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 548

 ETHICS IN THE WRITING CLASSROOM:

 A NONDISTRIBUTIVE APPROACH

 Christy Friend

 n a recent journal article, one writing teacher describes her classroom, where
 students discuss the ethical responsibilities embodied in the discourse con-
 ventions of academic writing. By learning to master such standards as accu-
 rate documentation, fair presentation of others' arguments, and objective

 language, she contends, students become principled members of the academic
 writing community (Stotsky 799-806). Another teacher assigns composition stu-
 dents to read a variety of multicultural literature, using the texts as a centerpiece

 for pointing out diverse ideologies and the social contexts from which they arise.
 Examining these, he believes, helps lead students to a greater appreciation of
 diversity (Knoblauch 14-21). Yet another teacher openly advocates pluralism and
 democratic ideals while encouraging students to develop persuasive skills to
 promote their own viewpoints. When all members of the class use this kind of
 "rhetorical authority" to debate public controversies, she hopes, they will arrive
 at consensus on ethical positions (Bizzell, "Beyond" 672-674).

 These three accounts and others like them illustrate the growing concern in
 our discipline with the relation between ethics and the teaching of writing. This
 concern is not surprising, given the political orientation of much postmodern
 scholarship in rhetoric and composition. Members of our discipline often envi-
 sion themselves as agents of social change who try to promote critique of domi-
 nant ideologies and empower students to become active participants in the larger
 political world. And, in so doing, we inevitably invoke our own ethical values, a
 process complicated by the multifaceted power relationships that operate in our
 classrooms. Writing teachers have historically been invested with tremendous
 evaluative power over students' language and thinking: at the level of the univer-

 sity we are gatekeepers who decide which students possess enough linguistic skill

 Christy Friend is a PhD candidate at the University of Texas at Austin. Her areas of interest include
 rhetorical theory and the teaching of writing, and she has published essays in College English and
 Studies in Puritan American Spirituality.
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 ETHICS IN THE WRITING CLASSROOM 549

 to enter the academic community (Miller 19-45); within the classroom we decide
 what kinds of literacy, what viewpoints, and even what topics are worthy of being
 voiced (Brodkey 126); and according to some critics, we even hold the power to
 "brainwash" students if we impose our philosophical and political perspectives
 too strongly (Hairston 180). Furthermore, postmodern theory tells us that we
 wield this authority within an institutional context which constrains and creates
 us in many of the same ways it does our students (Foucault 215-216; Berlin;
 Faigley 48-79). Given these problematic relations, it is little wonder that so many
 scholars are exploring this question: How is it possible to negotiate ethical issues
 productively and humanely in the postmodern classroom?

 The solution to this problem cannot be found in traditional ethical theory,
 however. As James Porter notes, the study of ethics has historically centered on
 the construction and application of static universal principles, an enterprise in-
 compatible with the rejection of foundationalist thinking inherent in postmod-
 ernism. In other words, postmodern scholars believe that transcendent moral
 principles do not exist, or at least that they are unavailable to historically and
 culturally situated human beings. To talk about ethics in a way that informs
 current practice in our discipline thus requires a complete reconfiguration of
 ethics in response to postmodern precepts (Porter 3). This is the task that the
 scholars cited above, and others like them, undertake. I see the importance and
 immense potential of new connections between ethics and teaching, and in many
 ways these recent perspectives are compelling. However, my argument arises
 from a limitation I believe that all three share: while seeking nonfoundational
 bases of ethical principles and ethical authority, all rely to some degree on
 foundationalist concepts and language. Specifically, all fall into what feminist
 political theorist and ethicist Iris Marion Young calls a "distributive logic" of
 ethics-a consumption-based paradigm which fails to account fully for institu-
 tional structures of oppression and domination. Because of the paramount impor-
 tance of such structures to our postmodern perspective, a more successful new
 ethics must thus break free of this constraining model. First, I will review Young's
 refutation of distributive ethics and her proposal of an alternative system based
 on group difference. Next, I will note points at which Stotsky's, Knoblauch's, and

 Bizzell's recent work on classroom ethics relies on distributive language and
 concepts. Finally, I will suggest ways to extend this work along the lines Young
 recommends, to create classrooms centered on diversity, productive conflict, and
 ongoing dialogue about ethical issues.

 YOUNG'S NEW ETHICS

 In her 1990 book Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young attempts to broaden
 political and ethical thought to encompass postmodern theories of difference. She
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 contends that most philosophical discussions of ethics have been unable to do so
 thus far because they are fettered by an underlying distributive paradigm, which
 constructs a reductive and skewed perception of what it means to be "just." The
 distributive model assumes that human beings are primarily consumers and that
 justice can be defined as the distribution of societal benefits in equal portions to
 individuals: "social judgments are about what individual persons have, how much
 they have, and how that amount compares with what other individuals have" (2 5).

 Young believes that distributive issues are important, especially in a capitalistic
 culture like ours where large material inequities exist, but that the paradigm
 ultimately fails because it oversteps its limitations. It "inappropriately restricts the
 scope of justice" and conflates the distinction between having and doing, with
 several negative results (37).

 First, the paradigm's insistence on separate, decontextualized individuals as
 the beneficiaries of justice implies a "social atomism, inasmuch as there is no
 internal relation among persons in society relevant to considerations of justice"
 (18). In other words, such thinking assumes that all human beings should be seen
 as basically alike in their relation to systems of justice: that "equal social status for

 all persons requires treating everyone according to the same principles, rules and
 standards" (157; emphasis added). Unfortunately, Young shows, such distributive
 logic fails to recognize important differences that result from individuals' mem-
 bership in various social groups-differences in oppression, domination, and
 social position. And by emphasizing only features that are common to individuals
 across groups, this logic represses and downgrades the unique needs of those who
 do not "fit" with the majority, inevitably devaluing people who belong to disen-
 franchised groups (111). As a result, the distributive paradigm neglects diversity
 rather than affirming it.

 Second, Young asserts, when justice is considered distributively, questions
 about the fair allocation of commodities are emphasized, overshadowing ques-
 tions about the larger contexts that determine what actually gets distributed and
 why. Even when scholars try to incorporate such concerns into distributive
 schemata, the result is often conceptual confusion, since nonmaterial concepts
 like rights, decision-making, power, and opportunity are better perceived as
 relations and processes than as static quantities. For example, power, a fundamen-
 tal concern of justice, Young says, cannot be understood as "some kind of stuff
 that can be traded, exchanged, and distributed ... [without] miss[ing] the struc-
 tural phenomena which exclude people from participating in determining their
 actions" (31). Treating social processes like fixed bundles of goods too often
 reifies existing institutional and cultural systems, mistaking what is given for what
 is necessary and ideal (21).

 These elements of distributive logic combine to create what Young calls
 "end-state" ethical theories-theories that imply "a static social ontology" where
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 justice is determined by the amount of goods each individual ends up with (28).
 Such theories conceptualize ethical judgments solely in terms of patterns; "jus-
 tice" entails looking at social systems synchronically and comparing the ratio
 of benefits to burdens carried by individuals in one system to those in other
 possible systems (27-28). These theories assume that the discursive and social
 processes which determine these outcomes, the historical conditions that enable
 them, and their differential effects upon people are unworthy of consideration.
 They "operate as though goods magically appear and get distributed" (28). And
 in so doing they bracket the central social and institutional concerns of postmod-
 ern theory.

 Young argues that scholars must replace the distributive paradigm with a
 broader one based on enablement, on an understanding of people as "doers"
 rather than simply as "havers." Specifically, she proposes an ethical theory fo-
 cused on issues of domination and oppression, concepts that have both structural
 and social dimensions: "justice [should] refer primarily to [these] two forms of
 disabling constraints .... While these constraints include distributive patterns,
 they also involve matters which cannot easily be assimilated to the logic of
 distribution: decisionmaking procedures, division of labor, and culture" (39).
 Using these as a starting point, she contends, extends ethical discussion beyond
 self-centered individualism to group-based concerns. It encourages the definition
 of "common interests" not as those shared by the majority of individuals, but as
 those group interests that can be recognized without violating the rights of other
 groups or subjecting them to domination (161). Finally, it posits ethics not as a
 static, universal end but as a local, public process through which conceptions of
 justice can be articulated in varied, changing ways (91).

 While admitting her theory is more idealistic than pragmatic, Young chal-
 lenges scholars to join and extend her project:

 If they are not to be irrelevant or simply to reinforce existing discourses, theorists
 of justice must take part in the struggle [towards an understanding of] justice as
 enablement and empowerment, presuming a more active conception of persons.
 (90-91)

 Young's call for this new kind of thinking resonates powerfully for teachers of
 composition, since we work within one of the institutional structures that she
 believes ethical theory needs to examine. In addition, our courses center on
 language and culture, nondistributive phenomena Young specifically ties to her
 concepts of domination and oppression: because it consists of the images, mean-
 ings, and symbols human beings use to define themselves in relation to others,
 culture plays an important role in (re)producing oppression. Ethics must, then,
 politicize culture, which means "bringing language, gestures, . . . images, interac-
 tive conventions, and so on, into explicit reflection... making them the subject
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 of public discussion, and explicitly matters of choice and decision" (86). The
 composition classroom, a space already dedicated to these kinds of analysis,
 constitutes an ideal forum for developing and employing a Youngian ethics. The
 question now becomes how composition scholars can fully realize the possibilities
 of her postmodern vision.

 STOTSKY'S NEODISTRIBUTIVE PARADIGM

 Sandra Stotsky, like Young, sees the need for increased attention to ethics. Her
 "Conceptualizing Writing as Moral and Civic Thinking" begins with the obser-
 vation that "to judge from published articles or composition textbooks, plagiarism

 looms as the cardinal.. . sin that developing or mature academic writers can
 commit" (794). Arguing that teaching students responsible academic writing
 inevitably involves a broader ethical dimension, Stotsky reviews scholarship in the
 fields of moral education and composition theory to show that scholars generally
 discuss writing strategies in cognitive and rhetorical terms rather than as matters

 involving moral judgment. Even scholars who claim to address ethics, she says,
 generally limit their focus to the teacher's "personal values on social and political
 issues" and fail to connect these concerns sufficiently to the specific demands
 their students face as academic writers (797).

 Instead of ignoring ethics altogether or pushing students to share their views,

 Stotsky proposes that teachers refocus students' attention on their obligations
 as writers to deal honestly and respectfully with readers and with the subject
 matter they write about. For Stotsky, these obligations are embodied in the
 accepted discourse conventions of the academic community: "all of us ... need to
 help our students understand that . .. the intellectual standards they are expected
 to meet in their writing should also be seen as ethical responsibilities" (799).
 Using James Kinneavy's theory of aims as a framework, Stotsky provides a list of
 what she sees as the "academic writer's responsibilities," then illustrates these
 principles with examples from published academic texts that meet and that violate
 them. She concludes by suggesting that teachers use similar illustrations in their
 classrooms to develop in their students "the intellectual and moral autonomy that
 underlies responsible civic participation and the determination of the common
 good" (806).

 Several aspects of Stotsky's proposal are valuable. Her literature review
 establishes the need for increased attention to the ethical aspects of academic
 writing--a call that I think Young and most postmodern scholars would find
 appropriate. In addition, her objection to scholars who equate bringing students
 to ethical positions on social issues with helping them to communicate these
 positions in ethical ways is incisive. For, while the two practices are closely
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 related, they are not identical. Patricia Bizzell and others, for example, imagine
 an ethical classroom as one which teaches students to value difference and demo-

 cratic ideals ("Beyond" 674). But even supposing that students do acquire such
 positions and feel committed to convincing others of them, does this alone
 necessarily equip them to write about their positions in principled ways? Does a
 student who holds an "ethical" position on, say, racism, necessarily know how to
 construct a text on that topic that the academic community would consider
 responsible? Imparting values to students and shaping the processes through
 which they communicate them are connected but not equivalent problems. To
 talk about them as though they are is to conflate the ethical stance as an end
 product with the process by which it is arrived at and put to use. And, to the
 degree that this conflation risks deemphasizing the processes which enable students

 to communicate about ethics in favor of promoting their possession of particular

 sets of values, Stotsky's caution is consistent with the nondistributive thinking
 Young promotes.

 Despite these strengths, Stotsky's argument is less progressive when she
 moves to proposing classroom practice. In elevating discourse conventions to the
 status of "ethical principles," she uses the kind of distributive logic Young cau-
 tions against. The problem is not that she employs community consensus as a
 ground for ethical authority; Young's theory is based upon this concept-as is the
 work of many postmodernists, including Stanley Fish and Jean-Franqois Lyotard.
 However, these scholars' conception of community "authority" is not static and
 universal, but always contingent, local, and open to revision. In contrast, Stotsky
 presents the academic writing community as a monolithic and unchanging struc-
 ture, and its standards as absolute. Her list of "responsibilities," she makes clear,
 "belongs equally to all academic writers, male or female" (805), and such "prin-
 ciples" as defining key terms, avoiding sarcasm, and using "affectively balanced"
 language apply across all academic genres and contexts, as she reveals in the
 sample texts she cites. For instance, a Marxist writer rates poorly because he uses

 too much jargon; one critic of Hirsch's "cultural literacy" errs in using emotional

 language, and another in using sarcasm (801-804). In her rigid application of
 standards, Stotsky does not always consider that her examples come from differ-
 ent genres and were probably written to different audiences, and for different

 purposes-in other words, that "academic writing" encompasses varied practices
 in a fluid social context. In seeing conventions as static bundles of rules, rather
 than as contingent practices, she thus slips into a perspective characteristic of the

 distributive thinkers Young criticizes. In Young's words, Stotsky's proposal "re-
 stricts the scope of [ethics] because [she] fails to bring social structures and
 institutional contexts under evaluation" (20).

 In her attempt to create a framework for ethics based in the academic
 community, Stotsky never quite escapes distributive language and thinking. Thus,
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 while her project is a worthy one, her proposals are unlikely to be completely
 satisfying to teachers who share Young's goals.

 KNOBLAUCH: ACCUMULATING ETHICAL "MOMENTS"

 C. H. Knoblauch, like Stotsky, believes that ethical issues are an inherent part of
 the teaching of writing. Unlike Stotsky, however, he critiques the writing class-
 room, and the kinds of literacy it has historically promulgated, as part of an
 institutional context dedicated to promoting dominant cultural values. In "Criti-
 cal Teaching and Dominant Culture," he characterizes the university as a "mana-
 gerial training ground" for the social elite. Universities thus attract students who
 aspire to conform to the status quo, and teachers are paid to prepare these
 students for places within it-not to critique it or to bring about change (14).
 Even politicized theories of teaching, rather than addressing the values of main-
 stream students, have traditionally focused primarily on finding ways to enfran-
 chise minorities, women, and others perceived to be "on the margins" of the
 educational system (15). Arguing that such approaches reduce radical teaching to
 a functionalized process of "turning outsiders into insiders," Knoblauch believes
 that educators must find ways to broaden our political scope to include all our
 students and all our pedagogical practices. In other words, a truly political class-
 room must focus on the privileged majority as well as the disadvantaged minority
 of students.

 Given this goal, the question that troubles Knoblauch is how best to promote
 critical and ethical consciousness among students who have little to gain from
 questioning their values. He admits that many university classrooms contain
 women, working-class students, and ethnic minorities, but he notes that even
 these students tend to share a commitment to the capitalistic ideal of "the Good
 Life" that accepts and reinforces social inequities. Thus, he asks, "Why should [I
 compel students to] . . . struggle with the troubling self-awareness that one course
 aims to create when the culture of the university as a whole reassures them of
 their entitlements?" (19). The seriousness of this concern leads Knoblauch to
 conclude that it is morally unacceptable for teachers to push students to accept a
 radically democratic ethical agenda. Drawing on the work of radical educators
 Paulo Freire and Ira Shor, he asserts that the most a politically committed teacher

 can do is encourage students to embark on an educational process which enables
 them to scrutinize their own values and come into contact with the values of

 others (17).
 Knoblauch cites his own classroom as an example of how this kind of critical

 teaching operates. The course he describes centers on the issue of difference.
 Students are asked to read a variety of multicultural short fiction, construct their

 own "readings," compare those to others' readings, and analyze the resulting

This content downloaded from 128.83.205.78 on Tue, 09 Aug 2016 16:05:54 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 ETHICS IN THE WRITING CLASSROOM 555

 differences. These activities are designed, according to Knoblauch, to "involve
 [the students] in debate, through talk and extensive writing, about the sociocul-
 tural tensions and struggles in their own lives by appeal to the mediating situ-
 ations" depicted in the literature (16). Although these debates often produce
 nothing more than a series of "predictable" arguments in which students read the
 texts as ratification of their previous beliefs, a few discussions spark brief mo-
 ments of critical reflection-where women students, for instance, explore their
 anger at sexist prejudices displayed by a story's narrator, or where many students
 disagree with the ethic of greed enacted in a story. Such critical moments,
 Knoblauch believes, widen students' ethical horizons. And the "accumulation" of
 such moments embodies the possibility that the teacher's efforts will produce
 meaningful political and ethical change (21).

 In his willingness to critique the institutional framework of teaching prac-
 tice, Knoblauch surmounts a central limitation of the distributive paradigm.
 Furthermore, he reminds us that students are not a static, monolithic "elite," but

 rather human beings constantly redefining their relationships to cultural systems.
 Unlike Stotsky, Knoblauch sees that all of us produce as well as reproduce the
 values of our culture and that ethical precepts are thus constructions, not abso-
 lutes. Students, then, "are self-interested but they are not only that. They cling
 to their myths, but they also learn and change" (20). This observation transcends
 the kind of "end-state" thinking that posits an "unchanging social field on which

 individuals are fixed points" (Young 28). And, finally, Knoblauch is aware of social

 differences at work within the writing classroom. Not all students will respond to

 the texts he assigns in the same ways, and some will meet his critical challenge
 more fully than others. Such uncertainties are inevitable in a "site of conflicting
 beliefs, values, affiliations, desires, and class and gender identities" (20-21). Be-
 cause of these differences, he cautions, teachers can never determine exactly what
 the outcomes of any "classroom tactic" might be (19). In this admission, Kno-
 blauch moves beyond the reliance on "universal" and "generalizable" ethical
 standards that marks distributive thought. His proposal ultimately embraces
 nondistributive logic in important ways.

 Despite these achievements, several points in Knoblauch's argument ap-
 proach distributive thinking. Although he says that he cannot predict the effects

 his teaching will have on students' values, the underlying assumption throughout
 the article is that the more texts and readings students are exposed to, the more
 ethical they will probably become. Students emerge as depositories for ever-
 growing stores of "diverse" knowledge, a perspective that coalesces in the "accu-
 mulation" ideal Knoblauch promotes at the end of the essay. He hopes that the
 "accumulation of details" students learn about difference in the writing course "is
 likely to add up to the realizing of [more democratic ethical] schemes" (21). Both
 the reasoning and the word choices here define the quantity of knowledge
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 students obtain as a primary component of ethical development-a "counting"
 process more consistent with distributive than nondistributive thinking.

 It could be argued that the issue of what students read is properly a distribu-
 tive one. Young herself advocates distributive justice in cases where material
 inequalities exist (3 3), and the lack of diversity represented in the literary canon
 is certainly one such instance. But Knoblauch's purpose here is not to argue for
 expanding the number of multicultural works in the canon. Rather, he is using
 a quantitative formulation to describe the nondistributive process of ethical
 decision-making, which extends far beyond the amount of knowledge about
 "difference" students acquire. In this distributive characterization, the content of

 course readings and the proliferation of diverse interpretations sometimes tend
 to overshadow broader issues of how students construct and reconstruct ethical

 positions.
 Also problematic is Knoblauch's insistence that teachers refrain from advo-

 cating a particular ideology over others. Citing Freire, he argues that asserting
 moral authority in the classroom replicates the structures of domination critical
 pedagogy aims to dismantle (17). Since teachers cannot justify "compelling assent
 to a radical agenda," all they can do is create educational "conditions" that foster
 students' own self-examination and critique and hope that this experience results
 in moral growth (19). Unfortunately, a classroom that adopts a "hands-off' stance
 toward student opinions does not always require students to take responsibility
 for their judgments. Would Knoblauch, I wonder, encourage teachers to criticize
 the argument of a student who believes that rape victims are partially to blame
 for their plight? Or would he expect us to stop at encouraging the student to look

 closely at the reasons for his opinion? How far does the teacher's responsibility
 to withhold judgment go? Knoblauch's system probably promotes individual
 moral growth in the few "tantalizing moments" he describes, but he admits that
 it appears to affect many students' values minimally, if at all.

 The problem, as Knoblauch recognizes, is that students are shaped by a
 social and institutional context larger than the classroom. In Susan Jarratt's words,

 "teachers can't neutralize by fiat the social positions already occupied by their
 students" (113). The cultural bases of the values students bring to their writing
 are too deeply embedded and too powerful for most to overcome through self-
 scrutiny alone. Thus teachers who do not actively push students to change their
 opinions may in fact end up indirectly reinforcing them. And failing to speak out
 against intolerant views may mean that the classroom reproduces the inequalities
 of the larger society. Students from marginalized groups may feel silenced when
 mainstream students use the dominant discourse that devalues them-as hap-

 pened to the sole black student in Knoblauch's course (14). Do such classrooms
 provide a real space for diversity and open critique? Do they do enough to lead
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 students to more ethical positions? Not always, says Knoblauch, but it is the most
 that teachers can do.

 Knoblauch's argument here stops short of achieving Young's nondistributive
 standard. Limiting teachers' intervention in discussions of ethics presumes that
 individual students are equally positioned in relation to the dominant discourse
 and that the teacher's responsibility to each is more or less the same. In other
 words, the amount of self-reflection that's good for one student is good for
 another, and moral exhortation from the teacher is equally harmful to all students.
 This logic reflects a distributive inclination to view people as generalizable
 quantities and thus risks shortchanging those who are marginalized. In Young's
 words, "If there are significant differences of power... decisionmaking proce-
 dures that are impartial in the sense of allowing equal formal opportunity to all
 to press their interests will usually yield outcomes in the interests of the more
 powerful" (114). A nondistributive, truly democratic means of negotiating ethical
 discussion, Young argues, must create a forum that affirms differences in position-
 ality (rather than simply being aware of them) and gives specific, supportive
 representation to oppressed groups (90). Knoblauch's classroom, although tech-
 nically allowing all students space to explore their values, thus may not always
 become an "equal" and "democratic" forum as these terms are nondistributively
 conceived. In a completely nondistributive classroom, Young makes clear, teach-
 ers must strongly advocate democracy and acceptance and carve out opportunities
 for everyone to speak.

 BIZZELL'S RHETORICAL AUTHORITY

 Patricia Bizzell, like Stotsky, sees the academic discourse community as an impor-
 tant social space for constructing knowledge and believes that our students can
 benefit from becoming active participants in its conversations. And she agrees
 with Knoblauch that rigidly inculcating any single ethical perspective can be
 repressive. In her article "Beyond Anti-Foundationalism to Rhetorical Author-
 ity," Bizzell seeks a middle ground:

 I think it is important for students and teachers to work collectively toward
 achieving consensus on a pluralistic grouping of ways to do academic discourse...
 while including the greatest possible diversity of participants and remaining open
 to change in response to the cultural literacies of new groups who want to join in
 our projects. (663)

 To value both agreement and diversity might seem like an incompatible mix of
 distributive and nondistributive models; however, Bizzell attempts to ground
 these terms in ways consistent with Young's model. She criticizes E. D. Hirsch's
 notion of cultural literacy, noting that any "unitary national discourse" limits "the
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 group of people who [have] access to it in terms of race, sex, and social class"
 (663). At the same time, she is dissatisfied with the solutions proposed by post-
 modern scholars like Knoblauch who assert that because teachers occupy a power
 position, all they can legitimately do is draw students' attention to different
 ethical perspectives. Such scholars "feel they have no authority to offer any strong
 alternatives" to the dominant value systems they critique, and thus simply hope
 that by pointing out pluralism to students, they will somehow lead them to value
 and appreciate it (667).

 The problem with such thinking, Bizzell says, is that it risks becoming a kind
 of "political quietism"; by refusing to push an alternative to dominant value
 systems, these teachers "may end up tacitly supporting the political and cultural
 status quo" (667). She suggests that accepting the anti-foundationalism of post-
 modern theory does not have to mean giving up our ethical authority as teachers,
 it means only that we must ground our authority differently. Since postmodern
 philosophy insists on the constructed, consensual nature of "truth," it makes sense

 for us as teachers to look to the rhetorical tradition as a source of authority. In
 using a rhetorical model, she asserts, both teachers and students can be open
 about their political positionalities, while using the techniques of persuasion to
 try to "achieve consensus around the change in ideologies [they] advocate" (673).

 Classroom leadership based on this kind of rhetorical authority, Bizzell
 argues, has the advantage of allowing students to express a wide variety of
 opinions, but requiring them to justify and be responsible for them, while also
 creating a space where teachers can encourage "democratic values" without im-
 posing them. Although she proposes no specific program for implementing her
 model in this essay, in a more recent work, Bizzell outlines course materials she
 is in the process of collecting which will use texts from American literature and
 history to show students "not only that difference and dissent have been signifi-
 cant in American life in the past, but also that movements toward greater social
 equality and toleration of difference have sometimes met with success" (Academic

 292). And she calls for other composition scholars to engage in a discussion of
 other specific ways of constructing ethics-based courses. Although such debates
 are painful, they are ultimately the only means of combating destructive postmod-
 ern skepticism, she affirms, for "those of us who would like to think of ourselves
 as humanists, as lovers of language, simply must attempt to create and share
 utopian rhetoric" ("Beyond" 674).

 Bizzell's essay transcends several important limitations of the distributive
 paradigm. She succeeds most completely in her re-situation of moral authority.
 Because postmodern thinkers, including Young, agree that "whatever we believe,
 we believe only because we have been persuaded" (Bizzell, "Beyond" 664), the
 rhetorical tradition seems a viable basis for an ethical system that is local and
 contingent, rather than static and absolute. Moreover, rhetoric is by definition a
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 process, not a product-the central requirement of Young's nondistributive think-

 ing. The open political advocacy Bizzell recommends to teachers is another
 strength. This advice is likely not only to appeal to politically committed educa-
 tors, but also to avoid the problems associated with trying to take an "impartial"
 stance toward students, making it easier to address issues of positionality and
 diversity.

 However, this is not to say that Bizzell's program is completely unproblem-
 atic. Like Stotsky and Knoblauch, she sometimes vacillates between nondistribu-
 tive, postmodern concepts and distributive ones. First, both the classical
 rhetorical tradition she evokes and her own definition of ethics privilege consen-
 sus. The ultimate purpose of rhetorical authority is to get others to agree with
 one's perspective. But, as Young points out, when inequities exist, as they do in
 the classroom and everywhere else, valuing "consensus" risks ignoring and silenc-
 ing those who disagree; commitment to an ideal of widespread agreement "makes
 it difficult to expose the partiality of the supposedly general standpoint and to
 claim a voice for the oppressed" (Young 116). Perhaps more significantly, Bizzell
 comes close to implying that the main value of debating issues at all is that it may
 lead to such a consensus. The processes by which she would empower students
 to express their views and the ways she would build ethical debate into her courses

 receive less complete treatment in her discussion than do the advantages of
 consensus ("Beyond" 669). But to give more attention to the outcome of the
 discursive process-agreement-over the interactions involved in the process
 itself suggests the end-state models which characterize the distributive paradigm.

 Second, Bizzell's equation of the classical orator's rhetorical authority with
 the position of students and teachers in modern universities does not fully ac-
 count for classroom power relationships. Unlike the orator, teachers hold the
 power of grades, recommendations, and academic success over the students who

 are their audience. And students, in a culture where college is an almost manda-
 tory step in achieving economic security, and particularly in a required composi-
 tion course, do not freely choose to take part in the rhetorical process. In such
 situations, the ethical recommendations Bizzell envisions may be viewed by her
 students as coercive, whether she intends them to be so or not, especially if
 agreement is heavily emphasized. Even encouraging students to develop and use
 their own "rhetorical authority" does not necessarily constitute a truly democratic
 ethical dialogue because of the power inequities inherent in the situation. Such a
 classroom would seem to illustrate perfectly Young's caution about forums that
 technically allow everyone a chance to speak, but fail to provide special support
 for those who have the most to lose by voicing their concerns (93). Thus teachers

 who wish to build on Bizzell's proposal need to consider how to develop her
 definition of ethical authority within the power relationships of the educational
 context.
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 Ultimately, Bizzell's proposal, like the others, never completely breaks
 free of distributive language and principles. Perhaps more important than any
 shortcomings in her argument, however, is Bizzell's challenge to us as writing
 teachers and scholars to participate in the debate on this issue. She has shown that

 teachers can construct legitimate, nondistributive kinds of ethical authority, and
 she illustrates the fatalism and skepticism that overtake our students when we
 "deconstruct their value systems" but offer nothing concrete to replace them.
 Whatever the limitations of her ethical model, the extended conversation on this

 topic that Bizzell calls for is the kind of activity central to Young's nondistributive
 ideal.

 BREAKING THE DISTRIBUTIVE MOLD

 Having recognized the contributions these three versions of classroom ethics
 make, we must now consider ways to extend the work they have begun. At her
 most convincing, Stotsky shows us the importance of the academic writing com-
 munity to students' formulation and communication of ethical principles. Knob-
 lauch reminds us that we must be sensitive to the social and institutional contexts

 that shape students and our teaching practice. And Bizzell offers us a rhetorical
 basis for building ethical authority in our classrooms. When these precepts are
 combined, the beginnings of a nondistributive pedagogy emerge: It would include
 both students and teachers in an open forum where ethical positions are expressed

 and discussed. It would acquaint students with accepted value systems, but push
 them to critique those systems and examine alternative ones. And it would
 attempt to value all the different voices that comprise the classroom community.
 These basic elements are an important first step toward constructing a new
 classroom ethics.

 However, we can build on these scholars' work by combining their most
 valuable contributions with Young's recommendations for creating and employ-
 ing nondistributive ethical thinking. Significantly, we must find ways to incorpo-
 rate more fully the process orientation demanded by Young's model-her
 insistence that ethics must conceive of human beings as "doers" and not primarily

 as "havers," that policymakers must create forums for ethical discussion that
 empower people as participants in making ethical decisions rather than simply
 distributing goods and sets of static principles to them. Although Young's con-
 crete recommendations for doing this are aimed at public policymakers rather
 than specifically at educators, they suggest potentially fruitful applications for
 writing classrooms.

 In developing her notion of the deliberative process, Young advocates look-
 ing to modern city life as a model. She does not deny that pervasive injustice and
 segregation exist in many cities, but she believes that at their best, urban areas are
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 ideal forums for implementing nondistributive ethics, because people in cities are

 more open to interacting with diverse others and often find value in such inter-
 actions. Young argues that social justice and ethical decision-making can occur in
 cities when those in power create democratic public forums, where ethical discus-

 sion occurs among a heterogeneous public, with specific representation given to
 oppressed cultures and groups. These democratic forums ideally possess two
 important characteristics: first, they implement and uphold policies that allow
 alliances and consensus to develop as a result of discussion, but also allow differ-
 ent views to exist without being excluded (238); and, second, they provide public
 spaces to which diverse groups have access and where "anyone can speak and
 anyone can listen" (240). Finally, the end of such public deliberation is not always

 to determine some single, "generalizable" course of action for all, but primarily
 to allow communication about the widest variety of solutions possible without
 violating any group's rights (185-191).

 Since teachers have many of the same responsibilities and powers within
 their classrooms that policymakers have in larger communities, and since univer-
 sities are, after all, part of these larger communities, it seems reasonable that these

 three characteristics might provide productive avenues for approaching ethics in
 our writing classrooms. Adapting these characteristics to the writing classroom
 might lead in any of several directions.

 First, Young's emphasis on valuing diverse perspectives offers a way of ad-
 dressing the potential for oppression and silencing that occurs when teachers
 privilege consensus in the classroom. Susan Jarratt explores one method for
 foregrounding diversity in her recent article "Feminism and Composition: The
 Case for Conflict." Here Jarratt recommends centering writing courses not on
 agreement, but on the notion of conflict. Recognizing the need for teachers "to
 confront the different truths ... students bring to our classes-not only though
 self-discovery but in the heat of argument," she advises teachers to engage with
 students in rigorous, critical exchanges about their values (121). Although stu-
 dents do not always find this process enjoyable, it has the advantage of preparing

 them to make arguments in the larger political world, where adversaries are rarely
 as nurturing as most composition teachers (120). Jarratt's argument, in addition
 to its focus on affirming difference, has the added benefit of addressing group
 positionalities within the classroom-something Young sees as central to making
 social justice possible. Jarratt points out that a uniformly "neutral" or accepting
 stance toward student opinions can restrict diversity, as students or even teachers
 who belong to marginalized groups may be silenced if intolerant remarks are
 allowed to go unchecked. Valuing conflict offers a workable alternative to the
 "illusory fiction... [that there should be] a harmonious and nurturing commu-
 nity of readers" (110) by framing reading and writing as acts that inherently
 involve disagreement and ongoing contention.

This content downloaded from 128.83.205.78 on Tue, 09 Aug 2016 16:05:54 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 562 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 This is not to say that classes based on conflict completely eliminate ethical
 difficulties, however. As Bizzell and Dale Bauer have noted, when teachers fore-
 ground only difference and disagreement, without showing students possibilities
 for positive alliance with others, the result can be political quietism-where
 students and teachers feel they have no basis for justifying social commitment and
 social action (Bizzell, "Beyond" 667; Bauer 388). Thus even as we carve out spaces
 for diverse opinions in our classroom, we must also create spaces where students
 can forge alliances with us, with other students, or with others in the larger
 community who share their principles. In Bauer's words, we must "teach students
 to belong, how to identify, as well as how to resist" (391). We do so, Bauer
 believes, in recognizing Kenneth Burke's insight that every rhetorical situation
 involves both separation from others and the possibility for sympathetic identifi-
 cation with them (Bauer 391). Such sympathetic identification, of course, is not
 to be confused with distributive logic's treatment of identification as sameness.
 The successful rhetor, and the successful teacher, must thus recognize this under-

 lying tension and learn to negotiate it. Approaching ethics in the classroom, then,
 is not a question of teaching either consensus or conflict; it necessarily involves
 helping students learn to address and to value both.

 However, even if we follow Jarratt and teach classes steeped in ongoing
 debate and negotiation of difference, even if we acknowledge Bauer's caution also
 to provide opportunities for occasional consensus, our courses will still not
 necessarily become the heterogeneous public forums that Young describes-be-
 cause, as Knoblauch explains, universities are not designed to attract a diverse
 community. Even though any given writing class probably contains gender differ-
 ence and perhaps a few minority students, most classes are dominated by white,
 middle-class, mainstream students who have been socialized to accept dominant
 value systems (Knoblauch 13). In such a context, what "diversity" exists is likely
 to be introduced primarily by the teacher, either in the form of multicultural
 reading assignments or in summarizing an opposing perspective to a class that is
 in general agreement on their interpretation of an issue. Nor are teachers im-
 mune to the same factors that limit students' ethical perspectives. We also have
 our blind spots and limitations, even though we have often lived longer and read
 more than students have, and thus we cannot singlehandedly create the kind of
 diversity Young believes is essential.

 The discursive spaces Young imagines, in contrast, connect to the ways in
 which distinct groups and cultures coexist and intermingle in city life. Here
 differences are numerous and ever-present, necessitating continual negotiation
 among groups (240). Young specifically warns against insulated, homogeneous
 communities which tend to reinforce their own self-interest and have minimal

 contact with other groups. These kinds of forums, she says, do not promote the
 real diversity essential to democratic justice (236-238). To the extent that we
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 allow our classrooms to become isolated and self-centered, they will not fulfill the

 promise that Young's system offers. Teachers serious about creating courses based
 on difference must thus require students to participate in extended discursive
 interactions with members of unfamiliar groups. If the university does not serve

 a varied population, it is up to teachers to expand the classroom boundaries to
 enable students to engage in meaningful ethical exchanges.

 How are we to do this? One tactic would be to bring new perspectives into
 the classroom. Linda Brodkey describes such a project in "The Literacy Letters,"
 in which a class of graduate writing students exchanged correspondence during a
 semester with adult basic literacy students. The resulting letters, Brodkey shows,

 reveal the struggles and misunderstandings each group underwent in trying to
 respond to the other's concerns-sometimes successfully, but more often incom-
 pletely and inadequately. Projects like this reveal the need for students to gain
 experience in listening, reading, and responding to a wide diversity of others. For
 the sameness that often reigns in our classrooms is perhaps the biggest obstacle
 we face in adopting Young's ideas.

 Another strategy would be to send students into the larger community to
 become involved in political issues that interest them. Through presenting argu-
 ments to local activists, citizens, or community leaders (in addition to classmates
 and teachers), students would likely learn much about different world views and
 varied expectations. While these "real life" activities may, like our classrooms,
 sometimes be hindered by oppressive consensus, silencing of difference, and
 other ethical problems, they do open the possibility for students to encounter
 diverse others and to make alliances and identifications with groups not present
 in the classroom. Most important, such activities encourage students to enter the

 process of public deliberation in a variety of situations, affirming the kind of
 ethical "doing" as opposed to "having" that Young believes is essential. Young,
 after all, does not argue that discussion among diverse groups always results in
 justice, but only that the process is likely to empower more people to participate
 in public forums and thus to expand possibilities for ethical decision-making and
 social change.

 A COMPUTER-BASED APPROACH

 I am currently developing materials for a first-year writing course that I hope will

 encompass some of the nondistributive pedagogical goals Young outlines: to
 engage students in debating an ethical issue; to require them to encounter, learn
 about, and address the perspectives of various groups (including my own) on the
 issue; to invite them to commit to a viewpoint and try to convince classmates and
 me of it, without compelling them to reach a consensus. Students will also be
 encouraged to bring alternative materials and viewpoints into the course and to
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 investigate the issue in contexts outside the university. Building these components
 into the course, I hope, will create the kind of pluralistic forum essential to
 nondistributive ethical deliberation.

 The core of this course is a computer-based hypertext unit entitled "Merit
 vs. Educational Diversity? An Introduction to Ethics," a simulated case-study unit
 which students in the class work through individually, or in small collaborative

 groups, sharing a single computer (for examples of similar kinds of hypertext
 simulations, see Fletcher and A Right to Die?). Students encounter ethical deci-
 sion-making by participating in a simulated case study involving admission deci-
 sions at a hypothetical university. Students read an introduction to the scenario,
 then choose to enter the deliberation process from one of eight perspectives: that

 of one of six applicants (representing a variety of minority and mainstream
 groups) vying to win two provisional admission slots at the university, that of an
 admissions officer under pressure to uphold high academic standards and reten-
 tion rates, and that of a student affairs officer charged with expanding the diver-

 sity of the student body. Once they have chosen a perspective, students' paths
 through the activity and the unit materials they have access to are to some degree

 governed by their choice: A student who chooses the perspective of a disabled
 applicant, for instance, has access to Hypercard stacks containing the Americans
 with Disabilities Act, court cases involving disabled students, and articles written

 by people with disabilities. A student working from the perspective of an appli-
 cant from a disadvantaged economic background, on the other hand, may read
 the results of sociological and governmental surveys on the effects of poverty on
 children, financial information about Aid to Families with Dependent Children
 and other government assistance programs, and selections from books like
 Jonathan Kozol's Savage Inequalities documenting the inadequacies of school
 systems in poor districts. Finally, students working from the perspective of a
 white, middle-class applicant with academic qualifications barely below admission
 standards will have access to information on discrimination and reverse discrimi-

 nation lawsuits and excerpts from recent works favoring and critiquing merit-
 based admission criteria, including Dinesh D'Souza's Illiberal Education. A large
 collection of general materials, including articles on the reliability of standardized
 testing and college attendance rates of minority students, is available to all stu-
 dents, no matter what perspective they choose. Thus, although the actual admis-
 sions scenario is hypothetical, the materials students read in considering
 the surrounding issues are real, current, and applicable to related real-life contro-
 versies.

 The advantages of using hypertext for this unit are many. As John Slatin has
 noted, hypertext "allows both readers and authors an unprecedented degree of
 freedom to arrange materials as they see best" (882). Although students each
 choose a single perspective and research it thoroughly, encountering a variety of
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 arguments on each issue, many choices remain: they need not read every docu-
 ment I have included; enough assignment options exist that they can complete the

 unit reading mainly the materials that interest them most. In addition, students
 are free to work through the unit as many times as they wish-taking on a new
 perspective each time. As a result, the case study, I hope, will encourage students
 to form an educated alliance with at least one position on this issue, while still not

 confining them completely to my choices of what materials and positions are
 important.

 Because the unit initially involves individual work, I build in various oppor-
 tunities for debating the issues later in the course. Included in the unit are several
 writing assignments that ask students to make hypothetical admission choices
 based on their reading, to define and defend a system of making admission
 choices, and to argue for or against affirmative action programs or traditional
 merit-based criteria for admission. All students will complete these assignments
 at the end of the unit, after reading excerpts from several contemporary ethical

 treatises which provide possible philosophic bases for exploring and justifying
 their conclusions. And the resulting persuasive papers will provide material for
 class debates and discussion of the relative merits of each argument. In addition,
 the unit gives students the option of recording their own views at various points

 in the hypertext, adding arguments that they think have been left out, or bringing
 in new materials that they want to draw their classmates' and future readers'
 attention to. My own responses to the research and writing assignments are also
 included, providing me an opportunity to present and defend my own values.

 The unit also encourages students to take their viewpoints outside the
 classroom. Each of the eight roles requires students to construct an annotated
 bibliography of library and community resources relating to the perspective they

 have chosen, which they may also add to the hypertext. Additionally, students may
 choose to address their arguments to an audience other than the class-a news-
 paper readership, a cultural group, a school board or university council meeting,
 for instance. They may also bring a community resource person into the class as
 a guest speaker and then write on how they believe that person's views enrich class

 discussion on the issue. All these options, I hope, will expand the class's work to
 include a wider diversity of perspectives, just as Young advises.

 Finally, while many of these assignments encourage students to ally them-
 selves with people who share their positions, the unit does not demand a majority
 consensus. Although my values will inevitably shape the choice of materials and
 assignments in the unit, its overall design forestalls the possibility that a single
 "right" answer will emerge. Furthermore, allowing students to contribute and
 add to the scenario ensures that it will evolve. Not arriving at a "right" answer
 will scarcely prevent students from learning about and making ethical commit-
 ments in relation to the issues involved, nor will it result in political quietism.
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 Rather, students will experience the seriousness and responsibility involved in
 participating in such deliberations, where one must consider issues involving
 other people's lives without a guarantee that there is some discoverable, single,
 right course for all. And ultimately, I hope, the unit will introduce students to and

 strengthen their appreciation for the complex and sensitive processes involved in
 deliberating issues of social justice.

 To conclude, Young's call for a nondistributive ethics resonates powerfully
 for composition teachers who are struggling to negotiate issues of values and
 difference in their classrooms. As a space devoted to critiquing cultural and
 linguistic systems, the writing course is particularly suited to an ethical program
 based on actions, discursive processes, and diversity, rather than the traditional
 distributive emphasis on possession, consumption, and generalizability. Recent
 proposals by Stotsky, Knoblauch, and Bizzell begin to construct such a pedagogy,
 but Young suggests ways of building on their work by moving away from distribu-

 tive language and concepts and into a nondistributive paradigm of social ethics,
 an orientation that I am struggling to incorporate into the computer-based course
 I am planning. We as teachers must learn to move beyond ethical models that ask
 primarily "how many?," "how much?" and "which ones?" and on to visions which
 revel in productive conflict, change, and ever-present difference. For, as Young
 has shown us, postmodernism does not shield us from our responsibility to take
 part in, and engage our students in, conversations about justice and how to
 achieve it. On the contrary, Young extends to us an invitation to become agents
 of positive change-not just within our classrooms, but in the larger social world.
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