in the class-
room and the right to contribute to public debate~as citizens whose authority to
speak out rests less on having an opinion than en being willing and able to lay out
a case in support of it.

Every writing program articulates a project, If a project is meant to be intellec-
tually transformative, however, it must deal with what law sometimes calls hard
cases. Hard cases in law complicate a court’s ability to reach facile rulings because
human contingencies prevail over legal precedents. Difference is one of those con-
tingencies, At the University of Texas we hoped to use law's hard cases to fore-
ground some hard cases for writing pedagogy. A hard case for students is learning
to use writing to conduct rhetorical inquiry, In turn, the hard case for teachers is
teaching themselves and convincing students that learning to conduct rhetorical
inquiry takes precedence over learning to produce more examples of what Janet
Emig once called the “Fifty-Star Theme” (1971: 97). Hard cases for students and
teachers add up to a hard case for research in composition, namely, how to study
what is taught and learned about writing arguments in courses where rhetorical
inquiry into difference grounds writing pedagogy.
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Theory can generate a syllabus, but theory only imagines what can happen
rather than what does happen to students and teachers. It is research that links
theory and practice, for it interrupts the excesses of theorists and practitioners
alike by asking the hard questions that might be called the cui bono questions. We
hoped “Writing about Difference” would interest more students and teachers than
other courses teachers might have designed and taught. And we hoped that their
interest would he justified by what they learned about writing during the semester.
While we had good commonsense reasons to think a single topic would be a more
viable approach to writing pedagogy than changing the topic with every assign-
ment, our reasons for teaching argument as rhetorical inquiry are more theoretical
than practical. Yet, whether one reasons from experience or from theory, only a
full-scale empirical study could have even begun to broach the kinds of pedagogi-
cal issues we hoped to redress with the syllabus.

To the extent that classes can be seen as mounting cultural scenes at which stu-
dents and teachers stage cultural events, a writing class would be the site at which
students and teachers produce literacy. What does and does not count as literacy is
played out in a series of literacy episodes in the course of a semester. The syllabus
for “Writing about Difference” stipulates a definition of literacy that is premised on
rhetorical inquiry. Defining literacy as largely a matter of exploring arguments by
identifying, analyzing, and evaluating their claims, grounds, and warrants leaves
little room for what students call personal opinions. While personal opinions may
be based on reasons, the reasons are usually of considerably less interest to the
claimant than the claim itself. In this course, however, we hoped to shift attention
from claims to the ways grounds and warrants qualify opinions. Research could tell
us something definite about what happens to students and teachers whose literacy
scripts narrowly define writing and reading in the classroom along these lines and
expressly prohibit more familiar scripts that count for a good deal elsewhere.

The syllabus discounts personal opinions as irrelevant to the practice of conduct-
ing rhetorical inquiry, however important they may or may not be in a writer’s own
experience. No writing assignment, for instance, solicits a personal opinion or per-
sonal narrative from students. This was a deliberate decision made in the interests
of pedagogy. Given that some students and teachers understand “everybody has a
right to their own opinion” to be the sine qua non of classroom democracy, how-
ever, it’s hard to imagine that some would not see the privileging of argument as a
violation of free speech. Like the courts, we do not believe free speech to be an
absolute right and consider it instead to be contingent on other rights and respon-
sibilities int the classroom. We take seriously the potential violence of language,
and so would not encourage students and teachers to state claims they do not in-
tend to argue. (Patricia Bizzell, following Mina Shaughnessy, characterizes this as-

sertion of a right to personal opinion as “the ethos of the honest face” [1978: 353].)
The decision to prohibit personal opinions comes from practice, specifically
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from remembering that displays of personal opinions too often preface a decision
among students #of to argue, commonly signaled by the invocation of “everybody
has a right to their opinion.” Yet, had we taught the course and conducted Surveys
:and i_nterviews and observations and talk-aloud protocols indicating that our in-
Junction against personal opinions was inhibiting the writing of arguments, we
would have revised the syllabus to accommodate those findings. In the absenc;e of
data, however, the theory and practice out of which we produced the syllabus for
“Writing about Difference” stand aloof from any hut the most speculative criticism
about our understanding of writing and writing pedagogy or our motives for asking
students to read and write about difference or for selecting discrimination suits or
for assigning particular essays.

The course was designed to examine legal decisions as literate events at a time
when many people profess to believe that discrimination is a thing of the past. The
court cases testify that not everyone believes this to be so, and the decisions
clarify, as little else would, that the arguments in court opinions are profoundly
contingent on circumstances. We can think of no more important dimensions of
culture to study than laws prohibiting discrimination and the strategies of argu-
mentation employed in suits brought before the courts. Law is one of the few
places in this society where arguments are evaluated as arguments. We would like
to think that the academy is another. But convincing students and teachers that the
academy is such a place requires that pedagogical conditions transform class-
rooms into cultures wherein people use arguments to raise more interesting intel-
lectual questions than they resolve. Only when these condifions obtain will we
have a society that is as gratifying to inhabit as it is to study.
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