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THE TROUBLES AT TEXAS

There are what I think of as the froubles at The University of Texas. In April of 1990
the English department policy committee I chaired voted to revamp the ailing com-
position course, known locally as English 306, by requiring the graduate students
who staff the fifty-some sections of the one-semester first-year writing course to
teach argumenation from a common syllabus, “Writing about Difference,” for one
year. From mid-May to mid-July 1990, I met with a number of graduate students
and faculty members, known locally as the Ad Hoc Syllabus-Writing Group, to de-
velop a syllabus (see “Writing about Difference: The Syllabus for English 306" in
this volume). In late July 1990, a month before the start of the new school year, the
dean of liberal arts sent the department a memorandum explaining that he had
... decided to postpone implementation of the syllabus for one year, That left us with-
out a syllabus for a course that approximately three thousand students (about half
of every entering class) are required to take and that the English department is
required to staff and teach,

I began by saying there are troubles at Texas because, as far as I can tell, the
decision to scuttle “Writing about Difference” had nothing whatever to do with the
syllabus we wrote, for to my knowledge no one in central administration ever
asked about it, much less read it, and no one outside the syllabus-writing group
saw or asked to see it until after after the postponement. If the troubles cannot he
traced to the syllabus, and I don’t see how they possibly could be, I cannot but
wonder whether there were extraordinary, perhaps even extracurricular, reasons
for the dean’s unexpected announcement and unprecedented decision. Yet in his
memorandum to the department, the dean said only that he had decided to post-
pone what he mistakenly calls not the syllabus but “the new curriculum for English
306" —"“because we need to address concerns and misunderstandings about the
course, expressed within the university community and because I believe that ad-
ditional time for planning and consultation will ensure the best course possible”
(Meacham 1990, emphasis added). In his tnemo, the dean aligns himself with nei-
ther the administration nor those of us who developed the syllabus, but stands
alone, thus disclaiming any responsibility ze might have to defend the committee
and the department from the “concerns and misunderstandings about the course,
expressed within the university community.” That ambiguous “we” condemned
the dean, the chair, and me to a relentless and fruitless round of fall meetings
——with department chairs, deans, and wealthy alumni and donors, many of whom
seemed impressed by our plans; some of whom wished we would teach grammar,
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spelling, and punctuation instead; some of whom seemed surptised and disap-
pointed to learn that we never had taught literature in English 306 (and indeed
could not without changing the catalog description); and none of whom seemed
much interested in hearing about the syllabus.

It's not just that the dean is rhetorically naive, which I think may well be the case, for
he seemed to believe that i T had persuaded him I could persuade everyone, including
those who have other ideas about what ought to be taught in composition courses. It’s
that he seemed to be incredibly, even perversely, naive about his responsibility as
dean, so naive that when he resigned without warning in January of 1991, leaving the
department and the committee to fend for themselves, he still seemed not only bewil-
dered by my failure to win universal support for “Writing about Difference” but also
more interested in that unsurprising fact than in my insistence that his institutionally
sanctioned postponement had effectively forced me and other members of the com-
mittee and department to lobby endlessly (“planning and consultation”) what he so
loosely identified as “the university community” (donors, deans, and department
chairs) for the right to implement policies we were already authorized as a duly con-
stituted departmental committee to make.

I can look back at the dean’s memo and see in it a none too subtle piece of authori-
tarian politesse. Not to put too fine a point on it, the memo specifies the price of ran-
soming the syllabus. The syllabus held hostage by an unnamed group, in what the
dean calls “the university community,” would be released only in the unlikely event
that its proponents could in an unspecified period of time with an unspecified amount
of “planning and consultation” persuade opponents to cease publicizing their opposi-
tion in state and local newspapers, opposition that the dean euphemistically calls “con-
cerns and misunderstandings expressed within the university community” in his
memo. The sad fact is that the dean, who wrote and delivered the ransom note under
the threat of continuing negative publicity, considered himself a proponent of the syl
labus and in the same memo reassured the English department that not only would
he “continue to support strongly . . . the concept of a writing and rhetoric class cen-
tered on the themes of diversity and difference,” he also had the “assurance of the
administration that they support this concept as well” (Meacham 1990).

By January the dean who had pledged strong support in July had resigned. And
by January the administration—in the person of William Cunningham, the presi-
dent of the university—had steadfastly refused repeated requests to meet with
members of the policy committee or to permit us to field-test the syllabus in a few
sections, while fecklessly linking our syllabus to what he pejoratively dismissad
publicly as “multiculturalism.” That President Cunningham refused even to meet
with members of the policy committee while alluding to our work to parents and
alumni and donors in phrases reminiscent of the sentiments, if not always the lan-
guage, used in advertisements for the conservative National Association of Schol-

ars strikes me as egregiously partisan political favoritism.
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According to notes student reporter Jenny Huang made on a copy of the official
transcript of President Cunningham’s speech to parents in October 1990, he added
this unscripted, seemingly impromptu remark immediately after mentioning that

multiculturalism was “a topic of rising concern these days on campuses across the
nation™:

Multiculturalism has become a code term for some people, signalling
efforts to politicize the curriculum by promoting a particular ideology. We

must not, and we will not permit such developments. {Cunningham 1990
5)

It is a sentiment the president seemed to have liked so much that he expanded on
it in a speech delivered a few months later to a group of donors:

“Multiculturalism” is, as you know, a much-discussed topic on virtually
every campus in the nation. You may have read something about the
debate at the University. Unfortunately, “multiculturalism” has become a
code word for some people, a signal of efforts—real or imagined—to use
the curriculum to promote “politically correct” ideologies or viewpoints.
We must not, and we will not, permit such a development at the
University. (Cunningham 1991a; 8)

Apparently, it took until February of 1991 for the president to adopt the media-
invented lexicon for his anxieties about multiculturalism, even though Richard
Bernstein was warning readers of the New York Times as early as late October 1990
of “the rising hegemony of the politically correct” (Bernstein 1990). Perhaps the
president learned his vocabulary lesson from reading the many subsequent edito-
rials and feature articles on political correctness in Newsweek, New York Magazine,
and the New Republic. Or, instead of reading the syllabus, perhaps he was reading
the Houston Chronicle, which in early February announced the resignation of the
entire policy committee under the “nonpartisan” five-column banner “Effort to In-
clude Bias in UT Class Aborted,” followed the next day by an “official” editorial
titled “Good Riddance.”

While the president’s fears may have been consolidated by national media atten-
tion in the months following the postponement, he was repeatedly counseled against
multiculturalism in the local press during the spring and summer of 1990, Weeks be-
fore the troubles over the syllabus for English 306 erupted, for instance, the Texas
Monthly published Gregory Curtis’s “Behind the Lines: The Bring-Something-
Texan-That-You-Want-to-Burn Party,” whose indictment of the dean of liberal arts
and the chair of the English department for their commitment to multicultural edu-
cation seems to rest on his conviction that “it is by now an unfortunate fact that
substantial numbers of English professors think of themselves not as teaching lit-
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erature but as teaching politics” (1990: 5, emphasis added). In light of that “fact,” it
is little wonder that many of the letters protesting our plans that were published in
the student newspaper in June expressed suspicions about the politics of profes-
sors in the department. Nor, in the light of that “fact,” is it surprising that Alan
Gribben, the professor in the English department whose fears were published lo-
cally by the Austin American-Statesman (“Politicizing English 306”) and nationally
by the New York Times (“A Civil Rights Theme for a Writing Course”) in late June,
could simply assert with impunity that the course “has now fallen prey to the cur-
rent mania for converting every academic subject into a politicized study of race,
class and gender” and go on to say that the revision “has to be the most massive
effort at thought-control ever attempted on the campus” (Gribben 1990b: 5).
Local frenzy over the syllabus seemed to come to a head three weeks later, how-
ever, when fifty-six faculty members from the university publicized their opposition
in an advertisement in the student newspaper (“A Statement of Academic Con-
cern”). The language in the local advertisement is reminiscent of that in a national
advertisement that used to run regularly in the National Association of Scholars
(NAS) journal, Academic Questions, and occasionally in campus newspapers and
popular magazines (“Is the Curriculum Biased? A Statement of the National Asso-
ciation of Scholarg”). There are alarming allegations in the text of “Is the Curricu-
lum Biased?” foremost among them the association’s unsupported claim that its
“examination of many women’s studies and minority studies programs discloses
little study of other cultures and much excoriation of our society for its alleged op-
pression of women, blacks, and others,” which “facts” lead the association to con-
clude that “the banner of ‘cultural diversity’ is apparently being raised by some
whose paramount interest actually lies in attacking the West and its institutions.”
As near as I can tell, the national association’s advertisement is meant to articu-
late the heretofore unexpressed anxieties of members and would-be members
(disaffected faculty members and administrators) and to urge them to keep these
insidious intentions in mind when they are faced with curricular proposals on their
respective campuses. The last—and italicized—paragraph mobilizes these anxi-
eties as the warrant for going public:

We urge our colleagues to demand clear explanations and cogent arguments
in support of the proposals being so rapidly brought before them, and to reject
any that cannot be justified. The curriculum is and should be open to
change, but we wmust rebut the false charges being made against existing
disciplines. We must reject the allegations of “racism” and “Sexism™ that arve
frequently leveled against honest critics of the new proposals, and which only
have the effect of stifting much needed debate. (“Is the Curriculum Biased?”)

Those friendly to the NAS are colleagues. Those whose ideas run counter to its
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own are represented without benefit of personal pronouns alto gether, They are in-
stead a mere collection of passive-voice accusations: “false charges heing made
against existing disciplines” and “allegations of ‘racism’ and ‘sexism’ that are fre-
quently leveled against honest critics.” In the tradition of cold war think tanks, the
association states the threats to Western civilization, which in turn warrant tai{ing
whatever measures members deem necessary to defend themselves, their disci-
plines, and the West against an amorphous enemy with ideas so unthinkable, it
seems, that no existing personal pronouns in English can adequately articulate tjhe
distance “honest critics” must keep between themselves and the aliens—who are
threatening to topple #heir institutions, their disciplines, #heir nation.

. Plenty of my colleagues practice and teach what is being called traditional criti-
c%sm. Some of them publish essays grounded in the principles of practical criti-
.CISIII. Some are indifferent to theory. Some are curious about it but not interested
in reading it. And some are hostile to theory. But few of them could be fooled by
suc.h an ad, for only a handful are solipsistic enough to imagine that theorists are
their enemies, or to believe that colleagues with whom they may disagree hope to
‘des‘Froy thern, the literary canon, and literary criticism, much less the West and its
institutions. I only wish I could believe that the president of the University of Texas
were as well defended as most of my colleagues against the unsupported aflega-
tions and hyperboles in the NAS ad. That he has no recent practical experience of
departmental life may explain, though it does not justify, his eagerness to ignore
Flecisions voted on by the committee authorized to make and implement policy; to
}gnore departmental votes of confidence in the actions taken by that cornmitteej to
Ignore requests to meet with the committee and requests to field-test materials ,de-
veloped for “Writing about Difference”: to ignore letters from other writing pro-
gram directors, other academics, and concerned citizens; and to ignore the Mod-
ern Language Association statement questioning the distortions of the syllabus by
its academic opponents (Frances Smith Foster 1991).

That President Cunningham is not a scholar but an administrator does not, how-
ever, Justify his yielding to local or national special interest groups as ex cathedra
arbiters of faculty decisions at the University of Texas. The presideat is fond of
reminding those who inquire that not he but the dean postponed the syllabus. In a
response sent to Ellen Pollak and all fifty-seven of her colleagues in English and
American studies at Michigan State University who signed a letter arguing against
the postponement, President Cunningham wrote:

English 306 is a Freshman-evel composition course, and its purpose is to
serve the instructional needs of freshmen students in all of The
University’s colleges and schools. The course revisions proposed by
several members of the English Department appeared to be quite
controversial and were not embraced by large sections of the University
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faculty. It is also important to point out that the decision not to implement
the revised syllabus in the 1990-91 academic year was made by the Dean
of the College of Liberal Arts and announced in August of 1990 in order”
that campus debate could take place. (Cunningham 1991b)

While it is nominally true that the dean, not the president, sent the memo, the
president is responsible for the actions deans take and is authorized to rescind
those that are not in the best interests of the university. Perhaps the president
would be willing, however, to take responsibility for the prose he has signed. In
that one paragraph, he reduces a syllabus to “revisions proposed”; misrepresents a
duly constituted departmental committee as “several” faculty members; aggran- ‘
dizes the several faculty members who opposed the decision as “large sections of
the University faculty”; and transmogrifies “planning and consultation™ into “cam-
pus debate.”

1 find it difficuit to imagine, moreover, what resolutions the campus would have

debated. “Resolved: Extremism in the defense of academic privilege is no vice™? .
What would have been the point of these debates? To confirm that professors who
know nothing about the theory, research, and practice of teaching composition are
entitled to “their opinions™ To educate voters? Alumni? Donors? Students? To
stage forensic spectacles, on the order of televised presidential debates, for the
amusement of journalists? Politicians debate. Faculty argue—in committees and
meetings and in their publications. I cannot imagine what the president of the Uni-
versity of Texas was thinking of when he singled out ene of what must be dozens of
duly constituted departmental policy committees to meet opponents in such a fo-
rum. I seriously doubt that he would have required the physics department to put
off teaching chaos theory had some illinformed folks ohjected to the word chaos.
Instead of worrying about whether the campus had an opportusity to debate de-
cisions made by one committee, the president ought to have been concerned that
postponement abrogated the academic freedom along with the authority of the fac-
ulty members responsible for lower-division courses in the English department.

There is trouble at Texas. And trouble is not a problem. Problems are what the
policy committee described and analyzed and resolved during the course of its de-
liberations about English 306. Problems are what members of the syllabus-writing
group were locating and describing and analyzing and trying to solve during the
two months we worked on the syllabus for “Writing about Difference.” Paula Roth-
enberg’s Racism and Sexism was a problem for us; we couldn’t figure out how to
use enough of it to justify asking students to buy the book. We reasoned that we
would have to drop either the book or the court opinions. We decided to drop the
hook because we believed the legal opinions to be more critical to learning how to
analyze, evaluate, and write arguments. It was a hard decision to make. There are
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guarters heard from in Rothenberg’s reader that are not expressed in court opi
101}5.. And not using a reader meant locating appropriate readings for the copm;
opinions and securing permission to use them in a multiple-section course, a 1 0111:;1
some task at any time, but particularly in the summer when academics art; h 03 t -
reacp. I'was reluctant to use readings we had selected in lieu of ones that hadall; :
published by a press and hence undergone a cycle of review that at least said T;leI‘i
someone other than Linda Brodkey thought them worth using in an under 1'&1(:16l
ate course. It was a problem that we had not vet located a full and accessibleges .
on: role models, for instance, to accompany the decision in Chambers v Om S;LY
Gzrls_ Club, Ine. (The majority opinion and the dissenting opinion turn on th Iab’aI
requirement that instructors be role models.) e
We agonized over the number of writing and reading assignments, the kinds of
fiSSlgnI.’EleIltS, the phrasing of them—whether to include a task analy;is in afl W[';)Z-
mg. assignments or only in the long ones. The sequence of writing and readin,
assignments was & problem—as was the relationship between them—for .
?.vantt'ed students to examine the structure of the arguments they read and wrot ":e
1dent|f3.7 the lclajms, grounds, and warrants used, and to evaluate them in li0 }ft’ 0(;
the e}ngfer{mes of antidiscrimination law and the contingencies of actual gase
Some (?pu{lons, such as the Chambers decision, argue that what is called a busin .
necessity justifies discrimination. In other words, while the court agreed that SITS
Omaha Girls Club had discriminated against Crystal Chambers, a single b] E
w.om;.m,' wh_en they fired her because she was pregnant, it went c’)n to af ue tzct
d1sc1l1m1nat10n was justified in this instance because “the Girls Club estgbli h ad
that 1!: honestly believed that to permit single pregnant staff members to work S:m?h
the gi.rls \_Jvould convey the impression that the Girls Club condoned pregnancy fi
the girls in the age group it serves” (Chambers 1987: 701-2). We wantetgi a many
so-called hard cases as we could find because we wanted students to leaslrrrrllafny
zltl:nmseh‘res &IO- med.iate the exigencies of rules and the contingencies of circur?i
Swd(i::z”uiln ! hefsr ::iﬂ:iii) .(see Writing about Difference: ‘Hard Cases’ for Cultural
On th'e very day that the dean was meeting with the president and provost about
postponing the syllabus, graduate students and faculty members were at a wo(:li
fshop on the problem of making tokens of the few students of color enrolled in 't-
ing classes by expecting them to represent an entire race or ethnic group. H Wri ,
teach teachers not to make tokens of students was a problem. How to teallj(.:h ety
student to judge each case on its merits as gn argiment waé a problem H?\fiy
teach argumentation as largely a matter of exploration rather than demor.lstrati :
was a problem. How to teach, not preach, difference was a problem. Problems cm:l
he Stfited, discussed, and solved, if only provisionally, to the satisf:action of th w
working on them. There is information to be taken into account goals to be sta(t)sde
and restated, and ample occasion for criticism and persuasion. Ail of which is to sZy
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that most of us believe problems can be solved hecause we believe solutions to be
largely a matter of clearly stating a goal or a set of goals, identifying problems, and
then laying out and “testing” possible solutions. And all of this means that we be-
lieve in argumentation itself.

We haven’t had any problems at Texas since the dean solved kis problem by
“postponing” our decision to implement the common syllabus and instantaneously
and irrevocably transformed our problems into what the Irish call the troubles. Un-
like problems, the troubles are not solved by talking things over or siiting down at
pargaining tables. Compromises are unthinkable because opponents see their in-
terests as mutually exclusive. The troubles seem only to be exacerbated by the
pretense that they can be resolved rationally, as many of us who attended the Con-
ference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) session “Freshman
English and Social Issues: The Debate at Texas” saw for ourselves in March 1991
when Magine Hairston, John Ruszkiewicz, James Kinneavy, and John Slatin de-
bated the syllabus. They spoke in anger, pain, fear, and sorrow, and in those idioms
also spoke of their desire to restore reason to their respective worlds. Collateral
damage is to be expected, of course, when people who see their day-to-day intel-
lectual problems as troubles abandon the civil pretense, perhaps, but a civil con-
tract nonetheless, that their disagreements can be amicably resolved. The troubles

are the insurmountable problems that result when local problems are appropriated
by a group that is not interested in resolving local problems but is interested, in-
stead, in exploiting local problems for its own purposes. Cynical escalation of local
problems into troubles is one of the strategies routinely employed by colonizers,
who need to obscure self-interested actions that would otherwise be immediately
recognized as the unwarrantable denial of human rights they are. No matter the
venue, the consequences to all who are colonized, including the collaborators, are
devastating.
At the moment, however, I am more interested in the strategic practices of the
colonizers, specifically in the representation of the group to be colonized as inca-
pable of self-governance. Grounds for colonizing the English department are
spelled out to the locals by Gregory Curtis in the Texas Monthly: “For about the last
five years, the English department at UT has been, as a professor might say, rent
in two” (1990: 5). There are the “generally older and more established professors
who believe in traditional literature and traditional teaching” and the “younger
professors who see literature as a ‘tool of opposition,’ as a typical phrase goes,
and teaching as a way of proselytizing for their gender, their race, or their
radical—most often specifically Marxist—political beliefs” (1990: 5). In stark cold
war terms: the enemy is within. The gentleman scholars in the department are be-
set not by radical students (as in the 1960s) but by radical colleagues “who have
nothing but contempt for the society they are supposed to help educate and hatred
for the state that pays their salaries” (1990: 5).
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Coﬁ?ziilesxfnt of th(le) lUniversity of Texas effectively underwrote the warrant for
ion by not publicly defending faculty membe i i
! . rs against this or sub
representations of disagreements about policy i B
policy in the department as i
able troubles. His silence in th . ity infomniter e
. e face of repeated assaults on faculty i i
‘ ‘ ty integrity, mor
;I;iilﬁanzﬁgng that was printed, gave credence to the take-tto-the-public Zrategi
ced by opponents of the syllabus. Tt is ar i i
! ] . guably his presidential sil
instance, that is responsible for the re i e
port in the fall 1990 National Associati
Scholars Newsletter that prai i e Tomae hoer
praised the leadership and memb
of the NAS for going public with thei i e s chapter
their complaints. In additi ingli
Gribben and his allies for prai - ot oy e out Alan
praise, the Newsletfer mentions that th
followed “ ‘A Statement of Academi e s o et
emic Concern,” signed by fi i
e - . y fifty-six faculty mem-
l;z:is mc}llt-ldmg sevente(?n NAS/TAS [Texas Asscciation of Sc:holarstIY memm-
Cous—[lev 1cl'1] appeared in the Daily Texan [the campus paper] urging that the
o ;stz itemmth};lrawn ) ]E NAS Impact, Texas™: 5). From where I stand, the NAS
embers with a victory that was technicall ’
: v a no-show. The advertise-
:ir;e:;lt :gfl)eared (1in tEle ;tudent newspaper on July 18, 1990, and on July 23, 1990, the
ounced that he was postponing the syllabus fo t vi
terim, the president and the i i i A
, provost of the universi i i
s presidentanc | ty met privately with the dean
llltior the tj'ecor((til,l the NAS Newsletter fails to mention that some of the fifty-six fac
members (there are more than twenty-two hu — ‘
: - ndred on the Austi
who signed “A Statement of Academi o )
ic Concern” later claimed not to kn
advertisement was paid for with a e e
check drawn on the Texas affiliate’

: ate’s account
l(es:tzrlijenion andG Plr];gpott 1990a and 1990b). Nor does the newsletter mention tl?e
rofessor Gribben wrote to a wealthy donor in which h i
stage plan for salvaging the de th his ca ey e,

partment along with his career, whi
: nen , ch plan r
::;;ﬂ{les OFB helpubhshed a year earlier in Academic Questions for salvagirljg wh;
Engiqilslf gegngt]rljh (tiep}?rtl;ents. The Gribben Plan for Texas is as follows: (1) “the
artment should be placed in receivership i ini -
. ] p indefinitely . . . and th
,?;V(irﬁed by a new English chairman appointed directly by the Provos(ta’l'l‘
T}Z the department’s faculty should be divided into a Department -of Criticai
:or}: anj Culij}lral ?tudies and a Department of English Literature and Ian-
‘i‘ldge ; a1.1 3) b:f\rrmg the accomplishment of these steps, the two university-
i fteh required .Enghls;};l courses (E 306 and E 316K) should be abolished, thus end
e necessity of hiring additional English , -
! professors at the rate they have b
recruited for the past decade from the icali ous gradinte
most radicalized (but prestigi
programs across the nations [sic])” (Gribben 1990a). prestiious graduate
dejilf; ;Isl zlogblt? ??_t Tex.ils. T\1Vhene'~fer an administration gratuitously contravenes
ecisions, it colonizes a department’s intellectual B ith i
administrative autonomy. I used to consi i " e e
. onsider English department meetin
i stob
the best evidence that we had entered a period of seli-censorship. For t}%ere arz
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obvious differences between the department meetings held in the spring before
and the fall after the postponement. In the spring meeting, while three faculty
members argued vociferously against the committee’s decision to implement a
common syllabus and to adopt the Rothenberg reader, they argued against the de-
cisions without accusing the committee of bad faith. Discussion among the more
than one hundred faculty members and graduate students who attended the meet-
ing covered a broad terrain of concerns ranging from possible readings to re-
quests for clarification, from practical problems about the difficulty of reading
cotrt opinions to the intellectual possibilities of teaching arguments by working in
one of the few remaining venues where arguments have consequences. By the end
of the discussion, some faculty members were even excited enough by the plan to
teach writing from court opinions on discrimination suits that some 10 percent vol-
unteered to teach a section, even though the policy did not apply to faculty mem-
bers, and even though volunteering also meant attending a presemester orienta-
tion to the course and meeting regularly during the semester with a group of
graduate teachers, who would also be teaching the syllabus, This was a happy turn
of events for the composition program, since the department had voted as recently
as 1985 to require but not teach the very course some faculty were now volunteer-
ing to teach. That vote only makes sense if you read it as a claim that composition
is by definition remedial and hence should not be taught at the University of Texas.
No such intellectual enthusiasm for writing pedagogy was expressed by any fac-
ulty member or graduate student, however, in the September meeting following
the postponement. The other members of the policy committee and I sought and
won a vote of confidence for the committee. We neither sought nor desired a vote
on the syllabus itself, since the committee was fully authorized, as were all the pre-
vious ones for at least the past twenty-five years, to do precisely what we had done.
Questions were few and answers short in a meeting dominated by Robert’s Rules
of Order. I doubt that anyone in the room believed we were talking about a sylla-
bus, writing, or anything other than political solidarity in the face of unwarranted
administrative intervention. In a secret ballot taken at the meeting, the department
affirmed ifs confidence in the committee by a vote of forty-six to eleven, with three
ahstentions, and shortly thereafter the Associated Graduate Students of English
followed suit in a mail hallot, fifty-two to two, no abstentions. These are votes ex-
pressing commitment to academic freedom, which includes the right of faculty to
develop a syllabus to meet curricular goals, and these are votes, needless to say,
that the president ignored whenever he gave speeches to donors or responded to
faculty from other institutions.

The troubles have made a mockery of public meetings at Texas. At a department
meeting in the spring of 1991, for instance, all thirty-six faculty members present
voted unanimously—with virtually no discussion—for an English 306 syllabus de-
signed by the committee chaired by James Kinneavy. No one voted against it, no
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on'e abstained, and no one volunteered o teach it. ‘That is not to say there
thing wrong with the syllabus, but that the syllabus was not the issue TI‘TaS' e
was that a department committee helieved it needed to protect its mem’t.)er . 1SdS'Lle
Work from an onslaught of negative publicity. Events justify the committe S’an llt:
ing departmental backing for the course. But bear in miind that these eve tzs Slf'e -
led to and followed on the postponement, and which in their turn createlzl ’Whmh
markal_nle political solidarity within the department, have silenced all but thS iy ]je
cal register of public speech. We registered our political solidarity and pohtii:lod'h—
fsent, but thle politics of publicity and postponement effectively colonized tI'lls-
intellectual life along with the administrative autonomy of the departmentZe ’
I have reached the point in the narrative when any reasonably experien;: d st
:yteller would insert an epilogue or coda. In fact, while I knew I could not(:n i (})1-
Reader, 1 {narried him,” I had hoped the Kinneavy syllabus would be the d o
mt?nt. But it seems the vote resolved nothing more than an installment i a0 om
gm_ng saga, which may turn out to be as long as Texas is large. In June of ’11;;111 gl ‘
acting dean posted what I think of as the first call for rehearsals for 506, Th, S i
guel. In a letter to the chair, Dean Robert King (whose surname is itse]f’ roe f eI-
Supposle, that we are not dealing with literary realism here) announced thatph "
ret%lrnmg the department to a form of governance known as a Budget C eWE_"S
Wth}’l’ “ﬁll by definition consist of all and only the Full Professors ingthe DOHHCIL
men‘f‘ q{mg 1991). Dean King's decision is based, he goes on to say, on theplfl rt‘;
that t‘-iVICE‘ during my earlier deanship I suspended hiring through lE,iCk of - 1?;
dence in the. recommendations being made by the small number of faculty seco' .
at any one time on the Executive Committee” (King 1991). He does not m rv1:ling
that mo.st members of the Executive Committee were elected by the entire fen 1On
or.that it included elected representives from all ranks, or that the chair ¢ alcc;l >
pomt two more members, say, women or minority representatives if n o were
e_Iected from their meager number in the department. Nor does Dean Kzne e
t1_o1_1 that when he suspended hiring two years ago, he wrote the chair th lzijmzn-
cision was based on “complaints from a number of your colleagues ia th SDe-
Partrr%ent. of English about a lack of balance in hiring new faculty’; 'a‘nclll “t;Ik e%
p(_)larlz”ahor}’; ideological and political considerations—non-academic consid \
atxo.ns, which “were said to play an increasing and unacceptable role in th e
cruitment of new faculty” (King 1989). Nor does Dean King mention that he s s
to be following the Gribben plan for salvaging the English department. [I ;"931;28
the yeafr after I left Texas and the year before he retired. Dean King reI.n . d th ,
Rhe.tonc and Composition program frem the English de;)artment ! e
lSmce I cannot provide a coda, the least I can do is leave you the. cold comfort of
ﬂ'llls anecdote recounted by Patricia Williams in her book The Alchemy of Ra .. Od
szghts. She says that many law students find this and others of her sty s confu
ing. I do not. And I trust you will not, pries contus
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Walking down Fifth Avenue in New York not long ago, I came up hehind
a couple and their young son. The child, about four or five years old, had
evidently been complaining about big dogs. The mother was saying, “But
why are you afraid of big dogs?” “Because they're big,” he responded
with eminent good sense. “But what's the difference between a big dog
and a little dog?” the father persisted. “They're big,” said the child. “But
there’s really po difference,” said the mother, pointing to a large
slathering wolihound with narrow eyes and the calculated amble of a
gangster, and then to a beribboned Pekinese the size of a roller skate,
who was flouncing along just ahead of us all, in that little fox-trotty step
that keeps Pekinese from ever being taken seriously, “See?” said the
father. “If you look really closely you'll see there’s no difference at all.
They're all just dogs.”

And I thought: Talk about your iron-clad canon. Talk about a static,
unyielding, totally uncompromising point of reference. These people must
be lawyers. . . . How else do people fearn to capitulate so uncritically to a
norm that refuses to allow for difference? How else do grown-ups sink so
deeply into the authoritarianism of their own world view that they can
universalize their relative bigness so completely that they obliterate the
subject position of their child’s relative smaliness? (To say nothing of the
position of the slathering wolfhound, from whose own narrow perspective [
dare say the little boy must have looked exactly like a lamb chop.) (1991:
12-13)

Pm with that little boy. And from where we stand, differences matser.

—Penn State Conference on Rhetoric and Composition, July 1991
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