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traditional ethic of error, a11d focuses instead on the appropriate11ess oflanguage 
choices. Such an approach is much more amenable to social-rhetorical 
ac~justment than is the dehilitati11gjudgment of error. He thus gives students 
and i llSll 111 I ( II s a ~ . .-1 ',,. (" x pl:111;1l c II y I c iol s Ii lf c 111< id:1t i 11g st I :11 ,.,.,i .. s or colic I CJl("C 

as lllOle or less f1111C1io11alJy app1op1iatt", instead or as simply (and finally) 

right 01' WIOllJ',. 

Textual Carnivals: The Politics of Composition. Susan Miller, 
Carbondale :ind Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1991, 

273 pages. 
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Contradictions beset the teaching of writing at colleges and universi

ties. On the one hand, administrators, public commentators, and other dig

nitaries express respect for writing instruction: good communication skills 
arc at the centre of a good education. Teachers of writing, on the other hand, 
arc not at the centre of this enterprise. Their inflµcnce is instead marginalized 
by tc111pora1y contracts, by low pay, and by exclusion from the prestige of 
research. The material conditions of the job belie the words oflofty patrons. 

Writing teachers live these contradictions, and the servility and embar
rassments that attend them. And they live other perplexities, such as the oddly 
unresolved outcomes or the last decades of professionalization of writing 
instruction. Despite the scholarly values which "composition" has cultivated 

and tended in its recent history, and despite the born-again enthusiasms which 
have recruited students to new graduate programmes in rhetoric and com
position, something at the heart of the project has remained unchanged: some

thing lurking in those countless classrooms to which students are assigned, 
·and in which writing is elicited from them and then fixed. And, despite 
composition's self-declared indepe,ndence and status, it is still haunted by 
the dominance of the literary text on the one hand and, on the other, by the 
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elitist definition of students-conveyed by literature departments-as people 

with "writing problems." 

In Textual Carnivals: 711e Politics of Compositio11 (issued in paperback in 

1993 ), Susan Miller argues that "composition studies are necessarily embed

ded in contradictory conditions" (p. 179, emphasis in original). To demon

strate this claim, she retells the story of composition, its origins and develop

ment, through the frame of what she calls "interpretive theory," a conceptual 

device needed, she says, to answer political questions posed by those condi

tions (pp. 119-20). Her retelling illuminates the larger context of attitudes 

towards student writing in post-secondary institutions-a context which con

stitutes the work c11virrn 1111cnt oftcad1c1 sol tn I 111i< ;1) w1 ii i111: .1111 I ;1)•,11 :-.lied~. 

some indirect light rn1 the hist!l1y and dc~ti11y of in:-.ll111:till11 in pnl>lic ;1nd 

workplace genres. 
Going over ground which has been made familiar to us by others, Miller 

revises received versions of the history of nineteenth and twentieth century 

composition. She characterizes the "neo-classical" account as an attempt to 

"establish a legitimate past and identify the new field of composition as a 

revived child of a father who acknowledges it" (p. 36), and finds this account 

inadequate. First, the epic celebration of ancestral origins excludes the expe

rience of most who teach and take composition courses (which bear little 

family resemblance to the ancient father). Second and more importantly, the 

neo-classical story of composition cannot account for the enduring, "tena

cious" bond between literature and composition, a bond which holds "de

spite traditional silence about [composition] in literary history, criticism, and 

theory" (p. 46). 

Neither can the reform history of composition-the story which por

trays the struggle between "current-traditional," product-centred practice and 

"process" approachcs--explain this immutable bond between literature and 

composition. Moreover, Miller questions whether the process revolution

including latter-day "social process" models-has really made much differ

ence to the central conditions oft he teaching llfwnting (p. IO<i). Hcfllr111 ha~ 

only 1einstatcd ll1u:.c cuihlitinns: e<1111po~.itio11 is "i11111:111y w:iy' :1 rituali~tic 

performance that docs nm change except by s11hstit11ti11g new rituals and 

codes for old ones" (p. 12). These substitutions, it seems to me, serve para

doxically to excite among writing teachers energies which renew and redouble 

their contributions to the systems they support. Certainly, Miller's account 

of process-approach outcome--objectless writing promoting elaborate "pro
cess for its own sake" (p. 94) and an aimless "intransitivity" that confines 

meaning to the classroom, cultivation of a "'personal voice' that speaks to no 

• ,. ' 1.. • •. 1 .. ''· 't , 1 "'' ~ ....., 1 ()()1, 
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one in particular, in no particular settings, and to no particular purposes" (p. 

103)-suggests that this reform confirmed the destiny of composition in 

ways no other programme for change could have done so thoroughly. 

For it is this intransitivity, this production of forms and procedures alien 

to the public domain and peculiar to the schoolroom, that Miller's own his

tory of composition identifies as the definitive circumstance of the teaching 

of writing. As she tells it, the story of composition reveals two crucial ten

dencies. The first, appearing in the nineteenth century but gathering mo

mentum in the middle of this century, is the tendency to simplification. The 

wid1· 1 a111:1· or l'.<"lllTS 1 en 'l'.lli:talilc i11 tl1c workplace and p11hlic life and once 
11;1111cd i11 c1111in1b I'.• ad11ally n 1111 rattn I, leaving a lcx11s 011 the "'modes" and 

on the "thc111c." Those the111es, which often exposed students' personal lives, 
are logically related to the second tendency. As one response to the "ambiva

lence about how to assimilate unentitled, newly admitted students in the late 

nineteenth century 'new university'" (p. 79), writing instruction developed 

into a site for "winnowing and indoctrination" (p. 63), at once "stratifying" 

(p. 54) and absorbing an undifferentiated crowd. Most telling in support of 

these claims is Miller's observation that the institution of freshman compo

sition shifted the focus of writing instruction from advanced to lower levels, 

to the gate where the crowd waited, and still waits. With its themes and cor

rection apparatus, freshman writing instruction controlled and refined the 

crowd, even through devices for selecting certain kinds of students and "ex

cusing" (p. 73) them from its obligations, and directing other kinds of stu

dents to, for example, engineering versions of composition. Together, these 

two tendencies, simplification and "winnowing" indoctrination, produced a 

"national course in silence" (p. 55), alienating students from the rhetorical 

forms of public discourse and establishing schemes of screening and surveil

lance. 
Others-Tony Crowley (Standard E1iglish and the Politics of Language, 

I 989) ;111d J>in11: llm 1n !in 1(1.c111x111~1!''1111</ Sy111/)()/ic Po111cr, 1991 ), for cxample

havc ;1 bn Sll!'J',CS!l"d that b11g11age cd11«;1tio11 is a SILll ilying operation. Altho11gh 

the idea of i11dudri11atio11 is not :1 s11rpri-;c, we might still ask, even as we 

accept the spirit of the idea, wlu1t, exactly, the details of doctrine arc, beyond 

general discipline and moral punctualiLy, and how they get ill composition 

students. What is new is Miller's brave idea of composition as "carnival" (in 

Bakhtin's sense, but received principally from Stallybrass and White's Tlie 

Politics and Poetics of Transgression, 1986). Composition is the site of 

'"illegitimate"' writing, and "'low:" forms (p. 4). cavorting but contained, 

ridiculous transformations of the respectable. The carnival interpretation of 
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composition is a coup-for, in one inspired gesture, it exposes to our gaze 

the bond between literature and composition, even as literature studies arc 

fastidiously silent aho11t their own dchasrd duplic:itc: composition is "the 

travelling sideshow stationed hcsidc 'r;rcat' texts" (p. '.V1) nf litcrat11re . 

Composition is a "1ar11iv;1f ... si11111lta1w1111sly 1rp.11la1rd ;11ul dir.ow11rd" (p. 

81 ). The r rg11lat iu11 uf the "low" foll if il's t lie "high" i11 ils rlrv;11 ions, s11s1:ii11i11g 

"quasi-religious" (p. 13) devotions to li1c1ary pcrfrction. 

While "carnival" exposes the bond between literature and writing in

struction, and its necessity, I am not sure it fully explains or illuminates it. 

What, for example, are the discursive relations between commentary on 

'"great' texts" and commentary on student writing? How, exactly, docs one 

genre enable the other? What is the role of reading in each venue? What is 

the route between the reading of"perfcct" literature and the reading of"im

pcrfect" themes? 

While such questions may linger in the shadow of Miller's forceful 

claims, the central insights of this book do however perform just as she prom

ises: they politicize comp~sition in new and important ways. Miller's por

trait of the typical "Director of Composition," for example, provides means 

for understanding-or, at least, imuiting or suspecting-the political reali

ties of all the new "programmes" in composition, and the funding of these 

programmes which, even as they increase in girth, seem to reduce the status 

of the teaching of writing. The very existence of the Director (unnecessary 

in other lields) is evidence or the presence of peo11\e who h!l.ve to be "ob
served, supervised and assimilated into a unit in whose survival and prosper

ing they can have no stake" (p. 152). In his or her supervisory capacity, the 

Director of Compos it ion is "responsible for pleasing ... 111:111y const it 111·n

cics" (p. 159), and the I )irn tor fi11fills tl1i\ wide responsibility hy "jn1nvcy

ing] the belief that 'good writing' can be recognized fi.ir qualities apart from 

its actual outcomes" (p. 167). (Performing his or her duties, the Director can 

become "over-involved" r p. 169], and get carried away with the kind of zeal 

some of us may have witnessed in our working lives.) Fulfilling these re

sponsibilities, the Director becomes himself or herself an object of interpre

tation and anxious regard in English departments: even as he or she manages 

and administers the carnival, its marginal workers, and its unruly writers, 

"the director also figuratively represents vivid possibilities that unregulated 

texts, unlicensed writers, and literary discourse will unaccountably merge" 

(p. 172). 

Despite the necessities and inevitabilities Miller observes, she has, in 

the best tradition of composition studies, some ideas for improvement. She 
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suggests th:it' · •sition has always had available to it the means to trans-

form itself (p. l~i' > • : t liough I ;1111 not entirely sure what she has in mind, I 

Sllf',J'.Cst, i11 t11r11, tl1:1t :1s the study of "bng11agc," composition docs indeed 
poss<'\S t Ii is ~.c 11 11 ;111:.1111111 i llJ', pot r111 i:1 l. Si11cr it i1111·1 pt <'ls a 11d drli ll<'S a sy111 -

lu1li1· systn11wliu11 nit udrs 1lw social 01dn, the s1111ly ofla11g11agc c:111, at 

a11y 111rn11c111, 1'.o rithn way---towards compliance, stratificatiou :md silence, 
or towards reflection (what G iddcns [J71c Comtil11/io11 of Society, 1984] would 

call "penetration"), diversity and outspokenness. So far, it has tended to fol

low the first path. 

For Miller, improvement lies in adopting research intentions that ex

amine the social and political consequences of writing, its contexts of power, 

of advantage or deference, and in regarding teaching not as something to get 

away from by doing research (p. 193), but as something intimate to the pro

fession. Along these lines, Miller recommends inquiry into the '"student 

tradition"' (p. 200). These proposals seem to mean instituting the classroom 

in research, and instituting in the classroom the results of research into po

litical meanings, not just in classroom practice but in course content as well. 

Moreover, although Miller's use of"carnival" steers away from other aspects 

ofBakhtin's thought, it could be redirected towards them, for it is continu

ous with his :inalysis of1:111guage itself, and the imprint of power and stratifi

cation in the word, in the style and contour of utterance. Perhaps Miller's 

vision of change could be panly realized by more detailed attention to these 

fine-grain textures oflanguage, so prominent in Bakhtin's reasoning about 

speech genres. Even politically enlightened commentary on writing instruc

t io11 li:1" l<"lltkd to ig11nn· these conditions, or obscure thcrn by resorting to 

11 ad11i<111:.I "' i111p1 n:.i1111i•.1 it 1~n1n :ili;r.at ions :1ho11t writing, 111:l11y of which 

arc borrowed Ii rn11 litcrar y study. U 11less research is directed tow:uds under

standing the pragmatics of utterance, we may be in for a decade of hearing 

others repeat Miller's charismatic insights into the "dirt" of the "travelling 

sideshow," without advancing those insights or showing how language itself 

can stylize such meanings. 
Miller's claims are strong, and abstract, and sometimes rushed (my 

slower mind often limped behind). But they arc finally acceptable, and wel

come, for their sturdiest evidence comes from felt experience: teachers of 

writing live the conditions Miller interprets. (An appendix presents results 

of a questionnaire asking writing teachers about aspects of their working 

conditions. Even without this appendix, I expect that most readers could 

provide equivalent evidence from their own experience as writing teachers.) 

And, even though her argument inhabits an American universe, it would 
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survive transfer to Canadian contex"ts, and perhaps adapt in revealing ways. 
Composition teachers should read this book. Teachers of technical writ

ing should consider its application to pedagogy which, while it earnestly avoids 
"objectless" or instituted writing, for the most part fails to examine the social 
and political outcomes of the genres it teaches, or the outcomes of teaching 
those genres. 


