THE RISE OF CREATIVE WRITING
AND THE NEW VALUE OF CREATIVITY

A DISSERTATION
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA
BY

STEPHEN PETER HEALEY

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

THOMAS AUGST, CO-ADVISER; MARIA DAMON, CO-ADVISER

JUNE 2009



Copyright, Stephen Peter Healey, June 2009



Acknowledgements

“Movement 1.0 Thinking Outside Creative Writing” published as “The Rise of Creative
Writing and the New Value of Creativity” ifihe Writer's ChronicleFebruary 2009
(Volume 41, Number 4).



Table of Contents

Prelude 0.0 The Most Beautiful Box of Cereal.............cocoiiiiiiiiiiiie e, 1
Movement 1.0 Thinking Outside Creative WHting..............ccooviiiiiiiiiine s, 2

INteriude 1.1 MiNUS SigN. ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e ee e ees 26
Movement 1.1 What Is Creative LiteraCy?.........cccccuuvvurrriiuiirnrinmiiiinienninnnernennnnnnn.. 28

Interlude 2.0 A Genealogy of My Desire as a Creative Writing Student................. 44
Movement 2.0 A Genealogy of the Workshop............ccoooiiiiiiiici e, 58

Interlude 2.1 Among the Most Well-Educated Motherfuckers...................cooeevennis 82
Movement 2.1 Workshop War StOFHES........ccoooiiiiiiie e e, 83

Interlude 3.0The Laws of RaINING. .......c.cooviiiiii e, 133
Movement 3.0 Creativity on the Inside: A Prison Pedagogy......................... 134

Interlude 4.0 The CorreCted TeXE......ouiu ettt e e e e e e e 186
Movement 4.0 From Workshop to Collaborative Practice............................ 188

Interlude 5.0 Creative CONSUITANT..........itiiit e e e e 213
Movement 5.0 Advertising, Poetry, and American Contradiction................... 223

Interlude 5.1 The Ghost of My Candy...........c.coouiiii it e, 233
Movement 5.1 Towards a New Politics of POELICS..........ccovvviiiiiiiiiiii s 234

Interlude 5.2 AgaiNSt VIOIENCE..........ovii i e e, 252
Movement 5.2 A Spectral POELICS. .......oovueieie 254

Postlude 6.0 Superfluous Hands... ..o e 297
BibliOgraphy . .. ..o 298



Prelude 0.0

The Most Beautiful Box of Cereal

Someone should write a dissertation about how one face is more attractigadttazar, because

it's hard to explain how one face represents a more attractive ideadesirable or useful, the
way its eyes, the way its mouth just lies there like a smallyskteping animal. It's like how

after a movie the first thing | have to talk about is whether or not | lik@®dause it was really
sad and funny at the same time. Did you like it less than the other movie, tthaiowas sexy

and funny? Have you noticed that you can see the movie playing on the facesiili¢heeaif

you turn around in the movie theater? Something funny happens on the screen—esgeryone i
running after an animal—and you can see it on all the faces. Someone shoutddig#ertation
about that. From the Latitissertare “continue to discuss,” as if a discussion wanted to go on
forever, words leading only to...more words. | notice that some discussion®atesaimething

and some are not. For example, there’s a discussion about the physical amal bpinitfits of
ginger in my cereal. For example, there’s Peace Cereal Raspberry Giggeand there’s

Nature’'s Path Organic Optimum Zen Cranberry & Ginger (For Inner sfaynl’'m holding both
boxes and | have to choose one. Both have ginger coupled with a tasty red berry, but bal/ one
Peace and only one has Zen. Have you noticed that cereal comes in a bats#ifiniside a

box? When you think of a cereal, you think of the box, and when you finish eating the bereal, t
box is still there. It's like the face of the cereal, and it's so aiethat even when you put the

box in the bin to be recycled, it's still there. It's even in your sleepalitace that you sleep with.
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Movement 1.0

Thinking Outside Creative Writing



The Trouble with Institutional Success

Why so much anxiety about Creative Writing? Those who position themselviele outs
this academic field often attack it with polemical venom; those wilbradmit they're insiders
often seem defensive or embarrassed. Perhaps the anxiety would be leabledfitiee field
weren't growing so robustly. Particularly in the last several decides flourished into a stable
institutional entity. Like pioneer towns that have filled up a once-emptywith dots, Creative
Writing programs have been established at most reputable colleges andtiesvarsoss the
U.S. Academia is not only willing to give Creative Writing a prominent piat¢ee humanities,
it's expected by now to have already done so. According to the Association of5\&riténiting
Programs (AWP), the total number of degree programs in Creative Watibgth the
undergraduate and graduate level, has increased from 80 in 1975, to 790 in 2008 (Fenz4, “A Brie
History”). The rate of growth is fairly evenly distributed acrdss three decade span, so there's
no sign of the growth subsiding. The only limit on this field’s expansion, it appsdhe finite
number of existing institutions where Creative Writing programs campsstop.

Anxiety about the field often focuses on one perplexing, contentious questphash
this boom been occurring? If it's true that students want to take claskseara degrees in
Creative Writing, and that administrators are giving the studentstivyawant, what produces
this popularity and legitimacy? Why has the experience of writing cedatacquired such a high

value in the academic world? It's now commonplace to bash the field&sssyac particular to
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accuse it of killing literature by building an ivy-covered wall betw@enature and a public who
no longer reads it, or just by producing too much bad writing. My purpose here égoiatthis
chorus of naysayers; in fact, | applaud AWP executive director Danzhf-the field’s most
notable defender, for responding to these critigues and demonstrating homttii@psan be. |
think Creative Writing classes and degree programs should not only exisshthdd thrive.
They provide excellent educational and professional opportunities, anelf imyge benefited
enormously from them as both student and teacher. | also think there's plentyefliogm
literary writing being made these days, even if it does have a tiny audience

What has been missing from the impressive success story of Creattiveg Vgran
equally strong attention to its pedagogy and theory; in other words, the fielhdasd to avoid
thinking about how it teaches and what assumptions it has about langddderature. This
lack, | argue, is tied to a larger confusion about Creative Writinigiat®n in American
society—patrticularly about why this academic field is growing whiéedity reading, according
to a 2004 National Endowment for the Arts study, is in "dramatic decline"d¢lBitates). The
answer, simply put, is that the kind of creative skills practiced inti@ee@/riting are valued
because they're increasingly used as a productive force in the postiahétastvledge economy.
Books of poetry and fiction may not sell well, but creativity and "thinking dettfie box" have
become primary tools for production in the American theater of the global egombis doesn't
mean that the field is an insidious agent of capitalism and thatdesrgsuand teachers are
controlled by this system. It means that Creative Writing has muchsuoia and economic
relevance than is commonly perceived, and that the field has remarkahieiophies to shape
the conditions not only of literary production, but more broadly, the production gfdayer

language.



Thinking Outside Creative Writing

Those who have an opinion about this academic field often talk about it weie a
kind of inexplicable enclave, separate from the major social dynamiesait decades. The
defenders often argue that it thrives as a humanistic alternativeditbé-saturated consumer
culture and to a specialized jargon-ridden liberal arts curriculum.eTlube critique it often
argue that Creative Writing diminishes the power and public relevanceratuite: while
traditionalists accuse the field of failing to encourage public afgiren of a selective literary
canon, critics associated with the avant-garde accuse Creaiitigg\f failing to fight against
oppressive institutional or corporate forces. Both kinds of censure stigggelsigher education
prevents average people from accessing the real benefitgafigetivity.

These critiques also tend to condemn Creative Writing for fostering an opptictuni
careerism, a bloated bureaucracy throwing scraps of meat to wanmaeos who've built the
most impressive CVs. But even these arguments about the field's frerofieskigmalization
frame it as a subsidized industry artificially protected by theeaogdJohn Barr, president of the
enormously well-endowed Poetry Foundation, for example, recently bemoanegahsien of
MFA programs, arguing that the awful effect is too much poetry with toe \ittfiety, "a poetry
that is neither robust, resonant, nor—and | stress this quality—entertaipiogtra that both
starves and flourishes on academic subsidies.” There's a pervasimgtsen, | think, that the
growth of this field is a kind of paradox, an institutional anomaly whereby hegheation
mysteriously provides a safe haven to literary writers seekingadfag the decline of
literature's value in the marketplace, as if these institutions eeroted to conserving
endangered disciplines rather than rewarding those disciplineset@i@ilar among students.

It's true, of course, that readership for traditional categorikte@ture, especially
poetry, is remarkably small despite the growth of Creative Writingranag) But this becomes a

less perplexing enigma if we consider that being skilled at using langesgvely has become
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a valuable asset for a wide range of jobs. In fact, a number of recent bdaksallyae the global
economy—some of them bestsellers—provide abundant evidence thiitgrisabecoming a
crucial means of production as well as a product for consumption. Whetheatithsrs embrace
capitalism as an ideal engine of growth and freedom, or critique it agyare ef inequity and
alienation, they agree that globalization is changing the U.S. from an iatjustterial economy
into a creative, immaterial economy. Thomas L. FriedmBmesWorld Is Fland Richard
Florida'sThe Rise of the Creative Claaie among a new wave of business-friendly tomes that
examine how an increasing number of American workers are valued not faliigirto
producethingsbut to produce concepts, emotions, lifestyles, and experiences—suathis of
workers increasingly wants to consume those same abstract products. dbfectkeptical about
the global networking of capital and power (and far less widely read), reeegishvorks like
Hardt & Negri'sEmpireor Paolo Virno'sThe Grammar of the Multitudelso call attention to the
new flexible workplace that rewards imagination and communication.

This is the social context that really begins to explain the riseaafti@e Writing. The
skills that have the most value in the new economy are often thoseguantthis academic
field—including the ability to manipulate language, to affect audieimcpswerful ways, and to
craft evocative stories, characters, images, and voices. Of courtishEegartments are not
listing courses called "Creative Writing for future CEOs," and stisd#ho want to go into
corporate marketing don't usually take a Creative Writing class leettassee it as career
training. Indeed, students may be more likely to seek out these clasaessaaze from
commercialism, an opportunity to practice communication skills thainftdgeld out” to the
marketplace. While Creative Writing can and does function as sucla@fijpspace, too few of
us are willing to consider how rapidly and thoroughly post-industrial Amersgtakan on a
creative ethos, how that desire for escape from commercialisnsefidécome a commodity,

and how many of our students are actually receiving valuable training foewheconomy. By
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examining this social position and understanding its increasing institiutiovikege and power,
Creative Writing can develop more effective teaching practicedafiedesponsibility for its part

in determining how language is used and who has access to it.

Exceptionalism

In many ways the Creative Writing boom is counter-intuitive. Writing goana stories
is supposed to be frivolous and impractical, something for daydreamets, aglgeoutsiders. In
higher education, the humanities are supposed to be retreating as more [iondiigto
disciplines related to science, technology, and business. In this lightyEn&iting presents
itself as a felicitous aberration, an attractive alternativedartbre dominant trend to give
students a rational, technical, corporate-friendly skill set.

This is how I've always seen the field myself, ever since | fisdiked into a Creative
Writing classroom in my final year as an undergraduate student. At fivasihard to believe
that | could receive academic credit for writing poetry, and | felt the bligecretly getting away
with something, a mild giddiness tinged with guilt about taking a class thatgamai be so fun.
| soon immersed myself in writing and reading poetry, and immediatelygaftéuation | entered
an MFA program, largely to pursue this new writing life, but also to avoid adeeygcorporate
or government job. I'm guessing that many students in this field have latbaf¢hey were
choosing an alternative to drudgery.

Now when | teach these courses to undergraduate students, | ask them shdhg &f
class why they and so many other students are eager to sign up. Overwhelminglwéne ans
resemble my own motivations for taking Creative Writing: my studeatd Wweedom from an

oppressive curriculum that demands too much rote critical thinking, doatextalysis, and



academic prose strangled by thesis statements and Strunk & Whitetiesss. As a teacher | feel
that same buzz of liberation, partly because my students seem so happy to, heitlaése
because | feel less pressure to teach and evaluate them accootingaitional standards. None
of us in this field can quite understand why this freedom is allowed toiesstinstitutional
environment still apparently controlled by those standards, but we also know thatamdiag

iS not necessary, because here we are, and we're in demand. We can dcogptdhaat the

core of Creative Writing as long as it continues to succeed.

This view of the field as a mysterious exception informs the mar@reative Writing
often tells about itself. In "A Brief History of the AWP," for examplen&a frames the early
attempts to bring literary "practitioners” into English departmaluisgside scholars and critics
as a "radical notion" that ran against the major current in thiplitiec "By offering classes in
creative writing, academe has, ironically, reclaimed an aspetemairyr study that it had divested
when its humanities departments became specialized." Fenza alsosadgeptr social context
that's made these classes "among the most popular...in the humanities." Altiiiegitssoften
"feel that the world is not of their making, and not theirs to form and refomnZasays that
Creative Writing offers students the opportunity to take more contrbkafawn lives through
language and imagination skills. It's a unique space to "exercise andistretige
resourcefulness of the human will, and it is the exercise of withvertothers, bufor others, as
stories and poems are made as gifts for readers and listeners” ¢fAd&tiory”). Here Fenza
sets the field apart not only from other academic fields but also from aditynculture in
general. In the Creative Writing classroom, poems and stories are ngefyassnsumed but
actively created; and they're exchanged not for profit but as a "humesteite that asks for
nothing in return.

This mission statement for AWP situates Creative Writing in thedRomtradition of

the artist as outsider, set apart from the standardized triteinessitations. In aPoets and



Writers article called "Workshop: A Revolution of Sensibility," Jane Ciavagichoes this view,
noting that early "pioneers in the field" conceived it as "better pagipa for adulthood than
certain pragmatic, career-focused curricula, such as business owp(9a In another essay
called "Creative Writing & Its Discontents," Fenza reinforces tgaraent that the field is
outside the marketplace: "Like other lessons of creative writingsrdativity, empathy,
persuasive expression, and aesthetic discernment—the artisti;agpeaf the will's efficacy
may seem too rarefied a goal for a practical age that prefers to gsatitess in patents, cures,
sales units, and dollars.”

Both Fenza and Ciabattari argue for the legitimacy of Creativergy/by framing it as a
radical alternative whose unigue non-commercial appeal has emergad bksis in a desert of
oppressive academic and cultural forces. This line of thinking reatigsethe traditional defense
of the humanities: a liberal arts education is supposed to be valuablecaose it has direct
utility for future employment, but because it makes well-rounded humans witbdeveloped
minds and spirits. Except that now Creative Writing doesn't align itélfthwe rest of the
humanities, which is seen as a misguided bastard selling-out to acadegomicgad elitist
intellectualism. Rather, Creative Writing offers the alternatith pack to the original, authentic
mission of the liberal arts. What | propose in this essay is that thediaagpposition between
cultivated humanism and vulgar marketplace, between impracticalvaseatid practical
profitability, is rapidly disappearing, and this disappearance has coattituuthe Creative

Writing boom.

Attacks from Traditionalists
In the one comprehensive history of the fidlde Elephants Teach: Creative Writing
Since 1880D.G. Myers agrees that Creative Writing should carry the torch dfiorzal liberal

arts education, but he argues that it dropped that torch long ago and has rniswviagin the



dark night of literary bureaucracy and business. The field's founding goal, s&ys,Msas to
promote a writerly approach to the study of literature within incregsspgcialized English
departments. Creative Writing was conceived as "a conservativentdfaat "emerged as a
challenge to professionalization,” and as "a humanistic argumentéhatuie is not a genre of
knowledge but a mode of aesthetic and spiritual cultivation” (7). &&iekd expanded during the
post-World War Il expansion of American higher education, argues Myers, it fesgoiginal
purpose, losing its early pedagogical mission and its ties to liteeatifion, becoming a greedy
system of patronage focused on professionalizing itself to consolidatatiostl power.

The most well-known attacks against Creative Writing make a siangaument, but
without the good-idea-gone-bad motif. When it comes to the academizaltimmasfy writing,
people like Dana Gioia and Donald Hall have nothing good to say, and they've gairadd lot
attention by dismissing Creative Writing summarily as a malignant grasioia's still famously
controversial essay, "Can Poetry Matter?", claims bluntly that Ypbas vanished as a cultural
force in America," and that the primary perpetrator of this thiese@reative Writing, whose
booming growth has paradoxically turned serious literature into aniinselfabsorbed, self-
sustaining subculture. Institutional success has actually directéxy rowvard rather than
outward to a larger public audience, says Gioia; but his smooth populistehetaals its
elitism when he argues that solutions to poetry’s insularity should inclretara to tougher
evaluative criticism and more selective anthologies so readers m@nirned off by mediocrity.

Hall's tirade against Creative Writing, "Poetry and Ambition," figblished almost a
quarter century ago, is delightfully pugnacious and sensational, at one @oirgreclaiming,
"Abolish the M.F.A.!” Particularly concerned about a decline in the qualitl ambition of
poetry, Hall places blame squarely on the Creative Writing workshop, Wddhbols us to
produce the McPoem," that fast food assembly-line literature that's atbumd@antity but

lacking in nutrients and artistic merit. Hall smartly locatedi#id in the context of American
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consumer culture—which rewards instant gratification and dispdyabiinsforming all things
into standardized commodities—but he forgets that poems, even McPoemsgltiike Big
Macs. Virtually no poets, and few fiction writers, can earn more than atpdeeel income
solely by publishing their literary works. Which brings us back to that peslsfignewnhat is the
real value of Creative Writing, if not its poems and stories? HHlestils up where Gioia does,

complaining about the boom without addressing why it's happening.

Attacks from the Avant-Garde

The Hall-Gioia argument might be called traditional or consemvatiits nostalgia for
the refined, selective greatness of past literature, but thoseffiliate with a more radical
sensibility also like to attack Creative Writing for selling out to dwmt forms of power. Among
these academy-bashings is Christopher Bedebétjc Culture: Contemporary American Poetry
between Community and Institutjamhich candidly reveals its opposition to "the overly
conventional mindset and conservative institutional orientation gaxgemich of the
production, dissemination, and discussion of poetry in this country.” This prdisdectaims,
"has been in large part created and perpetuated by the growing cradinvg-industry and its
satellite structures (journals, presses, reading series, prizessigonferences)” (18). Although
Beach pits himself against traditionalists like Gioia and Halljoins them in demonizing
Creative Writing, except that for Beach the idealized alternaiwet a high culture canon of
literary excellence but radical poetry communities such as Languege and slam poets. While
he makes many cogent points, Beach fails to acknowledge that an avEntgamunity is no

less vulnerable to commodification than an established academic &algbre who turns on a
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TV can find commercials promising access to various “radical” conities, access gained by
purchasing a certain brand of car, clothing, or computer.

Mark Nowak makes a critical move similar to Beach'’s in his unabaspet#mical
essay, "Neoliberalism, Collective Action, and the American MFA Ingisdrscathing
indictment against what he calls "the multimillion-dollar congloatien of state and private
enterprises within the neoliberal language industry that has developedinuaontvith the
crisis of global capitalism over the past four decades” (section dnigsing Creative Writing as
completely defective and impossible to reform, Nowak proposes “[cliokdg run, non-
academic radical writers’ workshops” (section 9) as an alternathie he offers informed
examples of such workshops, he also relies on the notion of a pure, uncommodifiebl®ispa
creativity, and I'm not convinced that such a space can exist. My argumers @sshy has much
in common with those of Beach and Nowak, but their oppositional stances towargeCreati
Writing perpetuate an outdated myth that artists can operate outsidarttetptace while
attacking the insiders. No writing site can transcend capital-sthdity Nowak'’s positioning of
the “MFA industry” within neoliberalism’s total privatization of $eiy is so important. It’s also
necessary, however, to acknowledge that there is no safe external gbait®itotally liberated
from these market forces. Any writers’ workshop, whether academic aagaatemic, has links
to a larger socioeconomic system, along with a responsibility to understaadiinks and to
promote ethical action within that system. Critiques of CreativéiMyras a crass business of
aspiring professional writers and teachers are often misguided not beusdmoozey
opportunism doesn't exist, but because those critiques distract attentidhdrtarger conditions
that produce this “biz.” Non-academic sites of literary agtitrikde in the value of creativity as
well, even if the profit to be made is not obvious or immediate.

Acknowledging that all creative spaces can be commodified leadsr¢doaind

opportunity to understand our social role as writers, then act in responaijsewthout
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pretending to escape that role. Just because Creative Writingjbgsdeenormous institutional
success does not mean that the field is doomed to churn out consumerized zaesieTrs
field, like any other, can recognize and respond to its ongoing relationsgpriomic forces—
seen not only in the vocations of teaching, publishing, and bookselling, as Nowakpajhty
out—but increasingly in a much broader range of post-industrial vocations,ssadleatising,
marketing, public relations, new media, information technology, product devehbd@md

design, as well as management, human resources, business consulting, and so aiticé/hat ¢
often forget is that the vast majority of undergraduate and graduatv€rd/riting students
never publish a book or become a teacher. Instead, they move into other fighdsribas
creative literacy to produce concepts, emotions, and lifestylesuding “radical” brand

identities.

Creativity: Buzzword of the Business World

Among the most convincing pieces of evidence that creativity has risirigetvalue is
Daniel H. Pink's article, "The MFA Is the New MBA," published ndPoets and Writers
magazine—it's worth noting—but Harvard Business Reviewxplaining that "corporate
recruiters have begun visiting the top arts grad schools," Pink boldlyethat "an arts degree
is now perhaps the hottest credential in the world of business." WigRigethe basic financial
skills learned in MBA programs are quickly becoming obsolete in the B 1Boae tasks are
outsourced to cheaper labor markets across the globe. The tasks thafoeaierican
workers increasingly involve creativity. As Pink says, "the demandrfistic aptitude is
surging" because "businesses are realizing that the only way to diffeeheir goods and
services in today's overstocked, materially abundant marketpleceake their offerings
transcendent—physically beautiful and emotionally compelling.” Pinlsdsthe author o

Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information Agdghe Conceptual Agevhich argues that
13



"the future belongs" not to the rational, left-brain number-crunchers but tiglhitdorain

thinkers, the "creators and empathizers, pattern recognizers, and meakeng, Mhaese people—
artists, inventors, designers, storytellers, caregiversptemnssbig picture thinkers—will now
reap society's richest rewards” (1).

Pink’s ideas about the new right-brain economy are given prominent spauamag L.
Friedman's perennial bestsell€he World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century
Surveying the new flattened, free-marketized, instantaneous world ofizgdioa, Friedman
dubs our historical moment the "New Age of Creativity” (50), primarilyadose communications
technology now gives people unprecedented opportunity for "authoring theaomtent” (55),
particularly in easily manipulated digital format. Friedman usesetime "author" in this context a
number of times, and it's worth considering how short a leap it might be from the hewsanit
the digital networks to the new authors of the Creative Writing worksosaining how
American workers can succeed in the flat world, Friedman urges us toplevelcreative
talents, because these will make us "untouchables" (276) in an econagey meae toward
adding value to basic goods and services.

Joining Pink and Friedman is the more academically-credentialed RichadhF@hose
much-referenced booKhe Rise of the Creative Clasgso makes bold claims for the value of
creativity, calling it "the most highly prized commodity in our economy” (5)ntysiociological
methods, Florida studies "creative workers," the new dominantafléssor, who "by the turn of
the new century...included nearly a third of the workforce," and who ndesthgenerate
"nearly half of all wage and salary income in the United States). (larida frequently
distinguishes the new power class from its predecessor: whereaseshgdiif the previous
organizational age emphasized conformity, the new lifestyle favakgduodlity, self-statement,
acceptance of difference and the desire for rich multidimensigpaliences” (13). This shift

corresponds to a mending of the split between bourgeoisie and bohemian, araiaside
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alternative, work ethic and Romantic hedonism—a mending that Florida esbsattee new
ground for the twenty-first century creative economy. As "old categibcontinue to vanish,
Florida imagines work that can be "more aesthetic and experieatialiell as "spiritual and
‘'useful' in the poetic sense rather than in the duty-bound sense” (202).

Another market-friendly advocate of creativity, the National Centerducdion and the
Economy, recently published a report on skills required by American wonkérs era of
globalization. Headed by a reputable commission of former cabinetas@sgesuperintendents
of schools, and CEOs, this study calls for a thorough revamping of the Amedigaation
system in response to the decline of industrialism. To maintain econ@aielship,” says the
report, America must not only focus on technological advances; more inthgorsascess
“depends on a deep vein of creativity that is constantly renewitij SE€EE 6). As this
creative business activity replaces "low-skill work," whisloutsourced to cheap labor markets
abroad, the U.S. is better able to compete "in the worldwide market for &liggradded
products and services” (NCEE 3).

But wait. Isn't creativity supposed to be a tool for liberating us frorsdhéess,
heartless rationality of the workplace and marketplace? Isaticity supposed to be an
alternative to oppressive corporate culture? What does it meaaillttietse pro-business pundits
embrace artful innovation? One could argue that the kind of creativity hedn@gssglobal capital
is different from the authentic, non-commercial creativity found inrg@ad other rigorous art
forms. Of course, there can be many definitions, functions, and effectati/iity, and I'm
convinced that there is abundant artistic activity today that's vitelligent, and critical of
dominant powers. It's also true, however, that the meanings of creativityak e
undergoing vast transformations. Creative work can produce a book of poemsyriplegxhat

will never appear on a bestseller list, and that lack of markeyaimiéiy be central to some
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people's definition of creativity. But that's not preventing an increasing mwhbther people

from thinking about creative work as central to generating economic value.

New Critiques of Capital, and the Power of Creative Literacy

The privatization of creativity can have dangerous effects, includagridermining of
public dissent that's often associated with artistic activity. lestiisements can so eloquently and
effectively claim the status of “revolutionary” for their hambusgand cell phone plans, if what
once seemed like a tool for liberation has transformed into a corporitinémothere’s less
public space for creative dissent.

A number of new Marxist theorists have observed the same socioeconomieschang
Pink, Friedman, and Florida, but with less optimism about the effects ef¢thanges on people
and community. Paolo Virno, for example,Tihe Grammar of the Multitudstudies the
commodification of human communication itself, not only as seen in consumbtisaiso in
our work. Virno agrees with the business-friendly commentators that ‘therelevant
productive forces of society, the productive forces which every contergpeoak process must
draw" are "linguistic competence, knowledge, imagination, etc.” (6@ .ldhguage worker of
this late stage of capital Virno calls the "virtuoso," a kind of peifogrartist whose activities
require an audience but don't generate a tangible product. Virtuosesimaknew creative labor
force that provides linguistic services rather than material goddshare increasingly produced
by fully automated machines or by exploited workers in the non-Western woeld"Not
disciplined by the rational and rigid system of assembly-line indusinathe virtuoso is
imaginative and inventive, flexible and informal, able to improvise djbato an accelerating
barrage of shocks and changes, able to think in non-linear, non-hierewajsaFor Virno, the
subsumption of virtuoso skills by capital has the effect of devastaimgianity and public

communication, but the same conditions that give virtuosity so much marketalab give it
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potential for countering capital in effective new ways. A liberatedasity, he argues, could
begin to reclaim the publicness of the public sphere through inventive new modeseot,dind
yet this dissent can’t pretend to transcend market forces. Virnals dieectly apply to Creative
Writing if we begin to think about the writers’ workshop as a trainitogigd for virtuosic skills.
Because the virtuoso is not inevitably pure or impure, the classroom capdmamvhere
students and teachers keep working to reclaim these skills.

In their ambitious study of new configurations of power and cajitapire Hardt &
Negri also call attention to the shift from modern industrializatiopastmodern
"informatization” (280). Since the early 1970s, especially in dominant tapdauntries like the
U.S., workers are more likely to produce "knowledge, information, affect, anch@oization”
(285) than material goods. Hardt & Negri call this proliferating classaterial labor” (290),
and the organizational model for this kind of production is a virtual netthatkkeeps adjusting
to change spontaneously and creatively, no longer relying on rigid hiesaochieundaries of
space and time. Although not trapped in the tedium of industrial factory lehsetwork labor
force answers to a new kind of corporate command, because "control afidgdctivity can
potentially be individualized and continuous in the virtual panopticon of nefwoduction”
(297). For Hardt & Negri, the workplace that’s innovative, flexible, and opeimie- at the same
time imposing more effective control—corresponds to the more generctusé of the "society
of control,” a new configuration of power “in which mechanisms of commanohbeever more
‘democratic'... distributed throughout the brains and bodies of the citizensT(@3primary
tools for this distribution, they argue, are new technologies of communicatneckniques for
manipulating and delivering the language of word and image.

This is why creative language skills have become so valuable inrtieatcphase of
American capitalism, and this is also why, | argue, courses in writingvaigatave become so

popular in the academy. Students are savvy enough to understand how powerful creyattye lit
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has become in our current social context. Whether they see Creativag\estiebelliously
impractical or career-mindedly practical or just a fun way to eaditctBey want access to its
power. What's often missing from their education is more formal study of why @&duguired
such high value, and what the implications of this high value are. As Hardg& &tgue, "if
communication has increasingly become the fabric of production...then corgrdlrayuistic
sense and meaning and the networks of communication becomes an ever morissea fia
political struggle” (404). If "empire" operates first of all through laaxge, by alienating
individuals from the language they use, then language itself must be reappdy paiaguage

itself is the means of production that must be seized.

The Consumerized University, Workshopping, and Competition for Cultual Capital

What I'm trying to demonstrate is that Creative Writing is tiedcttnemic production
and consumption in ways that aren’t commonly acknowledged. This acaddchis fiet an
institutional or social anomaly, nor is it an island of high culture oilliebén a sea of
commercialism. It has benefited from recent transformatiorieeiet¢onomy as well as the broad
shift in higher education toward marketization. Bill Readings explbisshift in his prescient
1996 book;The University in Ruingleclaring cynically that the academy has become a
“consumer-oriented corporation” (11). No longer primarily the incutcatmational culture, the
new “University of Excellence” pursues customer satisfaction, absoabitignanaging any
diversity or radicalism in the name of innovation” (32). As this Uniteii Excellence has risen
to prominence, so too has Creative Writing, a point that Paul Dawson negkeésoingly in his
2005 bookCreative Writing and the New Humanitidhis important study of the field’'s
historical and institutional position also invokes Florida’s concepgiefdreative class,”
asserting that Creative Writing satisfies the values of thes-€ldindividuality, meritocracy, and

diversity and openness”—and is therefore popular within “the market-atienteersity system,
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where student (or consumer) choice has a large influence on cursitutzture and course
offerings” (46). While Dawson is mostly an advocate for Creative Writing, herstaohds that
it's not an insulated outpost of aesthetic activity.

This connection to larger forces in higher education and the economy goes
unacknowledged in Creative Writing’s dominant pedagogy, which tends to ytgptie myth
of the field’s separateness. What's called “the workshop methodtetg g@valuation of student
writings—reflects that apparent institutional isolation by trepliterary works as self-contained
objects to be judged for aesthetic merit. Workshopping is a vestigenoChiicism’s method of
“close reading” that took hold of English departments just as Creati@y\programs were
first established (most famously at the University of lowa) idatee30s and 40s. Like New
Critical close reading, the workshop method presents itself as objgcinalyzing literary
technique, and yet the implicit goal for both methods is to judge how good or badrg literk
is. This evaluative impulse engenders competition and inequitieshafréyt reproducing the
marketplace while claiming to be outside of it. The workshop methodkthan aesthetic
battles—particularly that grand battle between the traditionalrenchtlical—which means it
tends to pit students against each other so that the “free market” adrtkehap discussion can
determine the value of poems and stories.

What's at stake in these literary struggles? Pierre Bousdieudmark sociological study
of the peculiar economy of literaturBhe Field of Cultural Capitalcontends that aesthetic
oppositions—between the old and the new, the middlebrow and the avant-garde, thex@nticiodo
the heretical, the commercial and the non-commercial—are not lgisLigg some pure space of
artistic freedom and authenticity, although they present themselgestadnstead, the struggles
determine the whole of literary production as a field of position-taking angdetdian for what
Bourdieu calls “cultural capital™—the value of cultural prestige dmedgower to determine what

is culturally valuable. In his words, "the fundamental stake in litesnggles is the monopoly
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of literary legitimacy...the monopoly of the power to say with authority who ateamtd to
call themselves writers; or to put it another way, it is the monopolyegbdwer to consecrate
producers or products” (42).

This competition for legitimacy is built into the workshop method, andhigsstructure
itself that needs to be reconceived and reorganized. The reapiooprfdanguage in the age of
"empire" cannot simply manifest as a fight for a certain aesthé it traditional, avant-garde,
or other. If creative literacy has become a primary tool for global cathiead the writing
workshop is a particularly important space where control over those skillsecnegotiated—not
by evaluating products, not by giving “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” to literary worksyybut

helping students to develop an ongoing writing practice.

MFA Regret

Why should Creative Writing change if things are going so well for it? | stigiget the
field may be prospering nbecausef butdespiteits lack of pedagogical and theoretical
reflexivity. These courses are certainly popular on campus, but studayisften not be getting
what they really want or need from that education in creativity. Theergidespread affliction |
call "MFA regret," often suffered by those who have graduated from anpiégxam. It's the
realization that the great expectations about going through that pragstneyer took shape.
There may be many causes of this disappointment, but | propose that ipsrtiadly to
workshop pedagogy—how that group evaluation can squeeze the enthusiasm, pleasure, and
adventure out of the writing process, how it can stunt student progress in so ayany w
especially with premature critical scrutiny and the promise cfimstuccess. Most MFA degree-
holders I've met don't dismiss the experience entirely, but often therg'slarcurrent of

cynicism in their voices, and perhaps some embarrassment that theylvénsatutionalized."
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Rarely have | heard anyone express strong commitment to their MFA exgeéxcept to say
something like, "it was nice to have time to write."

Rick Moody has made one of the most notable public expressions of MFA reget. |
essay called “Writers and Mentors,” while narrating his literary atiturt, he lambastes the safe,
assembly-line, "corporate" workshop he encountered as an MFA student ab{2olTihis
prevalent classroom model, Moody suggests, is really "creativagvhsi committee,” which
like a public opinion "focus group" only finds the mediocre, the common denominadds a
really "about sales and marketing...about pitching your story or poem or eshayaudience in
such a way that the response will be predictable, measurable, and easi#yaaui€4). Moody
punctuates this critique of homogenizing tendencies with a compellimgngal\We need to be
alert in the workshop setting to the problems inherent in the very stro€tiive workshop” (5).

Maybe institutions are always disappointing, but it seems to me that disiapgat is
particularly severe among Creative Writing students, paatilvhen compared to the giddy
enthusiasm they feel when first entering this path of study. It's hardléedothat students are
jazzed about taking these courses because they get to sit around a taiskyepitking apart
each other’s work, making comments like, “This word is interesting, Bybenit's a little too
light for a poem about death." How many of us have confessed privately to eadhatieese
kinds of discussions feel pointless and even painful? How many studemtsHealassroom
feeling frustrated, confused, unsatisfied, or just profoundly bored by the-westtyy, "I like this,
| don't like this" minutiae of these critiques?

A particularly harsh and humorous account of the workshop method can be found in
Francine Prose’s 2000 nov8lue Angelwhich depicts Creative Writing students at a small New
England college as petty, competitive brats fighting for the rightlttheamselves literary
winners by proclaiming their fellow students losers. The novel shows egdairdfor the “timid

microsurgery” of workshopping (11) as it does for the violent eruptloatségularly pierce
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through the safe equivocation with “reckless bloodletting” (184). Perhapsdietagbing about
Prose’s depiction is how the workshop method generates a system of retrivbgoghy those
who are attacked in turn attack their attackers. No one seems #aboatghe actual writing
under discussion because everyone is desperately clawing for piditibeof workshop authority
and status. The novel’s pessimistic account culminates with this gloosggeasWhat maniac
invented this torture, this punishment for young writers? Imagine a groggpadlished authors
subjecting themselves to this! It's not an academic disciplirsefréternity hazing. And the most
appalling part is that its supposed to be helpful. The bound and gagged shtaifibi is
supposed to be grateful” (199).

Creative Writing thrives not because this kind of traditional wawksdynamic is
exceptionally popular or useful. Instead, students are willing to bear tippdiisenents of this
model because they have such enormous desire to write creatively whiitey &atlege credit or
institutional legitimacy, because even if they don’t find as much valwgauting and studying

literature, they value creativity and language.

From Workshop to Practice: Writing Can Be Taught

It's remarkable that the workshop method has so thoroughly dominated/€iatiing
pedagogy for over half a century, because there’s so much else that can h#pgiecourse.
Many new teachers understand this, and they are infusing energy intodrenfiedeveloping
new classroom models. A number of recently published books and essays propbeewmar
pedagogical and theoretical frameworks for Creative Writing. Therfielglalready be reaching
a moment of widespread transformation, in which case I'm just tryingéteaate and formalize
that process.

No longer willing to believe the canon-making myth that writing cantalbght, or that

talent is supplied only to a chosen few by transcendent forces, many$emehteying to shape
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the learning experiences of students more actively and intentionadighdies are helping
students to improve as writers—not simply by training them to pronounce wgbatisand bad—
but by guiding them through rigorous practice of diverse writing strategiearnefully
developed assignments, exercises, thought experiments, readings, andodisclibgs means a
shift from group evaluations of individual writings to a wide range of digtd/that help students
develop skills and experience as writers while they examine the géitions of that writing.
A new pedagogy coulftont-load classes with interventions in the writing process before it
begins and while it's happening, instead of the more traditi@tki-loading—that is, intervening
after a written product already exists.

Rather than hammering out literary verdicts like a jury, studentstady the many
aesthetic approaches they can make to any writing situation, withouhgéedihoose one
approach as a stable identity. Rather than having the appearance of fraedatpress whatever
identity they've already acquired—students can discover another Kireeddbm by practicing
creative skills that they wouldn’t otherwise choose or know how to pea®ither than finding
their "one true voice" (or losing that one voice, if the workshop evaluatiwegitive enough),
students can gain access to many different voices. Rather than clainmiesiy of one
supposedly authentic brand of speaking, they can be encouraged to questiomththatosuch
authenticity is available. Rather than learning through competition, thegaamthrough
collaboration, as members of a group that collectively encounterega gewriting tasks and
critical activities, that studies past and present models, all wdtinient suspended. This
collaborative environment can help students better understand how langaageiasl force, and
how their writing practice functions in a social context.

Pedagogical reform can be expedited if Creative Writing is willingptrrow from the
intellectual work done by other fields, particularly in English: Compositionotéaching

methods that approach writing as a process, helping students to generbg, deganize, and
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revise their material; and Literary Studies offers criticathnds for understanding how certain
discourses operate in the context of history and society. Collaboratiednethese fields could
result in a Creative Writing course in which students actually work anviniéing (as visual art
students actually work on their art in studio classes) while they become onsatis of the
social dimension of that practice. It's important to emphasize that athdemic fields should
learn from Creative Writing as well; conventional academic prosfas impoverished and
ineffective, and the entire academy would do well to turn to Creativengy/fiir new strategies
of creative communication. Ground-clearing for this kind of collaboratiomiheady been done
by several commentators, including Paul Dawson, Tim Mayers, and Joe Amatia&ssia
Fleisher, whose work has made substantial contributions to a nascent bdtbxivereriticism
about Creative Writing. Without rejecting the field entirely, all theferm proposals maintain
that literary writing is not simply a private act of individual talleat a public act that participates
in public life. This social dimension exists not only in some idealized noitdiiatal utopia; it
also needs to be found and nurtured inside the academy, which means tlva @fatng

cannot pretend to be anti-academic, and other fields need to recognize itsiategiémacy.

Reclaiming Creative Literacy in the Classroom

| want to be clear that | don’t think Creative Writing has become arigagriound solely
for market-oriented language workers in the value-added economy. Iflthie lfieom in cultural
capital ties it more directly to post-industrial consumer culture thande tdtognized, this also
means that Creative Writing can help people gain more control and undergtaiidheir means
of communication. Literary practice always has both the potential tagdigpeople from their
own language and to strengthen the relationship between people and theirdaipeagct that
Creative Writing has emerged in an institutional setting doesn't meatitladsolutely authentic

or inauthentic, libratory or oppressive. The field has, however, laggeddavelopment of a
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reflexive theoretical framework that would make it more awarts oéal social value and its real
social effects, and this lag has encouraged further lag in revisiasg@dching methods.

We can't pretend any longer that Creative Writing is always raglithihking outside
the box" of commaodified language, but it's also not useful to accuse tlibabfibking trapped
"inside the box" of a corporatized institution. Just as aesthetledpitting traditionalist consent
against avant-garde dissent won't fix the workshop system, Creativag/desn't benefit from
polemical arguments that either celebrate its pure virtues tigatasits hopeless impurities. No
position is absolute, and every position, including the Creative Writisgrcam, can develop
strategies to give people access to creative literacy. As WatgamBin says in his essay, "The
Author as Producer," there is "only one demand" on the writer, "the damé#nidk to reflect on
his position in the process of production” (236) The Creative Writing stanl, then, can
encourage students to understand themselves as producers, redlec¢tingractice of making
stories and poems while considering the changing values, meanings, and functiahgafctice

in society.
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Interlude 1.1

Minus Sign

“Add this. It is to add.”
--Wallace Stevens
“Add This To Rhetoric”

“It is not somethin@ddedto the real
world—not a decorative element, so to
speak. On the contrary, it is the very
heart of society’s real unreality.”
--Guy Debord
The Society of the Spectacle (13)

“The absence of evidence is not
evidence of absence."
--Donald Rumsfeld

| heard someone say once that suicide might be the ultimate expression of Hgencgubtract
yourself from the living, you make a compelling choice. When | was in third gradeere
supposed to learn to subtract by carrying numbers from one column to the next, but | ¢rst coul
do it. | could imagine hoisting the number up on my shoulder and trying to cross over, but the
distance was too great. Then | started working on a PhD and one day | hedehaastk the
post-colonialist if living authors are offended by the concept of “the dealie afuthor.” He

stared right through her with a look of disbelief on his face and said, “I dea'adlying fuck.”
Whenever | think of this moment | find myself wondering about this phragedffuck.” |

imagine a fuck flying through the air, with all that freedom, but then paradigxid¢ael trapped
inside a box with that fuck because | can't stop thinking about it. | woulddike putside the
box—above, below, alongside it—but I find out there is no outside. It’s all inHbretrees, the
furniture, the garbage, which is mostly packaging for the food we eat. Aéspost-colonialist

and the flying fuck. On a notepad there is the author's name and some writiogg tlose
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enough to read. It says, “I am not feeling well today. | think | should not leahetise. My feet
feel like pieces of fruit that have ripened too quickly, and my bredilteisotten juice.” Whoever
wrote this is apparently no longer present. | look around for something to eait, |m&n do is
think, why would someone feel the need to write this? Why not just think daéhthink each
of these words, they are subtracted from my thinking, one by one, untilshereriore evidence

of my talent.
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Movement 1.1

What Is Creative Literacy?
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The Promises of Creative Literacy

Creative literacyis the term | give to the skills and experience that studentgaia from
taking a Creative Writing class. It's not only the ability to malerdity works, but more
generally: the ability to use language (along with visual images ang oter media) to
produce complex emotional and psychological states in an audience; the atfilinktand
communicate in associative, metaphorical, non-linear, non-hierarchics] thayability to craft
evocative stories with fully realized characters, personas, vaeeability to manipulate or
destabilize received meanings and to produce new meafirggive literacyis also the term |
give to a newly dominant means of production in the post-industrial American egonom

Literacy, of course, is a slippery and flexible term. Most obviousbférs to a basic
ability to read and write. It also commonly refers to specialized knowlgdyg certain people
have access to; a football fan can be said to have football literagxdmple, or someone who
has cultivated a discriminating taste for wine can be said to have wiraeit This sense of
literacy as a special taste or authority can also apply to literatdliterary literacy” might refer
not just to basic reading and writing skills but an advanced breadth ofddgm\vhistorical
perspective, critical ability, etc) as a reader of poetry, fiction daacha. Referring to someone as
“literate” can mean that she has rudimentary reading and writing skilleften it means more
specifically that she has literary literacy, a strong aptitude asdaref literature and a deep

understanding of the literary field.
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Literary literacy has long had social value, at least sincenslatArnold argued that the
best literature could be a means for social progress and advanciimgtinil Janice Radway
demonstrates iA Feeling for Book&iow the Book-of-the-Month Club enjoyed enormous success
largely because of the desire of the early-to-mid twentieth ceAtagrican middle class “to
present themselves as educated, sophisticated, and aesthetiicallgtaft(5). So members of the
Book-of-the-Month Club were accessing through the marketplace a kind of ihtoamang in
literary literacy, “a kind of social pedagogy for a growing classtifvsa of professionals,
managers, and information and culture workers as well as for those wietldehe status of
this class, to its work routines, and to its privileges” (15). This e¥assigning value to literary
literacy marks a shift from the

essentially Arnoldian cultural project designed to seek outastdrfthe
idiosyncratic and the unique. Although not yet named as such, the
middlebrow thus appeared in the form of the Book-of-the-Month Club as a
way to think the contradiction between an older model of subjectivity and
production and new cultural forces that both enabled and necessitated the
construction of a subject capable of operating efficiently as a @utalay or
switching station, as one merely passing on or handing off eternally
circulating goods and representations, which is to say, cultural cap®a). (
Literary reading offered cultural capital, then, to a new classrggskcial legitimacy, and that
legitimacy, Radway suggests, not only manifested in the ability teatce elevated art object
but also in the ability to access and manage a wide range of cultural leatéms shift leads to
anxiety about the loss of a pure space for appreciation of literaity aref to a series of cultural
battles between the defenders and detractors of middlebrow forms.
In Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formatj@ohn Guillory examines

a more recent cultural battle—the canon debates of the 80s and 90sshHeetleeen champions
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of the traditional Western canon and champions of multiculturalism—arduanghts battle is
actually a symptom of a larger crisis in literary value, a shiftitucal capital away from literary
reading in general. As Guillory says, "the category of ‘literature’asatine cultural capital of the
old bourgeoisie, a form of capital increasingly marginal to the sagiatibn of the present
education system” (x). If literary literacy no longer offers as much Isagieency to the middle
class, | propose that creative literacy is claiming much of thatudtsiral capital.

While literary literacy derives from the reading and studying ofditee, the reception
and consumption of the canon, creative literacy derives primarily from produftthm
practicing skills for making not only literary texts but also a wide easfgcultural texts. This
emphasis on production, on using literacy as a means of making, | arguenisahfeature of a
newly dominant cultural capital at the beginning of the twenty-finstuzg. While the “old
bourgeoisie” could use literary consumption as a primary tool for selfraatieh, for making
leisure time meaningful, for achieving social status, the new middbs often addresses these
same desires by actively creating new texts and cultural forms. Thmidele class claims
authority not so much by reading and appreciating the great authors,dmihggn author.

The democratization of authorship is not new, of course: the spread olitesaay to a
broad swath of the American population since the nineteenth-century has givemyor
individuals the ability to become authors of diaries, letters, and atias &f informal texts. And
what | would call advanced basic literacy—the kind developed in traditioadéagc expository
writing—has become pervasive in American society at least siaqeost-World War Il boom in
higher education. The conventional first-year writing or Composition couesaraversity or
college gives students not just basic skills in grammar and mechahmsdourages them to
assert their authorial intelligence about a wide range of topics thr@ugus disciplinary lenses.
These students are trained to write a conventional academic esgagsttat thesis statement or

central idea about a particular subject matter, then developsdhapoint with concrete
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evidence and specific critical thinking, usually with a logical, hiriaal sense of organization
and transitions.
The Composition field has never been static or monolithic, and in recenedebadise
of an expressionistic approach to academic writing, in particular, Y&s sfudents access to a
more personal, narrative-based mode of authorship, moving away from a dreedigiiterested
mode. Nonetheless, Composition courses still primarily teach studentstarfental
communication strategies and structures of that conventional aicagiesay. This kind of
advanced basic literacy has provided college graduates with thg tbilvigate the mostly rote
writing tasks of white collar, professional-managerial work, but it lesgiven them a certain
kind of authorial experience, a claim to some unique critical thinking andlép tabassert this
thinking within a vast marketplace of ideas and opinions, an ability tizipate in democratic
life as an educated and socially-mobile citizen.
Guillory positions Composition as the educational site where the newentilddks of the
late twentieth century acquired its literacy:
it is the speech of the professional-managerial classes, theistdmors and
bureaucrats; and it is employed in its place, the “office.” It is na&rieay”
language. The point of greatest historical interest about thistsjzethat its
production bypasses the older literary syllabus altogether. Studeatsa
longer immerse themselves in that body of literature in order toractjterary”
language. In taking over the social function of producing a distinction éetave
basic and more elite language, composition takes on as well the idablogic
identity of that sociolect, its pretension to universality, asustas the medium of
political discourse. (79-80)
Now in the twenty-first century, | propose, the new “elite language” wgttpretension to

universality” is accessed through creative literacy. Despite soare@apwvith advanced basic
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literacy, creative literacy sets itself apart from conventioradl@aic prose and its ways of
communicating, thinking, and seeing. If Composition generally teaches sttiolétitink inside
the box” of blocky organization and linear argument, creative litgpamyoses to “think outside
the box,” in affective and associative ways. Creative literacy is attreed to contemporary
network thinking, globalization’s manipulations of time and space, instantam®nnecting, and
the digital production of information and performance. As an importantositeafning in
creative literacy, Creative Writing has boomed in recent decades tasd becoming a new
service course in higher education—if not eventually replacing Cotigpggshen standing
alongside it, not as a mere extracurricular activity, but as anothemfienda skill-set with

practical value and legitimacy.

What Do Students Do with Creative Literacy?

Although it’s often said that students can’t be taught how to write poetryciiwa fi
obviously the explicit goal of a Creative Writing course is to helpestisdearn to become more
skilled as writers in those literary genres. When | took these couysedfnh certainly learned
poetry writing skills, if not directly from the teachings of my teachinan from the weekly out-
of-class practice | went through to produce the poems that | distributestkshaps. It turns out
that | did want to become a poet, | did eventually desire publication and literatig@r@nd of
course many other students have similar aspirations. So creative litarabg used to produce
literary works, and often Creative Writing courses are considerectie# if those works have
strong literary merit, or if the students who pass through those coursesmarite wworks that
are published by reputable magazines and presses.

The problem is, however, that only a tiny fraction of Creative Writing stadeill

actually go on to publish their writing, and many of those who do publish will be juddped t
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bad or mediocre. Commentators often frame this situation as a failingaifiv@éré/riting—the

field is generating an excess of writers who don't have the skill to nmakt Igerature. But this
failure narrative ignores the possibility that many of these studentsjaipat the

undergraduate level, never really aspire to make great worksrafuite. These students may be
less interested in becoming career poetry or fiction writers thastassing an amorphous
experience of creativity, accessing creative literacy skiis could be applied to a broad range of
practices and forms.

What I'm saying here may simply mean that Creative Writing is miehtiost other
academic fields, particularly those in the humanities: students whoedaning in these fields
often don't pursue a career in them. Most students who take courses iopdfly don't
become anthropologists, most History majors don’t become historians, and t5® umdérstood
that these fields are not failing simply because their studentstaa# fedlowing a successful
professional path in that field; instead, students gain a general ovefviba/field's theories and
methods as part of a broader education in a variety of fields. Students in thetiasnaae not
expected to become specialists but to gain generic skills often lumpeaketoget critical
thinking"—the ability to question assumptions, to see a range of choices pegierss about a
given intellectual issue, to generate logical and efficient stestdégr solving complex problems.
As one of the primary desired learning outcomes for Composition coursies| thinking is a
primary component of advanced basic literacy.

Creative Writing’s analog to critical thinking might be called &atiee thinking,” which
could be considered a central component of creative literacy. Whitakthinking privileges
objectivity and reason, clearly articulated evidence and explanatiomabiigierpretation and
evaluation, sound solutions and conclusions, creative thinking privilegexsuby and affect,
storytelling and sensory data, ambiguity and contradiction, associativealegpgsruptions of

conventional logic, doubt and uncertainty. Creative thinking uses the strantfeeamknown as
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productive forces rather than trying to overcome them. If it's true thati@eeNriting’s cultural
capital has risen significantly in recent years, | argue that thésrizot due to the high social
value of literary works themselves but to the increasing valueeahtans that produce them,
that is, creative literacy and creative thinking. The new middle slalsject is not so attached to
traditional artistic genres, but she does have great desire to engagesative practice.

Students can access creative literacy/thinking most directlykmgt&reative Writing or
other Fine Arts courses in painting, sculpture, photography, dance, performancepanést
creative training can also be found in more traditional fields odetgard the critical,
depending on course content and the teacher’s approach toward that conterdciipliaarity,
the current catch-all buzzword of the academy, has enormous cultural cagEitedicuggests
a kind of “thinking outside the box” of rigidly defined disciplines; in otherdsor
interdisciplinarity is often code for moving the critical toward theative, or merging the two
modes together. Interdisciplinarity embraces the notion that stutstrie attached to a rigidly
defined discipline as a career path, recognizing that the new glahaligéalized knowledge
economy rewards those workers who can be flexible and imagine constantlyndevoki
relationships.

This issue of interdisciplinarity becomes murkier if we considat ¢reative fields
actually have their own dominant critical modes. Creative Writingfie@rmode has tended to
be a New Critical style of evaluative close-reading, and I've arguéthiianode could benefit
from collaborations with Literary Studies and Composition, which have both degtelope
provocative new critical methods in recent decades. Creative Wsittngjural capital derives
not from its critical mode, | suggest, but from its practice of creéiteracy/thinking, and its
cultural capital could increase even more if it took more interdisaipliapproaches to the

critical. Such interdisciplinarity might encourage the fiel@¢onsider, for example, why it
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appears to have so much cultural capital, what its real value aadandc field is (as I'm trying
to consider here).

What do students do with creative literacy, if not forge a career as a poéttyon
writer, or become a teacher of Creative Writing using their publicatemeatials? Just as the
Anthropology or History student can use that Liberal Arts education asfgeet training to
become, for example, a social worker or a lawyer, so too there are a nurabeitlafy
vocations associated with the Creative Writing field, including jdisma publishing, editing,
arts administration, and so on. But as I've suggested, creative literacy Habnoader
application for a range of vocations throughout the new knowledge economy. Tiye@bil
manipulate language, to produce powerful story, image, and affect for audiericesgasingly
valued in marketing and advertising, product development and design, informekinolbgy
and internet services, along with many other post-industrial fields drivarcisative ethos.

This “Creative Economy,” as Richard Florida calls it, produces rigtaveative
commodities, but also a widespread aspiration to access creativierspeFlorida estimates
that nearly a third of the American workforce is now part of the “Gre&iass,” and even more
impressive, this class produces “nearly half of all wage and salamaiqxiv). These
estimations still exclude an enormous number of workers, but what Florigastsighroughout
his book is that the Creative Class has become the social statusriaifritee excluded aspire
to. Pointing to evidence that such aspirational movement has been occurring on scgleba
Florida paraphrases University of Michigan’s Ronald Inglehart’s findimgjse “long-running
World Values Surveys™

As nations’ economies advance, the values favored by their people tend to
shift along two scales. They move from “traditional” values ke, for
instance, by respect for civil and religious authority) toward megeular-

rational” (free-thinking) values, and from “survival” values (fexg
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financial and social stability) to “self-expression” values faygpthe rights

of individuals to express themselves. (xxv)
Given its very high economic rank, the U.S. has apparently not progressed as thigchhift as
some European countries, particularly toward the “secular-ratioaklé yvand Florida likes to
scold the U.S. for not devoting enough resources to developing its Creativariydono
accelerate this shift. Nonetheless, it's noteworthy that the égelfession” value in the U.S. is
closer to being commensurate with its economic rank, and Florida’s faoipiis that the
Creative Economy is indeed booming in this country.

So creativity, particularly as it manifests in modes of “self-exgioes’ has rapidly
growing social currency. This suggests that Americans who are not amotitetbecative
producers recognize that “thinking outside the box” has become a powerfull@gtitd they
assign strong value to it, seeking out creative experiences and engagieative practice
outside the workplace, during their leisure time. In fact, much of whatehéwe economy
produces might be callddols for leisure time-techniques and technologies that allow
consumers to enhance the pleasure, intensity, and meaning of theirtieisurEhese tools
require creativity to be produced, and in turn, they help users to enghgé iowin creative

practice.

Playful Work and the Desire of the Creative Subject
Another way to frame the current socioeconomic situation is to say that thersor
between work time and leisure time are becoming increasingly permBable Virno addresses
this shift inThe Grammar of the Multitudend I'd like to offer two longer passages from Sylvere
Lotringer’s foreword to that volume as a gloss on those ideas:
In the post-Fordist economy, surplus value is no longer extracted from labor

materialized in a product, it resides in the discrepancy betwegampaiunpaid
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work—the idle time of the mind that keeps enriching, unacknowledged, ttse fru
of immaterial labor. As Marx wrote i@rundrisse labor activity movestb the
sideof the production instead of being its chief actor.” The multitude osce f
defined less by what it actually produces than by its virtualitpoitsntialto
produceand produce itself. (12)
The multitude is the name used by some recent Marxists for the new donfmsantfcsubjects,
and as Virno (via Lotringer) asserts, the multitude thrives in tmeild of work and play, public
and private activity.
Workers used to work in servile conditions, leaving them just enoughdime t
replenish. Now their entire life is live labor, an invisible and irsilive
commodity. Today all the multitude does is monitor signs on a screen. But
machines are not “dead labor” anymore, they are part of the workégs’ “|
labor” which now plugs into the “general intellect,” disseminating
knowledge across the entire public sphere. The more creative anciapta
the workers are—the moself-valorizing—the more surplus of knowledge
they can bring to the community at large. (12-13)
Let's be clear that, of course, many workers in the U.S. and other ecaliprdaveloped
countries do indeed work in “servile conditions,” but the point here isftran increasing
number of workers (who form a class that traditional servile wsri#en aspire to), work
presents itself as liberation from servility—not as a monotonaduption of material products
but as the creative, performative production of signs, knowledge, and the self
Returning now to the changing terrain of cultural capital in theegogdl suggest that
among the fields that show increasing student demand are those that tiagtmmefluences of
work and play. Creative Writing promises to transform traditiooatlamic work and infuse it

with pleasure, fun, and performance, and while many accuse the field of being goppls
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because it's easy, academic “lite,” a watered-down version of rigarllectual inquiry, it may
be more accurate to say that Creative Writing's playful work is mézeat socially and
economically to the new subject of the twenty-first century. Anddliticmal categories of work
are changing, both for students and for paid workers, then it's worth exanfirsnglikely
relevance outside of those categories.

Outside of the school and the workplace, creative literacy functicars iasreasingly
powerful vehicle for subject formation, for accessing social auyhainid status, for entering into
or rising within a new middle class. Creative literacy has many of the airactions that Janice
Radway associates with middlebrow culture of the mid-twentietlugerior her, the Book-of-
the-Month Club was “an exercise in social training and pedagogy” (262). Itidmdribers a
kind of informal, extracurricular, extraliterary education, teachinmthe

how to order the modern universe and how to parse its various domains. It

managed this, however, because it first hailed them as subjectregting

emotional needs and desires produced by their particular histonicdicsi.

Equally importantly, the club instructed its subscribers in the propeestanc

to assume with respect to the world, and it taught them ways of feeling

appropriate to that stance. It modeled a distinctive middlebrow s2g@) (
Courses in Creative Writing offer this same kind of middlebrow saeimihg, modeling for
students various affective states—how to present themselves wiimceeasures of irony or
sincerity, humor or seriousness, friendly intimacy or distant estrangeamehso on. Social
training involves developing a kind of audience awareness, an abilitgd@reaudience so as to
engage them, to make them listen, to make them trust you, respect you, or like yoaatwnel c
literacy offers precisely this ability to navigate audience raiati

The milieu of the Book-of-the-Month Club was oriented more toward cultural

consumption, and that audience awareness involved being able to presentasresalfvy and
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up-to-date reader in one’s social life. As Radway puts it, “The club prdreiggh a membership
the chance to keep up with the ever-advancing production of new knowledge astivell a
opportunity to confirm its identity as educated and au courant” (276). Whaiv@€réaiting
promises is not just how to be a knowledge consumer but how to become a knowledge .produce
I should not overstate this distinction between producer and consumer, &r thes

categories can blur in profound ways. As Michel de Certeau argiiée iRractice of Everyday
Life, consumerism can be an active, creative, unpredictable process.

To a rationalized, expansionist, and at the same time centralizedyciss,

and spectacular production corresponds another production, called

“consumption.” The latter is devious, it is dispersed, but it insiniigedf

everywhere, silently and almost invisibly, because it does nofastitself

through its own products, but rather throughwisy's of usinghe products

imposed by a dominant economic order. (Xxiii)
Among the most prominent of the consumer practices Certeau examinesrng,read for him,
the reader is not a passive voyeur but a kind of co-writer who bringadth& person’s text the
ruses of pleasure and appropriation: he poaches on it, is transportedphi@iizes himself in it
like the internal rumblings of one’s own body. Ruse, metaphor, arrangement, thistjgnods
also ‘invention’ of the memory. Words become the outlet or product of ilgiaries” (xxi).
Certeau goes on to assert that this reading/poaching practice Iyaoidart,” the kind of art
that invades an existing text or tradition and creates something neverderanhabits someone
else’s property in a unique and inventive way. This creative readintiger&as increasingly
powerful implications in our current historical moment, when texts ofiadiskproliferate at a
dizzying rate, particularly texts that do not take traditional form, oeghgund together as
books. While the text used to have a more discreet social function or @lgceeligious,

educational), says Certeau, today it is a “whole society made into & (B®ink
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Creative literacy is perhaps not so much a shift from consumption to proddicinonas
the full realization otEonsumption-as-productipand the creative subject has increasing
opportunity to be active and generative. If the mid-twentieth century $asigerted some
creative agency in the way she read certain books, watched certain modiesra certain
clothes, today ordinary middle-class people have access to a wider raagenidues and
technologies to more actively produce a social identity—by making a harsieal recording
through digital technology, by making a weird video and posting it on YouTubeuieed by
its slogan, “Broadcast Yourself”), by creating a personal page on Facabdghkiblicizing
mundane, intimate, and “random” information about your life.

As Lotringer and Virno suggest, many of these new modes of self-production occupy a
virtual, immaterial space. The new creative subject is lesgested in making permanent objects
of art or literature but celebrates the performative, the epiagnige spontaneous, the simulated,
and the absent. Self-production is an ongoing performance that becomes askifianairketing,
self-advertising. If the dominant subjective style of the mid-tigémtentury is the cultural
consumer, and if subjectivity now orients more toward cultural production, wehatear
producing? More than ever before, we can use new techniques and techriolpgieisice
ourselves as commodities. No longer only accessorizing ourselvesowithatlities, weare the
commodities, and we market ourselves to our millions of Facebook “friends.”

I don’t mean to sound cynical, though. Among the charms of Radway’s treatment of
middlebrow culture is her calculated ambivalence toward it. She ackdges that the Book-of-
the-Month Club “uses sophisticated marketing techniques to sell nothainhdual books but
the very idea of taste itself,” and yet she says,

| have found myself unable to condemn the organization in any simple way
for commodifying what | was taught in graduate school should never have

been commodified by the market in the first place, that is, litexadur, and
41



culture. Instead, in attempting to reconstruct the motives and intentions

driving not only the club’s founders but its subsequent judges, editats,

subscribers, | have continually encountered not merely the insistenat iesi

rise socially through any means available but also deep-seateug®hgi

the possibilities of self-articulation and the search for tenence

promised by education and art. (5)
It turns out that the anxieties and desires surrounding the Book-of-the-Mioilitiar@ strikingly
similar to those surrounding Creative Writing. Both institutions fseraxpanded access to
literary experience, and both are accused of transforming litexpeyience into a mere
commodity, stripping it of its authenticity and meaning. If we suspend tharatgtimpulse to
critigue these powerful institutions, we can see ordinary people usirgitistisutional tools to
fashion some sense of autonomy and meaning in their lives. The young man whoypo&is a
description of his morning routine on his Facebook page may not be able to ctagrastan
elite author, nor can the young woman who submits a “bad” poem to her Creatiivey Wri
workshop—nonetheless, both of these middle-class figures are agcassuthorial experience
that has real effects. Particularly in the midst of our current tesétiaration—when information,
knowledge, stories, and images are penetrating our eyes and braing atrevevhen even the
idle time spent pumping your gasoline can be infiltrated by a screen felhsbiy stimulation
and happy bargains—it can feel particularly powerful to assert a gesauehorship, and
whatever text one makes, no matter how insignificant or trite, thatrgezan feel like a moment
of freedom, a feeling of control and ownership over one’s life and body.

This deep and widespread middle-class desire to be creative andntisafae creative

literacy has increased the cultural capital of Creative Writisgggest, much more than the
specific desire to become a writer of poetry or fiction. Literaryditg may be losing cultural

capital, but Creative Writing thrives because it promises (impfioitinot) to satisfy a more
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generalized aspiration among ordinary people to engage in a creativeeprHgigcaspiration
drives and is driven by the post-industrial economy, and as creativity becamepanvasive as
both a means of production and commaodity for consumption, the boundaries between work and

play break down.
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Interlude 2.0

A Genealogy of My Desire as a Creative Writing Student,
or How to Receive College Credit for Playing,
or My Social Position in Relation to this Dissertation

Why this happiness about writing creatively, why this desire for fregffeedom from rational
logic-bound academic writing, why when I'm twenty years old, my last year asdergraduate
student, why after twenty years of thinking about words and how they go togetrer mdkes

me no different than anyone else,

but when I'm a kid there's something about language | think | understand becatselimsc
best grades have been in English, and | learned from a young age that | dimwgbat at in
school, my teachers tell me I'm good at using words, sentences, paragndghsgin to see
myself not so much as a writer but as my English classes, I'm that ins@dugpace where we
learn how to use English (as Americans use it), where writing is seghposake place, although
mostly it's grammar and vocabulary exercises, but still it's wherelledexcellent and

therefore it's what | most identify with, what's most me,

certainly I'm not math, not science, nor am | gym class because | know myshuamtyfast or
strong or anything, in fact my body barely exists, although at recess, whernt Ipiayiisg in the
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playground, there my body does feel alive and present, that's the bodily @lefscinool for me,
and yet it's a pleasure that simulates a temporary departure from seitloal{ leaving school
grounds), so recess is always tinged with the imminent disappointmenindfigtie-blown end,

so mostly | think of play happening outside of school,

mostly | play with my brother and the neighborhood kids, that somewhat arlvigtavgrk of

kids | call my friends, | mean they are my friends simply becauseitteegdar me and they like

to play too, and this kind of playing is always better when it can be sharedyritisunal, so

when you want to play you walk over to your neighbor's house and ask him if he wants to play,
that's often how it begins, a gesture of sharing, collaboration, and mayb&idtheze you

outside playing and they put on their sneakers and join you, soon you've got a yarglayleos

generating imagination, many imaginations composing and recomposing into a group,

but now let's not romanticize too much, because this play can become ugly, selfibative,
competitive, cruel, sometimes power in the group is no longer shared butdcqoweted, used
as a weapon, there is shoving, pinching, hair-pulling, fist-fighting, someoneugetthbre are
nasty words, there are tantrums, there are tears, but usually play wooksut's usually

peaceful, we learn that cooperation makes play last longer,

we also learn that make-believe makes play better, it's a collalvotadit benefits from
performance, almost always we act, and it turns out that acting iseofteimced by interacting
with others, even when alone we might make up imaginary friends (collais)ran which case
we ourselves might become something else, we disguise our voices or takeeoor aatiiour
hand a monster or call a twig a pirate, sometimes this playing requires pmegtibut often it's

enhanced by equipment, usually known as toys, stuffed animals, dolls, balls, uweteyayyos,
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all these toys help take us creatively away from what would otherwiselaarably dull, they

help us make believe, pretend,

you be X and I'll be Y and this is our house our castle our island our store our warutaim

our spaceship our anything, because this is our story and we're clsaraotarstory as we say

it, because it is very very fun to not be adults, to not be rationalafacealistic, solid, sober,
because it is very fun to spin around in circles in the yard with armsdextdike propellers, the
neighbors' houses flying around and around until your head feels wobbly and you stumble, you

lose control,

then by 7' grade for me this playing begins to transform into watching TV, this ishaced
communal playing but it gives the appearance of social relations, gigesothe appearance of
being imaginative but that imagination is pretty much provided on the sate@®términed by

the screen and the speed movement content, so this TV play is more passteptive, solitary,
and this makes it an easier, more predictable image of being in communitlyisaealse can be

so delicious, this knowing how good it will feel to be subsumed by The Brady Bunch or Happy

Days for a full 30 minutes including commercials,

and then | learn to masturbate, and | begin to interrupt my TV watchingripgid the upstairs
bathroom to masturbate, and for years | do this as much as possible, sometimadis®s per
day, sometimes | make it a little weirder/wilder, | perform a sexie with myself, | take

Polaroids, but usually I'm just going for the orgasm, I'm an orgasm adslitie(8uzzcocks put
it), somehow | accumulate a small collection of soft pornography magaaihelptfacilitate the
production of my erections—a Playboy, a Hustler, maybe a Swank—these doydikkat help

enhance the playing, but eventually the process takes on a sameness,aslstandardized, it's
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just an ejaculation delivery-system, and don't get me wrong, that orgasnofee|dgt
afterwards, holding my dis-engorging penis, | usually feel some loss sfhstitin, an emptiness

tinged with guilt,

and then beginning in fgrade there's less masturbation because I start having sex with other
people, suddenly | become a boyfriend, suddenly | have a girlfriend, we have senasof
possible, we have enormous pleasures, and although the orgasm is importasmtywiemportant
that my body go into little convulsions and release some creamy lumpyrgiqsta particularly
pleasurable when getting to the orgasm is more creative, performdtiee you do things with
your bodies that might be taboo, flirting with a prohibited zone while learningtogad your
partner like a text that says it's okay, let's go to this daring pdget¢her, or wait, I'm scared, let's
not go there yet, it's a new kind of communicating that often doesn't occur ihvaotds, and
sometimes that communication feels like love or almost love, or bdingg8 loved by someone
else, being in communication with one who wants you, and it feels like being moret diksen

your body glows with wanting and being wanted,

but at the same time, during high school, there's another kind of play that swdteting and
disorienting the body, throwing the body out of balance, I'm talking about inga&twiwpl, beer
and liquor are new toys that help enhance a new kind of adolescent playitige justen we

were kids we wanted to send ourselves on a pretend journey or make our headsneabbly
alter my driver's license with a ballpoint pen, now | alter my identithabltcan purchase a lot
of Rolling Rocks, now my friends and | can go park in some dark cul-de-sac andditen t
Talking Heads Springsteen Psychedelic Furs The Pafidesuck down many sweet tangy beers

that turn my whole circulatory system into a warm sweet secret tanlgy sm
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and then | go to the University of Virginia, because | have been expected & kxast a four-
year undergraduate degree since | was born, both my parents went to aotlege are very
white middle-class suburban, whether or not | go to college is never anassigbéte in my
family, and | want to go, going to college is how people like me leave home, esmag®ine
and never return, because escaping is a privilege, a sign of privitegigefyone to see, staying

home after high school graduation would be a sign of defeat, low ambition, poverty,ignhbad s

so | go proudly off to the University of Virginia, and yes | have escaped froootifmes of
home and direct parental rule, but I'm still in the confines of an institukim still in school, so |
still need some escape from work into a world of play, and I'm in luck becabsagth UVA is
known to be academically demanding it's also known as a party school, work hard gl&y har
the student motto, and the next kind of play I find involves more altering of cosseiss, it
involves what we call illicit drugs, and every weekend is devoted to drlggyon, that good
sweet expansive oblivion whose foundation is still alcoholic beveragegthudan additional
layer of marijuana, and sometimes a few grams of mushrooms, or a tab of ataybe go in on
an 8-ball of cocaine with a bunch of people because our parents just seahthly mllowance

check,

or best of all, get a half dozen friends and everyone take some ecstas)e leestasy is a new
kind of drug whose name refers not to itself as a substance but to theisthteds, the state of
extreme happiness, huge giddy affection for yourself and everyone else, lnemnmeyfriend
Ben taking X for the first time, he was walking down the sidewalk rodikaa lion, then
leaping down the sidewalk arms outstretched trying to grab the roaeyasxited his mouth and
floated through the air, Ben is usually a quiet reserved adult-likerpsosthis roaring leaping is

magical and a thrill to witness, because we see him playing perfolikerg child, we take these
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drugs to feel the druggy pleasure of chemicals rushing through the brain wiistugi

permission to feel like children playing, and we are playing togetypily, ecstatically,

but now let's not romanticize too much, because there's usually a point in th wighg when
things get desperate stupid lost empty, when everyone is coming down, breaking dawg, drif
away, throwing up, feeling pain, wondering why we did this to ourselves, but thisaadre
alienation only lasts for a while, and soon it will be next weekend and wetlad@gain, we'l

come together and make our heads wobbly again,

then there's another kind of playing | discover during my college years, | plagupdsrock
music, | learn to play drums, | listen to post-punk music most of the time n {s8onic Youth
Wire The Replacements Scratch Acid Big Black Throwing Muses Butthole Shiremsusic
saturates my days/nights, it subsumes me, and | play my favorite songs iomshe disc jockey
for the university's alternative radio station WTJU, | have this glesite to share this music
with other people, this music slices through the safe suburban santexidsss been my life for
so many years, and for me the music's meaning is augmented by sharinggtitgosiothers and

letting others give music to me,

and | think about all my favorite band names and how amazing it is to put th&utthdlenext

to the wordSurfers,because those words are not supposed to go together, but that
unexpectedness, being not what you expect to hear in my safe suburban samenesmgnd putt
them together makes new things happen, in fact it makes an amazing exploseaniofgs that's
funny scary strange smart and makes me feel like | can find a homenthatisourban, not the

same gridwork of straight lines and secret feelings you're not allowedltorfsay,
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and when | play drums with my band—our namEnspty Boxwhich is not really one of the
good band names, but we were trying—it sometimes feels like somethinddntgmappens, like
we could make music that other people would hear and like, although beingnlikedworld of
post-punk music means that you have cultivated a certain unlikeabilitgn it'emusic that tries
to be ugly abrasive uneasy difficult, it knows that our mothers should eat,l&nd our
grandmothers should be horrified by it unless they're good at pretending it deissnsoe
playing this music is at least partly about playing with the valuesiVemgabout manipulating

and doing some damage to the values I've been absorbing,

it's also about producing something that might be art, we have consciouslyreabiiurselves

as artists who are collectively knownEspty Boxand we make songs that we practice, we
record them (at first on a boombox) as if to preserve them, and we're bgdimeonceive of an
audience, the kind of audience that we are when we go to the 9:30 Club in WashingtoseeC t
other post-punk bands, we want to join that community of people who know themselves as

makers of this brand of musical art,

but now I'm back in school, twenty years old, in a Creative Writing claskddirst time ever,
and | think all these years of playing has delivered me to this moment, beceusenly know
that none of these kinds of playing can be evaluated by the educational syatprodisctive
skill, playing is supposed to be the opposite of scholastic productivitgngles the opposite of
work, because hide-and-seek, watching TV, masturbation, sexual interdogeséing alcohol
and drugs, making rock music, none of these are allowed to be integrate@ iatademic
curriculum, these activities cannot be taught and evaluated by the sdthoeaigh | think |
would've gotten very good grades in those subjects, | learned from a young agesativaially

gives pleasure happens outside of school,
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nonetheless there is something about writing that | seem to have somejoyed eand my
writing at this point has happened mostly in school, there is the pteafsnaking something, it
feels like I've become a little larger, I've added to the world, pratiéd, I've become more
present, the words are on the page but they're also partly me, those woodsratginicate to
other people, even if only the teacher, they are a little attempt to be muwoty, with other

people and with other words, ideas, things, windows, clouds, boredom...

but mostly I've written reports and essays and obligatory lekiar®egin, "How are you? I'm
fine," and on occasion I've written a little story about men made ofdhedive underground, or
a little poem about my favorite football team, the Washington Redskins, fathatbegins,

"One o'clock Sunday, a miserable day/ It's pouring down rain at RFK"),

and in my highschool lost in the suburbs of our nation's capital, near the Tysoes Smpping
mall, I did write for the George C. Marshall highschool newspdper,Rank & Fileit was a
choice | made willingly because | wanted to put words together and then puintkiee world,
into circulation, put myself into circulation, so | wrote obligatorycées about the golf team, the
dangers of drinking and driving, recent attempts to increase schoolesgrithat year's official

non-ironic school slogan: "Marshall High: The School Without a Town!")

so by the time I'm twenty years old I've pretty much never called my wtithegtive," and to be
sitting now in a class that gives writing permission to be "creatieesime happy, it's not the
happiness associated with the possibility of becoming a famous writer, dltth@aiglesire does
have some vague presence, nor is it the happiness of participating in aapldiwh tof

canonized poetry, in fact as a twenty year old | know almost nothing about atpaditign,
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no, it's the happiness of playing, except that this playing is differenideds happening in
school, somehow the educational system has found a place for play, insé&srined play into
something that can be called academic work, or maybe it has made a kind ofiaceai that's
also play, in any case it's an amazing feeling because it s&emsaybe an opportunity to
continue being a child within an institution devoted to producing adults, or mpogtantly, to

receive institutional legitimacy for being playful,

this is the promise of Creative Writing for me at twenty, and I'm guge$isat many students
come to this academic field with variations on this promise, and on thatdirsif Introduction

to Poetry Writing, the teacher tells us to write a poem by next week, bring obpiiespoem for
everyone in the class, then he will choose one of our poems for us to distyu#isdir the student
chosen first will choose another student's poem to discuss second, and so on dioe/mtiié

we finish discussing all the poems, and each week we'll do the same thing, latimgpoems

and talk about them,

and when that day arrives, that day when we are going to "workshop" our poehasfiist t
time, we're all a little nervous of course because we want otherepedie our poems, we
spent all week making these beautiful little things made of words, and wevdahthem to be
rejected, so we feel some anxious anticipation, we wonder who is going todems ¢inst by our

teacher, what will it mean to be chosen first, will that be good or bad,

then we all settle into that circle, and the teacher says thediest we're going to workshop is
called "Jesus Smells Like Dirt," and suddenly my whole body flusitashat light, my brain

swells, because that's the name of MY poem, | think this must mean that myspgeod, and
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this affirmation feels good, but then for a second | wonder if maybe he wantsriaitbghe

bad, maybe my poem will be an example of what not to do as a poet, so | read it aloudyervousl
then the teacher begins talking about my poem, basically the first paeavér written (besides

the Redskins poem), and what | hear him saying is that my poem is good good good, ihe like
because | put words together in unexpected ways, he points out a phrase heoliigrsng

radiator Sunday," he likes how those words make new meanings by playing vott the

meanings, then other students in the class join in the discussion, and eneagtkeing with the

teacher, they're also saying the poem is good good good, and this makes me fgedd,

so | leave that classroom feeling a kind of buoyant bliss that I've nevbefete, like I've been
affirmed in some fundamental way, like I'm a winner not a loser, liked tta/power to keep
winning because | can write more poems that will be called good, because my pddras wil
better than poems of other students, because those other students arefieiosenand the
teacher talks more about how those other poems can be improved, but mine is gaoditlie w
I'm good the way | am, I'm walking across campus feeling like | hawesado a secret special

pleasure,

but this pleasure is not really the pleasure of writing itself, &okites a pleasure determined by
the structure of that class, the pleasure of receiving more apgdnawabther students, the
pleasure of my self-esteem jacked up by praise, I'm already standing otnfioethe top rung
of the class hierarchy, of course it doesn't occur to me that such aliyasar‘tnatural or
inevitable, that our teacher might have set up a different striotutiee class that wouldn't
position students in competition with one another, that wouldn't make evallsaiprirhary
activity of every class, and of course it doesn't occur to me whatstlileeto be on the bottom

rung of the hierarchy, to have been the last student whose poem was chosenwotten the
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poems that were not praised or were praised only in that muted, obligatamgaal, forced
way—"well, this image of the hummingbird is really interesting, but | woifde®u need to keep

looking for fresher language to talk about your grandmother's death..."

| mean, what does it mean to have your poem judged like this in a group costext, like

we're being evaluated anonymously with letter grades as we are in mostiagkes, in fact my
poems never receive letter grades, and this absence of theffamddemic evaluation apparatus
might appear to be a liberation, a democratizing gesture, but maybe the worksmipddoes
away with evaluation so much as foreground it, bring it out into the open, nvalkatithe class
does, which means (for one thing) that the teacher might have less workutside of class, so
the workshop can liberate the teacher from some labor, and maybe those bottom rumg stude
would still feel crushed if they received a bad letter grade on thein,@ued after class those
lesser students might walk across campus feeling depressed anedjdjat perhaps the group
critigue magnifies the consequences of evaluation, because your pahetiagalue is being
judged in this more complex, tenuous social network made up of various persomath
uncertain authority trying to acquire authority, authorship as well asat@uthority, and usually
everyone wants to be liked, particularly by the teacher, maybe one stirtlentith another
student, maybe one student finds another student repulsive, maybe one findssapather
charming but lacking talent, or super talented but lacking charm, one paitgsularly with
another student in mind, in any case it can be a mess of social relatioftsisnthie of any class
of course, but when you throw this mess into the mess of a group critique, the miess ca

magnified,

and this first time | feel like the winner, and that winning feeling igmifecent, and | know that |

will go back to the room I rent in the basement of a house and start thinkirtgaabther poem,
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this week I'll orient myself my life my relationships toward thatrppll accommodate that
poem, nurture and respect it, this process of writing will be magicadut'ivords together in
unexpected ways, and I'll be very happy not to be writing an academic essayrg aeadi
textbook or studying for a mid-term exam, this play of poetry allows me to be wnoiagt it's
right to be wrong, to make words perform the wrong role, and that wrongness will lethe n
rightness of homework, homework that | desire, | have sex with my homework, Inneske
with my homework, my homework helps me to live, my homework lives in my body aagsal
in the back of my mind, there it is, as | walk around, ride the bus, stare out the witdoa/ TV,
everything becomes maybe material for my poems, any sensory data might h@cgoage,
seeing becomes a conscious activity, | see myself seeing, | listew foelople speak, how they

put words together, and | listen to myself listening,

all of this life and writing happens outside the classroom, but the fadvindeen assigned to
write a poem every week in a Creative Writing course, that fact hde all of this happen, I'm
building my life around the weekly due date, and when | finish typing the poemo tige topy
machine and make copies, | bring the copies to class as if they weréubstrainge baby
animals, | give everyone in the class my strange animal and hope they look ujtbmibmder
and admiration, | want them to like it, | want my teacher to like it eslhedi@cause his

affirmation grants me access to the empire of legitimate play,

toward the end of that semester, my teacher and | begin meeting outsids,dieliasites me to
get coffee with him—although I'm so young and unsophisticated I'm not even a ddfiker
yet—and we talk about poetry, and | consume every word he says, he has spent muichemore
writing and reading than | have, and every word he says seems charged withpmagic art,

and eventually he asks me what my plans are after graduation, how will | kéeg poetry, he
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tells me that my poetry is good and that | should consider applying to MFA prograrhdphit
really know what this means, | vaguely know that he himself is a geadtuatent working on a
master's degree in poetry writing, but it doesn’t occur to me that suchee degenerally
available at other universities around the country, now I'm really stjirmean earning a few
undergraduate credits through Creative Writing is a blessing, butehef earning an entire
master's degree by writing poetry seems like some kind of paradise vdaeredd what | love

most and feel legitimate at the same time,

so only a few months after I've written my first poem, | apply to an MFA prograth the
application | include about a dozen pages of poetry, pretty much all that Itenwand
amazingly I'm accepted into this paradise, | don’'t know how this paraaisexist but | don’t
need to know because I've been accepted, I've been given at least a feyearsref play and |
don’t need to ask why, why on earth would a major university offer such an ilnptaegree, |
mean are there jobs for poets out there, what can an MFA degree be peed/fmany others
like me are going to these programs, how many of these programs exist, Irdonthe answers
to these questions, all | know is that I'm going to be an MFA student arditiliant strategy

for avoiding some deadening corporate or government job,

and it turns out that | enter the world of Creative Writing in the midstemarkable period of
its growth as an academic field, which means that I'm not exceptional, attzamg like me are
discovering this institutional paradise of play called the MFA progragireveo optimistic and
hungry for more of that affirmation from fellow students and teachers, we’reghtmpbecome
superstars of the program, we're pretty much dizzy with a sense émgthéng's possible, pretty

soon we’ll be publishing our stuff and winning awards,
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but now let's not romanticize too much, because there will be regretsambdintment later on,
although we can't yet see it, the loss of happiness that once seememga@stt permanent, the
boredom and predictability of workshop discussions, and how all that affirmétiatissolve
and leave us alone with our poems, uncertain of their aesthetic value, cestahabiitey don't

seem to have economic value, we can't see any of that right now, becausdhetinie to

play...
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Movement 2.0

A Genealogy of the Workshop
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Thinking Outside the Workshop: The Unacknowledged Legislation oCreative Literacy

If poetry and fiction as literary products have less social valuectieative literacy, why
would courses in writing poetry and fiction have such strong cultural capitather words,
what is it about traditional literary genres that serve as dpetieles for accessing creative
literacy? The answer, | think, involves the powerfully contradict@atustthese traditional
literary categories possess: on one hand, poetry and fiction serve asatebls of aesthetic
tradition and intellectual authority; on the other hand, they are ofterasdéexible and
provocatively unstable, able to challenge and reinvent themselves, dejighthe possibility of
undermining the foundational assumptions about what poems and stories are.dihistias
gives literary genres both institutional credibility and the \téityto accommodate a broad
range of uses. Given the long history of literature as an object ofraicaidguiry, courses in
Creative Writing can be more easily justified than courses inngritontent for social network
websites; at the same time, literary genres are increasinglyaabtcommodate non-traditional
and non-literary forms—to use unexpected models, such as an infomercigkarygla news
report, a personal ad, an email exchange, an instruction manual, and so on. Af&irgutge
my Creative Writing class recently that they can borrow forms fropular culture in their
literary writing, one student immediately floated the idea of mgia poem in the form of a
“Google Trends” list of most popular search-engine terms for a given day Wésponded to

the idea affirmatively, | could see that his mind immediately weemtdrk imagining possibilities
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for that form, as if he’'d just been given permission to enter a spacellvajgsavanted to
explore.

When | teach courses in poetry writing, my students study and practicdiiiotra
forms such as the sonnet or the ghazal, but | want them to understand that poafafuir
confined to a limited range of rigid categories bequeathed to us from th& hpzes. traditional
forms can be reinvented, usually by loosening the given formal constraints@nbining them
with unexpected new elements. More importantly, all poems have form whetleatl Wese
poems “free verse” or “formal verse,” whether the techniques they useah@eognized name or
not. | often assign Ron Padgettiandbook of Poetic Fornmisecause it approaches form with this
kind of expansive, generous attitude. It includes discussion of well-reeddioizns, such as the
sestina and blank verse, alongside forms whose status is less lestialitiems that manifest not
only textually but in the process, experience, or performance of the poemssitmimna poem”
(79) or “walk poem” (200). Just as we can think about the text as not being bobagtmge or
the genre, we can also think about form as not being bound to the text. So part Gévelnat |
genres can do is challenge and expand their own genre boundaries, which meanstitat stud
who practice Creative Writing are not just practicing poetry andficThey’re also practicing
many non-traditional or non-literary forms, and they’re also practitiegptoduction of many
different kinds of texts. This broad experience gives them accesstoverliteracy—a literacy
that includes but is not limited to the literary.

Despite the rise of creative literacy, despite the loosening boaadaril definitions of
form, text, and genre, the Creative Writing field still often present$ ssea refuge for strictly
literary appreciation. The traditional workshop method tends to treat powirsories as
contained objects to be evaluated for aesthetic merit, produced by origilivétual talents.
Given that literary reading rates and book sales appear to be flat oirdgdle workshop

method’s emphasis on the excellence of literary products might appeat gldfince to be a
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liberation from the marketplace and commodity culture, preserving a &pawmn-commercial
aesthetic value for literary practitioners. Creative Writeachers often advocate literary reading
(i.e. literary literacy) as an integral part of developing skilld historical awareness as a writer,
but they often bemoan how little reading experience their students have, anWwiling
students are to engage in a rigorous reading practice. Students are sugposssifyindulgent,
short-sighted, and addicted to the instant gratifications of consumearecuti see themselves
humbly working in a tradition of great literature; against this tideghers see themselves as
needing to keep fighting for the value of aesthetic excellence.

| propose, however, that the traditional workshop doesn't transcend the naaekby
ignores how the marketplace actually operates in Creative Writinde \Wis academic field
presents itself as preserving literary literacy, | argue thatieecliteracy actually functions as its
unacknowledged market value and the real cause of its boom in culturdl ¢apitet interested
in celebrating or condemning creative literacy and its connection to thangastrial economy,
and | certainly don’'t advocate that Creative Writing abandon it's clairterarly literacy and
embrace its role as a training ground for workers in the creative egohtstead, what |
advocate is that Creative Writing acknowledge and engage in an ongarsy critestigation of
how it already does give students access to creative literacy, hogaidyadoes have ties to the
post-industrial economy. To ignore these ties is to implicitly endorse tiematter how
fiercely the field defends itself as an isolated, noncommercialpeiger Part of Creative
Writing's job should be to develop a reflexive critical discoussextamine its own historical and
social position on an ongoing basis. As the central pedagogical mode délth&rice its

emergence just before World War 11, the workshop method deserves special/scrut

61



Anatomy of a Workshop

We are students taking a Creative Writing class. We are sitting arcaemdimar table, in
a circle or a square or a rectangle or some unnamed shape that forms a hbsgepevimeter
forms a continuous, unbroken series of links between participants. We broughpias of each
other’s work, and we have thought about whether that work is working, and how it caiti&e m
to work even better. Because a poem or story can always work better. Welgrte tedk about
this work now. We are ready to spend about three hours talking, with a breakmidtie.

Where did these copies come from? Well, most likely we wrote our workrameldoit
out and took it to a copy shop and made enough copies for everyone in the class. Then we
brought it to class and handed it out, usually at the end of the class meetithmpsandorks will
usually be “workshopped” the following week, or if there’s a backlog, a cuesfanth we get to
them when we can. There are other ways of distributing copies in advancemenda@ishops
do cold readings, on the spot, which means that works can be brought in and workshopped on the
same day.

Where does the work itself come from? Well, that's not something we usal&lgbout
in the workshop. We are told by our teacher to produce work and bring it in to be workshopped,
but we are not told how to produce that work. On occasion our teacher might makerite al
the same kind of thing—everyone write a sonnet, or everyone writeyaestirely in dialogue—
but even on this rare occasion we’re not told how to proceed with that task.

So now we are ready to go. Someone’s work is chosen to be workshopped next, either by
the teacher or another student, often the one whose work was workshopp@dtlastnext work
is simply the next one in the cue. Now we are ready for the writer toheaabtk aloud, and
there’s a sense of anticipation in the air, because we are about to wipeeks@mance, and the

reader may be nervous about the performance, or about being workshopped. And wease ne

62



too, because we're not sure how the discussion will go, and maybe there wWithish &ritique
of the work, or maybe two people will disagree fiercely. You never know whal bappen.

Other than reading the work aloud, the writer does not usually speak dudagsiis.
This is called “the gag rule.” The discussion of the work should not beddigtthe writer's
intentions or justifications, although sometimes the writer is gigrdemission to talk after
everyone else has talked. Usually she just says, “thanks for the comima&intgg very helpful.”
But maybe there will be a little more said, and sometimes if the ariticé&s been severe, we
might hear a little resentment or hurt in her voice. But that is raoause there’'s an unwritten
rule in workshops that the writer should take criticism with a cogbadisionate grace, keeping a
pleasant look on her face at all times even if she feels excruciatmgmp#ie inside.

What does the workshop say about the work? Well, we usually begin with some
descriptive discussion about what we think the work tries to do, what=iféries to create for
readers, what associations it conjures up, and perhaps how it’s likéiker other works in the
world. The descriptive talk usually shifts quickly into positive tallqut what the work is doing
well, about how well the good parts are crafted, how some of the imageslyeivid or how
the speaker sounds really sincere.

But we all know what’s coming. Eventually almost every workshop discussioasaat
the negative criticism. Sometimes these comments are blunt aaj buttmostly we learn how
to be nuanced and nimble in voicing our complaints. We do not want to be confrontational
hurtful, we do not want to be disliked or considered mean-spirited, so we find mize on
objective sounding language, often set up with a clause of encouragement., Weaaylike
how this story tries to get away from the opening scene, but | wonder ifsesgitlgeally want to
follow this character into a JC Penney’s. We say, the surregkbrare really interesting, but

how do they all fit together, and what's at stake here? It's thoseclateses that always get you,
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that pry open your chest cavity and fry your organs, although we don't let anyone rs@ains i

we maintain a cool, dispassionate grace. For their sake and ours.

Workshop of Democracy

In the preface to their popular textbod¥riting Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft
Janet Burroway and Elizabeth Stuckey-French offer students a brief oveiiee workshop.
There is no acknowledgement that the term “workshop” could mean radiffhent things to
different people, and of course, it's true that the word has taken areralig accepted meaning
in the Creative Writing field. As the editors say, this classroothodeis “sufficiently evolved
that it has given rise to a new verb—-to workshop” (xi). When we say, “the p@am
workshopped,” there is now a widespread understanding that a group of peapteisdta table
and gave the poem an evaluative critique. It's worth noting that this verb dae$endo the
activity of making a literary text or performing any part of the wrifingcess; instead it refers
entirely to a system of responding to works that have already been madst asla draft.

The editors do not ask why this word “workshop” has come to signify this etted
and not many other possible methods that could have the same name. They ighke a sl
concession that “workshops inevitably vary,” but what matters heretisatbasic pattern has
evolved in which twelve to twenty students are led by an instructor wisnig @ublished writer.
The students take turns writing, copying, and distributing stories, whidtlibes take away,
read, and critique” (xii). This critique is then presented and performedgh a special kind of
class discussion—not just people talking but taking on a

commitment...to give close attention to work that is embryonic. Thesginere
of such a group is intense and personal in a way that other collegeschre
not, since a major text of the course is also the raw effort prtipants. At

the same time, unlike the classic model of the artist’s atelier onuki
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conservatory, the instruction is assumed to come largely from the gitbep r

than from a single master of technical expertise. Thus the workgireseats a

democratization of both the material for college study and ithiteaqxi)
Because the Creative Writing teacher takes a seat in thewitislstudents, rather than looming
over them at the front of the room and demanding their uniform attention, Buramda§tuckey-
French suggest, the writers’ workshop shifts the balance of authotters are implicitly
given more legitimacy as readers and critics, while the teatipdicitly gives up his claim to
exclusive sovereignty over the students. Not a dictatorship, thesesesdiyo the workshop is like
a free and fair election in which all participants are given an equal vote

Burroway and Stuckey-French qualify this viewpoint with a little dgnic “as with all
democratization, the perceived danger is that the process wilhftaiteahe story’s edge and
originality, and that the result will be a homogenized ‘revision by comrfii{tes. This is a
common critique of the workshop form—that it encourages a kind of samevessre tends
toward a bland aesthetic middleground for fear of being too differerst.ig the ugly underbelly
of democracy that Tocqueville warned against: the tyranny of thenegseyity, individualism
settling for the accepted, pre-packaged, safe opinions that don't requéreféodtt or
responsibility.

Burroway and Stuckey-French don’t labor over this concern as otherd e efor they
have set out to address average Creative Writing students and tbheaapncerns. Among the
“pitfalls” they point out are being “buoyed into self-satisfaction by togsh praise or...crushed
by too-harsh criticism” (xiii). They then end this prefatory note withesacomments about how
to manage or avoid these tendencies:

be still, be greedy for suggestions, take everything in, and don’t defend.
This is difficult because the story under discussion is still meinnzay feel

highly personal. The author has a strong impulse to explain and plead. If the
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criticism is “This isn’t clear,” it's hard not to feel “You didméad it right”....
There is also a self-preservation impulse to keep from changigrthef what
you've done: “Don’t they realize how much time and effort I've alreadyn®it
(xiv).
What the editors admirably suggest here is that the workshop form cam lstudents into a
defensive position that doesn’t allow them to grow and improve. Ratheseleltimg a
transformative experience, the student seeks to be merely affioreakd legitimated the voice
and style that he’s already brought to the workshop.

Again the editors don’t have time to dwell on this problem because they peastiaal
guidebook to present, but I'd like to consider how this problem may be encouraged/bgythe
form of the workshop, rather than being simply an occasional unfortunateff@de-Perhaps the
apparent freedom given to students to create their literary workslgiwoin their own instills in
them the notion that they must fill that freedom with their own indiiduaginative power, that
to be a superstar requires that they be completely original and self-cdni&fimen that freedom
is coupled with evaluative criticism, either positive or negative, evleatidentity that writer
brings to the workshop may congeal and resist change. Burroway and Stuckey-Faench w
against “too-lavish praise” or “too-harsh criticism,” but is it glolgsthat any degree of evaluation
in that workshop context will tend to make students cling more tightly tothbgptalready think

they are as writers?

What Would Whitman and Dickinson Do?

The editors ofVriting Fictionvoice a common complaint about the workshop—that it's
a bureaucratic exercise that drains the unique life out literaryswOfken when you hear this
kind of critique of the workshop form, it's accompanied by a reference to thaelapsiirsome

canonized writer being in a workshop and having his or her work workshopped:dCan y
66



imagine Whitman being in a workshop; what would the class say @lbossing Brooklyn Ferry
‘great images, but what's at stake here?" This kind of commentestggvith smug amusement,
that the workshop method cannot recognize or respond adequately to thetajesatiahd
idiosyncratic vision of literary greats. It self-consciously siskcertain elitist, anti-democratic
exceptionalism for a humble reverence toward our literary mastiérsugh the complainer
implicitly claims some of that exceptional greatness by associ#ti@ugh the ability to see
beyond the mundane world of the workshop. The mistake it makes is not to sugghst tha
average workshop lacks the talent and critical skill to rise to Véitsrievel of aesthetic
excellence; instead, it fails to understand that that the averagsheproften doesn’t help
average students. Much critique of the writers’ workshop is informed bkitldf smug elitism
veiled by aesthetic reverence.

A fascinating and creative example of this criticism comes in a prdied “Emily
Dickinson Attends a Writing Workshop” by Jayne Relaford Brown. Essentialighie full text of
Dickinson’s famous poem #764 (“My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun”) presentedas if i
manuscript form and as if it had been “workshopped” by a fellow classmegaabrer. Over the
Dickinson text are scrawled hand-written comments, including lirie add general suggestions
for improvement such as “l suggest a re-ordering of stanzas—that migldrélpby creating a
sense of chronology.” The comments go on to advocate reworking stanza 2 (a new, more
digestible version is provided) and cutting entirely the last stanza 6iriBhglobal comment
goes like this:

Emily — Nice language here, but | end this poem feeling confused. Weoneed t
SEE the speaker’s “Master.” Who is he? Why does “He” own the spaaker?
is her life like a “loaded gun?” You seem to be alluding to some anger yet the

cause is never explored or revealed to the reader. Is there anothdvgioed
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this one that still needs to be written? I'd like to see you bring ttdagh

workshop again. (8)
The implication of this parody of workshopese is that it can never acconeragkaigenius or a
radically unexpected literary sensibility. The prevailing advicekaged in the form of an
annoying swarm of “why” questions, is that the poem needs to be less efsieerevealing,
more attentive to the needs of readers. Of course we are supposed tottlisratbgce because
poem #764 has been confirmed as an American masterpiece, and the joke’s on tmensiedll-
workshopper who's blind to the strange power of Emily’s poetry. This parodhefurtimates
that Dickinson’s sensibility can only develop alone, in isolation, witttwipolluting influence
of others, without the standardizing pressure of an institution.

| find Brown’s parody convincing, illuminating, and entertaining in many ways, 'but it

in danger of misunderstanding the real dangers of workshopping by reducingithe tadhe
rare super-genius poet. It implicitly says to anyone who thinks they mightabe super-genius
poet (and who doesn’t hold out some hope?): stay away from workshops! But it's imhporta
consider that this kind of workshopese affects all Creative Writing istsicend more
importantly, the accepted workshop method is not natural and inevitable. Radthsrdeveloped
under specific historical circumstances and in the context of gpafitutional needs; in other
words, certain forces and people have shaped the form of the writershayorfies certain

reasons, and it can be reformed for the better.

Creation Myths of the Workshop

To investigate the origins of what's called “the workshop methad,ugeful to begin
with an overview of Creative Writing's emergence and development imajeas narrated by
D.G. Myers inThe Elephants Teach: Creative Writing Since 1886 one comprehensive history

of the field. In this book, using an impressive array of primary researdarshMgnstructs a
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credible account of how Creative Writing came to be a prominent featuraefidan education
by the first half of the twentieth century and has continued to thrive ianeParticularly
fascinating is how fiercely Myers argues his perspective about thesedaisinaterials, even
while claiming that he intends “neither to defend the honor of campus wriiete heap more
ridicule upon them,” and that his stance is not that of “the debater, wh dngstatus quo ante
must be altered or preserved, but that of the historian” (3). Almost inrtels@ath, however,
he claims his particular “allegiance to the old discredited ligmatiple that knowledge is its
own end,” announcing his dedication to “promulgating the views of creatitiegisi
founders....that literature is an end in itself’ (4). Meyers goes on ttaakis advocacy of
knowledge and literature “for its own sake” actually means “for the clag@ltivation”—as if
that term were transparent and ideologically neutral—as opposed to the plu@eiative
Writing “for the purpose of gaining a livelihood or for more specialized kedge” (7). So
Myers does have a particular theoretical perspective: he champianaia loggone incarnation
of the campus writer while heaping contempt upon the model that has emergeldta the
twentieth century.

This good-idea-gone-bad motif begins with a broader claim that infoerentire book:
what we call Creative Writing, Myers says, does not so much referraryitgractice or products
but primarily to a method of teaching, as well as a “national system fentplyment” (xi) of
literary writers as teachers. Meyers continually frames Ce#lifiting as an educational
phenomenon, originating within schools and universities, and evolving primarigponse to
certain institutional struggles between competing notions about how toléeguiage, literature,
and writing. The first struggle goes back to the late nineteenth century, whieshEhgdies was
beginning to emerge alongside two educational trends: increasedtimeatesning an American
literature, and a decline in the study of classics. Within Englishestuanother prolonged battle

develops between the philologists (those precursors to today’s tggine advocated scholarly,
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scientific research) and literary critics (who advocated appi@tiahd aesthetic evaluation of
literature). The former group came into dominance in the decades faiolé Civil War while
the latter group began to assert itself at the turn of the centunyinetihg in the 1930s rise of
“New Criticism” in the wake of literary modernism. It was this stoftard criticism and literary
value, argues Myers, that helped create the institutional conditiotiefascendancy of the
Creative Writing field.

This ascendancy first begins to manifest more generally as an edtfeass on writing
instruction throughout higher education at the turn of the century. English Gitioyposhich
began at Harvard as an attempt to integrate the study and practiceatiri&€86), actually
resembled and served “as a precedent for” what we now call Créétitheg (40), says Myers.
While those early courses in Composition did not focus primarily on the productitories and
poems, they did tend to emphasize daily writing and the agency of the studentathier than
on correctness and rigid rhetorical categories. By the 1920’s, however, esassumted for
English Composition to focus more on meeting basic proficiency needs of an expanding stud
population; this shift created room for two other kinds of writing instruct@mnterge: on one
hand, a call for professional training lead to the establishment ofgiiam courses, and on the
other hand, there was a greater demand for what Myers calls “expressi@mh’gave courses in
Creative Writing a stronger sense of academic purpose.

The narrative takes an interesting turn here, going outside the realghef aducation
to a junior high school in New York City, where in the early 1920’s, Hughesnd¢amsformed
the standard English curriculum into a student-centered space favityeatd self-expression
(101). A major figure in the progressive education movement and highly influencetirby J
Dewey’s educational philosophy, Mearns was the first to use the terntivereaiting” to refer
to a course of study in his widely read boGkeative Youtt{103). In the following couple of

decades, the progressive education movement came into dominance, and Ghetigevas
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adopted in schools across the country, becoming “one of the most popular subjects in the
curriculum” (104). “Creativism” is the name that Myers gives this @egjve democratization of
creativity, the belief that everyone has the capacity for ariptitude given the right guidance
and circumstances, and it becomes apparent that he thinks “cmatiecks a key element that
would come to define Creative Writing in the academy. Says Myers: “didawdtuae also
depend upon undemocratic distinctions between greater and lesser @elaitvements? Wasn't
criticism...unsparingly evaluative criticism—also necessary?” (120).

Turning back now to higher education and the era when “criticism takes command”
(122), the story of Creative Writing reaches a crescendo, and the figuoicfor Myers is
Norman Foerster, who came to the University of lowa in 1930 and helped estabhsiveC
Writing as a course of graduate study for the first time there. Knewarl'iaew humanist,”
Foerster was dedicated to leaving behind the “the age of philology anderhistdrical
research’™ (125) while promoting the rise of literary appreciatimhaiticism. Toward this end,
he developed a new graduate program in literary studies that recognizedfémantdareas of
specialty, including creative literary practice. Myers emphasimderster never intended to
establish “a vocational school for authors and critics” (126); insteadyrtginal intention, was to
develop a more well-rounded course of literary study by including lit@ragtice as one of
several components. Creative Writing emerged as an ally of litetiiogsm, as another method
for studying literature “’from the inside,” (133) as Foerster oncdtpis the New Critics
established a strong presence in English departments across the coulittythe notion that
literature should be examined as an autonomous object of art, as a produetiofitaary
techniques that could be analyzed, interpreted, and evaluated in a pinateasne to be know as
“close reading.” Just as this method could be applied to a poem by Marvatiooy &y Melville,

it could also be applied to student work in a Creative Writing course.
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Criticism and the Workshop Method

Myers frames this early marriage between creativity andisritias the ideal era of
Creative Writing history. People like Foerster and the New Creicgpered the unrestrained and
unrigorous expression that emerged from progressive education and rdéhattfea reverence
for standards and tradition (135), as well as an emphasis on reading asrtiditezaty act.
This fetishization of reading carries over into the Creativdiligrclassroom, and what is first
officially called a “writers’ workshop” at lowa in 1939 is arguably not so muclass in writing
as in reading—reading student work as a group in order to analyze itgjtechnd evaluate it.
Although relations between Literary Studies and Creative Writing wadldteally grow
contentious as the latter gained more autonomy inside and outside Englismdetsrthat
reading-based workshop remained remarkably persistent, and continuesstapdlre dominant
pedagogical mode for the field, even though New Critical close reading aretiappn of
literary tradition has fallen out of favor in Literary Studies. AlthHotgachers of Creative Writing
tend not to claim their literary critic lineage, Myers points out i@y do often justify what they
do by asserting that although writing itself cannot be taught, you can teachrd btnéo read.
As Donald Barthelme said, although Creative Writing programs “cannat stailents into

serious writers,” it's possible to “’teach them how to be criticheifrtown work™ (158).

This resistance to teaching writing—in favor of reading studenit-ws among the most
curious features of the field, and it's worth asking why this attitude heaaif@e for so long.
When we say that writing can’t be taught, we're making the same clalmseswho point to the
absurdity of trying to workshop poems by Whitman and Dickinson. The social vdltexanfy
and artistic practice derives in part from its status as an ultymaéxplicable mystery, that
lingering Romantic notion that some folks are born with the talent and geneke

extraordinary art, but the secrets to this special making cannetibead to some teaching points

or a textbook. | would argue that an even more salient reason for the domihtrecesading-
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based workshop is that it can be very easy to teach, often requiringrkgpiaration for the
teacher. The content of the standard workshop is provided by the studentnelarkiheer than
laboriously commenting on individual drafts—as Composition teachefarams for doing—
the Creative Writing teacher can often let the group critique carry tderbof response.

Another question worth asking: why did the New Critical mode become the whipping
boy of Literary Studies in the late twentieth century even while Cee¥lifiting continued (and
still continues) to thrive? If the writers’ workshop grew out oficaitreading, how did it change,
or what made it different enough that it could become a major acadenstringtile literary
criticism itself became virtually extinct? Myers doesn’t adsltess question explicitly, except to
say that Creative Writing rode the wave of higher education expansidretfeat with the World
War Il GI Bill that paid college tuition for ex-soldiers. If the acadenyy lecome more
democratized, however, this doesn’t exactly explain why Creative Writegdrzefited from that
expansion so much more than some other academic fields. Myers’ energy at thaisnd of
account goes toward framing this growth as a misguided effort to tranfstoma “discipline”
into a “profession” (147). No longer committed to the original pedagogicalanisCreative
Writing became an “institutional sanctuary” (148) for literary writgh® wanted a steady
income against the harsh uncertainties of the literary marketpdad’'ve demonstrated
elsewhere, this criticism of the field as a refuge for Iitetalent has become pervasive,
embraced by commentators attached to diverse political and aesthetiatames. Rather than
being derailed by this debate, I'd like to re-engage the question of why teesturibrkshop
took the form it took.

Myers makes a convincing case that the workshop method grew out of ctgicism
privileging of close textual analysis, but he provides little evidehat early Creative Writing
teachers themselves made a strong case for this method, to therosalvgsne else. It appears

that the reading-based, group-critique structure just appearedreguled and obvious choice,
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given that literary criticism was so much in the air in the mid-tigémtentury. In other words,
Myers’ account implies that no one ever suggested that other kinds i ‘fwight usefully
happen in the workshop. Strangely enough, Myers provides some evidence thativeval
workshopping was practiced within the progressive education movementheugh he also
asserts that Mearns and company lacked a critical sensififlityat would come to be known as
the ‘workshop method’ grew out of progressive ideas about teaching” (116Mgeass And this
method is “communal making and communal criticism” (118). What does this comnatingy a
actually look like in practice?

Myers finds evidence that progressive educators did use a strachilar to the one we
call “the writers’ workshop” today. In Mearns’s courses, for exami@aydents mimeographed
their writings and these were ‘given to the class, then criticizedittenby the author and
criticized many times’™ (117). This description sounds like the kincctvigy that's dedicated to
producing excellent products, using criticism as an efficient means foiritiee to determine
how to achieve that successful poem or story. And yet Myers also quotes Mesayig:
“[F]rankly we do not care much about the product itself, our interest goes the value in
growth of personality that comes from genuine self-expression™ (118). &onsleere advocates
a more student-centered pedagogy, and this suggests that what matterk&gstbero is
practice and process: “There can be no failure...when one continually prédad83. Myers
seems to grow annoyed with this kind of standardless democracy in the ctgssvaven
though he traces the workshop method’s origins directly to progressiveiedubéat ideal
workshop method is clearly one that has more critical edge, the kind that éevatdpe

University of lowa in the context of the graduate Creative Writing course
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The Writers’ Club: Precursor to the lowa Writers’ Workshop
Sixteen years before Myers published his 1996 account, Stephen Wilbers pultished
lowa Writers’ Workshopa more narrowly focused history of the first and most famous Creative
Writing program in higher education. Wilbers argues that what we callrttersvworkshop was
at least in part an appropriation of the student-run writers’ clubs tbdiden popular at the
University of lowa since the 1890s. Their precursors, the literargtses; popular since the
1860s, were focused more on the study of literature and the practice of pebking and
debating skills. The writers’ clubs, however, were devoted to those studemtgamted to “learn
and actually practice the craft of writing” (20), and were run much the samneMilbers asserts,
as today’s workshops:
Their purpose was to improve the participants’ skills as writerdidoyiag each
member to have a turn reading his or her original work, after whictrahp g
would respond with suggestions and literary criticism. While therenatdring
particularly unique about this approach (writers have always dskads and
colleagues for feedback), the practice formalized by these dlowasied a
format that could be incorporated into the classroom. Accordingly, etigoch
(later to be called the ‘workshop’ approach was adopted by the Univehsity w
it offered its first course in creative writing, entitled f8e-making Class,” in the
spring of 1897. (20)
So for several decades prior to the official founding of lowa Writdts'kshop in 1939, there
was a “reciprocal influence” between the workshop-like writerdylkand the university’s
English department. Among the earliest figures who promoted this retdpomas Clarke Fisher
Ansley, the department’s head from 1899 to 1917. Although the writer’s clubs were lgeneral
held by students outside of official class time, a number of faculty had tés to them as

former or honorary members. Ansley was one of these teachers, and he atlgrgetimoted
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creative literary activity among students; a colleague describedsiprobably the first person
to envision the University of lowa as a center for creative writ{t@).
In 1905, Ansley recruited another important faculty advocate for Creativemy\ai
lowa, Edwin Ford Piper, who would soon establish a writers’ club as a kinfbafnial extension
of his regular literature courses. This writers’ club was describehéyf Piper's students as
follows:
Attendance is optional, but there are few of us who fail to find our way Iatthe
afternoon to Mr. Piper's basement office, where we sit in nooks between
bookcases or even share a table with heaps of papers and magazines|, thied rea
stories and poems and essays we have written for the comments of one another
and of our leader. In that group, as rarely elsewhere in my experiegeewas
practiced by Mr. Piper the principle of criticism which | beli¢vde the only
right one for dealing with student work: “Something to praise, something to
blame.” (22)
This passage reads a bit like a scene from a Harry Pottegfikesy about finding a doorway to
magic within the stern, rule-bound environment of the educational institiiore importantly,
it confirms that the workshop method was in practice before it became @alaffiurse of study;
that Creative Writing'’s origins are found at least partly in a kineiktracurricular activity that
students actually helped establish and promote suggests that it was to s@eadegtom-up
enterprise that addressed the wants and needs of students directiyheatheeing a top-down

prescription from institutional authorities.

Excellence Vs. “Mere Twaddle”
Why would students freely choose this kind of arrangement? What'stiztrabout

sitting around with a group of writers sharing and criticizing each otherk2wOne persuasive
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answer might be that participants want to improve as writers by mgdnoiv successful their
writing is and how to make it even more successful, and that getting a raegpafses from
other practitioners in an appointed time and place is a particufficigiet means of achieving
this improvement. A more cynical answer might be that participantessénterested in
improving as in receiving confirmation that they are good.

This may seem like a too subtle difference, especially if you cortb@emany students
may want to improve so that they will eventually be called good. The motitatioprove,
however, does not necessarily come attached to the desire for arsoaiatevel of excellence.
Anyone interested in cooking will likely have a desire to sharpen and expancbitigng skills,
but being officially labeled as an excellent cook may not even occur to thparsén may
practice yoga for a lifetime and make enormous improvements without ewatiegpo arrive at
some final status as an outstanding yogi. Such practices may be disrsiaseér@ hobby, rather
than an art or a profession, but it's worth remembering that the evalirapulse is not naturally
and inevitably bound up in whatever we do.

Of course achieving the status of an “excellent” poetry or fiction writpeogsly among
the highly literate circles of a college campus, can be beneficipbwering, and pleasurable.
But calling someone “excellent” often requires that someone else bd tadit excellent”; a
system of evaluation requires hierarchies of value. Someone’s vaetisined largely in
relation to another person’s value, by comparison; this makes the group dyhémievaters’
club/workshop a very effective and efficient evaluation machine. & ikee market economic
system, the workshop generates competition because there is g sddecitellent” labels. In
other words, only some fraction of the whole group can be called “the best,” and thestbe
called “less than the best.”

This competition may not be inherently bad or good, but competition surely hagea ra

of effects that have ethical consequences. One effect may be thiving for excellence in
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relation to one another motivates participants to improve more than they etbatwise.
Another effect may be that participants feel increased pressusattoldhe definitions of
excellence within the group. This battle for control over authority witté workshop is one of
its most distinctive features, and one that has produced a vast amousgipfigahe literary
world. Even a century ago, in that writers’ club in the cozy basement tHithminded Piper,
intense competition could manifest. According to Wilbers’ account, oneiparit described
Piper’s group as follows:
As | recall his students in Creative Writing met as a group oncelq ree¢l
manuscript, and criticized each other’s productions. He used to tell espgalr
remarks constructive—but sometimes they were not. The atmospherinsesn
became quite heated. | remember being completely squelched on my diirsg rea
by Bob Thackaberry’s remark that he considered my poems “mere twaddle.” (11)
| call this kind of narrative a “workshop war story” because it telEnofiesthetic or personal
battle that unfolds in the context of the traditional Creative Writiags; and it's remarkable how
pervasive this narrative genre is, how rich a part of the field’soi@kt has become. Piper may
have done his best to temper the mean-spirited impulses within the clttatodiin’t prevent

Mr. Thackaberry from launching a “mere twaddle” at his fellow club membe

The Debate about Origins & the “Top Ten”

For better or worse, Piper’s writers’ group proved to be much like the niadevould
come to dominate Creative Writing pedagogy. In fact, at lowa, Piper’'s souese the first to be
called workshops on an unofficial basis. Strangely, it wasn’t until hi$ de41939 that the term
“Writers’ Workshop” officially appeared in the University of lowa coucs¢alogue (Wilbers 52).

In The Elephant’s TeaciMyers gives Norman Foerster most of the credit for creating therla
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institutional conditions that allowed the lowa Writers’ Workshop to béoksiteed, having
already established the concentration in literary writing asgbéine graduate program in
Literary Studies. In fact, Myers explicitly dismisses Wilbers’ ggsethat the workshop method
was largely the offspring of student-run writer’s clubs, preferring tp Kireative Writing origins
within the official boundaries of the academy and the classroom. Nonethelapsotes
Foerster’s own vision for the graduate course in Creative Writingsesaar that would be “a
sort of literary club presided over by a professor keenly interested imsigteblems™ (137).
This passage suggests that Foerster did indeed recognize they“litaké as an already
established and useful model for the Creative Writing course, and yet atanmarmponent of
this club is that a professor has substantial control over it. So thesooigihe workshop method
can be seen as a blending of two conventional forms: the club and the course.

llluminating this synthesis further is a brief account callelde“Emergence of the
Writers’ Workshop,” by John Gerber, who joined the lowa faculty in 1944. Gerbecitlypsiets
out to correct the view held by Myers, saying, “The point worth repeaitigt creative writing
was an important part of the English curriculum before Norman Foersterdain 1930” (226).
He goes on to say that both Piper and [Wilbur] Schramm deserve to be lvaedrkshop’s
founders, the former because he “established the workshop format” (22@jtehbecause he
“directed the first seminar formally called the Writers’ Wairkp. Furthermore, it was during this
period that the term came to signify not a single course but the whole body séxdewoted to
creative writing” (228). Like Wilbers, Gerber stresses that the stonk did not come wholly
formed out of one person’s vision; rather it evolved over time and involved a nofflgrires
promoting literary practice in different ways. The implication is ®raative Writing was in the
air at lowa well before it was officially designated as a prograstuafy.

Rather than offering a simpler story of origins, these competing asoamatize the

complexities of authority in the traditional workshop method. Despitvitient ties to the
79



writer’s club, the workshop is finally determined by the professor in atiaffi-sanctioned, for-
credit course; on the other hand, the workshop has a vastly differentirgtroicauthority than a
conventional lecture format, physically bringing the teacher into ke @fequal-opportunity
voices. From the first angle, authority has become more vertical and top-ftomrihe second
angle, authority has become more horizontal and equally distributed. But neiglepeovides a
solid, predictable portrait of how power operates in Creative Writing olaissr

Because the workshop blurs that line between informal writers’ cluboamdlifacademic
course, it can intensify the competition for authority and its damagingseffea handful of
peers gets together informally to share and discuss their writingattes sare likely to be low
enough that intense competition for power within the group will not be rewamadnsre
agreeable and communal atmosphere is likely to prevail. But when thaf@amtakes place in
an officially sanctioned institutional setting, with a courde stuch as “Advanced Poetry
Writing,” and in the presence of a well-known, published author, the stakesharayec
dramatically. Participants may perceive that there’s more pow@r had, and given the
democratized access to that power, there may be much greater m¢emtmpete within this
high-stakes group than within the low-stakes group.

Those who champion the democratic structure of the workshop oftenttwaiyptoblems
of power don’t disappear in democratic systems. As more power becomeblayait@ as more
participants have access to that power, there can be increased tomfmetit, more intense
struggles to acquire more by taking it away from others. Inequitiesxésillie free market
democracies, of course, but those inequities are often masked by the iidr@@dom. The
traditional workshop’s particular blend of democratic and hierarcloced$, | argue, can be
particularly volatile and damaging.

A fascinating feature of the early incarnation of the lowa prograhatstudents appear

to have had a substantial amount of individual attention from teachers, meetioig-one-with
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them every week in the early stages of the program, then moving on to “groupenoef later.
Less experienced students were thought to require more individualizeibdisetd response
from teachers; eventually those students were weaned from thissdipectision and given
more authority to participate in groups. This sounds like a self-eviderdgrof democratization
and empowering of students, but it turns out that there was a real Iljeraptace and a
substantial reward waiting at the end of this process for the titesstadents.

A report in the University’s newspaper from that time—describing théyrestablished
Writers’ Workshop and how students progress from individual to group confereige
punctuated with this titillating tidbit: ““The most envied group in the Whdgsis the ‘top ten’
who meet fortnightly at the homes of Schramm and Engle™ [thentl 2° directors of the
Workshop, respectively] (Wilbers 53). It's remarkable that this repartak a certain group of
students “the most envied” without even flinching or questioning such a desmree if that
kind of overt selectivity were a natural component of such a program.Hentig social
dynamics generated by that “top ten” group—the gossip about who's in and who's olitijithe
of being given one of the sacred spots, the bitter defeat of never being amadmgstte € doubt
many graduate Creative Writing programs these days would be so bold hstoactvanced
workshop the “top ten,” and perhaps it's too easy to look back over half aycantusmile at the
absurdity, arrogance, and insensitivity of such a designation. NonetheleSsthan”
sensibility—that impulse to evaluate and rank—is arguably built intoy exeditional workshop

course and Creative Writing program, even if such a term is no longer used.
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Interlude 2.1

Among the Most Well-Educated Motherfuckers

I can't look at the snow fall without hoping for school to be cancelled. Mgdifends on the
radio angel saying we’re going to get twelve inches on the ground. | decidefto gavernor so

| can declare a snow day. Like a governor, I'm happy in a white mess. I'm lucky to hewvis pa
who are lost in the snow. My state is being wiped by toilet paper. My si@tes a whispery
song. We make songs in music class. Everyone gets a little drum and weskibgheith our
fingers. That's the sound of snow falling. The trees listen. The branches twldakes who are
afraid of falling all the way. When the ground wants to get fat, it snolaesniore it snows, the
less it hurts to fall on the ground. The fattest continent is Antaraied I'm running for governor
of it. Every day | have to eat. Every day the school cafeteria sekied af meat. Except on
snow days, where does the meat go then? Does it peek inside the incubatdrtte Jaezy
chicks have hatched? Does it look out the window to see if it's snowing fuzkgelBat not all
the eggs can hatch. Some things die before being born, some die later. Ittgalike show—I'm
the contestant, the answer is chicken salad. My hat grows white feattedst macaroni. | feel

a little sick. My hat fills with vomit. | call it macaroni. | have to-gso | go to the snowy hill. |
use my favorite teacher as a sled. My favorite teacher is nakedoMie on that pretty flesh, and
we go. Yankee Doodle going to Antarctica. Then there’s too much going. | begin kdycry
naked sled spends all night forgiving me and giving me an "A.” But I'vedyiidiad of shame. |

never go back to school. It never stops snowing.

82



Movement 2.1

Workshop War Stories
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My War Story

| am a graduate of an MFA program, but | don’t want to present myself as a \dounde
veteran of that experience. My poetry was not usually attacked dibyctéachers or fellow
students, and | did not graduate with feelings of bitter animosity toward amNonetheless, if |
survey the larger landscape of that program, if | recall theraysteelations among students and
teachers, what | recall most are the factions, the points of corfégpersonality problems and
tensions, the winners and losers. These social dynamics may sound like grogéstitutional
setting, but in a Creative Writing program those tensions can adgatiyoduced by the
workshop itself. In other words, the tensions don't just occur in the hallavad/the cafeteria but
in the classroom, in the social dynamics of the workshop group, and much of the tersion tha
happens outside the classroom refers back to what happened inside.

After a workshop meeting, students would peel off into sub-groups to debrief i gos
about how A’s poem got torn apart by B, how X’'s poem received excessive praise, fhony Y
M got huffy and N got a little too boastful about having been published in a crappgzingga
how student S was totally sucking up to teacher Z, etc. Although the extalaurgossip—

about who’s dating, who's getting dumped, who’s dressing poorly, and who's hot—still
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flourishes in this setting, the primary gossip material refers tettltent work itself and how that
work is evaluated in the workshop.

Perhaps the harshest critique | ever received came from a womamiarksphop who
announced that my poetry—along with that of another male student—containechpo ma
references to weak, passive, diminutive females; together wetatatt new poetry school she
mockingly called “the little girl school.” Her critique may have beecugate and justified, and |
recall avoiding all references to women in my poetry for the rest ofémagster. What |
remember most of all, however, is how strongly this incident defined theshapls social
relations that semester. The “little girl school” became an ongoing @otaintentious debate
and the source of much late night conversation in bars. Everyone in the worgshwugo
divide into various camps: those who agreed with her critique, those who dideé,wino
remained neutral or just didn’t seem to care. There was speculatidnadtyoirwvo men—one
straight and the other gay—had both included images of little girlsy@raeof their poems.
There was speculation about why this fellow female student had mada gigcinous indictment
against those men. Were the men ignorant and sexist? Was the woman lzitiee [sbe felt
inadequate about her own writing?

There may have been important lessons for all of us seeded in thieeggerabout
being aware of how gender functions in our writing, for example—but none of usehabllity
to access these lessons because the very structure of the workshomtisthgtfie potential
lessons into a contest to gain more authority in the classroom. What | finibégpeteresting
about this war story is that the objection to my poetry was not even groundsthietiaevalues;
instead, my colleague was invoking social values that have emergedeirtam strains of
feminism. Critics of the traditional workshop method often point to thigdtions of a purely
aesthetic criticism, the short-sightedness of talking about arafihaatter merely of techniques,

style, form. But the “little girl school” critique shows that aesthasiasot the only filter through
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which a workshop evaluation can be articulated. What traditional worksheg@$heommon
may be less a focus on craft than a structure that encourages compettivation. In any case,
our teacher certainly made no attempt to address the situation ooitnaitshto a learning
opportunity. It was just another contentious comment in a sea of separatéi@wslua

Most of those workshop discussions were less confrontational and much mdre bana
Evaluations were more likely to be asserted indirectly or through silbr=ed, what's not said
in these discussions may often have more power than what is said. A comnegy $tna
expressing disapproval about a piece of writing is to say nothing, and whereiice &l
widespread throughout the group, the pain and awkwardness can be exgruagidti some
compassionate sucker rescues the group with some strained and sol@iowents. What is
heard in the workshop often fits into the category of the mixed review—adeps of
enthusiastic praise followed by the tenderly worded list of failingsiggestions for
improvement: “I really love how this final stanza returns to the imagieeo$unset, but | don’t
trust the speaker’s sentimentality there.” There may be enormougntthit criticism, but does
it really function as an effective teaching tool? And more impostawthat's missing from this

kind of discussion?

When Teachers Kill Their Students

The scandal factor increases significantly when the teacher’s cumare involved,
especially if the teacher is famous. Stories about a big-name prdfessimg a student’s work
can become mythic within a particular program, and sometimes withirrgjes lderary culture.
While | was a student | heard about an incident that had supposedly occurreceayeaupl
before | arrived, so the narrative had been handed down through several genefratiaosning
cohorts. Apparently, during a workshop session, after a student had readuigroanf aloud,

after a prolonged wait for someone to begin the agonizing critique, theteatervened.
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Turning his copy of the poem over to its blank side, he said to the clask,| ‘fimel this side of
the poem more interesting than the other side. Let's move on to the next poem.”

It's hard to imagine a more devastating, dismissive comment. Evensifoityeis
apocryphal, it's believable and vivid enough to be thoroughly captivating. Ewesyl tieard it or
thought about it or told it to others, | felt the shudder of relief that | had nottbeeictim, along
with the shudder of awe that a teacher could be so swift, fierce, and sgeraiough we
feared and resented such unkindness, we also respected the brutal “honestyickiyvthat
teacher had cut through that wishy-washy workshopese. The notion that haisincigta form
of honesty rather than an aggressive assertion of one person’s criticahapioentral to the
traditional workshop. The problem with workshops, we often hear, is thatvgmaféicipants are
really willing to be honest; everyone fears retaliation, so whatgged is a veil of equivocal,
noncommittal fluff.

Another incident that apparently occurred while | was a student, in ohe fiftion
workshops, became an instant legend. After a student read a short, unconvertienal prose
fiction to the group, the famous teacher looked at the author and said, “well, do ydo s@erid
your time writing experimental nonsense like this, or do you want to write relssbries?”
Gesturing to the program’s most well-published fiction studengittist to his left, the famous
professor continued, “Stories like Mr. ___ here writes, the kind that gesipedblinThe New
Yorker” If this tale of workshop trauma had only involved a student’s writing beingeodnigd, it
would certainly be provocative. What really grabbed us, though, was how thastttent, Mr.
. had been dragged into the bloodbath to serve as an aesthetic ideal. idrisaehc
explicitly pit one student against another as if initiating a dog fighthétitne, we probably
viewed this incident as an ugly exception, and we were grateful to haagedssuch terrible
evisceration. | wonder, though, if the story really stunned us becauseatagwnow those

workshops really work. What may have taken an hour to say in much more tempeu#usirc
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language—and perhaps only felt intuitively by the participants—wadbkaie in this one brutal
moment of clarity. While that clarity claims to reveal an aegthetth, | would argue that it
obfuscates how the workshop really functions. The workshop is built tizeléaé moments of
brutal criticism, but it is these moments that actually conceal howdheshop operates as a

field of aesthetic values competing for legitimation.

Remembering and Dismembering the Teachers

The lowa Writer's Workshop is the oldest and most famous graduateveéréaiting
program in the country. This unlikely literary powerhouse surrounded by nielweornfields
has produced a remarkably long list of MFAs who have gone on to publish books, win, awards
and receive critical acclaim. This prestige has helped generate arrmafrpkesonal recollections
of literary education that make reference to lowa and to the teabbkeeswriters encountered
there, some of which have been collected by Robert Dafs&Cimmmunity of Writers: Paul Engle
and The lowa Writers’ WorkshoPften these published accounts by former students exude a
glowing nostalgia for a teacher’s cranky eccentricity or tough-lovewragement, although
many pieces betray a lingering bitterness and animosity towardncigtaies. Whatever the
attitude of the former student, these sketches consistently repedhgogy of conflict,
confrontation, and competition at lowa.

In an account of long-time lowa teacher Donald Justice, Charles Winngittasizes how
serious and intense Justice was about everything, including writing. explyalustice loved
engaging in contests or competitive games, and Wright recalls how a graugesfts and
teachers would regularly meet in the Student Union to fight fierce pingipaitigs that were
usually won by Justice. Wright suggests that this spirit of rivalrygued the whole Workshop
and his own process of writing: “Competition. Much competition. It had a wonderéuait @fif

one’s poems. The push to get them written. The desire to get them wgttefor the proper
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praise from the proper people” (188). This curious word—"proper’'—sugjtiest the goal is not
only to acquire praise, but to understand that certain kinds of praise and peatsé-givers are
better than others. How does one identify “the proper praise” and “ther pe@ae,” and why
might this kind of approval have such a “wonderful effect”? What doesah rfte an
inexperienced writer to habitually use the possibility of externahadfiion as a primary source
of motivation?

Wright's reflections are particularly provocative for me beedusappen to have taken a
workshop with him as an undergraduate at the University of Virginia. | knogtlyxeow
exhilarating “proper praise” can be, because Wright gave plentyoofrietin his quiet, reserved
way. | hadn’t read much of his or anyone’s poetry at that very early point in ithygwaareer,
but I had heard that he was the most famous poet in town, and he did have an impressive
presence—tidy, handsome, and soft-spoken in a way that made everyone lean towati &im
breathless urgency. He uttered clipped, elliptical phrases thagbttaithe core of things, and
we students were awed by this eloquence. He was not mean-spirited toy@rd an that
workshop, and there wasn’t an overt sense of hostility or competition among us. Bdt we di
spend all of class time criticizing each other’s work, and we certalihtraved his affirmation.
Wright gave out his praise judiciously, with a measured sense of regphotif rarely art is
praiseworthy. Often it came at the end of a discussion about a poem, as Eapdising
shuffled—Wright would give a penetrating glance toward the writer, andwell done.”
Without ever acknowledging it, everyone in the room knew the value of thatejestd more
often, when he withheld that kind of affirmation, we all knew the value of bsatnae.

The desire for Wright's approval probably did have some kind of “wonddfédt&on
my poetry; certainly | was inspired to write for him, to view him as my awgieand in a short
time | produced lots of poetry that became part of a manuscript that wadered good enough

to gain admission into a respected MFA program. Were there other, not-sodubefiects of
89



that longing for approval? For that promise of praise, did | trade a strisugein my own
longterm writing practice, an awareness of my real tendencies and needsitas? What if
Wright or any other teacher had removed the evaluative element fronotk&hap entirely—I
mean, what if we talked about poetry without ever applying labels like “gamdi™bad.” What if
we had considereaow poetry works rather than hamell it works. Or what if we had spent class
time engaged in other activities entirely? These are legitiqnagstions rarely asked in the
history of Creative Writing pedagogy.
Even the bitterest attacks against individual teachers rewakider a fundamental
alternative to the standardized workshop method; instead, they argtestiar X or Y failed to
use that method effectively, because he was too harsh or too lazy orahkguithis treatment
of students. Philip Levine's essay, “Mine Own John Berryman,” is as much an htamage
Berryman’s teaching as it is a tirade against the teaching of Roberli Liosvéne encountered
both of these icons at lowa, and after narrating a series of gossipy anetdotethem, he sums
up his assessment of the two as teachers, lashing out at how Lowell's
favoritism, his intimacy with some students and visible boredom withspthe
tended to divide us into two hostile factions, the ins and the outs. In Jolas's cla
we were all in and we were all out, we were equals, and instead of sinking, w
swam together. In spite of John’s willingness to be disliked, he cleasiyneta
disliked. Of course he was a marvelous companion, and on those evenings he
sought company we were all eager to supply it, but we never forgot that, come
Monday afternoon, the camaraderie would be forgotten and he would get to the
serious business of evaluating and if need be decimating poems. (180)

So Berryman'’s effectiveness as a teacher seems to be based pomaigywillingness to

decimateall the students’ poems rather than asdyneof them. Levine’s assertion and evidence

that the two poets had different effects on students is convincing, but mé deesgnize that
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they're still working with basically the same evaluative modeéathing—making
pronouncements about what is good and what is bad. Whether some or all studenkgrare wit
reach of the teacher’s decimation, what is the effect of a pedago@/itheg critical decimation
to take place at all?

Particularly fascinating about Levine’s assessment is that liestibg whole essay with
bitterly sarcastic cynicism about the whole Creative Writing fieldjrgptun in particular at the
common notion that institutionalization has democratized poetry:

One can only regard [Creative Writing] as one of the most amazinghgrow
industries we have. Thus, at the same time we've made our societyagiste r
more scornful of the rights of the poor, more imperialist, moretelitisre
tawdry, money-driven, selfish, and less accepting of minority opinions, we have
democratized poetry. Today anyone can become a poet: all he or she need do is
travel to the nearest college and enroll in Beginning Poetrynyidnd then
journey through the dozen stages of purgatory...and thus earn not only an MFA
but a crown of plastic laurel leaves. Do | sound skeptical? Let me sound
skeptical. (161)
Clearly Levine doesn't believe the hype about Creative Writing in genetaliduld he say that
Berryman'’s educational methods amounted to real democracy becausetati¢éinésselt equally
vulnerable to his brutal attacks? Perhaps Levine’s point here isab@y shouldot strive to be
democratic, and that Berryman so respected the rarity and selectigityatbftalent that he
refused to let any single student delude himself with such grarideany case, Levine joins
many others in defining the function of the workshop as the passing of (oftdm) li@rary
judgment, and yet he’s not willing to recognize that this function could beetlgesource of his

skepticism about the field.
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W.D. Snodgrass, another poet who earned an MFA at lowa in its early post-Word Wa
years and went on to considerable acclaim, published four decades latatla evebittered and
often scathing survey of teachers he encountered there. Although he does guxaliesd
affection for some of these characters, most of them seem to be menforaépdir unique style
of attacking or humiliating students. He seems especially tormented by Riamdzl, who once
called him a “’second-rate Lowell” (131). Over the years, says Sasdg‘l tended to keep my
distance, knowing how cutting he could be at anything less than total acquéees®everal
times, he had sliced me to ribbons...” (143). Even more scandalous is the aissumttjeass
relates about John Ciardi, who brought to the class a “sense of intélEatiaing and
emptiness,” and whose workshop method involved drawing “a blue line acrosg¢hat plae
point he would have stopped if not paid to continue” (137). This image ofubdimé is startling
in part because it so vividly exemplifies what some onlookers calllifhdnesty,” and in this
case the truth being told is not only about the poor quality of the student wakdudtthe real
(monetary) motivation for certain teachers. But Snodgrass doextetr fCiardi as a truth-sayer;
instead, he dismisses him as a hack among hack teachers, flawed becaosghta flawed

attitude and aesthetic into the standard system of workshop evaluation.

Engle’s World (The Rest Of Us Just Live In It)

As the title of Dana’s collection implies, the central figure under disoiss Paul Engle,
director of the Writers’ Workshop from 1942 to 1965, and the person who probablyesdether
most credit for making that program so successful. Engle himself hadrbeeg the earliest
graduate Creative Writing students at lowa, earning a mastersediegt 932 and quickly
becoming a national poetry superstar, publishing books that received stromd) acitiaim,

including aNew York Times Book Revieaver introducing Engle as a “New Voice in American
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Poetry.” Returning to lowa as a faculty member, Engle took over as diof¢he Workshop,
pouring enormous time into building and promoting that fledgling program. While D.GsMye
faults him for steering that program away from its original ties terary Studies, ties that had
been so important for Norman Foerster, Engle appears to have understood eatl{Cozrathee
Writing could survive and even thrive as a more autonomous entity.

There’s widespread consensus that Engle was very effectiveingnaioney and other
resources for the Workshop, both inside and outside the university, and ipgneoaterful
publicity for the program in the local and national press. He was a stippgrt¢er of those he
thought worthy, often offering help to those in crisis, but he was a big persan#iityig
opinions, and if Engle was not on your side, he could be difficult and offensivdgi®iss admits
that he was a “superb administrator” and occasionally, when teaching gneay ltexts, a
“prilliant teacher” (122), but when it came to addressing student,wayls Snodgrass, he was
“obsessed with symptoms” and “reverted to a sort of knee-jerk Neigi€irit (123). Snodgrass
even suggests that Engle’s own artistic decline after receivitygpegular acclaim led him to be
manipulative, petty in his assertions of power, and unfair in his distibafiinstitutional
support. Among the primary effects of this difficult environment, claims Sasdgis that
students with great potential encountered creative, psychological, or finaocies to their
writing: “we had far too many exceptionally gifted students unable, forgengds, to produce
anything....Surely part of the cause lay in their relations with the difgdi23).

A number of commentators focus on Engle’s obsession with talent—spaténgin
prospective or new students, recruiting new faculty and visiting wnitgh talent, declaring
where the talent could be found in the literary canon. It's clear th&¥dnkshop’s function, for
Engle, was not simply to give students access to creative literidlsybsit to produce the most
exceptional literary talent possible. Success for the Workshop wouhdésured entirely by the

success of its teachers and students in the literary publishing worldyratmpie, the workshop
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method was primarily a training ground for the hard-knocks world of reatditers, agents,
critics, and other arbiters of artistic judgment. In an essay calledWFher and the Place,”
Engle explicitly frames his pedagogical vision, in his own words:
Right criticism can speed up the maturing of a poet by years. More than that
tough and detailed criticism of a young writer can help him become his own
shrewd critic so that, when he publishes, the critics will not havetmugl on
him.... We knock, or persuade, or terrify, the false tenderness toward his own
work out of the beginning writer. This is the beginning of wisdom.... To have
your work read by all members of the workshop, and publicly criticized and
praised by your instructors in the weekly meetings, represents altaigfat the
same time less hazardous form of publication.... The writer findshthat
students around him are alert to his faults and quick to praise hisvirtk®r as
long as he is part of this community, he has a useful competition with those
around him, and at the same time is freed from the imperatives of the
marketplace, as he may never be again. He can have the manner of publication
without losing too much blood. (Dana 4-5)
It's worth considering the kind of terms Engle uses here. On the one hand, theeGA&dting
program and classroom is a kind of refuge or safe house, temporarily insulatiagsth
experienced writer from the harsh elements outside in the marketpli#eeany publishing and
critical judgment. On the other hand, the Workshop must simulate and reproducesthat ha
outside, in order to toughen up the innocent, vulnerable, virgin-like apprefitcéerrify” the
student, then, is to approximate the violent conditions outside, and yet spaverthegphyte
from “losing too much blood.”
In effect, the workshop reproduces the competition and violence of the ptackethe

way basic military training reproduces battle scenarios for nediess! In both cases, the less
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experienced are supposed to become stronger and more skilled at confraetiaigeiny” by
repeatedly experiencing approximations of the mental and physical challeegédssncounter

in “the real war.” While soldiers are famous for putting the intereStheir whole unit ahead of
their own interests, however, the workshop is built to put enemies inrttieeresam, individual
soldiers fighting for their own slice of literary authority. Engle epdly suggests that workshop
students form a community, and of course it's true that many friendships as&ldverformed in
any institutional setting like this, especially a setting in which ppaits are all passionately
engaged in the same kind of activity. But does that sense of community tbguiied of
competition that Engle calls for? And does that competition actually aathadull communal

potential of such a group?

Teachers to the Rescue?

Reading through a range of reminiscences about the Writers’ Workshop, Idiadvar
stories about competition within the ranks of students than about unkind treafratrtents by
faculty. In fact, one common theme in this institutional folklore is tleedBthe teacher who
rescues the victimized student from the snapping jaws of her bloogtaets. William Cotter
Murray’s look back at his Workshop experiences, for example, relates havshstdry up for
group discussion was “massacred,” and yet his protective teacher, kiteryoeing, “did her
best to bring up positive points against a barrage of attacks from thengywriters.” The
barrage was apparently too overwhelming to fend off. “I listened for la Wvbim the back of the
room,” says Murray, “and then | felt sick. I lit out, down to the river, west ob#neacks where |
vomited my guts out” (202). Soon after, the kind-hearted Young appeared, having followed
Murray like a nurse looking for her wounded. She offered him consoling words and v

ignore the criticisms of those other students, followed by some gegtestions about how to
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improve his story. Here again, both teacher and student present the britdlopasriticism as a
kind of unfortunate inevitability, and neither of them can conceive of a reatalive, only
strategies for healing the wounds.

In another piece that sketches some memaories of Vance Bourjaily, onkef tharly
Creative Writing teachers at lowa, Eugene Garber tells about a stutes# story, written in a
then unfashionable style, was being attacked in workshop: “For the studefesapbthe well
made story and clean prose criticizing this piece was like shootmigpfasbarrel. But Vance put
a quick stop to the carnage, not by defending the story where it was weak btiirigyuss an
exegetical task: what did the story mean, what was the wytagtto accomplish?” (208). What
Bourjaily did with these questions, it appears, is redirect the coneerfatm evaluative
criticism to non-evaluative analysis, and he may have understood tleaistsermuch that is
useful to say about writing that doesn’t rely on pronouncing it good or bad. The questions
meaning and intention can lead to some sticky and unproductive speculation, but they do poin
away from the “I like this/I don't like this” drone. The simplest and modfuliseestion might
be: what is this piece doing? What effects does it create for readers, and Bowcozsge these
effects?

I've heard plenty of these teacher rescue stories in my own comwessa&tow often has
the unrecognized but talented student gone to her teacher’s office hours atedreesrabout
being misunderstood by her fellow classmates, or being confused about so maegtdiffe
opinions about her work? How often has the empathetic and sagacious midrttattstudent to
ignore what the others say, or only listen to the comments that are pssitil/é?), thus creating
a one-on-one bond through opposition to the petty opinions of the regulars? Among the problems
with these kinds of rescue missions is that they treat symptoms obthghop disease without
addressing the conditions that cause the disease. What if that teacherehapediea different

kind of pedagogy that prevents students from evaluating each other instipéate?
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Sibling Rivalry in the Workshop
By far the most common kind of workshop war story I've encountered, pariycaksut
the lowa Writers’ Workshop, involves competition among the students themsebea’s
collection, for example, includes a sassy piece by Robert Bly, who unlike mest wthhis
volume, refuses to qualify his cynicism with any silver linings. Desagibis earlier
undergraduate workshop at Harvard, he says, “all we did was attackatherieArchibald
MacLeish and belittle his friends such as Ezra Pound and Ernest Hemingwathingstwere
different at lowa in his first workshop with Paul Engle:
We didn't attack the teacher this time; in general, the aggneasiot against
each other. Everyone knew that W.D. Snodgrass, the graduate of an earlier
workshop and still hovering in the neighborhood somewhere, had done
something introspective and important in poems later cHibedlt’'s NeedleBut
he had to be careful if he turned up, because knives seems to be out for him. (39)
Bly portrays a workshop paradoxically built to select the best talent witlitey the best talent
with knives. One student’s success requires another studentte failthe economy of literary
evaluation. Bly continues:
The workshop discussions were actually a little pedestrianjrcéatis among
the poets would dominate for a while. That’'s always the case wittsaaps. At
the end Paul would come in and say rather sensible remarks. Given my history
with MacLeish, whose lofty pronouncements floated down from some earlier
heaven, this workshop was my first experience of literary demgaaen
perhaps of that horizontal and envy-ridden culture which | later csliéag.

(40)
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You can feel Bly straining here to say nice things about Engle, perhdipg famme pressure to
join the celebration Dana’s collection implies, but it's clear thatifnot willing to advocate for
the traditional workshop method. Unlike most commentators, he doesn’t ttoondaa term like
“literary democracy” without recognizing that such a system can be prdideand full of
contradictions (“envy-ridden” while appearing to be more equitable xomple). In one of his
well-known books of non-fictioriThe Sibling SociefyBly gives fuller diagnoses to this problem
of the horizontal society in which everyone is childlike and competing fotiatte while his
solution—to reclaim a tradition of paternal authority—is simgiatid specious, | do think it's
illuminating to consider the workshop method as a system that generatesrsialry.
In his history of the Workshop, Wilbers devotes much of the final chapter, “The
Workshop Experience,” to this issue of competition among students. Attgnptkeep an
historian’s sense of balance and objectivity, he opens with this nonethelessgtive overview:
Participating in a program like the lowa Writer's Workshop can be as
exhilarating and inspiring as it can be stifling and discouraging. Depending on
individual temperament and needs, a writer might flourish from Sadion
with other writers or flounder from the pressure of competition. Those wfio p
from their participation in the program at lowa commonly cite the deradfan
environment in which writing is taken seriously and in which time is made
available for writing, while those who do not profit often point to the damagi
effects of unsympathetic criticism and to loss of artistic identiB5)

Wilbers then presents a series of testimonies from people who havelssntsbr faculty in the

Workshop, and it's noteworthy how often they make reference to tensions ameaigdents.

Even those who celebrate the Workshop feel compelled to acknowledgeghitb

guestion, as Marvin Bell does, saying,
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The best thing we do, | think, is to create an atmosphere of friendliness and
respect for the art. That doesn’t always work for every perseveay time.
There're people who feel it's a really unfriendly place. Some peoplfibby
feeling that they're fighting everyone. They fight the Workshop aluée They
go home every single night saying, “Those sons of bitches don’t understand me
and don’t appreciate me,” and they grow that way. Other people don’t benefit at
all and just turn around and leave. But most people, | think, would agreesthat i
pretty much a friendly place, that people respect people for being writatrs or
least don't hold it against them. (126)

It's hard to have been through traditional workshopping and not smile with reocagtithe

fighter who gripes about how “those sons of bitches don’t understand me.” Inmy ow

experience, while | didn’t witness many people rejecting the MFA progndinely, | did see

how often students would take on that defiant fighter persona, either éxjidittch-sessions

outside of class, or implicitly in their mood or gestures. Obviously it would teethajuantify

how pervasive the fighter attitude is among MFA students, but what mhitch more pervasive

than Bell thinks it is? More importantly, is it really necessargroduce this fighter attitude at

all? Bell and others talk about the workshop the way generals often talkvedroint both cases

one must expect casualties. For the greater good of winning the warceacnibist be made,

certain men have to be the first ones off the boats at Normandy. Ifesaaels going to prevail,

we have to expect that some of the not-so-excellent will fall by tgeidea

The Workshop director who followed Engle, John Leggett, said this about the

competition among Workshop students:
For the most part | think that it works in his favor, but, sunayvieseen people
who freeze up here if they feel that they’re doing something diffen@ntthe

general run of Workshop students and if they try a worksheet, partictii#dy i
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obscure or difficult, and they're badly beaten in the workshop. I've seetepeop
freeze up. I've seen them dry up and not be able to stand to be here. I've seen
people, who are neurotic to begin with, become even more so and find that they
just can't stay here. It's too much for them. But that'’s fairly.rér82)

Leggett goes on to make a very convincing case that students will ofteratitieir very best

when they sense that immediate connection to readers in their workshop. Anglngulibstriter

who has no one to share work with may indeed have only and abstract and underdevelmped not

of audience. Sharing work with fellow students, however, does not requithdka students

also evaluate each other. Achieving that sense of an immediate, living@d@es not mean

that anyone needs to get “badly beaten.” The possibility of critical @elsnan element built

into the traditional workshop method, but there are other methods availableafing student

work.

Wilbers received testimonies from a number of former Workshop studenthiesed t
often show less willingness to defend that program’s conflict orientattbough a number of
them offered an ambivalent view. Joe Bellamy, for example, reports that hébiken the
experience in the Workshop as a positive one, although as a student heewelsaaited: “It
seems to me that the Workshop is set up like a pressure cooker, withsatigs system
depending on publication....And those who haven't published usually feel pretty"di$8%).

This comment contradicts Paul Engle’s notion of the Workshop as a kintpditary refuge
from the pressures of the publishing marketplace, suggesting thibtraldCreative Writing
pedagogy actually reproduces literary business.

Given that literary books and magazines have rarely been very profitable/ehpowiy
would publication bring such valuable status? Another former Workshop studsnijyers,
explains that “because the rewards in both the workshop and literagyaseerelatively so few,

there was an intense competitive spirit underlying the life of thlkshiop.” Myers is clear that
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most of his fellow students “thrived in the excited literary environmédntt'he also concedes
that some students didn’t fare so well, some felt that “competition had no ipldexlife of an
artist and their work and egos suffered under the severe pressuiagtdrgurvive in this
atmosphere” (133). Myers doesn't define what the “rewards” are, but his pmia curious
situation: although “so few” of these rewards are available, thes@teompetition for them
implies that they nonetheless have enormous value among Workshop parti€pnts
Bourdieu argues that in the weird economy of literature, work that hasrketraalue can
nonetheless acquire “cultural capital,” and this concept might helpiexpe Workshop’s
reward system. Creative Writing students don’t compete for markeg shan economy of
tangible goods, but they do compete for literary authority that thrives @pgearance of being
uncommaodifiable, a pure art experience beyond the impure business of populdietzesisethe
rewards for creative writers are more likely to be immateriglpsty, and amorphous categories
like prestige, status, fame, acclaim—categories that will nevestable and therefore always
vulnerable to attacks from competing literary authorities.

Even those who never felt personally assaulted within the traditiamrieshop method
have frequently expressed misgivings about the general effects obthpétitive environment.
One might predict that individuals struggling for elite status withginoaip would strive to
distinguish themselves as unique, but many commentators have arguestéaat ankind of
conformity pervades the group. Through Wilbers’s account, William Stafépatts about his
experience in the lowa Writers’ Workshop, the implicit competition toesattends to deprive
students of “what is really essential...that is a willingness todavillingness to try things, a
relaxation to let your own life dominate your own writing. It's almost inev@tdbét surrounded
by successful people you will emulate them, you will choose their tomiasyil follow their
style, and I think it's dangerous” (130). Stafford’s language is interestieg-He’s not just

talking about the problem of conformity and lack of adventure, but also the rprobkelf-
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loathing. The writer sketched here, without “willingness” or “relaxati appears to be too

tightly wound and controlled, unforgiving of himself and some ideal aesthetidasd.

A variation on this theme of conformity is the criticism that GveaNriting students

are often arrogant and resistant to change. Perhaps the most damnimencamthe Wilbers’

selection comes from former student, Bruce Dobler, who was “dismayed byckegibg of

students, the constant biting and clawing.” He goes on to illuminate hoywdttysantagonism

arises:

| sensed that a great many students did not come to lowa with an opemdpirit a
a desire to apprentice themselves to journeymen writers. Theyfakhoie
themselves (a charitable way to put it) and wanted to be appreciatelator w
they already knew. They were resistant to learning and teacheibexpressers
for the most part who were only looking for uncritical love. Since they dig’

it, they poured invective on their fellows in class....” (130).

Dobler here gets at another profound contradiction: while workshoppensaoéve “uncritical

love,” they are quick to pour “invective on their fellows.” In other wordajwative criticism is

applied to those who often don'’t take criticism well, and the result can be upgtiaaraging.

Dobler gives a fascinating example from a class he took:

I remember a short story by Gail Goodwin, probably the best known of my peers
at lowa. It has a tramp in it who rapes an American librarian in Londorm&he

in the class were tearing the story up, particularly criticalefrdomp. Lucy
Rosenthal, who is an editor with the Book-of-the-month-club-magazine (and who
gave Gail a great review last month) said, “Well | thought theptigama tramp
wasverywell drawn.” A male voice came back in imitation. “I thought the tramp

guatramp was shiguashit (130).
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What's even more astounding than the possibility that such a scene @lyldeceur in a
workshop is the possibility that the guy who attacked Goodwin and Rosewtitcvery well

have been celebrated by some of his colleagues has having the courage to b& Burestn

if we were able to determine objectively that a certain piece dhgmitas unsuccessful (and | do
think that effective evaluation is possible and necessary in appeoginamstances), why
would telling the writer this in such harsh terms be considered honorableativeftes a

teaching method?

Is the goal of a workshop to weed out the bad writers from the field so thahenly
excellent remain to take on elite status, and if so, are we redllygwo trust that any workshop
is able to make such determinations? Moreover, what are the potemé&didg effects of
making certain students elite, not just giving them praise but makingfthet exceptional in
relation to their peers? Why do a workshop and its students need to choose bleiveseanti
“invective?” What if a workshop’s goal were to help every student become skitled and
aware as a creative writer, and to let determinations of tatlengenius happen elsewhere? Even
if most of those students never go on to publish or win awards or secure atackire-

professorship, is it possible to imagine other kinds of success thasgoofal success?

Thirteen Ways of Making Violent Metaphors about the Workshop
1) “The qualities of a good Workshop teacher are rare: the prestigeaitt atudents, an
editorial sense that can foster a talent outside his or her tastepantise, and a
diplomacy that can keep student savagery from serious bloodletting.| tihecill-it-
like-it-is apprentice summarizing the worksheet of a shy clagsmi#t, “But this is just
shit, terrible shit.” —John Leggett, Director, 1969-1987 (710)
2) “l remember hearing my highly alliterative short story, ‘The Gorgéaneen of the

Hedges,’ gently demolished in my first workshop and, upon returning to my apartment
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3)

4)

5)

6)

eating bowl after bowl of mint-chip ice cream until the room spun.” —David &hig0
(711)

“Did 1, we all wondered constantly about ourselves, have a future aseaFir some it
seemed the answer was obvious...but for the rest of us, struggling titll &a voice, it
remained a torment. It was in our eyes as we sat back and listened to thdatkea go

at our manuscripts, it was in our greedy excitement as we set up appointie e
agents who had come to lowa City to troll, it was in the gothic emotions ofgheafter
fellowships for the following year had been awarded, a night of &arsiolence, of
overturned grave sites and wrecked pickup trucks. At lowa, the question rigdiam
Lashner '91 (712)

“l was torn apart, eviscerated, expunged.... It was worse than | had expected, and my
tender writer’'s heart was broken.... What did | do?... | honed my sharpest phrases of
censure. | practiced the witticisms of humiliation. Then one of the righéstcaime up

for discussion and | went after it—a thundering beast from the Midwesteatdtom
hibernation to tear into flesh. How did | feel afterward? Pretty good.te Betsetsky '59
(713-714).

“I loved going to the Writers’ Workshop, though | saw others mangled by the exqeerien
and often felt more than a little mauled myself. The Workshop is, or can ber@usiy
competitive place, and | took my share of licks. (I still remember @¥edtudent, an
earnest and fretful young man from Oregon, slapping a story of mine down ontapable
and announcing to the members of our workshop, ‘This is just pornography.” —Michael
Cunningham '80 (714).

“In many ways, being at the Writers’ Workshop was like being in high schoal.dpai

was a cliquish, judgmental place, where your reputation could be decided in atmome
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7

8)

9)

You weren'’t judged on your hair and clothes, however, but on the contents of your
bookshelf.” —James Hynes '89 (720)

“Well, [my] story, of course, was trashed. Everyone hated it, and weaneamd and
around the room with each person saying so. Then at the very end, the profeshior, a we
known writer, turned to me and in a sentence that seemed to take forevardiatenthe
meaning of which made no sense to me at the time, screamed red-in-thAN®Rz &~

YOU THINK... THAT BUTT-FUCKING...GIVES YOU SOME SORT...OF
ENTREE...INTO MIDDLE-CLASS VALUES...YOU'RE WRONG!!"” —Pete Hadley

'91 (724)

“The workshops themselves could be stressful. The group was verydnaykiery
opinionated and it’s an understatement to say that there was no hand-hol@iorg.” —
Barbash '91 (726)

“lowa provides a chilling combination of vindication and indictment: it ogilg by

name, then takes you to task. It grants knowledge, then pokes at your kidneys &here’
lot of pressure, and not everyone comes away happy. But happiness is nottthe poin

—Chris Hallman '91 (727)

10) “In a workshop with Frank Conroy a story | had written received some scathtinigir.

He read my dialogue aloud, calling attention to its banal nature (it waslibeeal) and
pointing out the number of extraneous details I'd used. In the two hours the workshop
spent on my story, Frank lectured us on something he called ‘Abject Naturalis

As | alternated between wanting to crawl under a table and wanting to turn it
over on top of Frank, | felt pretty abject myself. The word conjured uptarién
woodcut in which a father stands in a doorway, pointing a long, accusatory, and damning
finger at a young girl hunched over a pregnant belly, shawl pulled acrossdpengve

face.” —Sands Hall '91 (728)
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11) “Maybe it's not strange that | found most workshops agonizing and—being combative
and awkward anyhow—I had violent disagreements with many of my classabat#s
what mattered in a story. Or that | was able to define an aesthetioftersagainst my
classmates’ stories. | spent most of those Tuesday afternoons scawviiageminar
table.” —Amy Charles '95 (733)

12) “Like many people who earn an M.F.A., | left stung by so many encounters with teachers
and their acolytes. Did workshops really need to be so brutal?” —LukenW4ll{736).

13) “[WI]e did the lowa thing, a combo of exchanging shortcuts and constructivésanitic

while slacking and backbiting.” —Miriam Kuznets '88 (739)

The Melancholy of Fritz

| excerpted the thirteen passages above from testimonies gathered &itedubla
massive tome callethe Workshop: Seven Decades of the lowa Writer's Workshop (43 Stories,
Recollections, & Essays on lowa’s Place in Twentieth-Century AmericamnatLite) by Tom
Grimes, a graduate of that program. Most of this volume is devoted to ygmady arranged
short stories written by lowa graduates who’ve gone on to publish successfullydingc
Flannery O’'Conner, Raymond Carver, Denis Johnson, and Jane Smiley—anthérisatgde
how many of these writers there are, and how influential they’ve beenestimadnies are
presented in a 44-page section called “Recollections” that followndimesection of published
stories like an appendix, and | find it fascinating that these testimepieswritten mostly by
former students who havet gone on to literary fame (with a few exceptions, like Michael
Cunningham). By giving voice to some unknown former students, the “Reamfigtpirovide a
fuller, more accurate representation of the Workshop experience thaam femyaccounts from

the superstars could. Of course, this representation is alwaysdiligrtime, imperfect memory,
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biased perceptions, and intense emotions—so it's not an objective, facteakraption that
these testimonies offer, but there’s much to glean from them nonetheless.

Many of the recollections exude a strong bittersweet flavor: on one handgizo&iabn
intense, exciting, hopeful time; on the other hand, regret about not living up twatlenge, not
being worthy of praise from peers and teachers, or resentment about beirly attéaiked. Not
everyone describes the lowa Workshop method with as much violent languagaiaishcgs in
the thirteen passages | quoted above, but a similar kind of war story @deesitr the same kind
of dramatic tone with remarkable frequency. Is this the inevitable proflaotmany people who
have a storytelling impulse but who may also carry a literary wound or skfaskire? Perhaps,
but these accounts also generate a convincingly consistent profile aditiemal workshop
method over the span of several decades, and that method clearly provoked# sense
competition and struggle among significant numbers of participants.

In one of these recollections, Fritz McDonald expresses poignant and prefmnmess
about his lost dreams from his time at lowa. With courageous self-déprede sketches
himself as a pathetic second-rate dilettante clinging to loweaa@igr his graduation “like the last
guest at a party,” ghosting around campus and trying to expand “the one story tfahkdde
positive reaction from [his] classmates.” He describes a spiralingideiaito an ugly mindset
that had him enviously scouring bookstore shelves “for evidence of othelaggadsuccess,”
eventually going broke and giving up on the failed novel.

The sweetness in all this bitterness comes only after he abandomésl laérary
pretense and found a happy marriage. “What did | learn?” asks McDonald. if€ltagds on,
with or without fiction. | work for a marketing firm these days and widedn when | can steal
the minutes. Under trying circumstances, sentence by sentence, | prégréshis is as it should
be. As the first act in my writing life, the Workshop allowed me to confrontost destructive

habit—getting lost in the lifestyle and not in the work” (744). It's noble oDighald to take
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personal responsibility for his “failure” as a writer, but doetiretWorkshop itself also deserve
some responsibility? McDonald’s sense of himself as a failueegelly determined by the lack
of praise he received at lowa and by his lack of subsequent publishing sbhatedst if
McDonald had been taught at lowa to practice as a writer without clinginghdly tigthe goal
of institutional or commercial success?
What | find especially bizarre about this recollection is that Maldbshows so much
loyalty to the very ones who helped produce this despairing perspechigenmind:
On the long list of students who've attended the Workshop, many do not survive,
their faith extinguished. Frank Conroy had said it over and over that ‘thegwrit
life is a hard life,” and I'd resented him for it. Now | owe him a debt afigde
and think | understand him. How difficult it must be to pass judgment on so
much hope. (744)
Here the famous teacher, Conroy, is somehow turned into a victim, burdened witlsth & sia
of having to “pass judgment on so much hope.” Years after his literary dreatextimguished”
in lowa City, the only lesson that McDonald can extract is that he deserveeéttrigriished
after all. His problem was not that his teachers or his instit@iailed him but that he was too
stubborn and deluded to recognize the harsh truth of the Workshop—that weritidgéd
difficult, and most writers will fail. McDonald’s suggestion thasgiag judgment is the
inevitable but unfortunate task of the teacher indicates how thoroughBrea&ve Writing field
has been subsumed by evaluative criticism. With the obsequious tone of acghduithas
been scolded and is now saying what the headmaster wants him to say, McDdosiltis ¢
statement shows how difficult it is for participants in Creativéiwg to conceive of any
pedagogy that doesn’t involve passing judgment, even those who have had their fait

extinguished.
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As a parenthetical note, McDonald says he works “for a marketingHase days,” and
this seemingly inconsequential detail deserves some attention. He fngniéerary work as an
entirely separate realm from his marketing work; in fact the litdeary work he does requires
that he “steal the minutes” in order to get it done. Is it possible, howeveki¢cBonald's
literary work, at lowa and beyond, provided him with important training for miag&Does his
ability to tell a story and develop a character, even if not on par with éted/@arver, make him
more skilled in creating advertising campaigns or brand identitidd@Dionald really was “lost
in the lifestyle and not in the work,” did this make him more likely to ench@plifestyle
industry like marketing? How many of those graduates of the Workshop who haddithe
extinguished” went on to find employment in the post-industrial creative econoenig?n@y the
vast majority of MFA graduates do not go on to successful careers ingagv€Writing field.
Are many of them following a path similar to McDonald’s? What's thati@iship between that
experience in Creative Writing and what comes after? How do the skittseld in Creative
Writing, including the workshop method, translate into socioeconomic value acnide range
of practices and jobs?

In any case, for all those who don’t become literary superstars, ricaisihat there can
be strong motivation to defend the purity of literary work. As one of the many wowetlerans
of a difficult war, McDonald may not have received heroic medals or stetranks of

general, but he can still cling to his war stories and replay in his mindmbht-have-been.

The No of the Workshop

Tom Grimes is able to call his bodke Workshojpecause the lowa Creative Writing
program has become so widely recognized as the most historically sigréfichimfluential
program in the country. It's not juahyworkshop, it'sthe (capital W) Workshop. Despite this

elite positioning, Grimes also tries to frame the Workshop as an digtifelice in his
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introductory essay, “Workshop and the Writing Life.” Sketching a briebtitstl and theoretical
background for the Creative Writing field, he argues that the Workshogethas a
demystifying and democratizing correction to Romantic elitism and ighizsition of
exceptional talent (2). Grimes also connects the origins of Creatiti@y\to the rise of New
Criticism and its dominant method of “close reading,” which primarily erama literary text's
techniques rather than the author’s biography. His argument becomesladytambitious when
he makes a further claim that this attention to text by both Creatiiimd\and New Criticism
actually “announced the death of the author...four decades ahead of Freachtliteorist
Roland Barthes” (3).

This sounds like groundbreaking news, but what Grimes forgets is that disspite
disregard of the author’s personal life, New Criticism is figrdelvoted to the author’s place in
the canon, his literary value in relation to the value of other authors.sélenslunderstands
Barthes’s concept as a mean-spirited attempt to kill authors wih hasthetic criticism; the
concept actually refers to how the literary writer is not so much afert making aesthetic
choices as someone whose choices are largely determined by social@izhh@gtcumstances.
If Creative Writing and New Criticism encourage harsh evaluation of atthay actually
privilege the author and affirm the elitist tendencies of the Romaniecptuy insisting on a
hierarchy of aesthetic winners and losers. Nonetheless, Grimes,argue

When a student enters a Workshop seminar room, any hope of being rescued by
the abstractions of theory vanishes the moment discussion begins. tfwse ar

not believing in the death of the author, we often crawl away several lacer
wishing for it. What's established instantly is the fact th@hBnticism’s

deification of the writer is the single most idiotic aberration irhiktory of

literature. (5)
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It's tempting to imagine Barthes eavesdropping on a Creative Writinkstvap with a look of
satisfaction at all these aspiring authors killing each other. Hisyle, however, would derive
not from witnessing “the death of the author” in practice but rather fribnessing the latest ugly
trainwreck of the ongoing Romantic project from which the wounded “craw!”aavetheir
hands and knees.
Grimes then makes another remarkable theoretical leap, comparing tk&ehdfrs
pedagogical focus on “what not to do” with the Eastern philosophical concegliith&Zen
surrender” (8). Less experienced writers come to lowa with too much egoidambimstant
literary stardom, but the Workshop quickly and decisively dismantles teegiped desire and
forces them to surrender their claim on talent and genius. Grimes offetsiled description of
how this ego-crushing can happen in the classroom:
The line edits that pick apart the imagined integrity of your storyréehe end
of the first sentence. The declaration by others of utter myé$tificavhen it
came to being able to say what your story was about. The lancing comparisons of
your pale imitation to the work of obviously influential masters. Thédesand
not so subtle assassinations of character that, even though diteaiad a
fictional understudies, carry their sting back to their origirahftand-blood
source. Charges of sexism, misogyny, elitist tendencies. Too marghmesta
Too passive a protagonist. You read the word “Congratulations” on one of the
written commentaries you receive, and your heart hums. Then you read the rest
of the accolade—"you’ve created the most despicable narrator incamer
literature!” (8)

All this negative critique Grimes calls “the No of the Workshop,” the eldirig attention to how

a writer is failing and what stories and poems are doing poorly. JustraeGriistakenly

conflates “the death of the author” and harsh criticism, so too he confiatest®er
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assassinations and the non-attachment taught by Zen Buddhism. While mars/ s@ritual
practices require humility, rigor, and a challenging devotion to traditieaahtngs, they don’t
often encourage practitioners to humiliate and pass judgment againsthesch ot

As many former students have testified, the lowa Writers’ Workshighitees talent and
a reward system of publication and critical acclaim. Unless the eysiens of literary winners
and losers is transformed, telling individual students that theingig bad does not rid them of
the desire to achieve the goal of literary glory—it just makes feehdejected. They're still
taking failure personally, and if they're given praise, they take thaessigersonally. A
Creative Writing classroom can encourage a reverence for tradtaodasds, skills, and even
certain forms of criticism, without putting a student’s self-estearthe line, without pitting
students against each other in a contest for literary status. I'm not sogdgest Creative
Writing teachers replace the “No” with the “Yes,” that is, theslasm that coddles every
student and showers praise indiscriminately. Instead, the classroom ceEmtetbention away
from both positive and negative evaluation toward an ongoing practice tisattdateach itself to
an ultimate standard of greatness.

Grimes’s concept of the “No” echoes the claim made by many catatoes that
Creative Writing can’t be taught. By reducing any positive pedagogicalgmom triteness, he
can be proud that the Workshop “has offered no prescriptions for ‘figtoges, no formulas for
creating characters, no blueprint for surefire plotting” (8). Other cemtemors have argued
precisely the opposite—that the workshop’s insistence on suggesting @npots (often in the
wake of negative criticism) does indeed encourage students to conforoh totleer's easy
formulas. In any case, says Grimes, even though the Workshop “provides no diré¢iagip,
does help the writer build empathy and relationships with readers, ameliggsthe writer find
some useful distance from what she writes: “Through your classmategayoud hear, if not

necessarily heed, all criticisms. You learn objectivity, not cregti@nce you've surrendered all
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your previous illusions, this is what the Workshop finally teaches—lijgt (12). It may be
true enough that repeated criticism helps the writer be less peysattatihed to his writing, but
at what cost? How long will the process take, and is there a morergfficié efficacious way to
gain this objectivity? What's the value of insisting that the Workshegsgitudents “no direct
help”—that Creative Writing can’t be taught? What if studeatsbe taught to write creatively
through a carefully planned program of exercises, assignments, reading, arsttifies that
allows them to access a wide range of skills and awareness? Whah#éreanteach, rather

than simply managing the flow of workshop criticism?

The Time to Write, and a Solid Alibi

I have been criticizing the traditional workshop method’s dependence oisierjtand |
suppose you could accuse me of being a hypocrite. | should stress again that | think Crea
Writing programs provide remarkable benefits to writers, and they'veherthe English
discipline enormously. The workshop method is only one piece of the overall €réatting
experience, particularly at the graduate level, and there are manaspleets of these programs
that are useful, supportive, and necessary in a larger culturalelinstreats the arts as if they
were an extracurricular afterthought. Among the most obvious and widely recogniedidshef
being a Creative Writing student is time—time away from a full-jioize time to devote to
writing and reading, time to invest in a practice that need not resuftrioduct with immediate
commercial value.

Where does this time come from? Some observers talk about it aerkit
spontaneously generated, through magic or alchemy, but even time in theeOhédting field
has social and economic value, and someone is ultimately paying for it. Mostraddetg

students pay tuition for that time, and because these courses at the undertgeelumte
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extremely popular, they generate substantial tuition revenues. Some g@rstddants pay tuition
in exchange for that time, but many graduate students are given tuiti@rsiand even stipends,
often in exchange for teaching undergraduate courses, sometimes througtiedio®s this
graduate student time is often supported indirectly by undergraduada.tlike other academic
enterprises, Creative Writing programs are also supplemented by takesdowments, and
receiving this kind of support means that the institution values thegeaprs enough to invest in
them. Whatever the arrangement, educational consumers and institutions avidlibgtto pay
for the time provided to write and read; it's not irrationally madeiplesby the muses or a
kindhearted academy. Nonetheless, it's newsworthy that Creativiey\ttdes have the
institutional power to provide so much time to students, and anyone who can gain@atiuess t
time can benefit enormously from it.

In my senior year as an undergraduate, | took one workshop per semester, and this
allowed me to devote to writing whatever time | might have spent takintper course to fulfill
my graduation requirements. | found this arrangement very appealing, but soreéthibggan
to happen to my sense of time, beyond a simple exchange of a few hours of rote dnrdgery f
creative fun. Until that point in my life, time seemed to me like a vastoon that needed to be
filled with something stimulating or entertaining, and TV was usua#lyetisiest filler available.
When | started writing poems, however, time quite quickly became an opportumstgio io
observe, to think, to play with language and make poems. | was twenty yearsiadddddenly,
thanks largely to the poetry writing course I'd signed up for, what useéolge boredom
became potential material for poetry, and time seemed to be racibgéaerous rather than a
burden. In this way—I'm willing to say— Creative Writing saved my, ldeat least it helped me
to appreciate time in an entirely new and enriching way.

| soon went on to an MFA program, and there accessed even more time to write, in

exchange for teaching courses to undergraduates. This was an ameaziabysars of my life,
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and | look back on it with great fondness. | was able to devote a significant pafrdtnost
every day to writing and reading, talking about poetry with fellow students jpréigeam,
haunting used bookstores for new finds, and daydreaming. Although workshop meetindgis did he
determine my writing life in general—by anticipating evaluation by peergxample—I spent
only a tiny percentage of my overall time (three hours per week) in thsicahyworkshop space.
The beautifully drifting existence that | was able to live while arAMEudent had a unique
guality of security and stability about it, even though | knew it would bpdeany. | didn't just
have time to write; | had time that was officially sanctioned by an itistitof higher education,
and that means my creative practice had legitimacy. If | had decided taBRisttime writing
poetry without entering a Creative Writing program, not only would | have haalitdagreater
debt (lacking the income of a full-time job), it would have been much moresobadb to
explain to myself and others what | wd@ngwith my time. Although writing poetry may have
involved a similar process whether inside or outside the Creatiw@y\program, on the inside
that doing is made legitimate because it occurs in an institutionalktamie leads to a graduate
degree from a university.
Former lowa student Bruce Dobler explains that his time there gave hinsgiemto
approach his writing as “a full-time commitment” rather than just a-fpae...hobby” (Wilbers
128). This shift was not only due to a schedule change but a change in perceptio
And, really doesn’t a writer in our society need that built-in excusejrfeaelf
and for others? Suppose | had announced to friends, family, in-laws that | wa
going to sit back and write for two or three years while my wife wbfigdd-time
and we borrowed whatever else we needed to get by. | could have done that—but
at what cost. So instead...all the family and friends thought it gagleat.
Bruce went back to get a graduate degree. | know this sounds simpleminded, but

when you come right down to it, | can’t think of a better way to put a good face
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on dropping out to just write for a few years. Especially for someone from a
working class family. So that was one big thing the Workshop did. It provided
the setting for commitment to writing and a solid alibi for the world. (129)
Without the alibi of working on an officially sanctioned educational degree ebsbfjgests,
those who write creatively will be accused of committing crimesnagabcial values. Those
purists who argue that poets and fiction writers should be completely indepageeptg and live
in poverty—live in “the real world” so they'll have real mater@lrite about—perpetuate a
Romantic fantasy about the mysterious pain necessary to make art andhesalfggobler’'s
comments “sounds simpleminded,” that’s because it provides some claritgwh@ommentators
are willing to acknowledge, clarity about why so many people are interestethin@reative
Writing students.
Another former lowa student, Constance Urdang, provides a similarly fcaokra of
her experience:
What | value the lowa Workshop for is the time it gave me to write. The
opportunity to do my own work in my own way. The coming together of a
number of writers and would-be writers in one place. The people twtabllout
writing, and about what and where and when to “send out.” None of this took
place in the weekly meeting—many people never went to those, anywiay;
without the Workshop none of it would or could have happened. (127)
Urdang here makes a strong distinction between the valuable time provibiedtine general
Workshop environment and the specific Creative Writing courses the proffened, which she
nearly dismisses as useless. Consider the implications of whedyshehe benefit of an
academic program is not found in its academic courses. If Urdang is vightpartially right, is
this bizarre situation simply the inevitable result of trying to tedeitwan’t be taught? Or can

those courses be changed so that they do actually provide an educationaldsneférits?
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Urdang betrays some cynicism about “the weekly meeting,” but even troser f
students who see it as more benign can be dismissive about it. Lewis Tusarsirited
defense of the lowa Workshop against charges that it's too competitivat @rchurns out
mediocrity, but he also suggests that workshop meetings themselves egally relevant
because “lowa is essentially an unacademic place. Most of thenlganaicess takes place not in
the classroom but in the private bull session at the Union or at the locahtthesjibrary and
bookstores where students introduce themselves and each other to all kindagffiom the
avant-garde to the conservative” (71). Turco proclaims lowa an “unacEdaace with some
pride in his voice, perhaps wanting to dissociate it from the moreagig@rnerdy connotations
of that term. But it's startling that he can admit so easily thatl&dming process takes place not
in the classroom.” Those commentators who argue that literary wraimghe taught might say
that the traditional workshop method is the least intrusive pedaysg@egy available—it may
not be perfect, but it's better than reducing great writing to textbook fosranld standards. This
attitude, however, precludes the possibility that many other pedagogitasts can exist,

strategies that offer guidance without being prescriptive.

The Community of Readers

Turco’s comment calls attention to another enormous benefit of patian in a
Creative Writing program: a kind of informal training for literarydieg, something that can be
very difficult to acquire otherwise. Having come into the program withaisthnexperience as a
literary reader, | benefited enormously from the book recommendations giveadets and
fellow students. Before launching into our standard workshopping routine, onetehamners
used to begin each class meeting with a brief reading of some publisieedd@did) writer he
wanted to turn us on to, usually someone that we may have overlooked or not eadogette

Once he began by mentioning Neruda’s well-deserved international fanpoets then
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suggested that there’s another Spanish-language poet who has recdagsidtiention but is
equally deserving. He then read a couple of poems by that poet—Cesa-ahd I'll always
remember how the amazing, magical sound of Vallejo’s words filled thatdhusbe, and ever
since then I've felt a kinship with that poetry. On another occasiorethiti¢r read a handful of
Plath’s funniest and most playful passages, reminding us that she'svags she serious drama
qgueen that we find in anthology standards like “Daddy.” These little infoadings were this
teacher’'s most overt attempts to teach, and they were also the makpasdsfof those classes.

| also received reading tips from my peers in the program, and the countless
conversations we had about what we were reading became a valuablerestiac literary
education that would have been much harder to receive without that imistitutontext to give
us a common purpose and sense of community. My fellow students and | were more tid&ly to
about our favorite books or literary magazines than about each otherig poetthis tendency
was partly due, | think, to a kind of exhaustion with the workshopping we had to slog through in
classes. Lunch with a fellow writer probably couldn’t accommodate comiilentsHey, | think
your recent poems have been too sentimental.” But | had many lunch conversatimtiutied
comments like, “Hey, you should read Frank Stanford’s books—they’re mostbf-punt, but
I'll photocopy some of my favorite poems and put them in your mailbox.” The mores# th
conversations | had, the longer my list of books-to-read grew, and | stadededlop a rich sense
of where contemporary American poetry had come from, and how my own poetry fit into a
complex network of traditions and divergences.

My education as a reader in the context of a Creative Writing programrécMaiore
than simply acquiring tips about good authors and books. The traditional workstinuul riet |
practiced for several years was really a mode of reading ratmewtiiang, and although I've
been emphasizing particularly the evaluative orientation of that reatlaggtainly involves

much more complexity and skill than saying, “I like your poem/I don't like younpbAs an
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undergraduate and graduate student | helped to workshop perhaps several hundradifieams
and submitted by fellow students, and this means that | repeatedly practioedssmf close
reading, examining each line, each word, looking for formal patterns, camselbetween
images and sounds, tracing tonal consistencies and inconsistencies, stud@rthef
language. Over time, | improved this analytical reading ability sulistignt learned to locate a
poem’s center of gravity quickly, to understand what it was doing and what ttyiag to do.

One of my teachers would mark up the student poem and transform it into a kind of
exploded-view diagram, drawing lines between key phrases and imagesdlofficertain
passages and asking questions about them, identifying patterns in diction améigréeeing
what this teacher could do to a poem again and again taught me how seriousaitimestfga
literary work can reveal a whole world of devices and effects that dearh $0 be visible at first.
This lesson was particularly valuable when reading a piece tharegpe be self-evident and
realistic; | began to understand that all writing is artifice, and theat a sense of realism or
honesty is an effect produced by the text. | learned that writers are notsroirispecial sources
of truth, but people who produce effects through language. Another teacher had us doing “cold
readings” in class, meaning that we didn’t have the poems in advance temepaomments—
we just dove into our workshopping. While this extemporaneous discussion coudgéeand
disorienting, we also were forced to become better at it, to focus nds muickly and
communicate something intelligent and useful. I still bring these skiésdry poem | read,
including my own, and there’s no doubt that any ability | have to read in a technitadiywvay
benefited hugely from this early workshopping practice.

This intensive training as a close reader, however, did not occur in@wadlmost
always it was subordinated to the workshop method'’s primary goal of égaluEmost always
our understanding of how a poem works lead us to a judgments about the poetmBhaeri

poem is not just doing—I was taught—it is also succeeding or failing. Amongatemportant
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components of a reformed Creative Writing pedagogy could be a delinkingsefrelading from
the evaluative impulse. As a method most famously associated with Névis@riiclose reading
is often bashed as a simpleminded strategy for shoring up the hierarchiesiterary canon.
But scrutinizing a text’s formal elements can serve many other purbesie®es supporting
claims of aesthetic value.

When | teach survey courses in Literary Studies, | ask my students to amgid usi
evaluative language when they respond to our reading assignments in disauasitingy and |
think the result is a much richer kind of thinking. Before making this pedeajasiiift, | found
that particularly when encountering more difficult work by authors like GagtStein or John
Ashbery, students were eager to wield their critical authority aggidsmissing it as bad or
boring, and therefore not worth a serious reading effort. But when | take the afptiaking
aesthetic judgments away entirely, they're forced to reckon with Wwedéxt is doing. They
have to ask, why does this text seem difficult or abrasive or confusing to a3 \ttis text
doing if not trying to entertain me with realistic narratives and an eeege of closure? This

same kind of non-evaluative inquiry is possible in the Creative Writasgsioom.

From Readers’ Workshop to Writers’ Workshop

Paul Dawson—whose full-length studireative Writing and The New Humanitiés
among the most ambitious and convincing attempts to give Creativad\aitheoretical
framework—agrees that reconceiving the reading strategies whtlitonal workshop can
substantially improve the learning experience of students. Although Daargetylsupports the
traditional Creative Writing model, he does propose a more socially-etgaethod of reading
in the workshop, and this proposal is built upon his muted critique of the fitdddasd

approach to texts:
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While Creative Writing is not necessarily founded on a concept otéhary as
a site of withdrawal from politics and society, this is honethelegkcitrin the
workshop process because its main function is to establish a standeechof i
value by which to identify what “works” in exemplary texts and to appige
principles to the aesthetic improvement of student manuscript3. (184
This is a cogent summary of how a focus on aesthetic excellencel e adive Writing to
perceive itself as socially isolated, to be operating on a plane dfétiestutonomy” (184), true
to its New Critical lineage. Dawson sees this bid for autonomy aduiamihe field, and he
proposes a reformed workshop in which “each student manuscript is not only affoeteeldzal
technical overhauling...but is placed within a broader cultural or pdlgaaext.”

Realizing this change “requires shifting the pedagogical foctiseafiorkshop from
narrowly formalist conceptions of craft to the social context ofaitee” (208). What Dawson
advocates here is a new method of reading that he calls “sociologicasdktis poetics
recognizes “that aesthetic or craft-based decisions of a writelaays the result (consciously or
otherwise) of ideological or political choice”; rather than simply joda literary work’s
aesthetic strength, a workshop pedagogy can conceive of craft “as a conadagdiberate
intervention in the social life of a discourse” (211). A pedagogicélistthe classroom toward
this sociological poetics, Dawson suggests, would reverberate at theioms! level by giving
creative writers a new way to “claim intellectual authorityhivitthe academy...by exploring the
political and discursive effects of their literary products and acaemsponsibility for them”
(214).

ThroughouiCreative Writing and the New Humaniti&awson strikes a compromising
tone, willing to embrace Creative Writing’s strengths and relevanca)dmutirging the field to
reform in practical, measured steps. His approach is refreshing in kkeoiveo much polemical

posturing from both defenders and detractors of the field, and I find his proposakfer a n
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workshop poetics convincing and useful. | would add, however, that the workshop needs to
become a site not only for practicinrgadingskills, but alsawriting skills. Among Dawson’s
foundational points is that the Creative Writing classroom has realiyalbeen more of a
readers’ workshop, despite its common title of “writers’ workshop.”

A chapter devoted entirely to studying what happens in the workshop begimsmwith
explicit claim: “the pedagogical practice of the workshop is fundaafigrine of critical reading.
In other words, what enables the writing workshop to function is not a theorytiofwbut a
theory of reading.... How a work @éomposedy the student is not as important as how it can be
read...” (88). This emphasis on reading practice is bound up in Dawson’s viewrtretive
Writing has been shaped significantly by its relationship with LiteraugliS€s, a relationship that
has grown too adversarial and needs to reclaim a common mission of reatfinDaexson tries
to broker a compromise between two poles—the anti-humanist theory-oriengedfviiiterary
Studies and Creative Writing’s humanists who appreciate literftuits own sake—and for him
this détente requires collaborating on a theory of reading that's botkedntally engaged and
appealing to a broader swath of the public.

While | agree that developing a new poetics for the workshop is imptotaDteative
Writing, | think the field also needs to develop theories of writing. The ergpbaseading
student work means that the workshop is always approaching texts aftee thegn produced;
what’s missing is careful, formal attentiontbe conditions and modes of literary production
Dawson himself claims that the traditional workshop method is procesgemtj and in doing so
perpetuates a pervasive confusion. In the first chapter of his book, as hes shevkistorical
conditions that contributed to the rise of Creative Writing, he says:

Creative Writing, | suggest, offered an alternative to the worddtitee” in the
sense that it emphasizes process rather than product. Thus the lagic behi

studying Creative Writing as opposed to studying literature does not have to be
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that one writes as opposed to reads, nor that one produces a creddivediber
than a non-creative essay. The object of study in a Creative Widsgy C

whether it be a published work of literature or a student manuscriptyissed
in terms of the process of its making, rather than as a literdigcariihat is, the

distinction is not between what students produce, but what they studys text a

process rather than text as product. (38)

Of course it’s true that in Literary Studies students might be enaalitaganalyze “meaning”—
the psychological, social, or ethical implications of a text—wleie&reative Writing students
analyze “craft"—the techniques that generate its literanctff@ut this difference is not equal to
the difference between product and process. In short, talking about a@tfthe same as
practicing a writing process.

Workshop participants can examine and discuss how Walt Whitman or one ofxthei
fellow students use parataxis in their sentence structure, and hovekinigjtee generates a loose,
inclusive tone, but this does not mean that those participants have actualgedrparataxis in
their own writing. There are many ways that a teacher can create confiititims kind of
practice, from an in-class exercise to a formal writing assgnotherwise this technique may
never enter the student’s process, unless he feels some motivatiottitegran his own.
Reading technique or craft can certainly be an important component of as€ating
education, but it should be complemented by actual writing instruction, andehiss that the
field needs to accept that literary writing can actually be taughtcurious how for over half a
century Creative Writing teachers and administrators have argueshthaannot be taught to
write poems and stories, one can only receive response to what one hasvaitéauynd learn
whatever lessons are available from that response. Students ofavisual also engage in

group critiques of their work, but aren’t they also guided through a practice studio, don’t
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they also receive practical, technical instruction about how to mix colwmveto develop a
print?

When we say that writing can’t be taught, what we really mean isateatcan't be
taught. Talent, of course, is supposed to be a gift from the muses or God atkentégher
power, and therefore it cannot be the product of mere instruction. Trabtiork@shop
discussions treat craft not as a neutral category, but as a demonsifaslent. The craft on the
bottom rungs of the talent hierarchy is dismissed, and the craft at thecedeligated, but even
the exemplary craft cannot be taught because its association witmtgiiites it, transforms it
into something that just happens, if you're lucky. What the workshop methodcpsadtnally, is
how to identify with critical authority those literary products thatexaeated by talent, and
those that lacked the benefit of talent. The craft discussions diver®@éiting, then, are no less
product-oriented than the textual analysis of Literary Studies, bec¢sis#tention to technique

tends to be oriented toward evaluation and competing notions of excellence.

Francine Prose’s Workshop From Hell

| haven’t come across a more cynical, caustic portrait of thitidrzed writers’ workshop
than the one in Francine Prose’s 2000 ndBkle Angel The book tells the story of Ted
Swenson—a married middle-aged Creative Writing professor at a megidzcate New England
college—who dreads his students and the whole idea of leading a workshop fiilentea,
backbiting, self-important hacks. When he finally finds a student who shovesgomise, his
professional enthusiasm spills into romantic lust, and he ends up having aopnae
relationship with this much younger woman, and the consequences turn out to tbeudisas

Filling in much of the space around this core storyline are satiricalh&leeof Swenson’s
workshop meetings that are both painful and hilarious. There’s a sliginttyoaish quality to

these proceedings, suggesting that Prose has exaggerated her own espaneodehops for
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comic effect; in an interview she admits that this “writing clasmfhell” is the “worst-case
scenario. Some of those students were based on students | had—but from owgarmhy

Prose fictionalizes in the novel, of course, but it's clear thatrabeds her depiction of
Swenson’s workshop to be a critique of writing classes in general. In thatrs@nview she

says, “there’s something essentially sadistic about the wholesgrdaeean, to sit there and have
the love of your life—your work—something that close to your heart and sauligped apart

by strangers”Reading Likel5).

The novel spreads blame for the hellish workshop to all participantstuithents as well
as the hapless teacher; moreover, we learn early on that “no one wants & Blheb).
Throughout the book there’s an excruciating sense that everyone is trapggdne contributes
to this educational trainwreck, but no one, least of all Swenson, knows how to diiaggdadr
the better. Nothing can save them except that the class meets only a fepehauesk, so
Swenson can regularly feel “like an innocent man, sentenced to life, yaildeem has just been
commuted” (13). Although the novel pokes fun at Swenson’s martyrdom, it does watfeeis t
some sympathy for his predicament, and it's generally less kind to the stwdem@re often
portrayed as petty, competitive, retaliatory brats who care much more abairigrgome slice
of workshop limelight than becoming better creative writers.

From his passive perch, Swenson expresses disdain for how unwilling his stuelémts ar
be honest and direct in their critiques. The result of this flabby ectivads “the gruelingly
tactful discussion” (185) that’s too frightened of confrontation yotsat crap is crap. This softer
side of the writing class’s disease provokes at least two surggaphors in Swenson’s
consciousness. At one point he congratulates himself for making a fgjastision that's
transcended the timid microsurgery of the workshop” (11); on another @echsisarcastically
notes to himself that his students have “performed the weekly mwablealing the terminally ill

with minor cosmetic surgery” (55). The suggestion here is that weliiohed students
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attempting to repair the bad health of their peers’ writing end up infectingrtble literary
environment with safe, small-minded comments that fail to revere tesoave, hard-won force
of great art.

From within this fog of the workshop’s softer side, the harder side atdyiteaps,
violently destroying any self-esteem that hasn’t already been eroded awsy clagsroom
scenes oBlue Angelthat boring, inept surgery is routinely interrupted by vicious bdi#éseen
students, and it's notable how often these scenes are described waithangtof physical
brutality, as if a cheap horror motif were seeping into this academic. waubke end of one class
Swenson finally feels relief from his feckless desire to pratebtutalized student “from the
class’s blood lust” (116), and moments later, lingering in the room to chat witluthénst
paramour, Angela, he confides, “I thought they'd tear poor Carlos limb from hicheeast on his
bleeding carcass” (117). On another occasion, it's Angela herself telcksainother student’s
writing, saying, fothing’sin this story but your stupid ideas,” and Swenson has no ability to
prevent “this prosecutorial lunge for the throat, this reckless bittiogjeHe should be wading
into the fray, yanking back on Angela’s leash, rescuing poor Meg, but he camataly
mesmerized” (184).

This bloodletting, Prose emphasizes, does not occur in isolation, bubimpées system
of maneuvers to seize workshop authority. One of the most salient featiBeenson’s
workshop, then, is the tendency for students to seek revenge. In other wordghihese
attacked in turn attack their attackers, generating a continuiteg @fyantagonism that ignores
the actual piece of writing under discussion. Everyone in the room can sneh|dutgiction the
next strike will come from, even the absentminded commander-in-chiefn“®&venson can't
remember what happened in class last week, he looks to see which stedentreest wounded
or aggrieved and tracks that information back to whose story they derddl{gaé). A week

after Angela crushed Meg's story, Swenson enters the room and thifkpa$iback time.
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That's how the system works, except in the rare cases of unusually gehermast, or
masochistic students who can get their hearts ripped out and the next weelkhaiaiattacker.
But no one’s that selfless in this class” (200). The system has its owotabésllogic, and
everyone implicitly agrees to its terms and takes on a role in the .deamaing Bourdieu’s
notion of “position-taking”—the battle for cultural capital within @islthat claim to be outside
the marketplace—Prose notes that everyone in the workshop “isvattienthe infinitesimal
shifts of status and position” (113).

No one seems able to step outside of the system and change it, but unforfanately
Swenson, that’s not because he isn't acutely aware of how insane it is. In the moge
damning passage, he thinks: “What maniac invented this torture, this punisbmgoung
writers? Imagine a group of established authors subjecting themseltrgs! It's not an
academic discipline, it's fraternity hazing. And the most appallingip#énat its supposed to be
helpful. The bound and gagged sacrificial lamb is supposed to be grateful’A188)nent of
partial clarity, at least, this passage bluntly names a core catimadif the workshop method.
What intends to be a helpful pedagogical strategy turns out to be écsaidistmare that
encourages students to be either powerless victims or to inflictrdespenishments, like

adolescent-minded frat-boys.

Lesson from Hell

What can we learn from Swenson and the workshop from hell? Swenson himself think
he has learned some lessons, although he realizes them too late. In thetfeta gasps of his
sexual harassment hearing, after someone suggests that he has givemtipfefesgment to
Angela, he thinks to himself “that the real unfairness involves thebdigon of talent and has
nothing to do with whatever happened between him and Angela Argo” (285). In other words, the

problem with workshops is that some students have talent and others don't, yeheweants to
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be treated as if they were talented. Moreover, every student behliavétssthis or her politically
correct and self-evident right to be praised, so the ultimate lessars@welaims is that he will
“never criticize another student” (291). His bitterness on the vergergf tegminated by this
institutional committee sounds like a familiar gripe against ovemgitive, entitled students in
the age of consumerized higher education. Students have become so coddled and msolent, h
concludes, that identifying real talent and criticizing the impossane longer possible. The only
way to save your job is to reject your allegiance to great art and gigpdied students
whatever they want.

Are Swenson’s lessons the ones that Prose would like us to carryramdiue Ange?
Most novels don't offer such easy equations, of course, but they do often enamitadeel
certain sympathies or antipathies, and Prose generates a complex)emhbiationship
between readers and this embattled professor. We sympathize with lomeaalsgree, and it's
hard not to be partly convinced by his cynicism, but there’s no doubt thatawdealshim as a
deluded sap, a victim of his own stupidity, crippled by fears of being washecupafing been
a once-promising literary figure. Prose does say explicitly in anotlevietv, “The only thing |
really have in common with Swenson is his over-identification with the isteidehis class”
(Chronicle 10); this suggests that she and her novel don’t necessarily concur wehuosis
conclusions. Nonetheless, | think there’s a danger that readers lookivake a certain cynical,
conservative argument against the Creative Writing field can usesBweas support to say, “see,
it's true, Creative Writindnasturned its back on great literature, Creative Writejgist a forum
for egocentric students to express themselves without regard totramtiexcellence.”

This is the kind of argument that D.G. Myers makeEha Elephants Teach: Creative
Writing Since 1880Myers positions his discussionBlue Angelprominently in the final pages
of his afterword, which is new to th&”2dition—so it appears that he finds the text somehow

representative of Creative Writing history. Rather than perceivivenSon as a problematic
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figure, however, Myers harnesses this fictional professor’s perspéeatpoint out the inevitable
failings of Creative Writing. Simply put, the trouble with Creative Wgtis that it no longer has
the ability to make sound artistic evaluations. For MyBhse Angeldemonstrates that
“genuinely original writing causes even the experienced teacher andastffer a reversal,
desperately seeking affirmation for literary judgment that is no tosge of itself” (178). It's
hard to see how Myers comes to this conclusion, given that much of the novel fiegiets
workshop battles in which students quite confidently assert theimliterdgments, but perhaps
like Swenson, what he means is thatdbeectjudgments are the ones that have lost their sure
footing.
Taking a broader view, Myers poses the “dilemma” this way:
Since the writer's workshop presupposes the rejection of any baosiot
criteria—the judgment whether a literary text stands or fadlsraing to the
laws of its own being—and since literary theory has, over the pastridra-half
decades, succeeded in putting all evaluative criteria under susfriow are the
creative writing teacher’s own evaluative criteria to s@aublic exposure?
a77)
The only way to get out of this bind, would be “by breaking out of this systenetitrg’ not by
rejecting evaluation but by returning it to a traditional ground of humaaihuniversal truths:
“Creative writing might offer another kind of knowledge, teaching howttloegest stories
construct human possibility, but to do so it would have to abandon subjectif@ctiatisas the
sole measure of creative accomplishment and begin to answer tovabjacts outside the self,
where other people might possibly live” (179). What Myers does hereusiasbat Creative
Writing's goal should be to “measure...creative accomplishment,” amdtt to reorient us
from a shaky, subjective mode to a more stable, objective mode of doing thidBsiheuld

aesthetic evaluation be the workshop’s primary method or goal in thplficgt? Is it not possible
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to imagine a Creative Writing workshop that suspends literary judgmentstaddrieaches
students how to engage in a versatile and rigorous writing practice?

Swenson’s workshops are noteworthy for their failures, and it's clddodtiaprofessor
and students are equally damaged by the senseless “fraternity haziag's kally remarkable,
however, is that it never occurs to Swenson to create an alternathvedner the writers’
workshop. Even while wondering “what maniac invented this torture,” he nmeagines another
way, as if he were required by his institution, or by some maniacal ancalable Creative
Writing tradition, to perpetuate this regime of torture. We can gugdate if Prose herself can
imagine an alternative method for the classroom, but what she says in thewsdrcited above
suggests that she does not, preferring now to avoid teaching Creativeg\otikshops
altogether.

| recently heard a story about a veteran Creative Writing teadttegraduated from
lowa during its mid-century glory days. He’s in the twilight of his béag career now, and he
has taught many, many workshops over the span of almost four decades. Recesmthy to see
the chair of his English department and confessed that he doesn’t think hacteartether
workshop—atfter all these years he’s just burned out on them. He was Heputwair would
allow him to teach some other kinds of courses. In response, the chair asked, “\isy teaich
your workshops in a different way?”

It's a peculiar kind of pedagogical paralysis that this real lovierae and the fictional
Swenson experience. The teacher envisions only two options: continue teavérsere
chamber, or reject teaching and this academic field entirely. Myeiis quite cynical about the
possibility of reforming Creative Writing, seeing it as so thoroughlyroted by its flimsy
subjective values. Nonetheless, there’s that longshot possdfilibyeaking out of this system”
by rejecting the subjective for the objective. Does this mean, using'$tesms, that Myers

would have us keep the “torture,” but give its punitive methods a more wbjaatiiversal
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foundation to stand on. Perhaps the “system” to change is not the evaluatijacigity but
evaluation in general. Any teacher can simply choose to remove that elemettrefftom the
classroom and replace it with more effective methods. It may bentitigdu can'’t teach talent,

but you can teach students to develop a writing practice, and an awareness attitat pr

Free Market Workshop

The traditional writers’ workshop has been deferaed democratic space because students are
“free” to produce their work without constraintgiosed from above, and to participate equally in
evaluative critiques. Students are usually givegpaeific assignments, guidelines, parameters, or
models for their poems and stories, and they ciae Yaeir literary opinions just like the teactser,
authority in the workshop appears to be leveled.

This image of democracy, however, can concealdi*frae market” style of workshopping
that engenders competition and an undemocratiarbier of authority. For several decades in the,U.S.
consensus opinion has come to equate politicad@eidl freedom with deregulation, free trade, lower
taxes, the dismantling of government social sesy@ed consumer individualism, but of course Iss a
valid to conceive a democratic system that impos@e controls on the free market, that redistribute
wealth more equitably, and encourages public resdipibity rather than only profitability. The traidinal
workshop, | argue, operates as a kind of free rmaflaesthetic or academic value, an unfettered
competition in which everyone acts as self-interested individuadsdefine their success and
failure in opposition to other members of the group. What many called a commuinaherant
may more accurately be called “the level-playing field” that islw@lted by free-marketeers.

| propose an different model of democracy for @readNriting, a reorientation from consumer
individualism to a more structured learning spheténcourages a collective, collaborative, ongoing

practice. This shift requires more attention tostheial conditions of creative literacy, and more
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pedagogical structure to give students diversks sither than the mythical “unique voice” thatsthe

courses often promise.
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Interlude 3.0

The Laws of Raining

If you are rain, eventually your training wheels must come off, you must leéat freely. It's
natural to progress and become independent, but if you fail, it's agairsittedry about it.

Cry babies will be burned by the police. Those who precipitate correctipweilvet lives.

Those unwilling to be free will show signs of iliness. Sneezes comers fjee training wheels,

to remind you that you are not completely free. If only one sneeze comes out of you, itie othe
lost, and being lost is a freedom from being found. It's true that losers gperaieand finders

keep living a life without pain. One good mother is all it takes to keep putergorphine

button. One good mother is all you need to exist. It's natural to drink from a pa@rasts

without the ability to speak or ride a bicycle. Alphabet blocks are lik@rngawheels for words.

To spell the name of your god, first you must exist. You need to be built around a spine, the
climb down the vertebrae into the valley of your piss. That's where the fouattiegd live,

naturally making laws and writing them down, because one good law is worth a thtatbkansl

If you stay out all night, don't come home. One good police baton can fuck up your spioe. To g
to heaven, you must have the freedom beaten out of you. Clouds gather to beat cats artd dogs ou
of heaven. If you catch a tiger by the toe, your mother says to pick the very hest@dyeu are

not it, you are the best rain ever.
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Movement 3.0

Creativity on the Inside: A Prison Pedagogy
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What's the Difference Between an MFA Candidate and a Prisoner?

I'd like to use the term "value" (with all of its economic, social, mariical, and
aesthetic connotations) as a lens to look at poetry, particularly the actity of two different
writer-figures—the MFA candidate and the prisoner—who might appeav&dmposing claims
to authenticity or authority. Rather than fixing the value of poetryhiesd two figures, | want to
unfix it, by questioning that apparent opposition, and by offering some speculatiohd@avou
poetry might function in people’s lives in unrecognized ways.

In 1995, shortly after receiving my MFA in poetry writing, | began teachinomeis,
not because | had a particular social mission to do this kind of work, but because | dapfene
employed by a community college and one semester my teaching assignmehingacen off-
campus classroom inside a Minnesota Correctional Facility. Asjancadeacher with little
seniority, | didn't have much choice in the matter at first, but as my tesedwand my
commitment to this prisoner population grew, | kept requesting more coursegas\prison
sites, mostly teaching Composition, until 2003, when college programmingdrpsins was

cut entirely by the new Republican governor. In those years, | saw the retiahilihodel of
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incarceration enter its twilight while the new "get-tough-omaefi punishment model came into
dominance, when the public supposedly found less value in educating prisonergabkimgn

up their sentences. In 2004 | squeezed out one more year as an independent contthrigratea
Creative Writing course that somehow slipped under the radar of budgetcausdé didn't

give students any college credit.

Here’s a poem written by one of my students in that course. Dwayne Wipiatgced
this piece spontaneously in class, in about fifteen minutes, in responsetapaongenerating
exercise. As you'll see and hear, the speaker of this piece appears-exbeining the scene of
his own crime.

Life

As life takes flight on flapping wings of eagle's fingers, tears of
snowflakes caress its back.

The pain of fiery coughs causing murder, and accidental death.

Whao's to blame me for holding life in my hands in the form of a fire-
breathing dragon that takes one squeeze. Or the guy who called me a bitch and
made my dragon sneeze.

As the breeze of life escapes for the last time, sorrow consumes the
empty valleys of remorse.

Although | blame him, I know my dragon and my life were the source.

The source for a sleep so deep it must be peaceful.

There's no coming back and there will be no sequel.

For my life is now a zoo and I'm the main attraction.

So my debt is paid to the life of insults and gifts that sting the ego!

So my last words to life are | hope you live forever like frozen rain when

the wind blows.
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I'm particularly interested in how the speaker of this poem performs a guance
negotiation between claiming responsibility for being "the source" aftlhrder and blaming
"the guy who called me a bitch" for provoking it, between apologeticallypdiog his
punishment and seeing himself as a bitter victim of a dehumanizing systenfiingnwisettle
on one stance or the other, the piece wavers between tones of regretfdioordad
confrontational anger, between spirited optimism and jaded pessimism, amdth#tiresistance
to a stable stance makes the poem especially compelling.

What's the value of this poem for Dwanye? Without speaking for him, ¢ddikffer
some speculations based on my teaching experiences. | could say that this poenajpestit
value for Dwayne, because he's processing highly charged psychologic#&lmaatéproducing
some self awareness. If | followed this line of thinking more c¥iyi¢ar if | were a prison
administrator trying to justify offering a Creative Writing coursétisoners) | could say that
poetry writing helps pacify Dwayne; it functions as just another sgaugtsure disguised as a
benefit for prisoners, lumped in with cable TV and a slice of pumpkin pie on Tgigimigs On
the other hand, | could say that this poem allows Dwayne to assert some oppgsilitioal
agency by critiquing the institutional systems that oppress him, by pngtesfainst being
treated like a zoo animal. A more cynical version of this political readigft say that this
poem rationalizes a murder against a human being and gives Dwayne pertoissimmit
further acts of violence.

I'd like to suggest, however, that instead of choosing a more passive, therapeut
subjectivity or a more active, oppositional subjectivity, this poem'kepgats those options
into play, performing them both without attaching to either. As the poemés wrérhaps
Dwayne performs that refusal too, recognizing both strategies facsdibymation as false
freedoms. What I'm trying to suggest here is that one value of poetry iisdfiatesist certain

values commonly attached to it. Poetry can be a kind of imaginative parfoenthat recognizes
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both writerly identities as potential losses of agency, producing a meMokknowing that
chooses not to choose.

Thus far, I've been addressing what might be called the personal or non-prafiessi
value of poetry, scrutinizing how poetry writing might contribute to a pris®eabjectivity, or
what kind of agency it might offer. | pointed to some aesthetic values inrigvgayoem, but not
as a claim for its canonical excellence, not as a bid for Dwayne'®pasithe literary
profession. This non-evaluative, non-canonizing critical approach is commjustiat poetry
produced by prisoners, but by many marginalized or traumatized groups suahrastieers,
recovering addicts, war veterans, and nursing home residents. Unlike anavifilate, in other
words, prisoners are not usually seen as in training to become litenarybio can publish
books and win literary prizes, and we don't usually consider prisoner poetryiag $or the
kind of exceptional aesthetic value that translates into institaii economic value in the
university. What we might find particularly refreshing about poetry @ity prisoners is that it's
separate from what I've heard called "po-biz," that schmoozey entapwvisrening publications
and accolades. So prisoners are supposed to derive a more authentic, untadfitefione
creative practice than the opportunistic MFA candidate whose poethy b@a vehicle for
building a literary career. | want to complicate this neat division afevid two ways: first, by
suggesting that the professional value often associated with theelffekience is often framed
too narrowly in literary terms; secondly, by suggesting that that pristdmemselves may have
their own professional or economic opportunities as poets.

It's no secret that while the MFA candidate can earn almost no monetjydine
publishing poems, these publications do possess what Pierre Bourdieowdalisl' capital” or
"symbolic capital," an outward rejection of market value that noredbelreates a marketable
literary status that brings teaching positions, fellowships, and sosoimibrtant to remember,

however, that only a tiny fraction of MFA candidates actually do gain swtaékis literary
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career track. When both conservative and progressive critics tthegpyofessionalization of
poets and the institutionalization of poetry production, they often forgetbest Creative
Writing students do not go on to publish widely or teach in the field.

To explain the robust growth in the Creative Writing industry, | argue, e toe
consider a much broader rise in the socioeconomic value of creatigeaskilcreative practice.
Even though published poems don't earn money and literary reading is in "dramati,'tecl
according to a recent NEA study, global capital is transformingytBeinto a post-industrial
economy in which creativity (often called "thinking outside the box" in the nepocate
workplace) is no longer widely perceived as contrary to cultural norms antipidy. All those
undergraduate and graduate students of poetry writing are much lessolikelyotne literary
stars than to apply their poetic skills in what sociologist Richayddd calls the “Creative
Economy." Even if Americans find less value in reading books of poetry, théyaeasingly
producers and consumers of creative concepts, artful designs, and poetenersernd
certainly the poetic skills practiced in Creative Writing cosits#n be an important means of
production in this economy. We can dismiss this creativity as a commodifidrver the real
thing, and I'm certainly not suggesting that all poets and poetries arelleohiby capitalism, but
I do think it's crucial to consider how poetic skills can and do have enormoesivahe
marketplace.

Can a prisoner’s poetic skills be commodified? It's true that theciereded have little
access to professional opportunities on the outside, but | did find that poetryeanrak quasi-
professional value on the inside. For example, prison newspapers typicailg designificant
percentage of total page space to original poetry written by inmates. Aedrhtates who
publish in these newspapers can gain enormous value beyond whatever persfihthdene
derive from the creative practice itself—a value associatedtigtpride or status generated by

seeing yourself, or being seen by others, as possessing the authority of aghablisbe a
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professional author. Of course, a prison newspaper does not have asesateetiitorial process
asThe New Yorkemnd the poetry published (often proclamations of love to partners and family
members on the outside) might seem sentimental and lacking argjetitccrisome readers. |
noticed that some of my convict-students tended to dismiss the newspapeapdste and self-
absorbed, which suggests that prisoners in general are not free fromna sfyatesthetic
judgments and competition for cultural capital. They can certainly clairmutm®rity that comes
with both publishing in those newspapers and making those critical evatuakiont the
newspaper poetry, and given that they're so thoroughly deprived of authority byctralca
system, these quasi-professional values could serve a particularigfyddwection in their lives.
Beyond this cultural capital of prison poetry, | was amazed to learn fromuchgngs
that, within the prison's black market economy, language skills do haveifecaigt and
immediate commercial value. Many convicts have a great interesintamang close ties to
loved ones on the outside but don't think they have enough poetic (or even basjg ktdlicto
compose an eloquent expression of affection in a card or letter. Identhginigmand for poetic
services, some prisoners produce and sell customized bits of poetic fguerything from
simple greetings to more elaborate rap lyrics or poems) to other pastneontent for their
cards or letters. There's no officially recognized money in this undergrosod@rieconomy,
but these poetic services could be bartered for something else of kawEubs or pornography
or goods available at the prison commissary. I'm not prepared to say suathadixchanges are
exploitative or unethical, but it does provoke some questions about who owmadangnd in
what unexpected ways poetry can be commodified. Within their different econperikeaps the
prisoner who profits from poetry has something in common with the corporateeneatiker
who profits from her poetic labor. For both figures, in both sites, the value of poatryfixed;

rather, it's determined by particular circumstances in particularemism
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This means, | suggest, that we who think and write about poetry need to kestim@dju
our critical scrutiny, resisting the urge to claim authenticity dnaitly for one site of poetry
production at the expense of another. For every site, new strategies can beeddoce
individuals and communities to reappropriate language and the means of pogtstipn. As
professional scholars, we also need to ask: what kind of values do we derivexémining
these various poetic activities? | have less opportunity now to eararg teglching in prison, but
I've learned that in the academy | can translate that prison teaxgiagence into substantial
institutional value. Poetry may not seem to pay in many ways, but for those of uséadbeng,

and even for a convict like Dwayne Williams, there are many ways t &ybetic career.

Freedom, Incarceration, and Creative Writing Practice

Before returning to a closer reading of Williams’ poem, I'd like to preentvriting
prompt that | gave to him and other students in that class:

In-Class Writing: Free Association with Repetition

--Write a poem about a familiar object, place, person, idea, or action by associatiitly many
other things. To help generate associations, use at least one word or phrase tha¢geatisg
for at least part of the poem (each repetition leading to a new association).
--You can simply repeat the name of the item you're writing about, along with prorouns o
synonyms referring to it. You can also repeat a longer phrase that refecslgior indirectly to
that item. From each repetition you can leap in a new direction, comparing your item to
something else, making interesting or unexpected metaphors.
--To avoid becoming too monotonous, you can alter or let go of the repetition as the poem moves

along. Once you establish a pattern or rhythm, there’s no need to feel trappedlywtthe
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poem to grow organically and energetically. Allow yourself to be playful, surgriand don't
worry about making logical sense.

Step 1: Brainstorm familiar items and repeated phrases (2 mins).

Step 2: Write the poem (12 mins).

| give students one of these prompts almost every time we meet, agmhhwith each
one is to create conditions for students to generate material, to prbeakeuriosities and
imaginations, and to encounter techniques they might not encounter on their evamoiripts
give students certain limitations, but these limitations are alwegst to reveal a range of more
specific possibilities, just as doorways are confined spaces thaazhtolmany other spaces. So
I’'m not at all concerned that the piece Williams generated is haatdgarize: is “Life” poetry
or prose, wild lyrical flight or compressed autobiography, artful conipogif sound and image
or intimate expression of personal uncertainty and remorse? Déspitmtertainty, even if
readers don't know that the writer is a prisoner who may well have cdmiviolent crime, it's
not an interpretive stretch to read the "fire-breathing dragon" as a gerguy who called me
bitch" as the victim of the dragon's "sneeze," and this entire piecesaponse to the speaker's
crime and its consequences. The speaker can "blame" the dead man forhlibeplajed in this
conflict, but he also accepts responsibility for the role his "dragonhiaritife" played as "the
source."

This writing features two animals, both capable of flight. We begim thé ascending
hope of the eagle, symbol of American democratic freedom, but this tone idigtehecolored
by "tears of snowflakes," and the suggestion of violence and death tetbbeajzedown on the
ground of everyday life. Are the eagle's "fiery coughs" the cause, orspela&er worthy of
"blame"? Was the good eagle always a bad dragon in disguise, or did tker gyeaoke this
transformation himself, or did the victim simply get what he desérVeife" offers no answers

to these questions, except for the one absolute certainty of incancetiaé winged animals are
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confined in a zoo, and the speaker is "the main attraction," on display for the pakdiof
wonder and amusement.

The final two stanza-paragraphs take on the tone of closure, both begintirag wit
summarizing "so." What can be said about life in the zoo? There the spegkbisparoverbial
debt to society, which suggests that committing a crime is like makngchase. In exchange,
one pays back one's "ego," by absorbing not only "insults" but also "giftegeathat perhaps
hints at basic needs (food, shelter, etc.) provided by the state. Therspgaknished both by
subtraction and addition: his self-worth is diminished while at the siamehe receives the gift
of total institutional control. The tape loop between insult and gift iethsthat he's a non-person
whose personhood is fully constructed by the corrections system.

A real person named Dwayne, however, did write this piece called "Lifejdleessert
some creative agency in an environment that seems to drain inmatgsos¥erl, and there's a
first-person subject at the core of the piece. How do we account foettésagive act? The
speaker ends with a kind of optimistic ambiguity. "So my last words tcslifggests that the
speaker is somehow dying, that this caged existence is overwhelmingfeimay be affirmed,
however, as a kind of ongoing process, in this final gesture: "I hope you liverfdife frozen
rain when the wind blows." A strange closing image, especially considbeanhtfrozen rain"
doesn't usually "live forever." Harking back to the opening's sad pre@pitaid contrasting
with the fiery violence that ensues, however, "frozen rain” might catmexist as a never-
ending performance that doesn't get stuck in the always-ending circuidmeingult and gift,
between damaged-but-realized self and institutionally-controlled elarPerhaps there's a way
to perform around or between this need to attach to either option, and perhaqisoftraaking
"Life" itself is an example of that performance.

| find this piece compelling and skillfully crafted, especially congmgthat it was

produced spontaneously by someone who has little writing experience. The moduwofations
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rhythm are well-tuned. There's a dizzyingly vast array of sound deviogsdr alliteration,
assonance, consonance) working in such integrated ways that they bhahgotion to
themselves. The piece moves with agility and poise between concretes amagiuid
abstractions. Although the language relies on some conventional sentityeihialigorates

itself with startling combinations and a streetwise directness.

How Does a Workshop Work?

I'm interested in how "Life" does what it does, but | want to focus thég/esssome of
the conditions that might have helped produce this piece. No doubt most of thosemn®adé
indeterminate, or involve aspects of Dwayne's experience that | don't hags td want to
inquire instead into the structures of the Creative Writing workshop, andhese might relate
to the structures of the prison system, and the larger social andgbslystem.

| conceived the workshop to emphasize practice rather than evaluations-thatspent
most of class setting up and performing writing exercises, actually produoikgn the
classroom and sharing the results with the group. I'm not exactly sure whgtlistd this
workshop as | did, because my own formal training as a poet never deviatetldt@valuative
model. | took two semesters of Creative Writing as an undergraduate, asdrmsters toward
my MFA degree, almost all of these workshops with different teacheesy Bne of them had
essentially the same structure: a group of writers sitting arotataeacritiquing each other's
writing. The writer being critiqued is usually not supposed to talk (aguptdi"the gag rule");
rather she's supposed to absorb the positive and negative feedback, and asevikes the piece
of writing and/or improve as a writer in general, becoming more aware of &neegdetc. Even
the informal post-MFA workshops | participated in with friends followed ¢hime model. Never
did any of us question it, although I've heard many people express retrospgeetpmointment

and bitterness about the MFA experience in general.
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When developing a plan for teaching Creative Writing to prisoners, | doubtati¢hat
standard workshop would work for them, a skepticism based mostly on my expésieritiag
Composition to prisoners in the years leading up to this teaching assignrngenaiiviconcern
was the role of judgment in the classroom. Many of my prisoner-students irsthegdeen
very sensitive to negative criticism about their work. | wanted ¢idasituations that would
require me as a teacher to pass judgment on their writing, but perhapsnmortaintly, | wanted
to avoid having prisoners pass judgment on each other. Although many of them show enormous
compassion and friendship toward each other, relationships among prisonargedyenformed
by tensions between racial/ethnic groupings and gang affiliations, and byaaipempower
dynamic that encourages the strong to prey on the weak. | didn't want to prooneteomflict
by having them evaluate each other's writing.

| was also concerned about motivation, although not because prisonerotaction;
in fact, my prisoner-students have tended to be much more active and eegageisIthan my
traditional students on campus. But this Creative Writing classwiabeing offered for college
credit, meaning that students would receive no tangible, marketalnie f@t their efforts. | also
suspected that a number of students would not even aspire to identify tlesnasety/"creative
writer," signing up for the class simply anticipating some mentalfiion in an otherwise
numb world. Could | motivate such students to bring in polished pieces of writing and submit
them to be critiqued by their peers? Probably not.

I'd had lots of success in Composition classes with in-class wrditdysther generative
activities, so | decided to apply some of these technigues to the Creaiiivey Workshop. |
imagined each of these workshop meetings to be built around a directedtiingettvat would
last for about fifteen minutes. For each exercise I'd provide some looserpsdeli form and/or

content, and we'd also spend time reading and discussing example pieces by#hpablighed
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authors. After the exercise, we'd read aloud the results and discuss themdvaluative ways,
emphasizing more descriptive response and inquiries about process.

As an extra incentive, and to add more dimension to the students' writerieexe, |
did ask them to submit each week one out-of-class writing, which could eithetrategies
brought up in the previous class's exercise or be determined entirely yttbe hgave them
some opportunity to read and discuss these writings with the group, but they nevee biee
focus of class time, and we never "workshopped" them in that standandtexeaivay.

After receiving a couple of batches of in-class and out-of-class1gsiti noticed a
significant disparity between them. The latter tended to be more @oestiby formal
conventions (rigid rhyme and meter schemes), more sentimental, more arctatiter in tone
and diction, and | thought, less effective, less inspired. These out-of-clisgswseemed to
emerge from the narrow Hallmark-card assumptions that many Ameriae@shbout poetry (i.e.
it should rhyme and express sincere emotion). Some of these writings wemaayiitg and
well-crafted, but clearly a different sensibility tended to prodbeen than the one at work in
class.

Here's Dwayne's first out-of-class writing, "I'm Waiting™:

I'm waiting for the ice to melt
that surrounds my heart from the pain I've felt.
I'm waiting for one more chance
to eat, sleep, and think under my own command.
I'm waiting to see tomorrow, where life starts over with each day,
waiting to see the sun rise without the shadowy bars of gray.
I'm waiting to be able to embrace the one | love,
tenderly with passion, without visions of rubber gloves.

I'm waiting for my freedom, for the day | decide I can,
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waiting to stand on my own two feet, and finally be a free man.
Compared to "Life," this poem develops a different relationship witthersaThe speaker sounds
less like a persona and more like the author himself trying to expressgiéesdings and
desires. The poem implicitly asks readers to imagine an individual persosayhthese words
directly to us, and these words are supposed to represent in an honest, sig¢heemost
important things that the person waits for. Whereas the speakefafperforms a more
elusive, playful music, the speaker of "I'm Waiting" cuts away th®meance to get at an
essential truth about his experience. The poem has a smooth, inevitabligsfbowerful
simplicity is not an accident but a result of the author's skilledreaménd.

A danger of this poetic strategy, | think, is that it becomes a kind of cardimen
convention. Although this poem avoids triteness more than many poems writtea &killesl
writers, it does succumb to predictable end-rhymes and at least a hardlithes. Its attempt at
honest truth becomes, at times, a contrived reliance on prefabricated langliag@ctures.

Here's another poem that uses similar poetic conventions. It's calldidgEgeanritten
out of class by a student named Frank Blackmon:

Great Passions lie in the prison keep
Of my yearning heart, so dark and deep.
They wait for me to set them free,
But only you possess the key.
And only when my term is through
Can they display themselves to you.
And yet, | know I'll have to wait
Until that long-awaited date.
Thus every letter which you write,

| read and re-read through the night.
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When |, at last, do see your face,
Dear love, my heart is sure to race.
Like "I'm Waiting," this proceeds with grace and sure-footed pace, nedjby the dead-on end-
rhymes. Knowing that a prisoner wrote this makes the heart-as-prison metapbdnteresting;
otherwise it relies on fairly insipid, sentimental language. Again, thaksp seems to be trying to
express an authentic personal truth about his feeling for someone, angpthise certainly can
be compelling for readers. It can also make readers feel excluded fronitihg. wr
| once asked my students what they think of the poetry typically publishesl mison
newspaper. A distinctly ambivalent response emerged from the groupstddsnts seemed in
favor of having a forum like that available, and a few said that the poerasametimes "okay."
Then came the skeptical voices. One student complained that the newspEpeoften sounds
merely like "personal pleas” to girlfriends or God or the justistesy. Another student said that
these poems "give too much personal information,” which means they're natdhehkit make
you think." A third student suggested that the newspaper poems were todiofted, ¢dike the
marketing slogans in advertisements. He said, "It's like that newglatake in the McDonald's
commercial, 'I'm lovin' itl' What the hell does that mean?"
Frank was better able to avoid the limitations of the personal and the aindalitthink,
in his in-class writings. Here's what he produced in 15 minutes in responsesantied'Free
Association" exercise. It's called "No More™:
Stillness, like never before. Not like the flight of a bird, or that of

a little child. But that of no more. To see your breath in the winter is

beautiful to what is now. To inhale death of a cigarette is preferable.

Because now there is no more. The beautiful smell of burnt popcorn. Just

the essence of it you long for. Candle wax still smoldering, the fragrance

one would yearn for. The smell you can have no more. To flunk all your
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tests in a year would be a passing grade for life. To comprehend nothing
is better than no thought at all. The bitter taste of spoiled milk, the
regurgitation of yesterday's meal is feeling fuller than ever béeforee
able to eat no more is forever!
Language in "No More" works in a very different way than it does in "Feelifige phrase "no
more" acquires, especially in th® 8nd final sentences, a physical shape and volume, as if it
were a living thing or a piece of food that we're "able to eat." And througihepiece, the
speaker calls attention not only to meaning but to ruptures of meaning. Usingritagm
sentences, frequent negations, collapsing images and idioms, twistsptHegriece brings to
life the experience of not knowing, not being able to fully say with languadegpseeven having
no life at all. Frank explained to the group that what he meant to describedujadion was a
grave; this can be useful information, yet | find the piece versaiilagh not to need it. The
voice, although stammering and somewhat disoriented, moves with remarteditéon, nailing
down each fragile sentence with well-timed rhythm, a convincingly castiaeclarative diction,
and a smart mix of concrete imagery and abstract wordplay.

If | were leading an evaluative workshop and Frank had brought "No More" to be
critigued, I'd certainly have given him a good deal of positive responsejadlgpseeing it in the
context of his other work. Likewise, if Dwayne had written "Life" cd#sof class and brought it
to the group to be "workshopped,” I'd have given him plenty of affirmation, fagusostly on
what | consider the poem's strengths. If Dwayne and Frank had brought "I'm Waitthg
"Feelings" to workshop, I'd probably have felt obliged to communicate somewuegaticism.
Other members of the group may have agreed or disagreed, but as the wodeshogl
authority, I'd probably have had more influence on the group. It doesn't mattbemvms
critique is valid or not, I still would have communicated it to Dwayne, as sthdents in the

group would have communicated their own opinions. Often writers receivelanation of
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positive and negative feedback from individual members and the whole groups8eaastrive
to be sensitive and nuanced critics, we often couch the negative in sore positouch the
positive in some negative.

The underlying and unquestioned assumption of this workshop model is that judgment is
beneficial to students of writing. Affirmation tells students tithay do well, so they can keep
doing it and perhaps develop that skill further. Negation tells studentgvelyado poorly, so
they can stop doing it, or change it for the better. Students can then effferetiige the piece of
writing, and also improve as writers in the long run. This model might seerovidlgmaximum
freedom to students, who assert full agency by deciding individually what antbvarite. They
receive a range of critiques from which they can democratically ctioesmes they trust the
most. Then they can choose what to do with this new information: revisedheqgr not, change
the habits or not, etc.

I'd like to suggest, however, that the judgment model may be much less emgaivan
it appears, and may actually be debilitating. Affirmation may feel good, bit¢lit encourages
more sameness than growth. Negation may feel bad, but that feeling otlheiaged by
criticism often encourages us to hold tighter to whatever writéelgtity we bring to class; to be
damaged requires that we continue to identify with the identity that femisgial. A friend of
mine, Terri Ford, who earned an MFA at Warren Wilson College, tells me ligsiewer she'd
receive negative criticism in workshop, she found herself resistinthiemittle voice in her head
that said, "They just don't understand me." Whether receiving praise or cotidenmar
subjectivity remains static.

The standard workshop also encourages writers to write for the workshap, tbat
appeal to (or perhaps react against) the perceived tastes of the greupaylseem intuitively
beneficial because writers are forced to be aware of a real warm-thlaodence. If a student is

not ready for publication, then perhaps a workshop can serve as a surrogate'gaijoel
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however, that workshops can be extremely private spaces, an array afuatpérsonalities
rather than a representative or collective body. In my own educatieny, tarely revised a poem
based on feedback given to me in workshop; in fact, | rarely revised poemsuairgjltbose
years. It wasn't until | actually imagined my poems having a life beyond tlkshagr, appealing
to a wider public audience, making myself accountable to that audieacerahlly became
aware of the need for revision, the need to discover my own blind spots, the neezldp dieil
not through magical inspiration but through practice.

I'm overstating my case a little. Of course my workshops were rmtless. | learned
enormous amounts about writing and reading from teachers and fellow studentsaantbt a
poetry robot completely controlled by the insidious power of those cld38eng those years,
many factors outside of workshops influenced my writing process, edpeajateading of
published poetry, and I'm deeply grateful for the time my MFA program gaue afevote to
writing.

| want to suggest, though, that standard evaluative workshops may hinder mdrestha
promote a writer's growth, or more importantly, that their seeminglyadagtructure should be
called into question. The structure that I've been developing for my prisse€ls not a perfect
alternative. Even though as a teacher I've tried to remove judgmenthiedearning process, |
do take on a more active role in providing possibilities for my students. Birgeertain in-
class exercises and excluding others, by exposing students to certainwatimge and
excluding others, I'm certainly imposing my writing biases on them. Coirgidewayne's and
Frank's writings, | admit that | find "Life" and "No More" more in&ieg than "I'm Waiting,"
and "Feelings," and this preference aligns me with certain poeticsymaotg writers, and
techniques.

No teacher is free of ideology, though, and that ideology will transmit tiemvehat

modes the teacher deploys in class. It seems to me more honest and useful tiedgkritrat
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teachers and students alike bring particular histories, assumgtimhpreferences to class.
Rather than ignoring these subijectivities, or rather than tryirigdahd solidify our one true
subjectivity, Creative Writing workshops can be a space to generate maihyjgeabjectivities
and put them into play without attaching to them. A teacher can strive ta@tiba widest range
of formal strategies and models possible, given the time and energy ictsstféhe course. The
wider the range, the less likely students and teacher will clingitglke $imiting writerly

identity.

More importantly, the generative activities that happen in class aalm séudents how to
practice beyond class. Too often students enter the Creative Writinghaprlespecially at the
MFA level, looking for confirmation that they've arrived at writerlgstery, that they've found
their "voice." If they receive lots of praise, then they're the stdreofvorkshop, and the dream
has come true. If they receive lots of negative criticism, they're skeslof the workshop, and
the dream has failed. What if Creative Writing workshops encourabstdidénts to be
apprentices of the craft, to cultivate a reverence for thetbrafigh diligent and patient practice?
What if workshops were devoted not to inflating or deflating a writer'dessubjectivity, but to
proliferating multiple subjectivities, privileging the practimkcreating always new modes,
textures, and voices?

The generative workshop model I've been developing may seem obviously &eropr
for prisoners, just as it may seem obviously appropriate for other notmeinatior inexperienced
students such as children, at-risk adolescents, victims of trauma, norsnatitree elderly.
Populations coming to poetry for the first time, or those who don't necessanly taspake a
career of writing, may seem to need more motivation and guidance, and lieelggs produce
work on their own. Thus, the books of poetry exercises available oftenttaggetkinds of
populations, most notably Kenneth Koch's books for the elderly and for childrierdingdRose,

Where Did You Get That Red#hich was enormously influential in my planning for the prison
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Creative Writing classes. Even more helpful has been a friend of miad, Bax, who has taught
poetry writing to many non-traditional groups, including teen mothers, and who shitreden
piles of useful resources and exercises she's developed or borrowed.

Certainly, we should ask the question, why teach writing to non-traditiamtrds this
way? But the more salient question is, | think, wlyteach writing in the universities this way?
Why is the pervasive model in higher education a group of writers sittngéia table
critiguing their own writing? The most immediate answer is, | suspeattihitb evaluative
workshop model is much easier to teach. It requires very little preparatioatisies no
preparation if the workshop does "cold readings," that is, if participasp®nd immediately to
work that's just been brought to class that day.

Against the dominant trend, a few teachers have developed generativhopsrks
university settings, such as Anne Waldman at The Naropa Institute, andsdmmstein, who
taught for many years at SUNY-Buffalo and is now at the University of Peangy. Bernstein
actually doesn't teach many workshops listed under "Creative Writingg ofi@n he teaches
Literature, but these courses often include a requirement not only to sggtedgexts but to
produce a significant amount of creative writing based on exercised@8emovides. The
syllabus for his "Creative Reading Lab," for example, focuses each waekljng on a general
writing strategy such as "Imitation," or "Invented Structures,” or "bl@monic Translations,"
offering students a number of possible exercises within each gertegdrgaalong with a slew
of miscellaneous exercises. Bernstein's approach to pedagogy should feargersgdrberations

throughout the English discipline, for both the teaching of Literature andv@r&¥dtiting.
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The Carceral Performance

Before examining more of my prisoner-students' writings, | want to offer some
theoretical frameworks in which to connect the situation of prisdodhst of non-incarcerated
writers and democratic citizens in generalEmpire Hardt & Negri suggest that the disciplinary
structure of the prison increasingly bleeds into what we calkfreiety. Even though traditional
social institutions are in crisis and breaking down, these institutpndtice subjectivity in an
ever more intense way" because "the logic that once functioned ibyimidinin the institutional
walls now spreads across the entire social terrain. Inside and ousislEcaming
indistinguishable" (196). Hardt & Negri then pose two apparently veryéiffenstitutions next
to each other to illuminate their similarities: "continually decreaproportions of the U.S.
population are involved in the nuclear family, while steadily increasing giopsrare confined
to prisons. Both institutions, however,...are equally in crisis, in the seridbdhaace of their
effectivity is increasingly indeterminate." So while familieayneat dinner together less
frequently, "discourses and practices of 'family values' seemdwdrgwhere across the social
field." Likewise, while the prison industry booms, "carceral logics and igeés have
increasingly spread to other domains of society. The production of suityectends not to be
limited to any specific places. One is still always in the familyagdstill in school, always still
in prison, and so forth" (197).

I've never been incarcerated, and most people who read this essay willavever h
stepped inside a prison, yet we're inundated (and we inundate ourselvebgatiguage of
incarceration. Consider how many social discourses involve the dess@nfie kind of liberation
from the bondage of power, space, time, injustice, prejudice, boredom, conformity,@md s
From advertisements to political speeches to pop songs, we witnesstaa eaase of being
trapped or oppressed, a need to be liberated, and this essay is no exceptiosadlygartrayed

the traditional evaluative workshop as a potential limitatioroafinement, and some new
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pedagogical structures as a potential freedom. I'll attempt torgive nuance to this argument,
but I won't transcend language and arrive at a pure space.
What does it mean to experience carceral logic? As Hardt & Negri argoesn't mean
that we alwayg$eelthat we're being disciplined. "The prison (its walls, administratprards,
laws, and so forth) does not rule its inmates the way a sovereign commanuligatss. It creates
a space in which inmates, through the strategies of carceral dispasitiferough actual
practicesdiscipline themselvesExtending this structure to "outside" society, especially in
recent decades, sovereignty has increasingly "become virtual," ddésin't mean that it's not
real. "In fact, the immanent exercise of discipline—that is, the selfptiring of subjects, the
incessant whisperings of disciplinary logics within subjectsithemselves—is extended even
more generally in the society of control (330)." If the general citizeragymes a kind of prison
discipline within itself, then the writing of prisoners may be espedialiyinating for the
general citizenry. How prisoners represent and respond to their expegimhcircumstances in
poetry could reverberate beyond the corrections system. Moreover, whatdhapadreative
Writing workshop in prison could have serious implications for what happensankshop on
the outside.
In his essay, "What is an Author?", Foucault inquires about the "authorofiuihictiour
culture, and asserts that the notion of an author owning his writing
has always been subsequent to what one might call penal appropriation. Texts,
books, and discourses really began to have authors...to the extent that authors
became subject to punishment, that is, to the extent that discoursesecould b
transgressive. In our culture (and doubtless in many others), discourse was not
originally a product, a thing, a kind of goods; it was essentially an act..lagest

fraught with risks before becoming goods caught up in a circuit of owpershi
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Once a system of ownership for texts came into being...[the author]
compensated for the status that he thus acquired by... systematiealiging
transgression and thereby restoring danger to a writing that was ncanigear
the benefits of ownership" (212).

If an author alternates between being "subject to punishment" and privilétle'ownership,"
then it grows increasingly difficult, to distinguish between authprakicrime and authorship as
property. The author is potentially caught in a cycle of incarceratiofreediom, danger and
complacency, which implies that the situation of prisoner-writers majrapegely representative
rather than exceptional.

When | asked my prisoner-students to give me permission to use their wnitihtieea
names in this essay, | was uncertain how they'd respond. | expected thstt sirteaof them,
having been convicted and punished by the public's justice system, would choose naido expo
their writings to a public audience, choosing instead to remain anonymous. Wheed pasan
"Information Release Form" and asked them to check off their preferenary student, without
exception and without any visible hesitation, gave me the right to uséutheames and all of
their writings. Why were these students so willing, even eager, to clamadtitieorship? Of
course many writers desire a public audience, and many incarcerated haiteithe same
desire. Living under such controlled conditions, having one's subjectivityrdeésl so deeply
by a regime of punishment, and having access to almost no personal property, a pagdeet m
even more yearning to claim something as his own.

Meanwhile, prisoners confront enormous obstacles to creating work thiblywaigt to apply
their authorship to. Most non-incarcerated writers in America don't vednoyt having access to pen
and paper, but most prisoners must purchase pen and paper at the prison comitiisgaiges they
earn at their prison jobs, if they're lucky enough to have a job. In Minnesotaaximaum hourly

wage for a prisoner is usually twenty-five cents, so acquiring the basddooaVriting may cost
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more than a day's wages. More importantly, the corrections systensingtgaliscourages creative
practice by prisoners by continually decreasing funding for prison arts aratiedyzrograms. As
the prison population proliferates, opportunities for formal rehabditadiminish, and this trend may
not only be an attempt to save money. Echoing Foucault's concept of the author e one w
transgresses, one of my prisoner-students, Matt Bauwens, explainddda discussion that
prisoners actually don’t have much access to creative expression bé&sanfsen considered
dangerous by administration and security.

“What do you mean by ‘dangerous’?” | asked.

“Well, prison draws a strong line between good and evil,” he said. “Whageesron in here
that’s not officially approved, or not controlled by guards, is consideredaedlthat means
dangerous.”

Matt's comment reminded me of an encounter I'd had with "security” at tmnivegof the
semester. A prison guard had been checking me in through the front gatenaed gliamy
paperwork. "So you're teaching Creative Writing to these guys," he stich\wsarcastic smile. "Well
you should have a good class, cause there are plenty of good storytellers ifilnererid of
cynicism associates storytelling with lying or failing to takeoesibility, as if it were a kind of
criminal activity, and | wonder how prevalent this pejorative perceptiamiong prison guards and
Americans in general. How many people consider literary writing crirgidalhgerous, and how
might that perception inform or influence the writing itself?

As Foucault argues, writing that relies on the author function can begin bypezo®jved as
dangerous, then become conventional property, then become dangerous again thraagh certa
transgressive poetic strategies. I'd like to suggest, further, thiagvand Creative Writing
workshops can perform this bipolar cycle without attaching to it. We can&dend the cycle, but we
can keep reconfiguring and reinvigorating it through performance, actmityiplicity, and we can

productively call attention to its contradictory power.
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This contradiction refers back to the experience of incarceration. Alsesisoner-student,
Winfred LaVirgne, explained in a class discussion, “Every man in this iodealing with some
heavy emotions, you can see it in our faces. That man right there,” Winfreeidoaanoss the room,
then let his finger swivel around the circle, “and that man, and that maloesh’t matter who |
point to, we're all the same. What do we do with all that emotion? The wayitl §& prison you've
got two choices, two extremes. Either be humble, or combust.”

“Combust?” | asked.

“I mean explode,” he said, “you know, go into a rage, fuck someone up, or fuck yourself
up—we’ve had three suicides in my cellblock this year. Or say Bmdshg around the cellblock and
some dude who's doing 300 years brushes up against me and wants to start sometigjogivo
choices: be humble and let it go—and he still might come after me anywdycamiexplode and try
to attack him. Either way I'm gonna lose. It's like a paradox.”

“And how does that relate to creativity?”

Winfred thought about it for a moment, then continued, “Well, creatngtgs you talk about
that paradox, helps you manage it and give it shape. You get it out of yourself by paitipgger.”

Faced with control, intimidation, or deprivation from the correctigatesn and from other
convicts, only two options seem available to Winfred: be passive and leeljdasliminished, or be
destructive and let yourself explode. Given this opposition, anyone strivingiew@asome
constructive agency finds himself in a paradox, unable to succeed. Gyehbwever, gives a
prisoner a way to express that paradox, to release it, to discover agdvedits productivity.
Winfred suggests a way to reconfigure subjectivity as neitherveassr destructive, but as an active
performance of the impossibility of that choice.

This kind of reconfiguration is amplified in Baz KershaW® Radical in Performance
which devotes an entire chapter to the prison situation. Kershaw asksiilght radical freedom

exist at the moment of greatest constraint...?" In response he proposewliabnekily, the creation
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of freedom through oppressio(iL33), or a kind of partial empowerment using means provided by the
system of constraint itself. Kershaw refers to a screenplayewby one of his prisoner-students,
which describes the strategy a "con" uses to outsmart a "screw" and nridynesgaript the rigid
disciplinary system to his advantage. Wanting to pass through a certain tfa prison, the convict
uses a kind of rhetorical performance, including a feigned momentariitinedhear what the guard

is saying, to make "a space for his own autonomy" and pass through the gatee@hplsyg itself

m

refers to this action as "'blanking'...to refuse to negotiate an exchangetemtheset by the other."

This blanking translates
into an excessive performance which gestures towards an absence shad\the
cannot comprehend, nor therefore control, and which exposes the flaw in the
system.... In the process the autonomy of the individual, his/her ability to choose
another framework and terms for negotiation, is exercised throughubrustis
designed to eliminate it, and the achievement of such radical freedom bannot
denied....The “sterile” zone is transformed into a fertility by perforeea (136)

The screenplay not only depicts a performative transformation but becoraetself: the writer

blanks the authority of the corrections system by re-authoring ttensys his own advantage.

Without overtly contesting the institution's power, this writer produgesaaced performance that

slips through the gate. Not calling attention to itself as a sgainiation, the screenplay nonetheless

"

demonstrates "the self-reflexivity available to its authois"dtiility to "'see through' the disciplinary
mechanisms in such a way as to subvert, or perhaps even negate them" (139).

Kershaw further suggests that blanking, or radical freedom, can aqoower systems
beyond the prison. He notes that a number of other theorists, such as Certealeanel & Guattari,
have explored how power can expose its own vulnerabilities as it expandsisthpaaadoxically the

more prodigious the effort devoted to filling every conceivable loophole mpirations, the more it

will produce new ingenuities of subversion” (137).
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If prisoners can achieve, as Kershaw contends, a radical freedom througd, \&rit if this
radical freedom can translate outside of prison, then the implicationsifing and Creative Writing
workshops in general are considerable. Rather than conceiving of freedoect opposition to
oppression, as many social discourses do, it's possible to conceive of a fambékrad with
indirect, performative strategies, a freedom that refuses to be leithdble or to combust, as Winfred
suggested. In writing, this could mean neither fixing a single "authestbjectivity nor obliterating
subjectivity altogether, but generating and performing multiple stiijiies that refer to the
contradiction without being entirely controlled by it, blanking the conventignals of subjectivity
and using them to your advantage. In a Creative Writing workshop, radicalrfreeidbit mean
reconfiguring the endless loop of positive and negative judgment, re-stgatug workshop as a
space of practice and generation. Rather than simply affirming or desttbgifdgntity a writer
brings to class, the workshop can be devoted to proliferating methods fomgheregterms of

identity construction through writing.

For Murderers, Senators, Whores, and Good Wives

After teaching prisoners Creative Writing for two semesters, | lsidagun to recognize the
vast possibilities available to workshops. Teaching toward praeticerrthan evaluation is not so
much another machine that replaces the obsolete machine; it's a spaaa #wtommodate always
new and changing pedagogical strategies. It's a space for discovery arshastanifor imagination
and productivity. It's a space | find more engaging and unpredictable thanikieethid, | don't like
this" monotony of roundtable critiques. My incarcerated students would buitdaraticipation
wondering what new approaches, exercises, and readings I'd bring to eaoly,ra@etimore
importantly, they anticipated that something new and unexpected would come ounsx|thes.
They knew that they'd be performing in class, as writers producing on the pags, \a&riters reading

to an audience.
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At one meeting, for example, | presented the beginnings of several publishedstext s
The task was to choose one beginning and write a continuation of the story. | e tcise to
highlight how a skillfully-crafted beginning can reveal many intémgdirections. After finishing the
exercise and reading our own versions aloud, I'd show students the rest afitiseast published by
their original authors. As we began writing, | could tell that this egsensias working especially well.
The room hummed with concentrated imagination, every pen sprinting feyextsbks the lines of
notebook paper. After fifteen minutes | asked them to finish up, then asked foreeotta read
aloud.

Jim Simon volunteered first. He choose to use the beginning of a Gary Gildyef\atben
Ronald, Mr. Lacey’s son, came home from the war, he showered, put on a pairfjeangwand a
new T-shirt, found his old high-school baseball cap and pulled it down shug of@nehisad, then
went outside.”

Here’s how Jim finished it:

Ronald presumed of course that he could pick up where he left off. He
traveled to his best friend’s house and rang the bell. But it wastiitdnsg who
answered. His friend’s mother came to the screen door.

“Hello Mrs. Johnson,” said Ronald quietly.

“Ronald! You're home—I heard you were coming home. You're looking
very handsome.”

“Mrs. Johnson, | came to see Billy.”

Mrs. Johnson froze. “Ronald, you're kidding aren’t you? Billy isn’t here. |
thought you knew.”

“Knew what? What is it I'm supposed to know?”
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Mrs. Johnson spoke in a hushed tone. “When you went to war, something
changed for Billy, he didn't care about himself, he went with the wrong croed. H
wanted to be with you.”

Ronald blurted out, “Mrs. Johnson, where is he?”

“He cares about you very much, he always did and always will. He must
have been with the wrong person. It's very dangerous these days, and Bilty wasn
careful. He didn’t use protection.”

“What do you mean ‘protection™?

“Condoms...you know, condoms. Billy is at St. Barbara’s hospital. He has
AIDS, Ronald.”

“I know,” said Ronald, “he got it from me.”

After a moment of silent shock about the fate of Ronald and Billy, the @temsrupted in
sounds of giddy enthusiasm for the story that Jim had just spontaneously &iestiPadrone
literally stood up from his chair and did a shivery dance, mock moaning withlrogetbbad, “Whoa
whoa whoa whoa, dude, that was so fucking freaky, | can’t even believe you @lestimtiup. Dude,
that shit was wild!”

When the energy in the room settled, | asked for other volunteers. BedstwNchoose the
beginning of a Joyce Carol Oates story: “The wrong time for him to be irejusa she stands at an
upstairs window watching as he drives up the driveway....”

Here’s how Brent ended the story:

praying that he’s not drunk. Her mind automatically starts to run scenarepsring

for what's to come. What he will demand of her, and what she will do thastéim

avoid his wrath. Then she hears the car door shut. It didn’t slam so maybe hess ok. A
the tape of past events plays in her head he’s approaching the backdednmigé.

Then it opens, but nothing. No “Honey, I'm home!” Or “Where’s the fuckin’
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supper?” Nothing. She’s waiting for the sign. The sign his voice gives antdet
know the role she has to play tonight. Finally she says to herself, “I bettovwge
there.” As she opens the door from the upstairs, there he is. Crying likg. a\izdn
he notices her he says, “I'm sorry. Please forgive me.”

Again, the room broke out in the noise of pleased astonishment and surprise. tBeagng
in-class writings, | notice, can evoke the communal and playful feel of @ geoue. There’s a sense
that the readers are performing, almost improvising, and the listeegraréicipating as well, fully
engaged and anticipating some outcome that combines skill and chance.

Jack Alderman looked especially engrossed, so | asked him if he had anyeeSpeas,
yeah,” he said, “the cool thing was how it avoided cliches. | mean, when raditsd reading, |
thought it was going to be the standard story about the drunk coming home and beatingfep his w
But then at the end the guy was totally crying. | never expected that.”

Any piece of writing can provoke a discovery in a reader, but Eliseo anddarkto have
responded with extraordinary intensity because they'd just participateslsame activity
themselves. Hearing a room full of different imaginations negotistie@game basic task, especially
if they've participated in that task, students can come to understatitethay writing is not made
inevitably either by an inspired genius or an uninspired hack. Instead, pothect of choices made
by the writer, choices which could have been different, choices which could've ledrdi#ffects
on readers. Less experienced writers often believe that howeveeapees out of them is the only
way the piece can exist. To understand that, at every moment, at evergamssat every word, you
can change the destiny of the piece, is to create a freedom that'sitpiostéhe move, that doesn't
seek stability as a final goal.

However adept writers become at accessing multiple possibithi®galso confront
limitations, a tension that prisoners may witness or enact indagy lives more acutely than the

non-incarcerated. The final out-of-class piece submitted by Winfred hsyppexplore this theme:
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1,876 days filled by 45,024 thoughts with 2,701,440 questions. This will
change 653 more times in 15,672 seconds only to wonder why? Are the possibilities
as infinite as the space beyond our galaxy, but limited to the 940,320 imaginable
journeys taken by the mind? Count the stars as you would the grains of sand on the
beaches, measure the cosmic darkness as you would the depths of therearth's g
bodies of water, but never will you comprehend my 1,878 days filled by 45,075
thoughts with 2,704,320 questions; yet if you change 651 more times in 15,612
seconds no longer will you ask or wonder why—because you are infinite and never
limited by a journey taken, its purpose unknown.

This piece almost becomes pop cosmic spirituality, but it keeps evaitimgss with
surprising turns, logical leaps, and a speaker who drives across ¢heiffagnblinking confidence
and subtle sarcasm. If you imagine the days being counted as days servesoin septence (or any
emotional or intellectual confinement, for that matter), Winfrpise takes on an almost narrative
guality, offering the prison itself as a concrete theatre in whictets the tragic and magic story of
infinite countability that never becomes fully knowable. Time passes inritiag, and numbers
keep piling up or changing, and this means that "you are infinite" and sinau&ynaot-knowing
what that infiniteness means. The absence of stable meaning can lesiop@rd liberating,
alternately or simultaneously, and this piece is a performance of tiléitas.

Prison is an alien place, to be sure, and yet it reflects back on freg/sogevealing ways,
like a play whose exaggerated gestures and dramatic turns allowiencauto see themselves more
clearly. Like actors, prisoners live fictional lives: theireim scripted and controlled by the authority
(author) of the corrections system. These fictional lives, howeverdi&s played by actors, can be
extremely intense, sensitive, and perceptive. Those "1,878 days" caneandnite of prison
because they're days determined intensely by a disciplinary institadibras Hardt & Negri suggest,

spreads into disciplinary society.
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Winfred wrote this piece out of class, although like most of my Geeglfiriting students,
he'd done much of his best writing spontaneously in class. Winfred's eartie$totass writings
tended to be more sing-songy and sentimental, but in our fifteen minute exerciseEmbistently
produce complex and imaginative work that would leave the group gasping in asttishoward
the end of each semester, | noticed that the out-of-class writings by alhibststudents were
showing influence from the strategies practiced in class. Fewamnssudere confining themselves in
rigid rhyme and meter schemes, more of them were trying new personas, newflevtfice and
metaphor.

Leandrew Miller also turned in his most accomplished writing on his lashdag iclass. It's
called "One in tha Chamber":

Why would | choose such a title? Simply because if | stay ready then | don't
have to get ready. My heart has its "hollow points" because the steslitttainds
me seems "automatic" for those who found the streets as their daddy aodritye ¢
as their momma. | had a twin sister name "Nina" who got adopted into the mob when
my mom was a hot 22. So therefore, my great uncle "snub nose" was a 38 year old
gangsta who taught me the value of pearl and nickel-plated.

My first murder was an "accident" at the age of 13, which | won't deny or lie
about like most niggas. And by me being so scared of what | had done, | got away
from the scene, hid what had become my favorite toy, and never told anyone how
good it felt.

One day | was on "semi-automatic"” street, apartment #380, and | met this
older cat named "Colt," he was 45 and in it to win when it came to gettin' n\dmey.
in other words, | grew to love the things that | was exposed to. | guess yowcan sa

that my heart that had its "hollow points" made me reload wit "dumb-dumbs,”
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because my ego was like teflon. You couldn't tellsmi¢to penetrate what was
already in my chamber.

As time went on, | found myself mingling and rubbin' elbows with the exact
same characteristics mentioned early on in this reality checc, buh@stime, the
shit doesn't feel as good as it use to. Because the steel that I'm surroundeddoy
me jammed, and some of us will never pull the same shit again...you feel me?

I like how the first sentence of this piece immediately calls atteti the choices available to this
speaker, to its artificial construction. The choices aren'trarpior meaningless, but implicit in that
opening is the admission that this is one of many possible performances ofatker sipethis
performance, the speaker takes on the persona of a gun whose thoughts and emotitiasiars be
are determined by his gun-ness, especially by a feeling of cold-bloodectigestess and fierce
power. This is a remarkable extended metaphor by itself, but Leandresvittaiven further, turning
it inside-out when the speaker recognizes that the gun's protective aadsippexterior is really the
same as the prison's "steel" exterior, and that he's stuck on the insath.dfhose last three words,
set up by the beautifully placed pause, make theeaity end with a devastatingly cool and certain
colloquial street phrase, nearly but not quite synonymous with "do you understdnthae®rd
"feel" is more direct and bullet-like, and it gets at the sensory déiprivisinted at throughout the
piece. | can't really feel myself, the speaker implies—can you feelangnyone?

Matt Bauwens's out-of-class writings went through a similar transtmmdut on a
different stylistic plane. A precocious young white man with a quirkydfiried sensibility, Matt
obviously had read widely in the Western literary canon and appeared to hayeopkxperience
writing. Early on, he turned in poems that were wildly playful, full of atgveolliding allusions and
neologisms, and yet also very tightly controlled, relying on fixed meter anthgnmeé schemes, and
a lofty archaic diction. As Matt absorbed more in-class writings, asdeéiged new formal strategies

and learned to generate spontaneously, his out-of-class assignmentsogesvahd more attuned to
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contemporary speech. He turned in this poem, for example, later in the ctaicadldd "Pardon My
Acronym":
Fascism under consent of the king
Hearts...broken, mended; repeat the cycle
That rips you apart and morphs you into something pretended
What suicide is this?
Dear conception that belongs to the miss

Because you've dealt your last hand to the can't that can

A latest testing installment in testify
So naturally comes the assault of anti
Good day to you madame miss

The one who persecuted the perfect kind of prolepsis

Queen's pawn to plight's message
Constricted upon offices of poorly lit passage
Salem is now the Camelot in life

I never asked for the betrayal of you

The rack of dam that made what ensued
Invitation, this royal scent became

Not one of five, yet a numbered name

In odd numbers there is luck

And the more there is to trust,

The more there is to...
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Freedom under consent of the king

Not sooner or later

His fallacies are passive, aren't they?

Master hater

Transformed the practiced into prey

Conformed to an extent that liability equals dismay

A basket to some

Is the casket for the numb

Back again, how odd
This poem resists interpretation in so many ways, beginning with #ie sy apology for being
elusive. The poem does, however, keep returning to the question of power, possmy &asti
freedom as equally receiving "consent of the king." The speaker dde=mipto solve the problem
of power but performs its cascading paradoxes in almost every linejngv&yhtactic and semantic
expectations. He speaks as if only to "repeat the cycle" betwedsnfastd freedom, the little
bastard promises of modern political systems, which echo Winfred's chibhers@ be humble or
combust. Even though Matt's earliest out-of-class writings were siifemore classically trained
than "Pardon My Acronym," his in-class writings showed that looser dowrsgémal action from the
very first meeting.

One class, for example, | based entirely around "questions," as a rhetevicalahd as an
approach to subject-matter. | began by provoking some discussion about wdfégdhef asking
guestions can be, and what we expect from questions, as the ones who ask or the areeasiad.
Then | handed out some copies of poems based largely on questions, the firstdieisg Bhe
Tyger." I'd gotten the idea to use this poem from KoRb'se, Where Did You Get That Red?
although the exercise Koch builds around the poem is different than the one ljgawth. As a

teacher, | found myself frequently reworking other teacher's exercisesy fown needs, or what |
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thought my students might need. | also handed out "question" poems by Pablo Neruda and W.S.
Merwin, and after discussion about all three poems individually and tioreta one another, |
handed out the following directions:

In-Class Writing: Questions
--Write a poem or prose piece using only questions, or mostly questions.
--Consider different organizing strategies:

a) your questions might all be asked to one particular object, animal, person, idea,
place, etc. (see Blake poem)

b) your questions might be asked to a general audience but all be about one particular
object, animal, person, idea, place, etc.

C) your questions might suggest a story, leading readers through a series of events,
following one or more characters through a particular setting

d) your questions might each be followed by an answer, which in turn leads to another
guestion (see Merwin poem)

e) your questions might relate to each other randomly, or only through sound or
metaphor; that is, the distance you travel between each question could be what holds
them together (see Neruda poem)

Step 1: Choose an organizing strategy above, or make up your own; jot notes (2-3 min)
Step 2: Write the poem or prose piece (13 min)

After going through the directions, | always try to prepare the stuttarttee exercise. |
encourage them to concentrate on the task and keep focused for fifteezsptmbtock out
distractions and establish a direct connection between their mind and theglageericourage them
to be fully accepting of themselves and their writing, to let go of the needrfiecpon and just keep
brain and pen moving for the entire exercise, allowing imagination to happen on ¢heifhexgit

self-censorship
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| almost always participate in the exercise myself, partlyusschwant students to know that

I'm just as likely to benefit from it as they are, partly becatséun to lose myself entirely for fifteen
minutes while teaching. To be in a room full of writers, collectivelyaged in the same basic task
and yet fully in our own composing process, is a remarkable experiencethdorene of the
prisoner-students have said that duration of the exercise is the only tinevénaeally forget they're
in prison. They're completely inside the writing, but they're outside thectimms system.
Describing the intensity in the room during the exercises, a student named Rdmedil&conce
said, "when we write in class, it feels like we have smoke coming out oamuf €he results are
almost always surprisingly dynamic and powerful, and the writers often Wwehmride and
amazement at their creations, although Matt tended to project a coelgoretkian others. Here’s the
"gquestion" poem he composed in class:

When can the headache go

When can education be prescribed

Am | collegic really if | spend four years in rehab

As one can graduate with honors

Can | do the same with donors

When may | perform a census on my brain cells

And can those results come as a pitcher of coffee

Can my will out-perform my Shelby

Does it get better gas mileage

Which weapon will | choose

When it comes time to stop the watch

Which watch will |

While | view so still

What painting could | be, when | hang myself from the color
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Who are you to take this expression for a spin

And what have you done with my headache

It has a copyright

When was the last time you sat down and really defined a word

When was the last time you stood up and defined?
Despite the playfully humorous tone of this poem, it allows itself toesddsocial and political
problems quite directly. It inquires about how institutional structure and ideplogluce what we
call "education" and distinguishes it from "rehab." How does our persomaiyagad decision-
making get shaped by everything from drugs to commodities, from time to dresmlache? The
penultimate line questions our ability or willingness to fully define adwiotimating the
imperfection of language, and in a fascinating move, the final line ssggégfferent kind of lack:
the impossibility of defining your body, your mind, "yourself." This poem maylyife an
epistemological inquiry, questioning not just the world or the self, but the nitodegh which we
come to know these things. It's decidedly skeptical of knowability and how knswirsgd as a
mechanism of control.

Less intellectually rigorous than Matt's "question” poem is one thaive®a
guestion/answer strategy from the Merwin's "Some Last Questiongtitilied piece composed by
Manuel Ramos:

Why is the world round?

A: We like ice cream.
Animals run wild in the forest because?

A: The rain is singing.
Flowers bloom in spring after?

A: The birds fly away.

Sand cascades down the beach?
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A: When lions eat.
White clouds billow in the midst?
A: When the mountain yawns.
Black soot covers the walls?
A: When the water flows.
Seals swim across the ocean?
A: Away from the sharks.
The first question and answer could be a great poem by themselves. Tibestela between them
proliferates startling metaphorical possibility, beginning with the sstgiethat the world might be a
scoop of ice cream that we round with our tongue. The rest of the poem plays withsmiaod-
effect expectations, re-animating the "natural” world with new connectaingebn phenomenon,
unlocking the magic that conventional scientific method ignores.

Reading these pieces even more closely now I'm astonished thaatdbets produced them
so quickly. Both poems, in very different ways, achieve a level of complex@ymight expect from
polished work, or at least from more experienced writers. Having seen a good amatitimg from
my students, | can gauge how far individual pieces venture into unchartemhteamnd it became
increasingly clear to me that in-class writings can grant enormousss@mio students to go
anywhere and everywhere.

I built another in-class exercise around the concept of "The Modern Rasabidéting that
borrows structures and references from traditional parables, legablés, for fairy-tales, and
updates them for a modern audience. Here's what Jeff Ness produced:

The light was fading, the light was dying. The patriarch reached for the

rusted wooden wet ladder—the dimming bulb had to be changed.
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With each ebb and flow of life in the bulb the patriarch took an unsteady
creaky step up the ladder's rungs, the new light-giving bulb clutched grizettie
sweaty shaking hand.

The bulb dimmed further....

"Oh God | can't make it," patriarch moaned in deepest despair.

The creaking ladder gave a heavy sigh of burden and patriarch lost his
precarious hold on the new light. Breathlessly it fell to the wet stoog 8battering
in hundreds of egg-white shards of glass.

The light darkened further.

"Oh no," patriarch cried in despair.

The broken shards looked up at him and cried a voice of doom. The ladder's
wrung gave a last gasp and the room went dark.

Notice how quietly this writing invokes the familiar lightbulb jokdwiut becoming a joke itself. In
fact, the tone here is grave and tragic. The patriarch, allegbgoed of authority and strength,
seems to be unable to accomplish the simplest task. No longer is it "Blaydesto change the
lightbulb, but "the Man" himself, and it's not going well. As the patriarolwg more vulnerable, the
world of objects grows more animated, as if reclaiming a power that hetapaipped during his
prime. The shards now have the ability to see and speak in a "voice of doonhg éaxtber's wrung
expresses human relief that the patriarch's bid to enlighten his doredindily failed.

On the same exercise, a student named James Thomas produced a piecdsattiyat simi
undermines authority, but using very different material. He cdlRaitty Time":

The tumble weeds decided to throw a party and invited the tree. They

mingled, enjoying each other's company.
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A gentle breeze moved tumble weeds about pleasantly at first. The breeze
became a wind and the tumble weeds huddled against the tree. The wind decame
gale and the tree embraced the tumble weeds.

The tumble weeds asked, "Oh tree, how is it you remain so calm when we
fear for our very lives?"

The tree said, "My roots are planted deep and | am firm yet supple enough to
sway with the strongest of winds."

At that precise moment a bolt of lightening struck the tree and the tumble
weeds scattered.

The tumble weeds turn out to be the unexpected heroes of this little aii¢dgale. The tree, symbol
of hierarchical strength and stability, seems at first to be in conttbédpolitical) party, but the
almost punch-line ending reverses fortunes, giving the tree a devg$tiativ and recuperating the
nuanced, nomadic power of the tumble weeds.

Many of my pedagogical strategies tried to provoke humor, play, and pradifeiraimy
students' writing, mostly because their early out-of-class writing Gftded these qualities. I've tried
to be aware of the degree to which my own poetic sensibilities feed ynttass plans, and although
| don't pretend to achieve an objective balance, | did make attempts to coyméedencies and
present strategies to students that | might not consider otherwisgn@sercises, for example, |
developed to practice new kinds of clarity, seriousness, and distillation.

One I call "The Instant Autobiography" had us writing the "story of our'livefifteen
minutes. If we can't say everything, how do we choose what to say? | began a groupdibyuss
asking what kinds of material might be useful in an autobiography, suggéstireyocative or
resonant moments might be more effective than "important" moments. Theed passample
autobiographical poems by Nazim Hikmet and Nikki Giovanni, and we dischesedoth writers

handle intense personal experience in different ways.
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The life story of one of my students, Sarith Peou, happens to be among the mdmshdistur
and dramatic I've ever heard. Sarith was born in Cambodia and survived asttinigre in a
Khmer Rouge prison camp. After becoming a refugee and living in Americantonber of years, he
was convicted of a double homicide and now resides in a Minnesota prison.
| first met Sarith in a college-level Composition class | taughtsyearlier at another
correctional facility. At that time he had extremely remedial Bhghriting skills, and despite his
eagerness to learn, he was clearly unstable and depressed, often rassibgaause he’'d been
placed on “suicide watch.” By the time he took my Creative Writing cours@peared to have
learned how to manage or overcome his depression; he'd also become atliterdoy other
prisoners, and had written more than 250 pages of his memoir, which he had enormousatitermi
to finish and publish. One day after class we were talking and | asked him how me&htashealth
had improved. He’d obviously thought about this question and didn’t hesitate terafiEere have
been three important things. | am taking medication, | am writing myttifg,sand | am practicing
Buddhism. Before these things, | didn’t know it was possible to feel ditfgre
| find it noteworthy that Sarith considered his writing not just to baéited by his mental
health but to actively promote it. | read much of his memoir and found it engagingt,reomewell-
written, although it was still looking for the kind of structure or frah@ would make it publishable.
Having already spent so much time writing a full-length autobiographyhSaesponse to "The
Instant Autobiography” promised to be interesting. He began the poem irtlotasturned in the
following revised draft at our next meeting:
At 33, | was sentenced for two lives in prison
Where | went back to school
Where | have been tutoring
Where | am recovering from my past trauma

Where | have been writing my memaoir
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I was born in '62, in Kandal province, Cambodia

| started school in '68 and school ended when | was 13
In 70, my family escaped to Phnom Penh

To evade war

The war followed us, and

In '75, the communist Khmer Rouge took over the country
We were expelled to the countryside

At 13, I was snatched from my family to a labor camp
At 15, | was imprisoned and tortured

One-third of the youths were executed

| escaped death several times

In '79, the Khmer Rouge regime fell

| found my family again

Without my father, brother-in-law, grandparents

They had been executed along with several of my uncles

The Khmer Rouge communists lost power

Only to other communists (Viethamese)

They told us, “We have only changed the driver, but we are still in the
same bus”

| fled my country to find freedom somewhere else

At 22, | became a world displaced person

At 24, | became a formal refugee

At 26, | came to America
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| devoted my life to help less fortunate people

At 32, | entered politics

| have been high and

| have been low

| ate with world celebrities

I made friends with the untouchables

| used to pay rent and

| used to collect rent

| used to fly across the world and

| used to live in a burrow

| used to help people save their lives from suicide and

| used to be saved from suicide

What else will happen to me?

| could die in prison or

| could find my freedom before | die, but

| will still die

What difference does it make?
I like this poem's unpunctuated, improvised, sometimes jaunty feel, aliegidlborrows from
Hikmet's "Autobiography.” The speaker resists overdramatizing his imthedeamatic experiences,
treating most of the details with a kind of paratactic equality.&rferslightly performative tone,
however, in the speaker's self-obsession, a slight self-refledindtydoesn’t manifest in the full-

length memoir. Moreover, this poem opens up some new structural possibiiieseas the
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memoir's narrative arc begins in childhood and ends shortly afteln'Saritival in America, this
poem begins and ends with the defining fact of his present life—his tionvéad incarceration—
giving his past a potential frame, giving readers a vantage from whiehddrs life.

Sarith's poem ends by undermining its own claim for memorialization, remihitireg!f and
us that life's only certainty is that it ends. The last line—"Whé&érmdihce does it make?"—sounds
nicely poised between a fatigued indifference to life's randomness andagelibeon-attachment to
an ephemeral selfhood. It accepts both of these tones, allows them tdecaiitobbut needing to
decide on one or the other.

As a theme, death certainly crept into much of my students' writing. One g@mgamed
John Reuben, for example, wrote almost entirely about witnessing the aalttbaih of his younger
brother when they were children. Later in the semester it occurred to devote a class to "The
Language of Mortality," to see if we could discover fresh possilsiléied approaches to this theme. |
set up the exercise with some general discussion about differemingagan think and talk about
death. Then we examined a number of example poems by Cesar Vallejo, Frargk EXthienidge
Knight, and others. A student named Jack Alderman responded to the exrectass, then used the
same exercise out of class to initiate the following untitled piece:

Do people die of love? | knew a man on a factory fishing ship in the Bering
sea, a killer who had fallen in love with a woman, a whore who died at sea.gdd era
himself from the face of the earth by stripping off his clothes and plungiogghr
the ice. The shock of the water on bare skin must have been incrediktlee Bugn
was immensely strong and kept swimming away, away, away from the light. For
murderers, senators, whores and good wives, loves proves to be not thetlznp at
ship's bow but the ship itself, and when the light is gone a person has no place to go

but down.
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Although no expert in love, | am an expert in death, and | know the
possibilities of a relatively painless death for the diver. Whigtckexpert swimmers
practicing underwater laps in pools was not a strangling on water but the soft
oblivion of oxygen deprivation.

This writing reads almost like an essay, moving from conceptual gugsti anecdotal evidence,
and held together by an authoritative voice. The argument, however, is overdibgithe quiet
lyricism and skillfully slippery language. We're not entirely certéor example, what kills the killer.
Is it the loss of the woman he loves? Was the love itself never reathersgrvices of a whore?
Does the man mistake love for a light that once guided him, a light from whiahwhmust retreat to
avoid the pain of loss? Does the man fail to realize that love is neverag, aloé something to seek,
but like the ship that already always carries us, that exists egatumless we seek to recede into
death?

In any case, what's true about love for the criminals of the worldr(tinderers and whores)
is also true for those who own the socially-sanctioned power (the sermatagead wives). The
appearance of legitimacy is a veil hiding our vulnerability to desire andiamlihe illegitimate live
that vulnerability unveiled. While both may seem to spend their livesngelele (also known as
"success"), they may really be seeking "a relatively painless"dbatigh "the soft oblivion of
oxygen deprivation."

I happen to know that Jack has spent more than twenty years, almost hiadritiliée, in
prison. Like Sarith, he took a Composition class with me years ago, andtahthhe was one of the
angriest people I'd ever met, often challenging me in front of the classpngxatitterness in almost
everything he said and wrote. Since then he has transformed in amazingndlaysthe Creative
Writing workshop he always showed respect to me and other students. In fact, heowgshae
most committed students in the class, never missing a meeting, encguragpeers, offering

thoughtful comments in discussions, and his work always showed diligenceamdation. |
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wonder if this transformation has informed his ability to see siridarbetween murderers and
senators.

Whether Jack plays the part of "good" or "bad" prisoner, what made him amégpe
effective student of Creative Writing, | think, is that he didn't comeassatlinging to a particular
writing identity. He did have more prosaic tendencies than many of his pedrs,\Was able to shift
into writing poems or prose-poems without hesitation. Whatever new forntedroatic strategy we
approached in class, he was willing to explore, absorb, and practice a\aayé a beginner.
Despite his unceasing enthusiasm for the class, he never seemedachiagdor that one true
authorial self, that one voice revealed by the light on the ship's bow. In faké smihe other
talented students, he never seemed particularly interested in ha/tatghis affirmed or praised. He
approached the class and the craft as an apprentice, as someomeyagldein the practice and the
learning process, someone living on the ship itself rather than preteadiage arrived already at

the ship's object of desire.

Against the Wheel of Motion

Jack Alderman came to the workshop with an attitude toward writing andnigéinait
complemented the generative structure | developed, but | think this strustufeehded nurture that
attitude in Jack and the other students. Toward the end of the coukss] easryone to respond
briefly in writing to the following question: "How has your writing (and yourcpetions and
attitudes about writing) been affected by class activities, edlydni@lass writings, readings of
published authors, readings of our own writing, and discussions about writimgphésized that |
wanted them, as best they could, to describe the course's effectshathjedyging the course
positively or negatively. The overwhelming majority of students rkethrin one way or another,
that the workshop had made them aware of limitations they'd previously p@nsetires as writers,

and that they now saw many more possibilities.
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Commenting on the in-class readings of published authors, Jack wrote, "Viivdndft
subject matter through a new and different lens, one that is introduced badingref some
previously unknown (to me) author, then I inevitably broaden my vision and searcbhviamugty
untapped resources within myself." Lenny Gillespie similarly seasdif opening up,

First, I'm not as shy of a writer as | used to be, | have much more confideada: Th
class writing has helped to not be such a perfectionist. | just writef, lacahit finish
something, | don't force it, | put it to the side and come back to it withtadtad.
You have opened my mind to variety and fresh ideas. | won't allow mysetf to ge
stuck or think I'm forced to only write one way.
Like Lenny, Ron Schneider also suggests a new confidence through expostiezdnad.
| learned to read at a very early age, yet | always shied away fromgaitow in
prison | put myself against the wheel of motion, and | try. The in-house writehg ha
helped me to feel a connection with the various authors whose materialsdwe re
Now, especially, | don't feel shy about writing (by "shy" | mean the feanegelf
not the other).
In a different way, Dwayne Williams turns fear into a productive forgenga"This class has
expanded my knowledge and understanding of what writing means to me! The deptbreativty
is so deep sometimes | fear being swallowed up!" Jim Simon also stigdest of leaping into the
unknown, "I have surprised myself in the writing time provided because sheogime to plan. It
has forced me to dive in and swim. The surprise is that some spontanecsihidhviedelt more 'right’
than some of my planned writing." This kind of letting go of preconceptions alibiug and
oneself is echoed by James Thomas:
I have discovered that writing isn't about a super-rigid structure butahénese

flowing ideas. | am better able to create images than | had imaginedealtiegs of
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published authors demonstrate just how loose one can be in his style and convey
ideas that he may not have even thought of himself. That is what | meagidby ri
Finally Derik Sherwood points out his new ability to go deeper than surfacaeéudg) of writing:
When | first started this class all | thought | could do is rhyme, and | alsoeady r
poems and either liked or disliked them. Since you started to go over differem poe
to see what we interpret about them, it has helped me to take a deeper lookdat my ol
favorite poems. But the best thing is the in-class writing, which Hpedene to get
past my mental blocks.
All of these comments indicate that the workshop has expanded or chhegea/tthese writers
perceive themselves and their craft. Rather than solidifgingdstroying) their writerly subjectivity,
the generative workshop can provide space to discover and produce new stibgedtitélls writers
that they've neither succeeded nor failed but are engaged in a prdethew¥ allow them to gain a
wider and wider range of skills. It offers a new kind of freedom that kesprating new freedoms,
rather than a transcendent self-realization or individual voateatd're told writers are supposed to
arrive at. This reconfiguration of freedom as process or multiplicgyuh&ue implications for these
students given that they're incarcerated. Rather than waging a conventibeadzanst oppression
by constructing an authentic identity through language, these imprisoned watkraraing how to
perform an ever-proliferating array of subject positions.

I think MFA candidates and undergraduates could benefit from these pedhgppgroaches
as much as prisoners do. The evaluative model that dominates Creating Workshops held in
universities should be scrutinized and questioned. What seems like anbieeWtmsparent, or
obviously useful structure (i.e. writers critiquing each other's wor&y, impose limitations on
participants that are rarely considered. Juliana Spahr echogmptbach | take as a teacher in an

interview published in Rain Taxi:
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| believe that some of the most important work that teachers catodmisit out to
students the wide range of possibilities available to them agsiaite how that
range can enliven their capacities to make sense of where theyare they want
to go in the world. | work hard to teach a multiplicity of poetries. And | oftembeg
classes with a lecture where | attempt to map out the often overlappingnsooice
different poetries around today....

My goal here is just to denaturalize any single poetry, and to expose students
to the wideness of contemporary writing practices. | often try to givestsid range
of works around a single form in creative writing classrooms. We will lotkea
sonnet, and we'll read ones written by Petrarch, Shakespeare, WordSiautie
McKay, Bernadette Mayer, Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, Lorenzo Thomas, eftc. The
we'll list all the different ways the sonnet can be the sonnet. I'ayaltrying in
these discussions to get at a deeper history of form here. To look at how Sakespe
reacts to Petrarch and then how McKay and Mayer react to this samnty tove
tradition in very different ways. And then discuss what parts of the sthaiet
tradition like New Formalism is holding onto so tight.

Not merely advocating that her students become avid readers, Spahr contaiveorkshop that
actively investigates a given form from multiple vantages. The,ftirem, becomes a space of
possibility, a stage on which many different performances can be enacted. Avatlbkbop itself
becomes a forum where "a multiplicity of poetries" can be consideregeafudmed, which implies
further that the workshop can generate community.

Elsewhere in this interview Spahr talks about trying to construct thieshvop as a communal
space, especially through collaborative exercises. My prisoner-studsptsided enthusiastically,
for example, to composing a series of Exquisite Corpses, after the well-knowealSuparlor game.

The resulting poems may not have achieved greatness, but the practiitengfoff another student's
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line, several times in quick succession, encouraged their imaginatiamsk in radically new ways.
Experiencing language not as private property but as public activity edthl selevance can be
crucial to a writer's development. Hearing startling continuitigspaoliferations of meaning in a
poem written by several people (but with only partial awareness of whabtas has written)
suggests that poetry doesn't have to be (and perhaps never is) the prodalitanf ésslated mind.
The workshop then can be devoted to enlarging and enriching the community ofigtiegethat
each writer can access and perform. This kind of communal sensibilityuaiatpeally have practical
implications beyond the workshop community. Spahr points to this kind of bridge, bits #uhnit's

a difficult one to reach: "Then the harder issue...getting the communitthentoeative writing
classroom. Or getting cultural issues into the creative writemggoom. Or getting students out in the
community from the creative writing classroom (poets in schools; poets imgrisoets in...)." This
kind of community outreach is difficult in large part because institutidlessithools and prisons
present enormous bureaucratic and logistical challenges, as I'veacknmtwell in my own prison
work. If, however, as Hardt & Negri argue, institutional logic incredgisgreads into our minds and
bodies, then the physical space where poets engage the community is |lessirtipan the quality
of the engagement itself. If MFA students, for example, were simplyregtjia attend more public
readings or other literary events in their community, the classroom bulgiebrgin to break

down.

A generative workshop may be messier than a conventional workshop. It aEkdsto take
substantial risks, to question their relationship to themselves, dsah and society, and especially
to question their relationship to writing and language. I've found that in-clesssss can be
effective tools to perform these risks without relying on judgment, xartises don't always produce
"excellence," even if your definition of that contested term is vegiviimry. There's certainly a
danger that repeated spontaneous writing will encourage students tpgyeasid careless in all their

writing. More importantly, exercises tend to highlight a limited sebohél strategies, and excellent
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poems are usually devoted to letting go of such limitations. In other words, poems wllytwant

to sound like the product of an exercise. But if the workshop can acknowletlge thapose is to
give students structures for practicing and gaining new skillsy¢otigem a period of apprenticeship,
then the workshop need not present excellence or success as an immetdidtetjedong run, most
writers will do their best writing beyond the workshop setting, or thegltl writing. The workshop,
then, can encourage students to postpone their aspirations for re&leingriting identity, and
instead engage in continuous discovery.

I'll admit again (and finally) that I've overstated my case. A paatiented workshop
should certainly incorporate out-of-class writing as part of its langestigation of the writing
process (as my case study shows), and some conventional critiquing of thgofigbred writing
could be an effective teaching strategy. What | want to communicate hadisisdhat Creative
Writing workshops should not be confined to that evaluative model. Displd&rzytle of positive
and negative criticism in the classroom can allow students to develamgestand more varied
range of skills, because that displacement allows those ski®it laeing bound up in a single
subjectivity.

As my yoga teacher says, "don't take success or failure personedlyoe&n practicing in the
lyengar tradition with him for years, and without ever feeling judgedrdiminded in every class that
I'm just beginning a lifetime of work, just beginning to develop a baddls, &ind that the tradition
of yoga is much larger than any individual talent | seem to possess. If a siskienty teacher about
a certain pose and wants an easy technique for improving, he'll sometymieslisgkingly, "Well,
practice the pose for fifteen or twenty more years and see what happeative Writing workshops

could benefit from nurturing this kind of reverence for an active, ongoinggeact
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The Corrected Text

Interlude 4.0

There is nothing strange about the fact ldrabs
bear a grudge towards large birds of prey: b
that is no reason to blame the larger fdsrey
for carrying off the little lambs. And iféHambs
say to each other, “These birds of preyeaik
and whoever is least like a bird of prey ammst
like its opposite, a lamb,--is good, isré™, then
there is no reason to raise objectionsito th
setting-up of an ideal beyond the fact that
birds of prey will view it somewhat derisiye
and will perhaps say, “We don't bear anydge
at all towards these good lambs, in factawve
them, nothing is tastier than a tender I&mb.

--Friedrich Nietzsche,
On the Genealogy of Morality (28)

It is not enough, however, to repeat the empty
affirmations that the author has disappedred
the same reason, it is not enough to keep
repeating that God and man have died a cammo
death. Instead, we must locate the spate lef
empty by the author’s disappearance, fotlogv
distribution of gaps and breaches, and witch
the openings this disappearance uncovers.

--Michel Foucault,
“What is an Author?” (209)

What you have read so far is true. It has been written by Steve Healesyald=ai person with a

body and a name given to him at birth. He is in fact the only person who has toldhts® tiart.

In fact that is a lie. Steve Healey is in fact being punished for lyiing mow. He has not been

good, and as you can see, he is not here now. He has disappeared completely. He hatogone out

a walk. See him walk right out of the Correctional Facility as if heeviree. See him drive down
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Route 36 toward the city where he thinks he lives. His disappearance hasspésaediby a

series of openings that can be seen at the speed at which he travels.

What is being corrected at the Correctional Facility? First of allpengonality. Second, my
personality is on fire right now. My personality is something | want to shiéiheyou because |
deserve to be punished. Steve Healey’s personality is now free naidistational Public Radio
while driving, but it is the week when all they do is ask for money, and the newshppeared.

Become a member, they say, and make your guilt disappear.

He remembers feeling guilty, in fact he remembers almost nothing exbaptnade him feel
guilty, and the feeling is most acute not when he remembers being punished but not being
punished, as if not being were itself a kind of punishment. There was thehienehe was a kid
and told another kid he would kill him if he didn’t sponsor him for the walkathorige maoney

to cure a disease. Did he ever really get the punishment he deserved?

That is why Steve Healey has written what you have read so far. Totdomeelf, and yet he is
so far from being corrected. The car travels from east to west alvesie the posted speed limit.
He can see the sun beginning to disappear. His vision is perfect. Hisweyesids no correcting.

He hears a voice coming from the radio. Please help us, please....
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Movement 4.0

From Workshop to Collaborative Practice
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The Segregated Fields of English Studies

The three primary camps of English Studies—Literary Studies, Compositn, a
Creative Writing—have been remarkably unwilling to collaborate and ivémeh each other's
strengths, although they're certainly willing to point out each other'snessés. What has
prevented this kind of collaboration and transformation? The history ofgjlesk discipline, as
Gerald Graff'fProfessing Literatur@and other studies assert, is a history of internal conflict.
Graff sees a larger struggle between traditional humanists who'veicimaa the study of
literature for its own sake and a series of insurgent movementsitiadlly pose a threat and
eventually come to be seen as traditionalists themselves. The "subwensvation” of an
earlier generation, says Graff, became "the very same sins fdr latéc traditionalists indicted
the New Criticism and present day traditionalists indict literargrgheslevating esoteric,
technocratic jargon over humanistic values, coming between literiggelf and the student,
turning literature into an elitist pastime for specialists” (4).

According to Graff, these recurring waves of ideological conflicehhewever, been
hidden from public view, particularly by "the field-coverage principle,icidivides literary
studies into key periods and genres covered by specialists. Each sihigfietdnstitutes a
separate domain ruled and regulated by its own specialists, so thatd'tbfarjstruction [can]

proceed as if on automatic pilot, without the need for instructors to debat@mshmethods” (7).
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This system encourages changes in the discipline, then, not so mucheaithisubfield or in the
relations between them, but merely by expanding the numbers of subfields: "ion@xan of a
threatening kind could be welcomed by simatidinganother unit to the aggregate of fields to be
covered" (7). Graff focuses primarily on the silent conflicts witkiterary Studies, but it's worth
considering how the system he describes operates between that fieldnaighit®rs in English,
Composition and Creative Writing.

| suggest that the rise of Creative Writing, especially in thdhase decades, indicates a
reconfiguration of the "tradition vs. innovation" battle that keesrayiwithin Literary Studies.
Creative Writing is often said to be taking up the traditional humangstiom of literary
appreciation that Literary Studies supposedly dropped a couple of decades aded Itee t
interrogate that apparently self-evident perception here, but thgppiencdoes have the real
effects of isolating Creative Writing and contributing to the largiuiof hostility within
English. Creative Writing may appear to be the final outpost for appreciaerature itself, but
if that's true, why is the boom in the Creative Writing business caigcidith a "dramatic
decline" in literary reading? The answer is that Creative Wriinlgriving not because there's a
great demand for poetry and prose fiction, but because there's a great demesatifa literacy
throughout the social system.

Nonetheless, the myth of Creative Writing as a traditionalesgliy island gives the
English discipline as a whole permission to avoid questioning itself. Giadt says about
Literary Studies—that the "categories existed in order to make itagss&ry to think about them
and to recognize that they were the product of theoretical choices" (8)-ewdrerapplied
across the triumvirate of English fields. Anyone involved in an Englisartfepnt as a student,
teacher, or administrator, has felt the chilly distance betweetivergaiters, compaositionists,
and literary scholars. This alienation functions primarily to give tmbers of each field a

unique claim to legitimacy. Literary scholars have a claim on intelledgal and theory.
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Compositionists have a claim on public service and pedagogy. And creativs Waite a claim
on anti-academic aesthetics and creativity. Each of these claimeddaia power or attraction,
but I'd say that Creative Writing's claim is particularly attkactn our current "think outside the
box" social context. Creative Writing therefore may appear to havedbketo lose in
collaborating with the other fields, because its cultural cagitaldst valuable now, but it also
has enormous potential to gain from collaboration, not only to improve its owrcpgdiut to

increase its presence and build relationships within the academicuoiy.

A Collaborative Environment in English Studies?

Some important ground-clearing for collaboration among English fieklalheady been
done by several commentators, all of whom question the traditional workshop’s engphas
evaluating literary works as isolated art objects. Without iegthe Creative Writing field
entirely, all these reform proposals maintain that literary writingptssimply a private act of
individual talent but a public act that participates in public lifésBocial dimension exists not
only in some idealized non-institutional utopia; it also needs to be found ancedurtside the
academy, which means that Creative Writing cannot pretend to be atgnrsicaand other fields
need to recognize its academic legitimacy.

Amato and Fleisher, in their ambitious essay called "Reforming Cedafriting
Pedagogy: History as Knowledge, Knowledge as Activism," offer a kimaaoiic scrutiny of
"student (and faculty) orientation toward workshop and marketplace pra@chether conceived
as publishable writing or writer), and the corresponding resistancedesgtq17). At the core of
their proposal for new pedagogy is a more expansive view of process whikb thogan rather
than bolsters the Romantic insulation surrounding the writer. Thisggeasuld be informed
especially by a collaborative or social "awareness on the part wfitee as to the conditions of

his or her authorial circumstances—which is to say, a grasp obtitextin which the writing
191



process is to take place" (17). This contextualizing would involve, diogoto Amato and
Fleisher, a redistribution or questioning of literary authority throughistamed classroom
discussion of literary value—of the overarching rationale that suppbr we like what we like,
what it is that gives us pleasure, pain, etc." (28). This kind of classtoahd be quite different
than the standard evaluative workshop in which literary values ameaissghaustively but
without any reflexive questioning of how those values are produced sociallghbgywarticipate
in a larger system of cultural capital, how they compete for status@sampdinatural spaces of
authenticity. Whether that traditional workshop critique makes positivegative evaluations,
or whether it pretends to be neutral, | argue that it tends to solidify studdninto products, to
transform it from a process of possibilities into an object of afificdgment, and this can
undermine the development of a skillful, socially-engaged writing peattistudents.

In his impressive book-length studyreative Writing and the New Humanitiézaul
Dawson provides elaborate historical and theoretical frameworkanurihte the Creative
Writing field. Less combative than Amato & Fleisher, Dawson admits, and euepts, that
Creative Writing has traditionally been less interested in examihangreative process than in
reading written products critically: "what enables the writing whdp to function is not a theory
of writing, but a theory of reading.... How a workcismposedy the student is not as important
as how it can beead' (88). Dawson's mission is not to reorient some of the field's imitent
toward that creative composition and to develop a theory of writing, as | wivddate; instead,
he advocates reforming the kind of critical reading it does. What'siartjcuseful in his study,
then, is his mapping of potential collaborations between Creative Wamidd.iterary Studies,
and his argument that Creative Writing needs to let go of its anti-icttedle anti-academic
tendencies.

Dawson traces the relationship of these two English fields to itsrgrEsmation in

which Creative Writing (as guardian of now-traditional criticism tddresses the self contained
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literary object and its aesthetic techniques) is positioned assadyé¢o Literary Studies (which
has now become saturated by "theory," that nebulous and wide-ranging bodylexftirdeivork
that often questions or contextualizes the privileged status ofliteyaFrustrated by this
opposition, Dawson conceives of a more harmonious synthesis of the fields, lzepogttode
of criticism that has more public relevance. Moving from a "formalist g&fetd a "sociological
poetics," the reformed Creative Writing workshop would be a space wéesk Student
manuscript is not only afforded a remedial technical overhauling...butdsdlsithin a broader
cultural or political context by the critical expertise of the teatAdris doesn't mean abandoning
formal or technical concerns in favor of concerns about content, but examinmgdéhtent is
realized in the formal construction of a text" (208). If Dawson's pedag@gemihe opportunity
to consider modes of textual production, it does point to important new ssategapproaching
literary products in socially responsible ways.

Complementing Dawson's work is Tim Maydie) Writing Craft: Composition,
Creative Writing, and The Future of English Studiglsich advocates that Creative Writing and
Composition join forces to counter the longstanding dominance of LiteraryeStidayers'
historical account of English sounds like a sibling rivalry narrativéy @omposition made to
feel inferior to Literary Studies but always trying to competé it intellectual rigor, and
Creative Writing maintaining a smug distance from that strugglechateanic legitimacy. The
two weaker siblings have been divided and conquered by the stronger, actmidangers, and
for the balance of power to shift, the weaker need to cooperate and @ialds he says, "the
goal must be to move English studies away from a structural model in whigal teroduction
tends to be valued primarily as a vehicle for textual interpretatioroaradd a structural model
in which exactly the opposite is true" (110). I'm not interested in pushinghjitStudies to the
margins of the English discipline, but | do agree with Mayers that tepitaduction should be

given a more prominent place, particularly in the Creative Writird.fie
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The most compelling component of his study comes in the final chapter wheapbke
out specific strategies for that kind of structural change imdktof the major English subfields.
The Composition course, for example, could encourage students to draw out the "poetic
elements" (135) in their academic writing; it could also make djpag®acticing creative genres
like poetry alongside traditional academic writing. The Literandies course could find a
balance between textual interpretation and production by requiring studgaraictice writing in
a number of genres, including creative genres; it could also require sttmlemke sustained
inquiries into what terms like "literature" actually mean, and how thegtion socially. Finally,
the Creative Writing course could focus less on polishing the aesthdtiofstudent texts and
more on examining how they "might fit into a larger textual network" (139). Mayens
suggests a more radical shift away from the product-centered work§tespaps creative
writing teachers who rely exclusively on workshops need to begin devisingpdilte activities
for their classes—activities that, as a supplement to workshopk] altaw for sustained
reflection on the very enterprise of creative writing as it rekatégrger social, political, and

rhetorical trends" (148).

An Accidental Collaborator

My Creative Writing pedagogy has emerged (and continues to emerge) yronaimng
in the three major fields of the English discipline, borrowing Composgiaalte focus on stages
of writing process that can be scrutinized and practiced in the classsomowing Literary
Studies’s theoretical tools for reading texts in relation to contexdsaftit, social, economic, etc).
I did not really choose to take this interdisciplinary approach, but haeieg a graduate and
adjunct instructor in several English departments in my teachingrctive learned to be
flexible and willing to teach outside my specialty. | regularly teachsesun all three major

English fields, and | notice that it grows harder to determine which field éach courses
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occupies because they've become increasingly hybridized. Whatetite itsdesign the course
to borrow strategies from Creative Writing, Literary Studies, and Congosiind I've grown
increasingly convinced that the future of the English curriculum wilbbed in the interstices
between these fields. The most relevant courses in the comirgg eank, will have titles like

“Creative Reading,” “Creative Academic Writing,” and “Literadwabout Literary Practice.” This
kind of hybridizing has the great benefit of unfixing the fundamental gegm of each field,
encouraging teachers and students to be less attached to their own premmnedpiit the kind
of work each field is supposed to perform. | don't propose that all Englidteteastrive to be
like me and receive the same training, but | do think it's crucial for thedde fo create stronger
conditions for such collaborations, to allow more possibility for orientimgtd each other. The
persistent balkanization of English into adversarial territorie®mly ignores the potential
benefits of triangulating creative, critical, and pedagogical methodg,ds® ignores new social
contexts that are changing what it means for the entire discipline txiadlysrelevant in the
coming years.

As new regimes of production arise in American society, the functionagiidge and
literature are also transforming. In this historical moment we twask the question: why are
poems now more likely to be written by English students (taking a Cré#titieg course) but
less likely to be studied by English students (taking a Literary Studiese)@ The answer
cannot simply refer to some self-contained institutional battle veitiiiners and losers. As John
Guillory argues, while the canon wars rage on, there has been a largier @hiifiral capital
away from literature in general. "It has proven to be much easier to cplaotglthe content of
the curriculum,” he says, “than to confront the implications of a fullyrgeme professional-
managerial class which no longer requires the cultural capitaéafltl bourgeoisie" (45). This
new class—what Richard Florida calls “the Creative Class"—no tditgis as much value in

cultivating a traditional appreciation for literature, and despiteisieeof multiculturalism, being
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able to quote a multiculti hero like Li-Young Lee (rather than Keats)cacktail party doesn't
really increase that value.

If Guillory's argument is correct and literature as an objecudfyss losing cultural
capital, does this mean that the English discipline will inevitabljirdeas well? IrnThe

Employment of EnglisiMichael Berube argues that "literature' may indeed have dediined i
cultural authority but 'English' remains a potentially valuable cassat" (22). While he agrees
with Guillory that the ability to make allusions to the literary canorongér wields much social
power, he stakes out new space for English in the new global economy that ribepityks
workers who can thrive in unstable circumstances. In this historical moragst3srube,
English degrees can "mark their recipients as people who can potentigitiateea wide range
of intellectual tasks and handle (in various ways) disparate kinti<tfdl' material, from
memos, legal briefs, and white papers to ad campaigns, databases, and electronic
newsmagazines" (23). Berube sees Cultural Studies as having helpist Erade this
conversion of cultural capital, although he actually advocates a Litstadjes/Cultural Studies
hybrid as a model for the future of English. | would add that Creative Writinghakds to be
considered a significant new form of cultural capital, and that hybridiziegl@borating needs
to extend throughout English.

Perhaps literature's cultural capital, then, is not so much disappeartransforming;
whereas the old bourgeoisie studied the canonical works, membersefilotass create their
own literary works because the skills they develop in doing so have gredtvgoith that may
eventually translate into economic worth. This doesn't mean that Creatiigg\Wlas stolen
cultural capital away from traditional literary study; rather, thegessh cultural capital reflect
larger developments in a post-industrial American society. WhatoBudhd Berube help us

recognize is that no English field has a more legitimate claim to@tytbr authenticity, and that
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shifts in literature's cultural capital are not simply the resubliaéted choices made by
participants in those fields.

I'm not interested, therefore, in proclaiming this current configurationltfral capital
good or bad; nor do | claim either the supposedly humanist mission of saviatytieor the
supposedly antihumanist mission of killing literature with critique. Ifingicreatively has
acquired more cultural capital than studying and appreciating literatiweosn't mean that one

of these activities is more or less legitimate.

Teaching Collaboration Rather Than Aesthetic Ownership

| have argued that the traditional workshop method reproduces New Crieigproach
to the literary work as an isolated art object whose aesthetic aatuee determined through
“close reading,” attending to the work’s technical excellence. Glssding is an important
intellectual skill that can be useful in many critical situations when applied to student-writers
in such high doses, and when focused on the goal of evaluating literary manthae
detrimental effects. Isolating the literary work for critical judgrntends to isolate the whole
Creative Writing field from other academic fields and from the largeligaubhlso tends to
isolate the student-writer by reinforcing the Romantic myth ttexliy works are the products of
exceptional individual talent, that the writer must stake out her oigimal island of excellence,
and that there is only so much greatness to go around in the free-marketyeobtioen
workshop, which means that there will be only a few winners and a lot of I&sasnlated
authors, Creative Writing students struggle against each other fornmpriagproval, which
means that the traditional workshop method tends to breed a competitive eewitonowin the

competition and receive approval means that students can claim owneri@p Gne true
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voice,” their unique style, and even the losers in this system denstiluraged to keep striving
for that exceptional writerly identity.

As a teacher of Creative Writing, | want to give my students creativantaiiéctual
freedom, but not by encouraging competition and aesthetic ownership. The gaahaide
Creative Writing, | suggest, should not be to help students arrive at their oyue wnéative
vision but to give them access to the widest possible array of aestoelss, skills, techniques,
voices, and perspectives. This means encouraging them to develop a colialattinide with
other literary practitioners, whether they be fellow students oodiarpublished writers. Rather
than competing for the status of original talent, students can sewtitigig as the product of a
collaboration between themselves and any other writers who have imigtestiniques to learn
from, between themselves and literary history, between themselveangudde, between
themselves and society, culture, the other arts, etc. A collabordtivdemeans cultivating a
broad, generous, inclusive palette of skills and formal assumptiorigatiny a curiosity about
the unknown and a willingness to be patient, to suspend the desire for quicls sutestablish
a rich, ongoing practice that never requires arrival. Students don't findtexhat freedom in
finding “themselves” but in challenging what they already know, chalhgnghat they think
they don’t know, and expanding the range of what they can know. Imagining theigvartiil
reading practice as collaborative can help bring about a new orientatiarm tomowledge and
learning.

Traditional Creative Writing pedagogy is often justified with theewdsunding
aphorism: writing can’t be taught. Teachers who believe this atg §kewing reverence for the
great writers of the past who never needed to earn an MFA degree and wHos&w/too
complex and revolutionary to be guided by a lesson plan or a writing assignmentnilise ge
writers of the past supposedly created their genius works on their owrg gift supplied by the

muses, and teachers are too human and flawed to supply this genius. A new kirgbaf free
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the Creative Writing classroom can be built upon a belief that widtindpe taught. Talent—or

what | prefer to calskill—is something that can be developed in students, cultivated by an active
pedagogy that gives students more guidance to look beyond a narrow writeiity.idebelief

that Creative Writing teachers can actually teach means theladsroom can be not just a space
for evaluative workshopping but for a rigorous writing and reading practicee lcontext of this
academic field, the term “practice” can reclaim the original nmgpof “workshop” as a space for
doing, for learning how to do by doing, for engaging in an activity repeatedly amguiitance

so as to become more proficient. “Practice” also suggests a lattioitige need for quick

success and a willingness to commit to a kind of ongoing apprenticeship withoeeth&

achieve the status of master or genius.

Within this Creative Writing practice space, students can be more ikajumnore
eclectic, and more critically aware of their practice. Thismaghat they should work through
many writing and reading assignments over the course of the semgsteiercing many starts
and finishes, repeating the process to make it familiar, less noystenmd anxiety-inducing, less
reliant on magic and inspiration than on regular habit and effort. €gado means that students
should encounter a wide range of skills and aesthetic approaches througlseutékter, so each
cluster of assignments and exercises should address a different and camtgoieiset of
techniques. The more aesthetic perspectives students empathizdeviess likely they are to
lock into one narrow perspective or their “one true voice,” the more ilerseagy will be over
time. A Creative Writing practice could also mean that students beconeecnitically aware of
their writing process and their social position as writers. With gaelfrom teachers, students
can learn to analyze their own writing tendencies, identifying pathertnsnly in how they
generate, develop, and revise material, but also in how they use languagigeyhoreate
speakers, characters, structures, transitions, and images. Studaaitodae encouraged to

consider their relationships as writers to larger social $oMé#hat are the ethics of speaking for
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others? What do advertising and poetry have in common? Why are Creativig \lasses so
popular even while literary reading rates are on the decline? Thetsed{iquestions can help
students emerge from insularity and begin to see their writing pratctécedcial context with

social consequences.

A Creative Writing Course Proposal

What can happen in a Creative Writing course other than traditional wosistWdmen |
teach an introductory, multi-genre course, | break the semester irgaitiite, each devoted to a
different genre: creative nonfiction, fiction, and poetry. Each unit denug of three weekly
writing assignments designed to give students a range of tasks topdawalriety of skills.
Here’s an overview of that assignment schedule:

Week 1) Creative Nonfiction 1: A Brief Memoir

Write a creative essay based on your own memory or personal experience)eufinsgy t
person point of view (“I”). Consider strategies for breaking out of a cowtglinear narrative by
manipulating time & space through flashbacks, digressions, commentary, etc.

Week 2) Creative Nonfiction 2: The Observation Essay

Write a creative essay based on observation. Rather than looking at yonapers
internal experience, look externally, at a specific social ouxallsituation, at a specific instance
of human behavior, etc. As in CNF 1, consider strategies for manipulating. thpace.

Week 3) Creative Nonfiction 3: The Sectioned Essay

Write a creative essay that uses an overt visual strategy toupehe linear progression
of the writing. In other words, develop your essay as a collection of sectipag®that are
somewhat self-contained but that also find some sense of coherence, thé pavisg a

common theme, idea, object, obsession, stylistic pattern, character, etc.
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Week 4) Small Group Workshops/Revision

Week 5) Fiction 1: Third Person Point of View

Write a short story in the third person point of view (“she”/"he”/Athehat borrows
from some of your own personal experience or observation.

Week 6. Fiction 2: First Person Persona

Write a short story in the first person point of view but without eqgatburself entirely
with that “I” or “we.” Consider how your narrator could be, to some degree, an iteeadia
unlikable persona.

Week 7: Fiction 3: Realistic Nonrealism

Write a short story that includes some nonrealistic material andsgetnaintains some
sense of realism, finding a balance that creates interesting tensiomandidn.

Week 8: Small Group Workshop/Revision

Week 9: Poetry 1: Self Formations and Deformations

Write a poem in the first person singular ("I") point of view. Some poentiewin this
POV might be called a self formation (an autobiographical, narratiged expression of your
personal identity), while others might be called a self deformatioaganted multiplicity of
personas). Consider how your poem could borrow from both of these modes, generating a sense
of tension or balance between them.

Week 10: Poetry 2: Repetition and Listing

Write a poem that uses some kind of repetition or listing technique bidinalsavays to
break out of the potential monotony of that technique by changing it or lettjogi the poem
develops.

Week 11: Poetry 3: Journeys
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Write a poem that resembles a journey in structure, always movitgnewtterritory,
through time and space, rather than returning to the familiar (as wetti repetition/listing
assignment). Despite this wandering quality of the poem, try to give it sorse ceprogression
or coherence or consistent voice.

Week 12: Small Group Workshop/Revision

The actual guidelines for each assignment are much more detailed and extemsive
I've outlined above, usually filling up two full pages of a handout. These guidelttempt to
build on skills encountered in previous assignments while also giving stuabsi@ss to
unfamiliar territory, and the third assignment in each unit tends toebmdst adventurous and
challenging. Of course, three assignments cannot give students a thormeybfse genre, but if
carefully crafted, they can serve as nodes in a much larger constebditenng students to
glimpse the overall shape of that large space and the posshilittén it. Usually the basic task
of the assignment is generic enough to give students freedom to generatemda@teent and
form they find motivating, but | also usually offer a qualification or caveging the writer to
nuance or balance out that basic task with counter-forces. For examilst tecative
Nonfiction assignment asks students to write a brief memoir in the fissirp®OV; without
further guidance many students would produce a competent but flat, one-dimetisieaal
narrative about a past series of events. To help students avoid gefipeptin surface detail and
create more depth in their writing, | encourage them to use strategiesdioiptlating time &
space,” and in class we discuss and practice these strategies.

I call this intensive guidance “frontloading” rather than “backloaditiat is,
intervening in the writing process before it happens and while it's happextivey than after a
written product already exists. It could be argued that frontloading takay agency from

students and imposes the teacher's aesthetic and social bias on thens Bead®ztainly not
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transcendent beings who achieve pure objectivity, but they can teach & phatgmints away
from a narrow, congealed set of writing tendencies; this requires, howedtiag go of the
impulse to teach “excellence.” Instead of turning students into “the Wwegtts possible,
teachers can help students becatlecticin their aesthetic orientation, cultivating in them a
curiosity for as many different kinds of writing as possible. Even iftildesit has no prior
experience as a creative writer, she will inevitably bring tesdasne preconceptions about what
poems, stories, and essays are, and what her own writerly identity is. Tloé fgoatloading is
not simply to replace these preconceptions with other “better” prectmephposed by the
teacher; rather, frontloading encourages students to keep unfixing thosecpmmons, letting go
of attachments to a narrow vision of literary practice, seeing prastiae angoing process of
learning.

Each of my writing assignments is designed to promote this kind of edectiand |
find that the more guidance | give, the better able students are to imagivez bptions and
strategies on their own. So the writing assignments come with a détailddut giving more
specific guidelines, usually including a list of more focused potdntialal approaches to the
general writing task. For example, for the first poetry assignmentf-8etfations and
Deformations, | present the following formal possibilities
1) Self-portrait. Imagine writing yourself as a visual artist would draw, paint, sculpt, or
photograph herself. You could focus on physical details, as if seen in a, toutratso consider
including mental formations (memories, observations, thoughts, misundingts, gossip).

2) Condensed Autobiography A quick overview of your life featuring a handful of vivid,
specific images or moments from early childhood up to the present. Letutienst of the poem

occur organically, without the need for linear progression through time.
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3) Exaggerated You Write with the voice of a magnified emotion or mood you’'ve experienced
by focusing on the specific, physical details in which that emotion/mood edcdihnink of this
voice as a cartoon version of yourself but not so cartoonish that read#risadieve it.

4) Persona Write in the first person (“I"/"we”) but from the point of view of soome or
something that you are not. Take on the persona of an object, an idea, a [at®ahra
famous/infamous person, an unusual person, etc.

5) Memory games Write about a specific memory from your past, but present it in some
unexpected way, or write about several unrelated memories as if theyeladed.r

6) Letter to Yourself. Write a letter to yourself, either from yourself or from an imaginidrot
person. What can you reveal or conceal about yourself as the primarycaucfi¢his letter?

7) Speculative Scenedescribe a scene from your past life which you were not fully conscious
of, such as your own birth, or a scene from the your future, such as your own death.

I make it clear in these guidelines and during class sessiontutents are free to adjust
the broader assignment to fit their own needs or generate their ownd'dousal approach to
the general task. The approaches | present are always optional, desigsdnoh to limit
students as to show them what a wide range of options there are, and totigygewn
imaginations. After distributing and initially discussing the assigrimehoose one of the
focused formal approaches as a prompt for an in-class exercise, asetéfigrup the prompt, |
distribute a selection of sample poems to serve as models. To show studentsnyotiffarent
ways there are to write in this form, | try to make the selection of mddkbrically,
aesthetically, and socially diverse. For the first poetry assighhaéten choose the “self-
portrait” as the in-class writing prompt, and the model selection incluggsgby nineteenth
century poets like Emily Dickinson and John Clare, modernists like LadiagrRand Lorine
Niedecker, and contemporaries like Terrence Hayes, Spencer Reece salathat. We read

and briefly discuss these poems, and I try to emphasize that none of them ¢ mremteor
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excellent or authentic than the others, and all of them have historicaktfth as products of
literary tradition and products of specific social forces).

With this assignment/exercise in particular, | want students tadiguéise notion that
“the self” is a natural, inevitable fact, and to consider how identitybeaformed and deformed
by language and other social forces. A poem that takes on a more direct, aincki@graphical
tone, telling a contained story based on personal experience (exemplifigehiceS Reece’s
poem, for example), is no less a product of formal techniques than a poem widlirect i
performed, uncertain tone, interrogating the speaker's selfhood through nalityy@bsurdity,
or humor (exemplified by Lisa Jarnot's poem, for example). We discuss bothagksand
dangers of these different approaches, how they fit or don't fit into notidreditfonal and
avant-garde aesthetics. | emphasize that while these oppositionsiséee i critical discourse,
they're not absolute or fixed, and as writers of poems, our job is not negdsselibose sides or
resolve the conflicts. | emphasize that most poems don't fit neatly inscboel or camp.

Just before the in-class exercise begins, | remind students to bergmars and let the
words flow onto their paper, to keep writing for fifteen minutes even if fiselystuck or
confused about how to proceed. The goal of the exercise is not to write & pexdedut to
generate material with a sense of curiosity and adventure. | usualtiigostudents in
performing the exercise, and after we're done, | ask for volunteers toloedd @nd we discuss
the process and the results. Students are welcome to use what théy&reimclass as a rough
draft for the larger weekly assignment, but they can also start with agsviah entirely. What
matters is that they’ve begun the writing process, that they Ié@as&with some sense of having
begun, so that that the writing practice integrates with their evetiyds. As they walk out the
classroom door, as they trudge through snow or squint in the warm sunlight, asathéaghe
crows cackle in the trees or the smoker exhale on the steps of the libvant these students to

be thinking about that writing assignment, gathering possible materiglfenearsing lines in
205



their minds, so that the practice is not something they keep postponing unfihglgysit down
at the computer.

Each writing assignment is accompanied by a formal reading assignomardrie of the
course anthologies, usually a selection of 15-25 shorter pieces that heoudeiting techniques
in many different ways, and students are required to submit brief anlalg8panses to these
readings. Again, | frontload this assignment, not expecting students simply tdkmote
analyze literary works, but giving them general guidance and advicelahsub proceed, along
with specific instructions for their analytical response. For g@nthe instructions for the “Self
Formations and Deformations” reading assignment asks students tafieci®n on how each
poem performs an act of self formation and/or deformation by examining theespéaach
poem, considering what kind of character or personality this speaker hagjwdsaof patterns
emerge in the speaker’s voice or tone, and what other techniques the poendesetop this
speaker. In class we discuss the students’ analytical responses todxptred our ways of
approaching the general writing task, and this kind of activity, | hope, giudsnts a sense that
they’re collaborating with each other and with all the published wrigasing from each other
as they all work through a similar set of challenges.

As the assignment unfolds over the span of a week or more, | give stuefeative
activities, or what I call “meta-moments,” designed to look back on tihgnasant from a critical
distance, to interrogate the most basic assumptions from whichsaoften proceed. For the
“Self Formations and Deformations” assignment | might pose these distgssistions: Do we
really have a "self," and if so, what is it, where does it come frofmp Wis American poetry
been so concerned with the self (at least since Whitman), and whdidevéne effects of this
obsession? What is (or should be) the relationship between the poem's apdakgter? Should
a speaker or writer strive to be authentic or authoritative, aaj fow? As a class we might step

back even farther and consider larger questions about process or #h@asition of writing:
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Why do so many writers procrastinate, and can procrastination be useful? Why do so many
writers resist revision? Why might a writer be interested inewdistic material, and why are
there so many examples of nonrealism in advertising these days? | consskerigortant to
arrive at firm answers to such questions than to have asked them anceuséa pinovoke
discussion. Rather than arriving at a fixed poetic knowledge or sensibiliagntimy students to
cultivate a deeper curiosity, to access many modes of poetry production,rzouire about the
historical (literary, social, etc.) conditions of that production.

Subsequent assignment units continue this kind of pedagogical pattern sgindagts
permission to practice diverse writing skills while developingaaiitawareness of that practice.
By the semester’s end, they've written nine new pieces in three gearbey’ve experienced a
rigorous writing schedule with many starts and finishes, giving them raoviédrity with the
routine of a writing process; at the same time, they've practiced mdesedif tasks and
considered many different approaches to those tasks, so they've leahase a more eclectic
orientation toward their writing than they did at the beginning of the sem&ktsikind of
practice coupled with the critical activities helps writers beconxébfierather than rigidly
attached to a single notion of excellence. The Creative Writing cdursé&sot be primarily
concerned with making students excellent writers; excellence iy higstable value that can
be left for publishers, editors, book reviewers, and pundits to claim. In §sama, a teacher’s
job is not to anoint the superstars and dismiss the failures but to leejpsewdent gain skill,
confidence, and awareness. Teachers can accomplish this by suspendingpeaduatich as
possible and devoting their efforts to developing writers with eclaesthetic orientations and a
critical curiosity. These students will likely produce excellentimg in the short and long term,

but what matters primarily is that they learn an ongoing, versatilapooitive practice.
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Recalibrating Evaluation

Can evaluation really be jettisoned entirely from the CreativaiWritourse? Don’t
teachers still need to give students grades? It's true that some kiralwadt®n mechanisms are
necessary and even useful, but these mechanisms can be recalibrated tb domipitition
among students.

At the beginning of the semester, | give students a clear and writtgihesgtectations
about what they need to do to earn a good grade in the course, but many of theséaalte
“nonevaluative” because they don’t involve any judgment of studentshg/gitioducts. These
criteria include: completing and submitting all the writing and readisig@asents, on time, and
with evidence of effort; actively participating in class actatiattending class regularly and
being punctual. Unless a student has serious difficulty with basic Engliting skills, she can
earn at least a B in the course by fulfilling the nonevaluative ierjt@nd | present this set of
expectations as a kind of grading contract. The difference between aaB Angrade does
involve some value judgment on my part about the excellence of the writindgmost always
those who produce the highest quality work have put forth the most effort akikelinost
Creative Writing teachers, | don’t give students letter grades onddimvivritings, but | do give
them a mid-semester grade so that they understand how well | thinkethdiflling that grading
contract well before the semester’s end. If students grow anxious abolgtteeigrade, |
encourage them to talk to me in person so that we can work out a specifiorptaani to
succeed in the course.

Along with each writing assignment, students are required to submit a “respue$
that answers two questions: 1) What were you trying to accomplish or cooat@mh®) How
well do you think you did this, or how can this writing be improved? This response note asks
students to be both descriptive and evaluative about their writing, and hédinthéy tend to give

intense attention to this note, as if hungry for the opportunity wutate their views about their
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writing in this way. Typically when a student turns in a piece of writingdsies so without any
comments to the teacher about the process she went through, about her stnahgles
breakthroughs, about any weaknesses and strengths she perceives, agtifighemarged fully
formed from her mind, as if she considers it a perfect finished product. Adding a resptese
the writing immediately reframes it as something that was produceeétisomthat’s still in the
process of production, something that the student-writer claims and ¢akessibility for,
understanding that language, thinking, and imagination are in a fluid state.

The response note implicitly signals the start of a dialogue, and | wirétie comments
on the students’ drafts, I'm responding to their response notes as wethes tweative works.
The majority of my students tend to evaluate their own writing more lgah&n | do, so my
comments often try to reframe their work in a more optimistic, constrdaive affirming the
strengths and suggesting strategies for further revision. While | giva'tetter grades on
individual assignments, | do make one broader evaluative comment to gleatsta sense of
how well they performed, but this evaluation is usually framed in thexoof that student’s
other work. In other words, | might write, “This piece is even more fulllized and compelling
than your first fiction assignment.” As a teacher | want to diminish the srcompetition
among my students, and one way | do that is to make that competitive eafigjye. Rather
than trying to be better than their peers, students can try to write thettethey wrote earlier in
the semester. Not all students are the same, but in a sense my jolyssthewsame: to help
every student, no matter how skilled they are coming into the course, becomaareeskilled
by the semester’s end. How these students compare with each other, genratelant than
how much they improve, how much they learn.

The primary evaluative mode in the traditional workshop is the grougueritf student
work, usually spoken in a discussion but also sometimes coming in written fahardsany

room for this workshopping in my course proposal? Despite my pessimism about kbagor
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method, | have slowly reclaimed a limited and adjusted version of ityfgreslagogy. | found
that while my students were relieved not to be stuck in that traditiomaht, they did want to
read and engage with the work of their peers. So | developed a method of workshogpnad i
groups at three key transitional points during the semester, at the egchajenre unit. | divide
the class into groups of four to six students, trying to create a bafpeesonalities, aesthetic
tendencies, and skill levels in each group. Students distribute copiesaftarmeassignments
from that genre to other group members in advance, and each group member readesnd wri
comments on these copies outside of class. In the guidelines foraswork | emphasize that
in their comments students should avoid simply judging the work of their pestisgdg or
negatively; they should instead analyze what the piece is tryingéongtish or communicate,
and how it can improve in further revisions. | don’t pretend to rid this workshopping of
evaluation entirely, but | do want students to be as thoughtful and nuanced as podséie i
commentaries.

On workshop day, students gather in their groups and discuss tpeinses, and what |
observe is that the small size of these groups makes them more intichaédeaxed, less anxious
about who will acquire high status and authority within the workshop. Unlikelifidral
workshop, | remove myself from these small groups and let the studemtetties determine the
course of the conversation, and | think my absence (I'm present in the room, butateejlis
helps decenter each group, not giving it an obvious anchor of authority for studelirig to.

I don’t impose a “gag rule” on these small groups; that is, unlike modidredi
workshops, these allow the writer whose work is being discussed to zdimghe discussion.
The “gag rule” supposedly prevents the writer’s intentions from muddlgangristine waters
through which the group can critique the finished literary object. To approadéxt as
something still in the process of being made, and more importantly, to appreautitén as

someone engaged in an ongoing practice, it's crucial for that writerttoipate in the
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discussion. Just as my written comments on student drafts benefit femmoase note written by
the student, the small group discussions can benefit from an understanding ibfewindter was
trying to do and what kind of comments she would find most useful. While the “ggignay
appear to diminish the potential for writers to cling to the arrogantrdo¢sheir exceptional
talent, | suggest that it has the opposite effect because it privitegpsoduct as the supreme
object of critical scrutiny while reinforcing the author’'s ego by sileq it. Just because that
author can't speak doesn’t mean that her writerly identity goes amggad the “gag rule”
magnifies that identity by metaphorically torturing it in the presesfdhe group. Allowing the
writer to speak is to allow an act of collaboration between her andrtesbtident-writers,
diminishing the air of competition in the room.

A Creative Writing course, then, can set up evaluative mechanisnalthastudents to
participate in the process, joining in a dialogue with teacher and other staent what their
work is trying to do and how it can be improved. After each small group workshop for a
particular genre, | require my students to substantially revise atieghrom that unit and re-
submit it, so they can immediately apply the comments they’ve receivexjieggvith them in
practical, productive ways. As they sift through the different afiperspectives offered about
their work and generate their own revision plan, they experience writingadislaorative
activity that benefits from empathy and flexibility. The traditionatkehop method often
presents itself as being oriented toward process and revision—stugesiipiposed to use the
group critiques to improve their writing—but none of the undergraduate or geadagtshops |
took actually required me to revise, and like many students, | didn’t do whattwequired. My
main motivation in workshops was to produce new writing that would recepre\ag from my
teachers and fellow students, so it was hard to see the benefit ofngtiorai piece on my own
time to try to improve it. | certainly gained a lot of practice, producingynmew drafts of poetry,

often one each week, but like many other students, | tended to keep writing éhlei rsciof
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poetry without a pedagogy designed to give me an eclectic attitude tmmuardnd aesthetics.
My poems did receive plenty of approval from my workshops, but after beingshapped,”
they often entered a file folder and | soon forgot about them. I'm not sugg#sit Creating
Writing courses should be devoted to perfecting products; on the contrary, my pedagogy i
devoted to learning wide-ranging means of literary production, and this ®ethatestudents

become more skilled at revision as part of an ongoing practice.
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Interlude 5.0

Creative Consultant

Can you make something for me? Can it be something | want? How about a toasteiodbw
the idea of a toaster? The endlessly deep desire to transubstantidtmtaréoast. Butter

melting, honey spreading. The sound of a miracle.

How about an animal? Can you make, for example, a bird? How about a crow? Alortgpwith t
crow, the idea of winter. Awake in the crazy cold, ten inky black smudges ceaftess

branches of that hackberry tree. You can choose to create this. You can bevanovati

Here’s another idea. Winter is all about windows, but the best windows makerget they
exist. A window is a vehicle for going somewhere. Draw your gaze down from et tall
hackberry tree in the world and check out the sidewalk. What's that ordéveadk, sitting there
in the crazy cold? A toaster? A very small piano? How about the idea of yoessuas a piano
player? If you want to become a virtuoso, practice. Let your fingers becongleéheldck and

white keys, let the sound be warm like a little fire.

This fire is the product of your labor, and your labor has value. Labor can propizcedire or
a bird, and all of this can be produced by a window in the middle of winter. The wisdtyged
because it's five degrees below zero, but at the same time, the window @aetnOr it is the

idea of not existing. In this way forgetfulness can be productive.
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Do you remember the first warm bath you ever took? Warm like fire, diyt vesgter. Like
looking out a perfectly forgotten window, there’s no difference betweendter and your skin.
The skin of your hands, your belly, even your face touches the water, and when you lodk throug

it, there’s the crow that used to come around when your parents were destrofinthea

You pretended to own that crow. Can a crow be owned? You even gave the crow a name: Crow.
In a very real way, Crow didn’t exist until you gave it a cafitdf you are the author of Crow,

you are entitled to copyright protection. To receive copyright proteciamrk must be

“original” and “fixed” in a tangible medium of expression. Then you feel sadch\@new

disappears from the window. Do you want something to make you feel better?
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Movement 5.0

Poetry, Advertising, and American Contradiction
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Whence Did We Come?
From his nineteenth century vantage, Alexis de Tocqueville argaeéinericans are
much more prone than the English to rely on general categories to group garticgether, and
he sees the roots of this tendency in the relative equality of the Americacrdéic system
compared to England’s hierarchical aristocratic system. In Volume 2, CBaptBemocracy in
Americg Tocqueville asserts that one
who inhabits a democratic country sees around him, on every hand, men differing
but little from each other; he cannot turn his mind to any one portion of mankind,
without expanding and dilating his thought till it embrace the whole. Atgrut
which are applicable to himself, appear to him equally and similarly apjdita
each of his fellow-citizens and fellow-men (16).
Tocqueville is suspicious of this attraction to the general, accusiipéting intellectually
insufficient because it doesn’t discriminate between things thattamately heterogeneous.
People living in democratic societies, he says, are so focused on thegptheti they have little
time for thought. General categories or labels “contain...a greatrdaditile compass, and give,
in a little time, a great return,” which spares the democratic thaii“the trouble of studying

particulars” (18-19).
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Often Tocqueville's observations arrive at a contradiction atahe of American
character, and here he argues that this generalizing impulse aatlattysrconflicting
tendencies to achieve great success while working as little aslpdssiih. Americans, he says,
“are full of an ambition at once aspiring and relaxed: they would taice®d brilliantly and at
once, but they would be dispensed from great efforts to obtain successf(¢Ourse
Tocqueville makes gross generalizations in his critique of Americaergiézing, but his
observations nicely suggest how the impulse among literary criticsetgocete may emerge
from American social structures and historical circumstances.

Perhaps the supreme contradiction for Tocqueville is Amerioaisucrent faith in the
independent free-thinking individual and in the majority which supplies “atonldtiof ready-
made opinions for the use of individuals, who are thus relieved from the ibeoéésrming
opinions on their own” (11). A society of relative equality, he claims, contaustendencies;
the one leading the mind of every man to untried thoughts, the other inclined to privhifsitm
thinking at all” (12). Tocqueville portrays democracy in America &sd of matrix of tensions,
and the more central tension between the will to diversity and theowitirtformity, between
private rights and responsibility to the public, reverberates in his ap&cific discussion of
democratic poetry.

Tocqueville sees the American focus on immediate, physical gadittin and the
practical means to this success not so much as a threat to theatimegbut a reconfiguration of
it “to devise what may be useful, and to represent what is real” (86). SacAmepets, he
claims, have a skepticism toward the supernatural iconography of atistpoetry, and this
skepticism brings them “back to earth, and confines them to the real did wisrld” (86).
Similarly, they orient themselves not toward the past, but toward tie futot nostalgic for
perfection gone by, the imagination is drawn to “ideas of progression andidimite

perfectibility of the human race” (88). And at the center of thistimacforward-looking poetry
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is “man alone” (88)—not a particular man, for that would undermine the datiwogerception
of equality, a perception that “allows poets to include [individualshate same imagery, and to
take a general survey of the people itself” (89).

All this attention to the groundedness and humanness of American poetry unfolds in
Chapter 17, but in the brief chapter that follows, Tocqueville offetedupbservations that
almost contradict what he’s just said. Democratic poets, he notes, “pdspitilete their
imaginations” (94) in hopes of gaining the attention of the masses. Beradseerican tends to
be focused on himself and his own immediate concerns, extraordinamg arearequired to
make him look outward: “When he has been drawn out of his own sphere, thereforegyse alw
expects that some amazing object will be offered to his attention”{88queville considers this
impulse toward the vast and unlimited so strong as to be dangerous:

I do not fear that poetry of democratic nations will prove too insipid, oitthat
will fly too near the ground; | rather apprehend that it will be for é&ngng itself
in the clouds, and that it will range at last to purely imaginary regions. thiata
the productions of democratic poets may often be surcharged with immense and
incoherent imagery, with exaggerated descriptions and strangewrseand that
the fantastic beings of their brain may sometimes make us regreotiteof
reality. (94)
So poetry in America, he suggests, conveys a conflicting state, a kind of grousmgsibe| an
immense particularity. This observation is useful, again, becaageitlates the social and
historical contingency of American poetry’s contradictory impulses. Exee profoundly,
Tocqueville seems to envision Whitman’s poetry fifteen years before tleeti®tion ofLeaves
of Grass.Immersed in the particular details of individual selves and yet oftgassibly grand in
scope, tuned to a vernacular frequency and yet often effusively romantioahavith

optimism,Leaves of Grassay be the uncanny manifestation of Tocqueville’s democratic poetry.
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Song of My Undoing

Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is a 52-section manifesto for unifying oppositian, a
obsession that emerges no later than line 2: “And what | assume yoassiatie...” (188). This
merging of the “I" and “you” spins out a trail of binaries the poem tadwing together by force
of the speaker’s will. Perhaps the central rhetorical maneuver pbtdra has the speaker
aligning with one entity or identity, then aligning with its antithesis:

I am of the old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise,

Regardless of others, ever regardful of others,

Maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a man,

Stuff’'d with the stuff that is coarse and stuff'd with the stuff thdine. (203)
Within the hodgepodge of democratic society, the speaker seems toadcdifgtrence as
equally worthy of his attention and adoration. More than just an etkéralesin a pluralistic
system, this acceptance, he suggests, is actually a way of thirdasgg feeling, living:

Out of the dimness opposite equals advance...

Always a knit of identity, always distinction....

| and this mystery here we stand.

Clear and sweet is my soul, and clear and sweet is all that is not my soul.

Lack one lacks both, and the unseen is proved by the seen,

Till that becomes unseen and receives proof in its turn. (190)
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The speaker here is overtly ambivalent, always acknowledging bothnegs¢imessing one side
or the other, but he doesn’t sound anxious or sarcastic or self-effacinglab@umbivalence. On
the contrary, the speaker is enthusiastic and confident about the ggssilgimbracing
opposites and even bringing them together into paradoxical unity. The tamedseringly
certain, affirmative statements following statements with pralexfen prescriptive
reverberations.

But what is this certainty about? About standing next to “this mysteéitit not
choosing between soul and not-soul? About a seen that keeps slipping into the unbaek and
again? What kind of certainty is this? Perhaps a kind of negatiantgrtakin to Keats’s
concept of “Negative Capability”: “that is when man is capable of bieingcertainties,
Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact andné$209). Whitman'’s
persona is certain not that he knows himself and his world as fact bitdteats always some
absence in the present, that his life is a continuous encounter withdiction, and that
uncertainty is certainly worth embracing because it is the soul of densqaitatilism. Here of
course are the lines we've been waiting for, from the penultimate sé®@ioh contradict
myself?/ Very well then | contradict myself,/ (I am large, | cantaultitudes.)” (246).

What might begin as a moment of vulnerability and doubt turns into an assestiveege
verging on arrogant. This dynamic, this performing of negative cerig@ragpels much of the
poem and | suspect has helped give it the reputation as a quintessentiahArpeem. Readers
today might find themselves a bit skeptical, embarrassed by its satdlmptimism, but the
poem keeps speaking to those contradictions individuals keep playing out iic@&me
democracy. If much American poetry still performs this negativeingytdat often does so with a
greater emphasis on the “negative.” Whereas Whitman's persona gxadebope about the
self’s ability to contain the contradictory elements, contemporargrisian poetry is more likely

to destabilize or ironize or call more attention to the constructedhésst hope.
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The final section almost allows the uncertainty to overwhelm the“s&b(am
untranslatable”), and in this it is prescient, perhaps almost fadlingrd postmodernism. After so
much singing of the salient self throughout the poem, section 52 tends more ¢twgareness,

unknowingness:

| depart as air, | shake my white locks at the runaway sun,

| effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.

| bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass | love,

If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.

You will hardly know who | am or what | mean...
If the speaker comes dangerously close to oblivion here, he doesn'’t losd birtisglly. The
poem’s final line almost returns to more solid footing: “I stop somesvivaiiting for you” (247).

And yet that vague “somewhere” echoes menacingly in the silent aftermath.

You Can't Say It That Way Any More
Whitman wrote poems in a specific time and place, and although he performs those
contradictions that still pervade the American socioeconomic systemamgdtsay it that way
any more. Here’s how Ron Padgett says it in a poem called “Embracealile Yo
I don’t mind Walt Whitman’s saying
“I contain multitudes,” in fact | like it,
but all I can imagine myself saying is

“I contain a sandwich and some coffee and a throb.”
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Maybe | should throw my arms out and sing,

“Oh, grab hold of everything and hug tight!

Then clouds, books, barometer, eyes wider

and wider, come crashing through

and leave me shattered on the floor,

a mess of jolly jumping molecules!” (18)
It takes this poem ten lines to illuminate what's happened to the seffidgmidan poetry in the
last century and a half. The speaker sets himself apart from Whitman, mathk as an
adversary, but as a self-effacing wise-ass who can’t quite imaginagralch bold claims for
wholeness and unity and fulfillment. Even when the speaker considers thzlipps$
embracing the vastness of America, it slips away and leaves oilg Balgject a fragmented
mess.

If Whitman’s self asserted un-ironical optimism for unifying the catittéons, what is
Padgett’s self up to? It would be hard to read despair in this poem, or pessipggnaps a
slight sarcasm directed at Whitman’s Romantic notions. Yet the poemmbs@lmost
Whitmanesque in its closing exclamatory effusiveness, embracing naicsothe self as the
self's inability to be fully embraced.

The jolly joy of this poem is how it calls attention to the artifice of Hudbject but never
disowns that subject. The poem’s persona is always present, but teatqgeres disrupted by self-
effacing humor, and images of arbitrariness and chaos. Along with the wry humendyf
nostalgia for Whitman’s innocence colors the first half of the poem, se Whdgett can’'t quite
say it that way anymore, he still acts out the endless negotiationsbdtveeoppositions: he
can't quite let go of the hope for a comforting wholeness, even while exposing otic chao
contingency and uncertainty, and there is also some comfort, even joy, in thgtdetof the

need for complete control and unity.
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This shift—from Whitman’s way of performing contradictions by leaning tdvea
ideal, fully-realized self to Padgett's way of leaning more towadbaersive, fragmented self—
no doubt has many conditions and causes, but one useful historical analogy is &lcétriai
dominant social values in the mid twentieth century. Historical nagsatften tell us that in the
early twentieth century, conformity prevailed with the promise ofadstrdized American dream
for everyone—fueled by World Wars and industrial growth, manifested in pstriahd new
technologies of mass production, a post-Depression social safety nasttationalization of
community activities, and pressure for ethnic assimilation and théudéea of difference. In
the late 50s and 60s, the narrative shifts: the counterculture revohdg®op as many people
rejected that homogenous American dream, embracing nonconformity and theatisofipti
traditional ideals.

This version of the story is too simple, of course, because those comgdsiog wlues
may not have been as contrary and transparent as they appear. In other words, mabhcanfb
conformity can be very slippery concepts, turning out to be the same thingbuhesttre same
social practice, a point that Thomas Frank has made in his attemptsate defl demystify the
revered status of hip, alternative culture, particularly in theazing he editsTheBaffler ("The
Journal That Blunts the Cutting Edge"), and in his first bdble Conquest of Cool: Business
Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerisiank's historical account argues that
notions of rebellion against order and conformity were already taking rdwe usiness of
advertising in the 50s, and by the mid 60s—well before the famous countexgeltolution—
ads commonly communicated anti-establishment (even anti-commeneissages. These
invitations to be a nonconforming radical and break away from consumer preéitiyctiie
“Join the Dodge Rebellion,” were early attempts to promote mass cornisarptappearing to
rail against it. “The Sixties are more than the homeland of hip," Fegrsk '¢hey are a

commercial template for our times, a historical prototype for ¢insteuction of cultural
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machines that transform alienation and despair into consent” (235). By nos/dHsmiliar
story—the collapsing of the alternative/mainstream cultural wakasly as widely
acknowledged as the collapsing of the Berlin wall. Mass marketingtaoigetge fashions is not
new, but that turnover process often seems to have accelerated in racett yiee point of
disappearing from view. Perhaps the wall has always been an illusion, driviedca's

historical hunger for progress by creating competition between wild pioneedirnglualism and
consensus of the majority, as Tocqueville suggested over a cemtuayhalf ago.

I think the first time | (unwillingly) recognized that nonconformity caratmmmodity
was 1991, the year Nirvan®evermindeached number one on Billboard's music chart. Before
then, I'd been adamant about drawing strong lines between authentic, artfulusickand the
kind that sells out to corporate demands and popular tastes. For much of the 8Gmasyaind |
had been passionately involved in what we called "indie rock," the more nuars@thgfbf 70s
punk rock that nonetheless retained a fierce attachment to its indepedecdmmercial status.
Of course, this wasn't the first time that young people saw themselveslidgfthe last true
space for creativity and resistance, but that didn't stop us fromvibglige were the chosen ones.
When one of our favorite indie bands—Nirvana—very suddenly became thpopodar,
bestselling band in the country, however, we became very disoriented. Maybashiamed.
Certainly not proud that our music had found a broad audience. It might've beem@agl to
dismiss Nirvana for having sold out, but | think we knew that some tectdftimshe cultural
landscape had occurred, and we'd never be the same again.

It turns out that Nirvana’s success was not really unique, and that myapeldrs/ere not
victims of an entirely new threat to our rebel status, because osbledls always been for sale.
Our historical moment, however, is not the same as it was a century agankstggests,

capitalism no longer waits for attractive new rebellions to come alathgaturn into
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commodities; capitalism increasingly creates those rebellionshwinéans there’s no difference

between those rebellions and the commaodity form.

A Poetics of Advertising

Cultural historian, Jackson Lears, agrees with Frank that that thetiaohg industry in
the 60s embraced nonconformity as a marketing tool, but Lears also remthdsabvertising
has always appealed to contradictory desireBabiies of Abundance: A Cultural History of
Advertising in Americahe notes that commerce has long been associated with what he calls an
“animistic sensibility” (9), that impulse toward play, fantasy, raaignagination, pleasure, and
the carnivalesque. Consumer goods have for centuries promised not onlynolansegfrom
predictability and drudgery, but a magical access to exotic realmgsbéry and sensuality,
where identity can be transformed again and again. In early twenti¢tinycAmerica, however,
with the rise of mass consumption, a lingering distrust of deceptive corahpectices of the
nineteenth century, and a firmly rooted Protestant moral code that warnest ayaess and
hedonism, advertisements increasingly harnessed a “rhetoric of con@pthét emphasized
managerial order, scientific objectivity, technological progrnesssonal efficiency, and
standardization. Nonetheless, Lears argues, a rhetoric of magical aliodaticued to
complement that rhetoric of control, and by the 1950s, and especially in the 1960s, “a
carnivalesque revival” (256) emerged in the advertising business.

This revival was partly an attempt by Madison Avenue to confront a grqvaipglar
dissent against the bland consumerism of the years following World Wex llears points out,
“The children who were naming Lassie’s puppies and dragging their ptodéh&sTV store so
they could get a Sylvania Space Ranger kit were also relt#Eidgnagazine, founded in 1952.”

Mad, of course, was devoted to satirizing and ridiculing all kinds of culttoaki but it
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unleashed particularly vicious venom against well known advertisemahth@marketing
industry in general. Lears gives an example of this biting humor from Mad'diSkla Avenue
Primer,” published in 1957, and it's worth noting that this piece of soctauzican also be
called a poem.

See the man.

He does advertising work.

He is called an “ad-man.”

See his funny tight suit.

See his funny haircut.

Hear his funny stomach turn.

Churn, churn, churn.

The ad-man has a funny ulcer.

Most ad-men have funny ulcers.

But then, some ad-men are lucky.

They do not have funny ulcers.

They have funny high blood pressure. (257)

Using the tone of an early childhood reader, this text pokes fun at the fighee"ad-
man” for the stress and anxiety that manifests both in his “tight” extteppearance and in his
bad internal health. This implicit argument is that ad-men live in atintian, looking
productive and tidy on the outside, and yet consumed by ulcers and high blood pressure on the
inside. A further implication is that the work of ad-men is defined byndasi hypocrisy—the
deliberate attempt to fool consumers into believing that what's unheakisyefwl, and poorly
made, is actually healthy, necessary, and well-made.

If we read the “Madison Avenue Primer” as a poem—with its verse, adfs
consciously sing-songy rhythms, and word play (e.g. the repetition of “funny”)—theanadso
say that the pleasure of reading this poem does not derive from its beingrgoleca@literary
excellence. In fact, in some sense this poem strives to be bad, mimickingyntbteon!
unsophisticated speech of a primer for children but also the annoying regatitiadvertising

jingles. The pleasure of this poem derives not from how it overcomes émegstof popular

speech and consumer culture, but how it indulges in that triteness and gigegritgugh ironic
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twist that readers get a humorous critical distance from thedsse The poem is fueled not by
poetic eloquence but by sharp satire and cultural critique.

Another methodMad used to ridicule the advertising world, Lears points out, was to
parody actual ads for brand name products. For example, “Melvin Furd, whoseatgetilh
been knocked out in a fight, endorsing Crust Gumpaste, which coats the gums with (ahlite
enamel finish™ (257). Of course, what'’s provocative about this parody isistdhat it turns the
American obsession with oral hygiene on its head, but it does so by conjurgunarbirand
name, Crest Toothpaste, and while changing only a few letters, tragsfanto a nightmarish
version of itself. The figure of “Crust Gumpaste” is powerful becdisssa close in sound and
structure to “Crest Toothpaste,” and yet it turns that iconic natae ridiculous monster—it's a
terrifyingly funny ghost of that familiar brand. As in the “Madison AvenueBrj” there'’s a
poetic skill and grace in this parodic inversion, a highly nuanced balancsagneihess and
difference, as well as a remarkable efficiency and concision. Agaimadbtic force comes not
from traditional notions of poetic eloquence or beauty; on the contrary,t“Gumspaste” is
interesting as poetry because it's ugly, uncivilized, and bad.

The Topps Company took this mode of advertising parody and cleverly turned it into a
successful consumer product called Wacky Packages. | remember besomighat obsessed
with these trading card stickers myself sometime in the 70s, praffidipgthem on everything
from my school notebooks to the furniture in my bedroom. Each sticker preassuéuful
cartoon version of a familiar brand transformed into its horrifying yatibils doppelganger. A
can of dog food called “Alpoo,” for example, depicts a brainless canine sniffiog/leof fecal
matter, along with a caption saying “Leftover Dinner for Dumb Dogs.” Mangly/Rackages
had an abject or violent quality, using shock and revulsion to propel the humor;fplexa
well-known brand of bandages is transformed into “Band-Ache,” whose primkng $®int is

that it “strips off skin” (and the gory, bloody image on the box shows the reSditimi. the
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Wacky Packages parodies not only ridicule the consumer producthitsediiso wage a larger
social or political critique. “Slum Maid Raisins” depicts a wretchedi isnpoverished woman
carrying a bountiful tray of garbage. A brand of lunch meat called “Oscakier” depicts a
pontificating politician giving a campaign speech above a banner that sayspflRdloney,” a
product that has been “Approved by the Liar's Club.”

Perhaps my favorite of these Wacky Packages is “Extra Strong Cdheaieser,”
whose can shows a demented, peace-sign waving Uncle Sam above a captiodsth@deesarid
of Reds, Pinkos, Hippies, Yippies & Flippies.” With its overt referenceidstwentieth century
paranoia about the communist threat, this parody of the household cleanet;,, &emiky
lampoons American conformity, but all Wacky Packages do similar work bycithptleriding a
consumer culture fueled by fear-based consensus. Each parody cailsrattesdme sacred
consumer value—such as thrift, cleanliness, or patriotism—and thenadlymiedercuts that
value, showing how it's not natural and inevitable but part of a marketegr&cmeant to dupe
the consuming public. It's important to note, however, that this critique of corisumie always
embedded in humor, artful cartoon imagery, and poetic wordplay. As a suburban kid grpwing
in the 70s, | was not interested in being a social critic, nor was | direfitigmced by the 60s
counterculture, but | did find those Wacky Packages totally compelling, and ldiaetevorld to
see that | liked them. For me and probably for many kids, displaying thosestid®a form of
play—an extension of the play of images and text on the stickers themdeor a child, play is
worthwhile for its own sake, because it's fun, but in retrospect | semthplay often involved
undermining powerful icons and institutions, making fun of them, and that themindey was
itself a form of power. In other words, | did not identify myself as a rebel, bugn pirformed

acts of rebellion in my childhood play.
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My Sixth Grade Play

Even more vivid in my advertising memory than my relationship with Waekkdtjes
was a piece of theater my sixth-grade class performed in front of tiner ementary school,
along with faculty, parents, and other visitors. It was 1977, and Ms. Yates—oemtandt
affable teacher—announced one day that we'd soon start planning our big year-efmtigriay
she asked a stunningly democratic question: “what would you like to do?” This wastret
rhetorical question, it turned out—she wasn't just tricking us into thinkingi@re using our free
will, only to arrive at some stale drama of her own choosing. No, she wigsaskahg this room
full of eleven-year-olds to generate a plan for the play.

“Let’'s do TV!!" was the first and only suggestion, booming from the mouthef t
popular Mike Galus, and the whole room erupted with a chorus of “Yeah!!” And #sait Ws.
Yates smiled at the overwhelming mandate and said, “Okay, let's do TV.”

To what extent we really had choice in this little democratic expetimme tricky matter.
For one thing, Mike Galus was a pistol-mouthed class-clown whose opinionmalyerexeived
lop-sided attention. More importantly, TV occupied an enormous space in theflixest about
every kid in that room. Besides sleeping and attending school, watching & Nkelg our main
activity. Even had we taken more time to deliberate that day, | can’t eaginienwhat other
options we might have given ourselves. Likewise, if my mother had asked thgaod me
what we wanted for dinner that night, | guarantee we would have voted unanitwogsty
fastfood from McDonald’s. Would those votes really have been freely cast?

As | remember it, the sixth-grade play was hugely successful. Walalsskea number of
skits based on popular TV shows of the day, inclutHagpy Daysstarring of course Mike
Galus as The Fonz. The real energy of our performance, however, came froamuhercials
that we presented between the shows—as if our audience were watchwegiag ef prime

time viewing. As a class, | remember, we settled on a handful of our &agoritmercials to
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perform, and they were certainly not the conventional, hard-sell kind. \A\éedrgawvn to the ones
with humor and entertainment, the ones that downplayed the product whilegplayéharacters,
narratives, humor, unexpected twists, and absurdity.

Among the weirdest and funniest ad campaigns at that time was for MapkrAent
Patty. These spots would feature a series of oddball charactmiag#xtreme testimonials
about their devotion to this candy product. We had already witnesseerkKiarzewski, easily
the most animated girl in our class, mimic one of these York Pepperminfrieakty in the lunch
room and on the playground, so she was immediately and unanimously made the stes-of our
enactment. Like all of us, Kristen was a thoroughly white suburbanite, but ptaglin front of
a packed auditorium, she became an effusive black woman with bugged out eyesgand a hi
pitched streetwise dialect, proclaiming orgasmically: “When | &&airlt Peppermint Patty | get
the sensation of being in the forest and the only thing | hear honneeeeeey [oberdbter slaps
her knee with dramatic flair] is the dew dropping off the cool greeeeeeeeeen leaves!!!”
Kristen nailed the performance, and the entire audience broke out intohowdng laughter.
Clearly this York Peppermint Patty ad had been made before the era of jpaitreatness and
multiculturalism, because no one in that room appeared to be offended by thsteaetdyping.
| think the humor, however, was fueled less by racism than by a certain consuorat cul
awareness. In other words, we may have been partly laughing at a histriokievbfaan and her
excessive, uncivilized love for a circle of chocolate-covered sugamdre directly, we were
laughing at the whole advertising industry, and in particular the technigaaldife consumer
testimonials.

My only role in that sixth-grade play turned out to be Mikey from the famda<ereal
commercial, and even this didn’t require me to say anything. You may, r&tedithe older kids
argue about who's going to try the new cereal, one of them declares: “HegdeMikey!”

Mikey is supposed to hate everything, but Life transcends the sevisedirhis taste. So in my
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performance | poked tentatively with a spoon inside the bowl, then aftérstreutcessful
crunch, dove back in more eagerly to woof down the yummy squares. The older kitismaze
incredulously, then one of them gasped, “He likes it!! Hey Mikey!!!” 6kit received lots of
giggles followed by all-out guffaws after that familiar final line.

Of course, this commercial, as it aired on TV, is supposed to be funny, and that humor
comes from the way it plays with expectations and power dynamics. On one hkegsMi
power is limited because he’s the younger kid, painfully shy, vulnemabis iextreme cuteness,
who can be manipulated and turned into a lab rat by the mean older kids. But Mikbgsathe
power of discriminating taste—"he hates everything"—which suggeat$e’s not duped by
mainstream values and cereals for the masses. Whether Mikey'y firgilzke is snobbish or
radical, his outsider status has a certain power that's especiaiiyeaffat the end, when he
decides that Life is indeed worthy of his high standards. The quickdraratfon of Mickey
from a powerless victim to powerful taste-maker, while the older kidshweith bewilderment
and dismay, is the primary narrative twist that made this commewmlccessful. Moreover,
because this spot gives so much attention to that narrative, to ctarpldte tension, and humor,
it diminishes the presence of the commodity itself, which means that timeecoral seems less
interested in forcing viewers to purchase Life cereal than prayitiem with the gift of
entertainment and a smile.

Both the Life and the York Peppermint Patty commercials offer modesecad to
common expectations about authority and advertising, and they do so with humorxths a si
grade class, however, we did not simply show film clips of these comisemeadapted them
for the stage, we changed and exaggerated them. What were we doing tdshasd avhy? |
mean, commercials are supposed to be a burden, an unpleasant expetieveadbapt in
exchange for televised entertainment? Why would a bunch of sixth-graders thoopese that

ugliness on its school play? | think that we were partly celebrating tbes®ercials, because we
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knew that they were doing something differently than the more predictadiid-sell ads in TV
land. We knew that they were speaking to us, trying to make us laugh, tryitegtake
themselves so seriously. On the other hand, we were adding some playfubshgrsatirical
edge these commercials already had. We certainly were not exprditiyiing them, but we
were performing them with a slight critical distance. We were @sgesome control over them,
remaking them through our own aesthetic vision while also feeding off thiradypower—an
ambivalent stance not unlike the one Andy Warhol took toward consumerisntrieatisents of

packaging for Campbell’s soup or Brillo pads.
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Interlude 5.1

The Ghost of My Candy

When | sleep on your ass cheek
| get the sensation of being in therapy
and the only thing | can’t talk about

is how slowly my parents destroyed each other.

When | meet your father carrying a sandbag,
| get the sense that he wants to stop the river
and the only thing that will distract him

is the sound of my commercial voice.

When you want to buy something round and sweet
I hope you decide to want my chocolate brain
and the only place to get some, at 3 a.m.,

is my warm red convenience store.

When | no longer hear the dew say later on,
I'll know that you've made a river of it
and the only forest worth being, honey,

is the tree that | can’t touch.

When | eat a York Peppermint Patty

| get the sensation of being in a forest

and the only thing | hear, honey,

is the dew dropping off the cool green lsave
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Movement 5.1

Towards a New Politics of Poetics
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Ozzy Osbourne’s Worst Nightmare

When Jackson Lears argues that the advertising business experienced/édesajue
revival” in the 60s, this means in part that advertisements thesssgthrt to take on the kind of
playfully parodic energy of Wacky Packages, my sixth-grade play, artdis art. In other
words, as the counterculture emerges as a mainstream value and publbeskep advertising
becomes more widespread, ads themselves become more skilled at polahthe ethos of
advertising, even appearing to take a stance against it while nonefiiglesgy a product.

Consider what has happened to TV advertising in recent decades. When | wag gpw
in the 70s and 80s, many commercials associated their products with sdxigy stnd traditional
values. They were often serious, sincere, direct attempts to saypi@uct was the best, the
most popular, the most respected, the most effective. A major car makemeatbaable ad
campaign connecting its brand to the most sacred symbols of American:c@ageball, hot
dogs, apple pie, and Chevrolet.” A well-known peanut-butter brand claimed that “Chothsrsn
choose Jif,” at once affirming the excellence of the product’'s qualdyttee mothers who
purchase it. An insurance company presented itself as the rétlddevho live next door: “And
like a good neighbor, State Farm is there.” One of the most common pitclagsrémtuct making
health claims was that it had been recommended by “4 out of 5 doctors,” a deegitad profit

from the appearance of scientific research and the strong soaial gtaioctors.
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Along with these more conservative TV ads were the ones that flirtexlwikbr rebellion,
trying to appeal to the defiant, free-spirited impulses of consumers. Mangsef ads were
humorous, slightly irreverent, emphasizing an entertaining story more thamtheitself. A
famous spot for Parkay margarine starred a talking tub of margarineephodtling itself
“butter” in a deadpan tone; meanwhile, Chiffon margarine’s ad cleveiilpet! their product
tasted so buttery, it even duped “mother nature,” who in turn lashed out with ardusde
warning: “It's not nice to fool mother nature!” Both of these margarommercials urged
consumers to identify with the rebel status of something that pretebdsathat it's not, poking
fun at the tired predictability of what's actually real. An iconic ad cagmpfr Charmin toilet
paper told us repeatedly that this product was so soft and pleasoradlelt, it caused shoppers
to become crazed with the need to squeeze it, despite the curmudgeonly Mr. \&kipgless
scoldings: “Please don’t squeeze the Charmin.” Mr. Whipple reprebentsiff, stodgy restraint
of an older generation brought up on depression-era deprivation and good Christiay,rboatiest
Charmin charmed the ladies every time, allowing them to fulfill thalohistic desires. The Life
cereal and York Peppermint Patty commercials that my sixth-grastepgaformed also fit into
this category of the mildly irreverent.

All of these spots that used humor and storytelling to challenge convensarall ways
were precursors to the advertising campaigns of today. Thesegeesmire so prevalent now that
it's almost shocking to encounter a TV commercial that simply holds up a pethiictakes a
straightforward pitch for it. In the twenty-first century, a kind of coolveteanti-advertising has
saturated the mediascape. Ads do just about everything excedydichartise what's for sale.
They tell stories, they entertain, they make us emote, they scare uslendsiaugh, they give us
startling images, often visual collages of images that haleeltitfical connection but produce
powerful effects through metaphor. The design of these ads is often aypanimgllex and

sophisticated, moving quickly through a richly layered experience, reféorithg commodity
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only in the most elliptical ways. Most of all, these ads are creatigg, "think outside the box,"
they're poetic, and they're made with many of the same skills a studediiteljlpractice in a
Creative Writing course.

While a standard first-year Composition course typically emphasidgs practical,
thesis-driven expository writing whose organization is linear anddbfas in the infamous five-
paragraph essay format), Creative Writing courses allow studemntsctecp storytelling, character
development, manipulations of time and space, unconventional transitions, nmomigegazation,
metaphorical or associative thinking, unpredictable uses of language, listiordapictions of
experience—in other words, the same qualities that have become teatratrtising.
Nonrealism, in particular, is now a key mark of hip, sophisticated advertespgcially the kind
of nonrealism presented with new special effects. Rather than boring cossuitheanother
predictable spokesperson endorsing a product, new commercials might wipldtecgenerated
talking animals or babies making provocative, humorous comments. The nomiealiten
humorous, but it also often has a dark, violent edge to it. After decades oé sgieg-songy
pitches to consumers, urging them to them to “have it your way,” Burger Kengebently turned
severely satirical with ads showing their own corporate mascot, tlgeBking, in various bizarre
and not so regal situations; in one of these spots the King is chased down itytsidgwalk by
cops for committing the crime of “reverse pickpocketing,” then he swamne@ge street where he
is hit by a speeding taxi cab. Making a similar move, a recent Pepsi confegitures pop icon
Justin Timberlake, although instead of proclaiming his love for this brandayfrass shown
being swept away from his friends by some unseen force, carried througlcapstysver a tall
building, through a river, across a field during a soccer match, down a suburbawkeee the
unseen force rams his groin into a mailbox post several times, aftdr hikientire torso flies into
and dislodges an open car door, which he then uses as a kind of bobsled to thread thafiiegh a tr

jammed intersection, after which he lands in a classy backyard wheittyalpkini-clad teenage
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girl sucks Pepsi through a drinking straw, and we realize that thisagifitbrally sucked JT to
this very spot, she has caused the unseen force to deliver this gorgeous hunk ofmthe,heip
of Pepsi. Never does JT explicitly endorse Pepsi or make anything Ekmassproduct pitch;
instead he is the star of very entertaining piece of absurdity madeledss#pecial effects and
some amazingly creative advertisers.

Pepsi put out another noteworthy commercial several years ago foeramifbroduct
called Pepsi Twist—their standard cola with an added twist of lemaorflReck legend Ozzy
Osbourne stars in this spot, parlaying his resurrected fameren®sbourneghe reality-based
TV show about his family. In the commercial Ozzy is stumbling around lagkitm his typical
muttering stupor, apparently looking for something to consume, when his children laploiéay
cans of Pepsi. But it turns out that these cans are disguisedszigpeme visible on them and
the Osbourne kids unzip the old familiar and reveal the wild new alenRepsi Twist. Then
things get even weirder—suddenly the kids appear to unzip themselvesihggyith their faces.
Underneath their surface identities appear two TV icons from the 19@faje and Marie
Osmond, the epitome of clean wholesome entertainment—stark contrast to iBadyid and
crazed reputation, although the similar off-rhyme sound of “Osmond” and “Osbdwasel nicely
poetic association. Donnie and Marie leap into their trademark theme sbntathaAmericans
remember them by: “I'm a little bit country, I'm a little bit rock amdl r...” By now Ozzy is about
to blow the only fuse in his brain that hasn’t already blown, and then we arelsutldesported
to Ozzy's bed, where he seems to be just waking from a terrible nightroages€&cond we think
that Ozzy has just been dreaming the preceding events, but as he reachefofdheof his
beloved, instead of his wife, it's Florence Henderson who turns to him. Tigét sthe matriarch
of The Brady Bunch, another icon of safe mainstream suburban TV from the 70s.

The message of this commercial—that Pepsi Twist is very hipaangt and therefore

you should drink it—might have been communicated by bashing The Osmonds and Henderson
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and deifying the bad-boy Ozzy, but that would apparently be too easy. The realctegxveist”
is that the great losers and geeks from the recent history of hip are susldpolwered to haunt
Ozzy’'s dreamscape. Pepsi Twist knows that it's cooler to celebetetsch from our past with
bladed humor than to bash it overtly, just as it knows that even cooler than @zgjfls his
worst nightmare—being the patriarch of a whitebread conformiseswaly this spot plays with
American social categories is clever and complex: mainstream culfiitrates counterculture,
counterculture undermines itself to be even more acutely counter, and no one cayeleawas
authentic cultural icon or even spokesperson for the product. The heroescofthigrcial turn
out to be the product itself and the audience. Pepsi Twist is so colitheely needs to appear in
its own ad, and it seems to be the generative force behind all the ouslgigeiversive activity.
The audience is so cool that we understand how cool Pepsi Twist is without lssinljealkwith
an overt pitch. We understand all the sly cultural references and paeticighe subversive play,
feeling like insiders, engaged in a kind of cultural gossip with Pepsti,Tavd laughing all the
way. The commercial is not about the product so much as the relationshiprbptoeect and
audience. What we find attractive in Pepsi Twist is what we wamdalftractive in ourselves—

in this case, the ability to keep up with the ongoing performance of soniaadictions.

The Advertising of Poetry

If my sixth-grade play called a little satirical attention todh&ice of our favorite TV
moments, this Pepsi Twist commercial amplifies that attentgmifiiantly. Both take iconic
cultural references and manipulate them, recontextualize them, to areatdyb effects for
viewers. Poetry and other art forms often use the same kinds of techamgiés$hink
contemporary American poetry is often implicitly aware that ibimjgeting with advertising and
marketing. In other words, the poetry of recent years cannot simplantadepositional stance

against consumer culture because consumerism increasingly absorbsditdtdpposition,
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actually using anti-advertising techniques in advertisements therasélndy Warhol satirized
some stable consumer icons of the twentieth century, but how could an ddjssatirize Pepsi
Twist after seeing that commercial?

Harryette Mullen’s poetry confronts popular and consumer culturetlgirparticularly in
her 2002 volumeSleeping with the DictionanAs a whole, this book tastes like a very strange
soup, blending cool hip-hop rhythms and innocent sing-songy child-speak, savvyimgarket
propaganda and brain-dead cliches from every corner of the mediascape. A olpusens
make reference to advertising slogans or brand names, but Mullen's siasaed this detritus of
consumerism is complex and ambiguous.

Here's a prose-poem called “Dim Lady” for example,

My honeybunch’s peepers are nothing like neon. Today's special at RedrLobste
is redder than her kisser. If Liquid Paper is white, her racks ariiiostal
beige. If her mop were Slinkys, dishwater Slinkys would grow on her noggin. |
have seen table-cloths in Shakey’s Pizza Parlors, red and white, but no such
picnic colors do | see in her mug. And in some minty-fresh mouthwashessthere
more sweetness than in the garlic breeze my main squeeze whémz=$
hear her rap, yet I'm aware that Muzak has a hipper beat. | don’t know any
Marilyn Monroes. My ball and chain is plain from head to toe. And yet, by gosh,
my scrumptious Twinkie has as much sex appeal for me as any lankyanodel
platinum movie idol who's hyped beyond belief. (20)
This is a kind of negative love poem in which the speaker proclaims aditavays his beloved
doesn’t measure up to the fancy, glittery commodities of this worldaWéethe speaker to be a
persona—more cartoon-like and exaggerated than realistic, not éxgrdesviews or
experiences of Mullen herself, not even very likeable or credibkepersonality. Instead, the

speaker’s voice exudes an annoying, complaining arrogance, the sound of someardgado |
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according to rigid standards, perhaps a man with a demeaning attitude tawaed,v& man who
relies on stock sexist phrases like “main squeeze” and “ball and chain.”

There’s another dominant quality to this speaker, however; he uses lamgiaghly
unusual, metaphorical, musical ways. This paragraph produces extreme sosiuhsahd
repetitions, through puns and other wordplay, through the dense layers dHtadliteassonance,
consonance, and internal rhymes. Despite the vapid, oppressive quathiesaice, it has a
playful, joyful bounce, a celebratory verve, and it's trying to excite readgoin in this
fetishization of commodities. So this speaker celebrates the poetikilitess of language, and
that celebration is tied directly to a series of trademarked hratdd$ them capitalized to
highlight their status as familiar, revered, and privately-owned id®ed Lobster, Liquid Paper,
Slinkys, Shakey’s Pizza Parlor, Muzak, and Twinkies. These brand naengengral to the
linguistic energy of this poem; they are the bright sparks around whichrdtegynical sounds
and rhythms are built in every sentence.

If we believe that this speaker has some authority, then we camlgestai that this
poem shows great devotion to the material and poetic beauty of commoditiesvBoit acts
out Marx’s famous theory of fetishism, which proposes that a commodity seémsstatbe “a
very trivial thing, and easily understood,” but it turns out to be “a very dhiggy, abounding in
metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties” (319). In other wowdsnodities can provoke
a religious passion in consumers, and that's exactly what they do in Mydtesris, “Dim Lady.”
Mullen’s speaker has a passion that's not only metaphysical/theolbgicallso erotic/romantic,
and this passion generates a wild, irrational, absurd dynamic througbqaetm. Marx gives an
example of this irrational value in a passage that is itself Ix®se poem:

The form of wood, for instance, is altered, by making a table out of it. Ofetll f
that, the table continues to be that common, every-day thing, wood. But, so soon

as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something transcdnden
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only stands with its feet on the ground, but in relation to all other cortigmdi

stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideasefar m

wonderful than “table-turning” ever was. (320)
Here Marx personifies the table, giving it the ability to stand (oh femt and head) and to think
grotesque/wonderful ideas, and this human quality is linked to its trafesoee. The table is not
simply an object, not just a wooden thing, but a force that can access a goalAlike that can
instill in consumers a passionate devotion, the kind of devotion felt for lutinesans who have
exceptional god-like qualities. To purchase a commaodity, then, is notysionplly something of
use, but to buy something that transcends the very notion of usefulness, offeringersns
ticket to another world so amazing that mundane matters of function ahdaurslirrelevant.
This is a huge promise for a commaodity to make, but this is preciselydimésprthat drives
consumerism by ceaselessly expanding consumer desire.

The desire for transcendence also drives Mullen’s poem, “Dim Lady,” ithiapeaker
is always looking beyond his beloved to find fulfillment in the promise of a brar. Like
Marx’s curious table, each commodity in Mullen’s poem suggests a humaty caadi the
speaker keeps finding this quality more desirable than the one offeresl ‘imphéybunch” (e.g.
Red Lobster is redder, Liquid Paper is whiter). The writings above byMenthand Mullen have
a satirical edge, performing the commodity/consumer to the fullest whiie aame time
mocking them. We know that Marx’s table example is set in the contexagfea theoretical
critigue of capitalism, and his vehement stance against the commaoditisfoohambiguous.
Mullen’s poem is less easily fixed, because even if we can dismispeh&er’s overt enthusiasm
for brand names as dramatic irony, knowing that the poem really meansuteritiem, we still
have to concede that the poem is also celebrating the poetic, linguistibytmdic potential of

those brand names. It's as if the poem is saying, “Yes, these commoditieskeansngaeedy,
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mean, and stupid, but they're also playful and fun, they can manipulate meaningguadyéain
interesting ways, and they make great material for poetry.”

The end of “Dim Lady” adds more ambiguity to the overall reading. The gpeake
continues to diminish his beloved, suggesting that she’s no Marilyn Monroe, airdffpim
head to toe,” and yet the poem’s argument appears to take a sudden turn here:,"Byndos,
my scrumptious Twinkie has as much sex appeal for me as any lankyan@tiinum movie
idol who's hyped beyond belief.” Has the speaker’s beloved “ball and chaioirigec
synonymous with a “scrumptious Twinkie” whose “sex appeal” is equal to thdllyfivood
starlets? Or has the speaker rejected both his beloved and those Mianisoes in favor of a
simply exquisite cream-filled tube of golden cake? Whichever intatpyetsounds more
convincing, it's clear that the commaodities have won the speaker’siaffecand furthermore,
the speaker does show some sense of discrimination, not simply willingeduised by an over-
hyped model/idol. The speaker almost suggests that a Twinkie has moemsalastd reality
than the typical empty cultural icon, a more compelling kind of beauty. Theubrand names
have a special status in the poem, a transcendent status, having both a hunsupantuaman
appeal.

In other words, the poem is a kind of advertisement for the commodities, dadling t
virtues and beauty to the reader/consumer. The poem is an advertiseme&hgtaliout that
humor, what about that undercurrent of irony and satire? The poem is also a aectoha
commercial that's actually questioning its own authenticity. Thimise, however, doesn’t
separate it fundamentally from many advertisements that alsoaqutstir own authenticity?
The Pepsi Twist spot featuring Ozzy Osbourne pokes fun at the soeial ggmerated by the
cultural machine of television-land, whether they appear to be oriented tawwdiotnaity or
rebellion, and this satirical stance positions it against consumetidmat the same time

promoting consumerism.
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So the commercial and the poem have much in common. Both can be read as texts with
similar formal elements at work. Both texts call on some susrealr absurdity, playing an
inviting familiarity against a disturbing strangeness. Both texts rogjkeal leaps we might find
in dreams. Both texts juxtapose images in surprising ways, disrupting how mallgaxpect
those images to be arranged. Both texts perform contradictions in the &mexdcketplace and
democracy without asserting an overt, conclusive message about them xBotlltevate a self-
reflexive awareness, not taking themselves too seriously, keepindiatance from what they
say and do, implicitly accepting that language is slippery, that alitiesires are artificially
constructed.

As the creative economy expands and the creative ethos becomes dominhimkiag
outside the box” becomes a middlebrow virtue and value, advertising becomdikenpoetry,
and poetry becomes more like advertising. Advertising needs poetryty &bitnake an audience
feel unstable enough to keep seeing new things in the text; poetry needsiadisability to
make an audience feel stable enough to identify with the commodity. A paefDiik Lady” is
implicitly aware that it cannot distinguish itself from a consusystem simply by subverting it,
because that system already anticipates and enacts its own selssubwell in advance.
Mullen and her audience know that celebrating and plumbing the poetics of brnaesl can be
more provocative than dismissing those brands. As Thomas Frank assertisedvhave grown
increasingly skilled at disguising conformity as nonconformity, at ngp&ds seem like critiques
of the very mass consumerism it actually promotes. For Pepsi Twist, tdehniques are more
subtle than simply lampooning prime-time TV stars of the past, becausee@sglunderstand
that nonconformity is cheap, that the new nonconformity needs to be able totlaugh a

nonconformity and sometimes even embrace conformity.
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Biopower & Biopoetics, or, Is This A Political Poem?

I'm saying here that poems and ads have more in common than is often ackndwledge
but does this mean that they have become the same thing? Can American poetrtidogome
other than blindly reproduce acquisitive, oppressive capitalism and degtmamther words,
can American poetry be politically engaged, politically active? It kcdrink, but the political
poem needs to be aware that its own poetic techniques can be used in atvetsis@d other
dominant social forms. In other words, the political poem can no longer tatactydi
oppositional stance against the dominant system, or that opposition caimat plare space
outside the system.

The stereotypical political poem, the kind often dismissed by those who sdg\bey
literature for its own sake (i.e. its aesthetic value), makescleay what it is against: it is anti-
war, anti-capitalism, anti-discrimination, anti-pollution, etc. Thirgl of poem is often dismissed
because it projects an overt message, and this message seemsde ocwecern for poetic form
and technique. This poem is reduced to predictable slogans: war is bad, Hacpebpd,
badness is bad. So pervasive is this stereotype that the term “ppligtat” has become nearly
synonymous with “trite self-righteousness,” and very few poets thesedayslling to claim that
they write it.

All the more surprising that a well-regarded poetry press, Wave Bookstlyqueblished
an anthology calledstate of the Union: 50 Political PoemSmong the most notable features of
this anthology is that it offers readers no introductory material, norstateof political poetics, no
theoretical or historical perspective on political poetry, no definitragxplanation of what
political poetry is or should be, not even a back-cover blurb giving the sligimiéstf context for
the anthology. Few of the fifty writers included in the anthology are condigetitical poets in
the conventional sense, and many of them—such as John Ashbery, James yaRd¥lar and

Noelle Kocot—are often considered apolitical, interested prignaritreating strange and
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humorous effects with language. The poems included generally make ankeasference to the
American political system or to some specific social injustice,Hayt o not proclaim an overt,
direct message, or if they do so, that message is set within a playfektc

Many of the poems digress away from the political reference, asiduanabout making
the poem “about” that one issue; instead the political reference bepames a larger
composition of poetic materials, another item for the mind of the speakenfront and process.
A short poem called “This,” by Michael Palmer, works in this mode:

This perfect half-moon

of lies in the capital

Crooks and fools in power what's new

and our search has begun for signs of spring

Maybe those two bluebirds

flashing past the hawthorn yesterday

Against that, the jangle of a spoon in cup

and a child this day swept out to sea
Here the opening natural image, a nod to the “perfect” simple purity of the nawhmuarphs
into a bitter allusion to corruption in the seat of government, which thersggéo another
natural image, a lyrical yearning for spring optimism, which then sg®again to a final couplet
of images that end the poem with an air of despair, suggesting that khiltbpe is inevitably
lost in a vast confusion that we can’t control or understand. The overtigg@lationtent only takes
up two of the eight lines, and although those lines are arguably the poeteisategravity, the

other images provide a crucial dynamic of tension and contradiction.pgb#ra is political, then
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the political is not simply pointing out the lies of politicians, but understgrtie complex
relationships between those lies and other elements in the world.

Many of the poems iBtate of the Uniohave speakers who seem unable or unwilling to
claim a position of political wisdom but are instead caught up in the poliéckhess, telling the
story of their diminished agency, their disorientation and disenchantmesie ahe persona
poems, performing the role of a citizen alienated by the very socialrsysa¢ is supposed to
make us feel connected, satirizing the missteps and absurdities ofterfie@n American who is
ostensibly free but actually not free in so many ways. The personas do nhanhbaws, solutions,
or even the ability to articulate some political truth. When Ginshevgs the opening of Howl (“I
saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving Hystdeda..”), he is
asserting a truth-statement, he is claiming social/political atitrtespite his feeling of
impotence against the forces that have destroyed his generation, degpiteotineentional syntax
and linguistic collisions in the poem. But the poemStiste of the Uniornarely claim that kind of
authority; instead they tend to create the experience of the politiddépr on the page rather
than asserting a truth about it.

Here’s another short poem from the anthology called “I was at Congitegglyself,” by
Catherine Wagner:

| was at congress with myself to conclude
should | tax myself, to strengthen my
reserves and strictly exercise
myself, so I'll haul myself back up
if | fall down
or should | ratchet down the tax, release the lever
and run outside and see what's there to do

and give myself a job, or blow it
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on one bamboozle eve extravaganza
the world at night was twitching and flapping out
from my congress, and | gathered it in and dreamt
to my outnumberment

This speaker is clearly not a source of political intelligence’sStot offering us a new vision for
living in society, nor is she even explaining what’'s wrong with the curisioinv Rather, she’s
performing the role of someone stuck in the middle of contradictions, confasetivehat to do,
powerless to access some stable understanding of how to act. The play oasgbagtboth a
political body and a sexual encounter, along with the suggestion of mastuithaiitb myself”),
makes the first line dizzyingly complex and resonant, and the engére feeds off this
autoerotic-as-autopolitic dynamic. Lines 2-9 lay out two kinds of tax policyateatommonly
associated with the American political left and right respectiveégher taxes for a stronger
social safety net and lower taxes to give individuals more freedom fgpgoliernment. The
poem doesn’t advocate one policy or the other but momentarily takes on the perswtaafee
as the speaker shops around for a political stance to take. By theteagoém it becomes
apparent that the speaker’s internal deliberations are having ligte: eshe becomes distracted
from the tax policy and looks out at the chaotic “world at night,” and theraeppecurl up and
fall into a dream state. The tone at the end is precisely ambiguous, bothtoan#od menacing
in equal parts: when the speaker says “dreamt/to my outnumberment,” it $kersiie imagines
being at once assaulted by countless terrorists and seduced by countiedsves and that
ambiguity is magnified by the neologistic strangeness of the word “obenment.”

A further complexity about that final word: the speaker is both a single baosly/pand
an entire population. Or to put it another way, the speaker is like a menbengfess—both an

individual and a representative of the collected citizenry, both thergoeet and the one who is
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governed. For both points of view, the speaker cultivates an obsession witli: iee poem is
flush with first person pronouns in the subjective (“I"), the possessmg’]; and the reflexive
(“myself”). Rather than an indication of self-knowledge, this pattern stsggygasacute uncertainty
about how the speaker sees herself, and an anxiety about how much contrdlyshaseaer

the conditions of her individual or collective life. Despite the refegs to government processes
and policy, the poem has an embodied physicality, as if its politics mamifetite terrain of the
speaker’s single or multiple bodies.

These tensions in “I Was at Congress with Myself” intersediuiminating ways with
Foucault's notion of “biopower,” a concept first articulated e History of Sexuality, Volume 1
and elaborated more fully by a number of theorists, including Marxists likgiG Agamben and
Antonio Negri. Foucault argues that in ancient or classical timesreign power derived mainly
from the right to kill, to take the life of anyone who threatened that pamvdre modern era,
power is oriented more toward life than death, claiming the right to deeeand produce life
rather than only negating it. This modern “power over life,” says Fétemerges in the
seventeenth century and comes in two forms: disciplinary and regul@tayormer is “centered
on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the optimization of its c#sithe extortion of its
forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its dodiitiyntégration into systems of
efficient and economic controls.” This disciplinary form he cale ‘anatomo-politics of the
human body.” The other form of power over life is “focused on the species bodydshe bo
imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as the basis of the ballpgicesses:
propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy andvigng@his system
of “regulatory controls” Foucault calls “a biopolitics of the populationis{etry 139).

The speaker in Wagner's poem can be seen as both a disciplined body and alregulate
population, both a specific anatomy and a general society. This doublenesspaaker’'s point

of view produces much of the tension in the poem, but there’s another tension asweslhlibe
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speaker as the one being controlled and the speaker as the one who contrdlgaivieals
poem suggests is that the American citizen-subject is constdmatigting herself and governing
herself at the same time, stuck in a tape loop of contradictory desiraaphAcetion of
Foucault's concept of biopower is that power no longer appears to coatrobiitside; instead,
power totally subsumes life, power is integrated fully into the minds and$oflithe population,
and the population therefore appears to be free and democratic. The maddehip®f phrases
like “should I tax myself” or “should | ratchet down the tax” is that traynsl at first like the
ultimate acts of democracy, and yet the poem reveals that the choicerbetwesct and the
other is no real choice at all. Caught in this contradiction, the sped&é#risdefine her freedom
only in terms of an imagined threat from an imagined outside, to live a nighiniieair of being
outnumbered by the other. Instead of being free, we spend enormous resources fweatsitpt
“freedom” and then waging wars against those threats. Biopower cainlgediawith greater
force and efficiency than ever before in history (e.g. The Iraq War), doe# so now not in the
name of the sovereign but in the name of life, in the name of protecting a populatioa, &
religion, a socio-economic system, a way of life.

Because freedom and democracy have such high value in our era of biopowestjdingui
innovation and creative literacy have become valuable socioeconomicTtoislsneans that
poetry can no longer safely claim its Romantic, outsider status, and itieappbem can no
longer simply cry out against oppression by making traditional truthrs¢aits. The rise of
biopower means that the political poem needs to rely more on performancesowape
indirection and digression, satire and absurdity. At the same time, thegbploem needs to
avoid indulging in fragmentation and play for their own sake. The new pbptesn enacts a
biopoetics, which means it keeps recalibrating the tension betweeitystaidl instability,
between sincerity and irony, understanding that it cannot locate a pure sysée ofubiopower.

A poetics of impurity always implicates itself in the mess of ourerapbrary political situation
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rather than trying to transcend it, which means that one of the primary sespmoreader might

have to an impure political poem is to ask, “Is this a political poem?”
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Interlude 5.2

Against Violence

The idea that to get at the thing without disturbing it, the thingudeiteed in its natural juices, the
idea that the thing waits there to be thought, the animal that plays deadps lshowing that

soon the idea will come, or will think it has come,

to get at the thing in its home country, where it can naturally be foural citizen of the country
whose time has come to be violent, the idea of violence for the good of thethigindea that
every state in the country has another name for it, the naturaltb&seinshine state, the state
where they make weapons to protect the thing, that which destroys tleedatise of

destruction,

the idea that thinks it has a body, the job of the body to crave salt, thesalb tof dissolve in the
mouth, the idea that the ice cream man, after a long day is empty, saltless noed@anger name
a patriotic frozen confection except to commit an act of violence stggim fact he could kill a
confection in front of a child, causing that child to be frozen in a state ohgvéstr another

sweet thing to come,
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tomorrow's heat, for example, which is itself an idea waiting for arfroaafection to come and
destroy it, so a thing enters the hot mouth of the child, the sweet cotbesaduntry come as a

sudden violent coolness, the idea of the country coloring the child's lips,

the thing that can't be thought yet, not until the time comes to be viokenthilinder is an idea
thought by lightning, or the salted ocean that comes to take the ice ceeraaway, because the
day has been long, many more people will be killed before tomorrow, the ideagaaty @lome,

it has been paid for, and if you are a citizen of the country, it is time to sleep.
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Movement 5.2

A Spectral Poetics

254



How We Learned to Sell Out and Rebel
Foucault's sketch of a shift from classical sovereign power to moderoviigohas

profound implications about how we define freedom. Pierre Bourdieu concesiragaa shift

when examining the economy of the arts & literature. In his essay tahedviarket of

Symbolic Goods," he outlines a brief genealogy of cultural capital's fietdugigde, showing

how increased autonomy or democratization in the arts actually shapedytheg competition

for authority. Beginning very broadly, Bourdieu notes that during the middle agdseand t

Renaissance,
intellectual and artistic life has progressively freed itselfif aristocratic and
ecclesiastical tutelage as well as from its aesthetic tarchbdemands. This
process is correlated with the constant growth of a public of potentialmers,
of increasing social diversity, which guarantee the producers of syngoalds
minimal conditions of economic independence and, also, a competing principle
of legitimacy. (112)

This process of becoming autonomous continues and even accelerates dugmigkitenment

struggle between Industrialism and Romanticism, says Bourdieu, making room emig/entor
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increasing numbers of both producers and consumers of symbolic goods, along witkeSagfenc
consecration" that shape or determine legitimacy. As art can iinglyase treated as a
commodity, it can also be treated as a pure object untouched by commesoégitint'the
appearance of a distinct category of producers of symbolic goods speciiestityed for the
market, to some extent prepared the ground for a pure theory of ars, thfadrit as art. It did so
by dissociating art as commaodity from art-as-pure-signification."

The increase in freedom that allows art to be defined as either coranoemon-
commercial obfuscates the real "submission to the laws of tHeehwdrsymbolic goods," which
demand competition and actually produce all those Romantic notions of escapalgar
commodification, including the notion of the creative genius who has pridilageess to that
pure spontaneous inspiration. What Bourdieu reminds us is that beinget-oréekted writer
can still mean producing updated versions of the Romantic project in oppasitienliourgeois
project (114). Those who supposedly “sell out” as artists and those who ediggosbel”

against commodified art are both competing in a field of cultural ¢apita

The Spectacle and the New Value of Creativity

If the field of cultural capital could reproduce itself on a largeledtaoughout society,
that society would arguably be what Guy Debord outlines so compellinglyersociety of the
Spectaclehis prescient 1967 script for today's global market economy thaatestatl of social
relations with image and illusion.

In the spectacle, says Debord, "all that once was directly lived hasieenere
representation," and yet the spectacle is not simply "a collection gésneather, it is a social
relationship between people that is mediated by images" (12). Although ofterates with the

communications technology, media, advertising, and entertainment indtisatieervade
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society, the spectacle is not limited to these arenas. It's not meregthsogaddedto the real
world—not a decorative element, so to speak. On the contrary, it is the werphsociety's real
unreality.” It's an entire "world view transformed into an objectivedd(13). The spectacle
actually produces all of life, including what we call reality, and in thigse the spectacle is a
unified force, fabricating everything. This unity, however, produces &ipertseparation of
reality and image, and this separation produces an alienation within indéviditzen | purchase
my can of "homestyle" processed soup, I'm simultaneously purchasing a faéseeneation and
the loss of some "real" sense of home that the spectacle also creates.

So the spectacle operates through a pervasive network of contradimpearances, but
it's not a facade behind which hides an authentic, pure reality. Bgp@hrance, and it presents
itself "as an enormous positivity, out of reach and beyond dispute. All itsdsérything that

appears is good; whatever is good will appear™ (15). In contrast to & bestiorical era when
social relations were defined by "having," the spectacle privilegesadpgéas the primary tool
for acquiring "social power" (16). The positivity of appearance, Debord argussually a
negation of life, an alienation that takes on a visible, legible form.

The spectacle's negation resembles the religious illusion of adrafesd paradise
waiting to reward us for suffering its loss on earth, except that theasfgepromises that
transcendence here and now. "The absolute denial of life, in the shapdafiaus paradise”
says Debord, "is no longer projected onto the heavens, but finds itsnstesdi within material
life itself. The spectacle is hence a technological version ofxiliegeof the human powers in a
‘world beyond—and the perfection of a separatthin human beings" (18). The lost utopia is
not hovering in the sky or in the afterlife; it's inside everyone, insidey@an of soup. The
spectator doesn't so much feel alienated from God as from himself and iegeaythund him:

the more he contemplates [his object of desire], the less he livesptbeanadily

he recognizes his own needs in the images of need proposed by the dominant
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system, the less he understands his own existence and his own desires. The
spectacle's externality with respect to the acting subject isristrated by the
fact that the individual's own gestures are no longer his own, but ratherathos
someone else who represents them to him. The spectator feels at home nowhere,
for the spectacle is everywhere. (23)
This pervasive and present dispossession, the spectacle's priogurgtpnullifies activity,
community, communication, critical thought, and the spectator is saturdtedassivity and
acceptance.

Spectacular estrangement, Debord suggests, is the full realizatarnds concept of
commodity fetishism—that is, the abstract, mysterious, metaphyseaécendent, aspects of the
commodity, beyond its use value. As Marx say€apital, festishism is the appearance of a
social dimension in the commodity that functions as a stand-in for doel relations between
individuals. So commodification "converts every product into a social hygraig. Later on, we
try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of our own somiklgbs; for to stamp
an object of utility as a value, is just as much a social product as lang83g8g"Here Marx
comes very close to pointing out a poetic aspect to fetishism; thae ispinmodity’'s exchange
value is much like language that takes on a socially symbolic reson&egeoditic language. In
the spectacle then, those who can augment the fetishism of commodities, qttiogm who
have facility with poetic language, are increasingly in demand.

As Debord suggests, expanding fetishism means that the requiremesniviioasl appear
to increase ceaselessly, always generating "surplus suna@va|"domplete satisfaction is never
achieved, despite the promise of it everywhere. Fetishism is the dfesatisfaction always
deferred, always expanding its appetite, so that "commodities aralhthat there is to see”
(29). Not only are workers alienated in their production, then, but also irctdmsumption, and

to become consumerized is "the inescapable duty of the masses" (29)iehiaisng
258



consumption ironically appears as a humanizing force, a compensationdehtiraanization of
the job. Thus, workers "find that every day, once work is over, they aredddat grown-ups,
with a great show of solicitude and politeness, in their new role as cossyB®: This
spectacular humanization is a growth industry that will never stop growiragige it produces
more and more need for humanization. Even though increasing automation malekirets of
labor redundant, "new forms of employment have to be created"” to supply "thesapuoysible
for distributing and hyping the commaodities of the moment" (31).

I would argue that today this spectacle army enlists many people who havedece
training in the Creative Writing field, who have developed the credtille that are particularly
effective at feeding commaodity fetishism, at infusing spectacolasumption with humanizing,
liberating, soulful qualities. "Chicken Soup for the Soul" is a magsp@bular series of self-help
books; Debord might say that the entire spectacle economy presehtsitdacken soup for the
soul. No longer just a good or a service, a commodity is always medicine fiogheal
atrophied soul of the contemporary consumer subject, and when that mediegertahe
authentic flavor of mother love or a folk remedy, it can be all the moretigtfe

The sense of humanity shown to the consumer is, Debord suggests, an illusion that
proliferates and encourages "a general acceptance of illusiondartkemption of modern
commodities. The real consumer thus becomes a consumer of illusion” (82)cdin say that
literary works produce illusion (giving linguistic form to fiction, fasyaabsurdity, etc), then
Creative Writing is a primary site of illusion production. Literdhysion, however, tends to call
attention to itselfsillusion, admitting its own artifice, whereas commaodified illusion, Itmig
argue, tends to present itself as truth or reality. A poem or story off@oyes strategies
(unexpected imagery, wordplay, point-of-view shifts, plot disruption} tleat self-consciously

announce that they're fabricated by the creative writer's imaginatidrsuch strategies can take
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on a social or political dimension as critiques of the commodifieddhisscontradictory claims
to truth. So literature, and the arts in general, are often set in oppaosilominant power.

What happens, however, when the commodity form becomes increasingly creative,
literary, poetic—announcing its own falseness, even seeming to critigli@ ghat happens
when TV commercials so skillfully employ poetic strategies to ptastail shopping,
paradoxically, as a liberation from commaodity culture? What happens ty pdetn the
spectacle can be so poetic? Debord's theory (via Marx) is crucial licerakry practice precisely
because literary practice can be a crucial means of production in thactpe€ven if poems and
stories themselves don't have much value in the marketplace, those whamstorrir the
imaginary into a commodity have marketable skills. And yet, even if wikpetantially
spectacle workers, this doesn't mean that we can do nothing but producdesp&ittetigh no
site of literary production can pretend to transcend commodity culturelgnét the same time,
any site can develop critical understanding of that impossibility n§tendence, which means
that it can develop the possibility of individual and communal agency witatrculture. In other
words, no poem and no Creative Writing workshop is naturally, absolutely pure oejntisur
always possible to produce a reflexive knowledge of how creativecitéwactions in the
spectacle, and this reflexivity can help humans regain some control over asimgise
privatized language.

What makes the reclaiming of language for the public particularly dliffiie the
spectacle's ability to manufacture the appearance of division witliaetall wholeness.
Opposing forces within society engage in "sham battles between compesians@f alienated
power" (36), producing the illusion of liberating choices between Coke and Rapsic cock
and alternative rock, conservative and progressive politics. The dpgutesents such
differences "as markers of radically distinct social systemstrBut the standpoint of their actual

reality as meraectorsit is clear that the specificity of each is subsumed under a univessains
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as functions of a single tendency that has taken the planet fordtsffigberations. That
tendency is capitalism" (37). For the last four decades in America tokly a great
counterculture has arisen to combat the stagnant oppressive msikgtrporate power that
came to its apex in the 1950s. It becomes increasingly clear, however, thatodumeecan

have a complex and mutually reinforcing relationship with the dominant euttappears to
antagonize. As Debord puts it, "a smug acceptance of what existsnsékguite compatible

with a purely spectacular rebelliousness, for the simple reason thatisfaction itself becomes a
commodity as soon as the economics of affluence finds a way of applyingdtgfon methods
to this particular raw material” (38). So counterculture is no [gsstacular than the so-called
mainstream, and the image of liberation is now available for purelvasgwvhere.

Literature, of course, had strong ties to the American countercuttoraments of the
mid-to-late twentieth century, but new poetry can't achieve palgiticacy the same way, |
suggest, because a new political efficacy must understand the inghgéirrred relationship
between poetry and capitalism as it manifests in "spectacular rebe#igs! or the
commodification of "dissatisfaction.” What Debord explains so convincisdlyat cultural
conflicts can be produced by and subsumed by the entire spectacle systenoegkithese
conflicts promise an alternative system (just as the promise ofémaatsnce and free choice fuels
the illusory clashes between products for sale). Not only can literpauticipate in these battles,
it can enact such battles as a performance, a point that Debord makashyg®ack through
western literary tradition to frame the poetics of our current contgnoditure: "The spectacle is
the epic poem of this strife—a strife that no fall of llium can bring terati (43). Capital may
be a more persistent epic poet than Homer, and no doubt the poetics of thetlagtisdargely
framed by the strife between commodities, but poetry itself can and doesecititigstrife while

remaining immanent to it, recognizing that such a critique can itsefiteea commodity.
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Spectacular Language: Disaster & Opportunity

A number of contemporary Italian intellectuals with Marxist leanings paked up
Debord's concept of the spectacle to help explain the transformatitbfaoigaage and
communication into market value. I'd like to examine a few of these appropsiagspecially in
the writings of Giorgio Agamben, Paolo Virno, and the collaborative effottgclea Michael
Hardt & Antonio Negri. Despite important differences between theseiske they all ask the
question: if life has been totally subsumed by capital, if everything hasnieesommodifiable, if
language has become a dominant product and force of production, how do we createls@iv ki
freedom and community? To this question | add the following: how do we reconceive the
Creative Writing workshop, and how do we write creatively in this histbmmoment, in order to
create those new kinds of freedom and community?

In an essay called "Marginal Notes Gammentaries on The Society of 8pectacle
Agamben points out that the spectacle is the full realization of'8eoncept of commodity
fetishism, and this "disclosure of the commodity's 'secret’ wasththit revealed capital's
enchanted realm to our thought—a secret that capital alwaysaiédet by exposing it in full
view" (74). The spectacle arrives when this mysterious, immasataét totally subsumes
society, when "exchange value has completely eclipsed use value and carhiewe the status
of absolute and irresponsible sovereignty over life in its entires, ladtving falsified the entire
social production” (75). Agamben takes up this thread agdihenComing Communitjocusing
especially on the spectacularization of communication: "the spedsdelnguage, the very
communicativity or linguistic being of humans," which means that capitaliguld be analyzed
not only for its "expropriation of productive activity, but also and principallyatavwhe
alienation of language itself," which means that "what is being expregimthe very possibility

of a common good" (79). Agamben then makes a paradoxical move, arguing that bexause th
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spectacle now so thoroughly controls the linguistic power of people aroundchites, phis
alienation is itself what we can have in common: "for the first tinsepbssible for humans to
experience their own linguistic being—not this or that content of lamgumd languagéself,

not this or that true proposition, but the very fact that one speaks." And aéliied linguistic
beings, we can form "a community with neither presuppositions nor a State" (82).

This is the same kind of move Bill Readings makeBha University in Ruingroposing
that the contentless "University of Excellence" can be transfoimb@@n opportunity for real
freedom and community. Readings cites Agamben, in fact, notingfheaComing Communityg
not nostalgic for cultural meaning but rather "attempts to transvahe process through which
culture loses any specific referent" (50), which means that "we can rer lopgose an authentic,
an ideal, or a national 'culture' to capitalism" (51). Later Readingsstaril this transvaluation to
imagine the University as a "community of dissensus," in which "communicatmm is
transparent...and the possibility of communication is not grounded upon and ralrfgrae
common cultural identity" (185). This new University is not made up of iddgdsts of culture
but of "singularities" who really speak and listen, who accept ongoing obhgab the
community and (referring to Agamben again) a sense of "transience, theityolititnose who
have nothing in common but who are aggregated together by the state of things" (187)
Borrowing from the theoretical frameworks of Agamben and Readings, |subgéthe
Creative Writing workshop, as an increasingly important site for thetipesof language skills in
the university, needs to imagine new strategies and structures of caratimmiRather than
acting as a field of cultural competition that pretends to be transgar@mntemocratic, the
workshop can operate as a community of dissensus that accepts its abtmgtiestion and
understand its language and the conditions that produce that language.

Paolo Virno inThe Grammar of the Multitudékewise uses Debord's theory of the

spectacle to articulate the total commodification of human commigmcaut Virno is
263



especially wary of reducing the spectacle to mere consumerism. "In tltadpeve find
exhibited..." he says, "the most relevant productive forces of sptheise productive forces on
which every contemporary work process must draw: linguistic competence ekiymyl
imagination, etc" (60). This means that the spectacle manifests not ordyiimathe-driven
culture industry, but more importantly, it produces the means of production hlorgduge post-
industrial economy, providing all sectors with spectacle machines (61). \alisdle language
worker of this late stage of capital, the "virtuoso," a kind of performitigt whose activities
require an audience but don't generate a tangible product. Virtuosesimaknew creative labor
force that provides linguistic services rather than material goddshare increasingly produced
by fully automated machines or by exploited workers in the non-Western wByldNGt
disciplined by the rational and rigid system of assembly-line indlistniathe virtuoso is
imaginative and inventive, flexible and informal, able to improvise djbato an accelerating
barrage of shocks and changes, able to think in non-linear, non-hierbwaysato "think
outside the box" (as we are urged to do everywhere these days). Considehningalities, it's
clear that the Creative Writing workshop provides basic and valuabiiengdor the post-
industrial worker. What are the implications of this function?

For Virno, the "virtuoso" is an ambivalent figure, not necessarilysitive or negative
category. When subsumed by capital, however, the virtuoso (or "the multitadiefysas a
whole) does become oppressed, and real community becomes impossible. And Virnthatimits
this description fits our present situation, but like Agamben, he findst@btiem liberation in
these very conditions: "The salient traits of post-Fordist experigecdle virtuosity,
exploitation of the very faculty of language, unfailing relation to theséree of others,' etc.)
postulate, as a form of conflictual retaliation, nothing less than aatlydiew form of
democracy" (68). This new society, allowing for a liberated virty@sid a reclaiming of the

publicness of the public sphere, would come about through more indirect butgigleifective
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means, namely a context-modifying defection or exit, an "unrestrained imvevitich alters the
rules of the game and throws the adversary completely off balance"f (@) Areative Writing
workshop is a space for the development of virtuosic skills, then thitilsecak be used for
libratory action and creating community, just as they can be absorbkd matketplace. This
means, however, that we can't fall back on reproducing the canon-making oppbsitioasn
commercial and non-commercial aesthetics, between the establismue¢né avant-garde;
instead, the workshop must defect from that field of competition altagatidecreate new
structures for communication and virtuosity.

Debord has also influenced Hardt & Negri's collaborative work, whieh e spectacle
to help conceptualize "Empire." As the full realization of colbimgoerialism—not just its
continuation—Empire is a global system no longer defined primarily by mhtimundaries and
centralized power. Rather, it's dacenterednddeterritorializing apparatus of rule that
progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its a@granding frontiers. Empire
manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural exchamgesh modulating
networks of command" (xii). In other words, many of the modes conceptualized by postmoder
theory as tools for resisting modern sovereignty are the same mogese Eses to promote its
own power. What seem the means of liberation become the means of domination, and | would
add, this confusion plays out in the field of literary production, including thosggtes for
legitimacy within the Creative Writing industry.

In contrast to Foucault's notion of a modern "disciplinary society," which opeviteén
defined boundaries and institutions, Empire operates as a "society of contwhich
mechanisms of command become ever more ‘democratic,' ever more immanesomal field,
distributed throughout the brains and bodies of the citizens" (23). Foteagefceived as
oppositions to oppression—demaocracy, individuality, creativity—incregsbegome

mechanisms for the society of control. Power is no longer imposed upon peopledroutdide;
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people themselves produce the power that controls them, through new modes g téeking,
and behaving. In his late work, Foucault gave this production of social tHieéwndividuals the
name "biopolitics"; and on a global scale, Hardt & Negri argue, biopoliticaéppuaints to a
fundamental shift in how capitalism organizes itself. As national boundhnisish in
significance, "huge transnational corporations construct the fundamentedctive fabric of the
biopolitical world" (31), and these powers "produce not only commodities laut als
subjectivities...needs, social relations, bodies, and minds" (33).

The primary producers of biopolitical power, according to Hardt & Neggithe
communications industries. The language of word and image functions asdia tool of
Empire because the "communications industries...not only organize prodoctionew scale
and impose a new structure adequate to global space, but also makeiatjostiimmanent.” In
other words, language controls individuals not by making them feel oppressedipulated,
but through their bodies and minds, making them feel free and self-determiostd. M
advertisements, for example, no longer appear to enslave us in consumeridontheyreven
seem to sell us liberating products. In fact, they don't seem to sell anythihd=atther, they
celebrate our continuous liberation (which we've both achieved and are aliggging again),
and offer us a forum in which to perform that liberation. Thus, the individinggst "produces
its own image of authority. This is a form of legitimization thatses nothing outside itself"
(33).

As Virno stresses, the rise of language as a productive force is mbedstd one sector
of the economy; likewise, Hardt & Negri see the emergence of biopowergenerally as a
shift from modern industrialization to postmodern "informatization” (28dceSthe early 1970s,
especially in America, labor has increasingly migrated from "iindiis service jobs" that are
"highly mobile and involve flexible skills," and that produce "knowledge, in&tion, affect, and

communication” (285). Hardt & Negri call this proliferating class ofkers "immaterial labor"
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(290) because they produce an abstract or virtual product. The organizatoiefon
immaterial labor is no longer the "assembly line" but the "network," antkyesel web of non-
places making "distances less relevant” (295), yet also allowing ainéwflkcentralization of
corporate command, because "control of laboring activity can potentialivedualized and
continuous in the virtual panopticon of network production” (297). The new imeaiaterker
and workspace have been liberated from the disciplined confines of the factiocorporate
culture keeps developing new strategies for increasing employee pvagiudtind what's being
produced? No longer cars or shoes or material goods in general; rathdistthctly Western or
American labor force is almost entirely devoted to manufacturing thaernowss immaterial
secret of the commodity that Marx described a century and a half ago. ©accorately, the
immaterial has become the commaodity itself.
The figure of the immaterial laborer recalls Virno's figure ofiineioso, the creative
knowledge worker whose labor is increasingly devoted to privatizing pifblibtough
linguistic performance. Among the most disturbing effects of this newneegf production is the
loss of real dissent or debate, despite the appearance of it every8tnegeng this effect, Hardt
& Negri refer us again to the spectacle, which they describe astégndted and diffuse
apparatus of images and ideas that produces and regulates public disoouopinion,” (321).
In a society dominated by the spectacle,
what was once imagined as the public sphere, the open terrain of political
exchange and patrticipation, completely evaporates. The spectacle slastyoy
collective form of sociality—individualizing social actors in theeparate
automobiles and in front of separate video screens—and at the same time
imposes a new mass sociality, a new uniformity of action and thought. On this
spectacular terrain, traditional forms of struggle over the catistitbecome

inconceivable. (322)
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The spectacle—another way of conceptualizing biopolitical power or Empiestes an
immanent field in which control and conformity is organized as opennessdividuality. The
implications of this new organization are enormous, especially when congidew to respond
to it. Fighting against it using "traditional forms of struggle" is no lorgeoption because those
forms have largely been appropriated and commodified by the spectaculae Esaliir Totally
pervasive, it "constructs social fabrics that evacuate or remeféective any contradiction” (34),
meaning that opposition cannot exist outside of it. There is no transcendentviesie we can
purify language or ourselves, either through coherence or dissonance, unitgyrariation.
Nonetheless, these oppositions proliferate, struggles unfold on every obiciheel
media-scape, but these are "sham battles" that obscure the oveyalf timé spectacle that
generates them. Hardt & Negri critique this industry of the "falsleaddbmy,” calling attention in
particular to the opposition between the global and the local, between homougkmbiiyg and
heterogeneous difference (44). To hail localization and differenaethentic alternatives to
globalization and identity, they argue, is to affirm this dichotomy and égtihat both choices are
produced, and sold as commodities, by Empire (45). This doesn't mean that noéneaii\ads"
or "potentials for liberation" exist, but that they must "ewigthin Empire. We should be done
once and for all with the search for an outside, a standpoint that ireagneity for our politics”
(46).
Hardt & Negri avoid the "either/or" choice between these two comneddules, which

allows them to begin articulating a more effective response to Empire

Difference, hybridity, and mobility are not libratory in themselves, buheeare

truth, purity, and stasis. The real revolutionary practice refers tevheof

production Truth will not make us free, but taking control of the production of

truth will. Mobility and hybridity are not libratory, but taking controltbé

production of mobility and stasis, purities and mixtures is. (156)
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In other words, rather than transcending Empire, we can reappropriate itsahpdaguction.
Because language is the primary mode that Empire uses to consolidate itdatyuage can be
the primary site of reappropriation. This is why the Creative Writingkshop is such a crucial
space in the negotiation of power: because the language skills develdpisdspace have
become so powerful in the age of Empire, and because it can become a spapergpriaton.
Like Virno, Hardt & Negri conceive a political strategy of indirestl @lusive means, using the
very tools of spectacular capital against it, deploying the imnaditgrand flexibility of Empire
to construct a counter-Empire: "Whereas being-against in modernity oftem @ direct and/or
dialectical opposition of forces, in postmodernity being against mightogetiost effective in an
oblique or diagonal stance" (212).
This kind of obliqueness, | suggest, might well benefit from writers afypaed fiction,
including those involved in Creative Writing, but these writers and thideguic field must first
develop critical awareness of the very social and historical conglifia have made them so
important. As Hardt & Negri describe the present situation,
if communication has increasingly become the fabric of production..., then
control over linguistic sense and meaning and the networks of communication
becomes an ever more central issue for political struggle.... All émeegits of
corruption and exploitation are imposed on us by the linguistic and
communicative regimes of production: destroying them in words is as urgent as
doing so in deeds. (404)

If Empire operates first of all through words, by alienating individuals fihe words they use,

by using those spectacularized words to thoroughly endanger any real sensmohitgpnthen

words themselves must be reappropriated, words themselves are the npgadsaaifon that

must be seized. For the Creative Writing workshop to enact this kind ofopapgtion, it must

begin to examine itself as a productive space, and its pedagogy must keafirggener
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opportunities to question how and why words are used as they are used. Rexautrivigpf
language must involve challenging the workshop and the students, not in teeathefia

evaluation, but in terms of production.

The Search for a Spectral Poetics

Particularly inThe Society of the Spectad¥ebord appears decidedly pessimistic about
the potential for poetry and the arts to do anything but be spectacular ancepradecspectacle.
But the earlier writings and activities of the Situationist Inteamati (SI), of which Debord was a
central figure, devote much more attention to artistic strategieswlitn marketplace of
appearances. Because the writings of Debord and the Sl unleash so many vicisusgsahst
various art movements, particularly those associated with the gaedd; their claims for any
artistic agency can seem contradictory or even non-existent. In his ddsay,chg Walk of the
Situationist International," Greil Marcus notes how the Sl fegtex] his attention by cutting
"through the suburban cul-de-sac that passed for cultural rebelliba #960s" (2), particularly
in the following passage he quotes from the SlI's journal: "The rotten efjgezoded by the idea
of God envelops the mystical cretins of the American '‘Beat Generg2pnVarcus emphasizes
that this critique was published not with the easy benefit of hindsight, but in d®B&bord and
his Sl cronies were already questioning the transcendent aspirationsdfgbeial formation
whose signature epic/manifesto had become Ginsberg's "Howl" only a&&ewearlier. What
Marcus finds most compelling about the Sl project, however, is not itsatdcadismissals but its
theory of art—an art that's attuned to the specific challenges of ¢ogtdwst spectacle. Summing
up the Sl's artistic strategy, Marcus says, "Society was osghaizappearance, and could be
contested on the field of appearance; what mattered was the punctunpgafeance—speech

and action against the spectacle that was, suddenly, not babble, but untét&jpod
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An Sl document called "All the King's Men" explores this tricky teriaiart as political
action, announcing immediately that "the problem of language is at the cEatery struggle
for the abolition or preservation of today's alienation" (McDonough 153). Tinggjdge is a
primary site where social power is negotiated, and language has théaptadoe reclaimed for
the public sphere: "Wordsork on behalf of the ruling organization of life. Yet nevertheless they
have not become automatons;...through them, forces are expressed that natg frustr
calculations" (McDonough 153). The rest of "All the King's Men" framesthegle over words
in more literary terms, as a struggle over the meaning and function of poetry:

Information is power's poetry...the mediated faking of what is. Conversely,

poetry must be understood as immediate communication in reality and real

modification of that reality. It is nothing other than liberated languaggubge

that wins back its richness and, breaking significations, at once recovels,

music, cries, gestures, painting, mathematics, events. (McDonough 154)
So there's no doubt that Debord and the S| make positive proposals for art, bubposhlpr
implicitly or explicitly involve a critical recognition of how art'satks against commodity
culture can themselves be commodified. This is why Marxist theasyesgso prominently in
Debord's art theory—because an important function of art is to unutkistgoosition in the
capitalist system of production and consumption.

Toward the end ofhe Society of the Spectadiebord gives larger historical context to
the situation of modern art, arguing that its emergence coincided witly&olies of community
and a "truly common language" (132) associated with traditional myth an@mnelidodern art,
declaring itself independent, begins a prolonged attack against a comnabhesguage, and
against itself. As Debord puts it, "The fact that the language bf@aamunication has been lost
is what the modern movement of art's decay, and ultimately of its fornihllation, expresses

positively What it expressasegativelyis that a new common language has yet to be found"
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(133). Increasingly unable or unwilling to communicate, art proudly waved the banner of
individualism, and "from romanticism to cubism," it enacted "the fragrtientand destruction
of the artistic sphere” (134). Not a revolutionary act, says Debord rthikaanihilation
participates in the spectacle's false division between traditibinaovation. While museum
culture defends art's tradition in dead forms, new art proclaims iteeditbmy of tradition with
manifestos promising escape to aesthetic purity.
So Debord expresses special disdain for self-consciously avant-gardmemts and
how their attacks against tradition celebrate change while nedga¢inmpssibility of change.
Ironically, then, art's "vanguard is its own disappearance" (135), betanssness is not
critically reflexive of its own participation in a larger systdrattundermines communication and
community. In one of his most illuminating passages, Debord places this atgumtbe plane
of the literary:
Thoroughgoing attacks on language are liable to emerge in this contdxt cool
invested with positive value by the official world, for the aim is to premot
reconciliation with a dominant state of things from which all communication has
been triumphantly declared absent. Naturally, the critical truth of stadkstas
utterances of the real life of modern poetry and art, is concealed. Thackpec
whose function i$o bury history in culturepresses the pseudo-novelty of its
modernist means into the service of a strategy that defines it inafo@ipdest
sense. Thus a school of neo-literature baldly admitting that it merely
contemplates the written word for its own sake can pass itself off ashsogne
truly new. (137)

What Debord reminds us here is that poetic newness is not a self-evideatwarad category,

and that the spectacle has a fetish for progress. Consider talirtieewe use to describe our

favorite poems and stories that also refer to positive value in thestpl@ce: innovative, ground-
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breaking, cutting-edge, revolutionary, etc. So the avant-garde is producedshyrgheommodity
culture it aims to destroy or escape. Like capital, it requires comm$tange that is actually no
change, a highly-determined and self-conscious bid for a paradise of innoliatioever really
creates an alternative. The canon debates about insiders and outsitietsd and excluded, are
likewise constructed by the spectacle's image industry. Nonethelessd#teates present
themselves as natural and inevitable, and certainly plenty of art ang isagtaped by these
spectacular antagonisms.

Central to Debord's strategy for a creative practice that chaliehg spectacle without
transcending it is the conceptagtournementwhich he defines as a diversion or distancing from
"whatever has been turned into an official verity" (145). Tom McDonough expleioarnement
as the activity "of diverting elements of affirmative bourgeoltuce to revolutionary ends, of
distorting received meanings" (xiv), then smartly challenges Debdrd atvn game. Noting that
"the concept of 'recuperation,’ the idea that avant-garde innovationsbmigecovered for use by
the reigning social order” (xiii), is the "exact corollary'detournement'in fact, recuperation
anddetournemenfare] one and the same, a shared cultural strategy" (xiv). McDonough's
skepticism of "the Sl's claims to a position of absolute contestation" isncomybecause it
illuminates how any critique of the spectacle is in danger of hypocrisy.

| suggest, however, that the strategy of detournement is flexible and capaiugh to
avoid being paralyzed by a rigidly oppositional stance, particularly wiedod frames the
strategy as a continuous and reflexive process that doesn't asginégetea pure
uncommodified space. Giving nuance to his initial formulation of the concejpbr®says:

Detournement.is the fluid language of anti-ideology. It occurs within a type of
communication aware of its inability to enshrine any inherent anditiledin
certainty. This language is inaccessible in the highest degree tovadidn by

any earlier or supra-critical reference point. On the contrannternal
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coherence and its adequacy in respect of the practically possible arealidstty
the ancient kernel of truth that it restorBgtournementounds its cause on
nothing but its own truth as critique at work in the present. (146)
What Debord suggests here is that language can accept its uncertaiatgtwié same time
communicating in a practical way. This means that any critique of tistasfeemust be "fluid"
and cannot aspire to establish truth beyond its moment. Not fixed in ideologyitahty, it
forges an "internal coherence" by opening up to semantic possibility,r&bcplly possible," a
multitude of meanings that affirm rather than negate a common lasghat)"ancient kernel."

A poetics of detournement points to a new kind of relationship with an audiemee, a
kind of engagement that allows an audience to participate in a conversgtimmtBiually
diverting the language of spectacle without claiming an external positi@uthority, the poetics
of detournement avoids the danger of "speatangthers..without any real dialogue™ (133).
Further articulating the implications of this new audience reldtiprsuggested by Debord,
Vincent Kauffman says, "art must...transform itself into a 'speakitig that...is no longer
identified exclusively with either the author or the reader-spedbait becomes the work of
everyone" (McDonough 286).

As a complement to Debord's concept of detournement, | proppee@alpoetics: a
mode of writing and reading that responds to the spectacle's productiqeafapces and
illusion without attempting to transcend it, ghosting the false oppositidmey rilan attaching to
them. Because the spectacle's basic strategies have grown so pamdgpowerful in recent
decades, because they have manifested even more monstrously into what Blédgbnd £988
"the integrated spectacleC¢mments8), a spectral poetics has become even more relevant.

Self-consciously avant-garde movements or schools have not faired thellAmerican
poetry scene for the several decades that coincide with the fullrftmaes the spectacle society.

The one notable exception, Language Poetry, whose landmark anthology came out & 1987, i
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notable mostly because its avant-garde-ness has been worried, hateegdridicdldismissed, not
the least by those said to be its practitioners. This avant-garde ahgieggest, is produced
largely by the widespread commodification of the avant-garde and hipngsseral. It's difficult
to turn on the TV now without witnessing a commercial that sells tooladaching your own
personal revolution, from SUVs to cell phone plans to credit cards. S¢'saeinguard (and
transcendent) pretensions have been increasingly muted. This dasn'thowever, that poetry
in general has retreated to some traditional terrain, for traditielhigsncreasingly

commodified, often in the package of nostalgia, family values, or s&fttyugh a spectral
poetry is not bound to a single historical period, I'd argue that it has emesgeémphatically

during recent decades in which the spectacle has so thoroughly subsumeitnpoéties.

The Emporium of Aesthetic Battles

But wait, maybe traditiois making a comeback. Lately I've been hearing a buzz of
criticism accusing new emerging poets of being too experimental, saatd;gransgressive, too
associative and playful, too oblique and opaque, too confectionary and stylizdfitailt,
illogical, elusive. Excess is everywhere, but not enough sincerity, medgios, humanity, not
enough narrative, rationality, and coherence. This new poetry, the criticyiagg s@&s so hard
to be innovative that it ends up sounding self-consciously contrived, overwrougtgnedrby
irony and gimmicks, lacking authenticity.

What's the source of this problem? These essays point to a variedg caut particularly
interesting to me is that all three directly implicate the avédl€reative Writing industry. The
most scathing critique comes from David Yezzi in an essay called "tealists’ Return,”
published inThe New CriterionYezzi scoffs at the false pluralism of the new unrealism as an
exclusion of "the general reader"” disguised as an inclusivenessethigoetry has made

transgressing boundaries so programmatic that "the gateway througlseécrtttegarden of so-
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called cutting-edge art is now a superhighway that anyone with a graduate thegoetry can
navigate at high speed” (4). The gateway may have transformed intchanmore inclusive
superhighway, but it's clogged with those awful MFAs in Creative Writitg, eultivate an
elitism that abandons the general reader at the nearest rest stop.

A less antagonistic judgment is handed down by Dana Levimierican Poetry Review
Framing the current obsession with experimentation itself as a baeldasst the post-
Confessional mode that dominated the late twentieth century, shessdacouple of underlying
anxieties, the first of which is a response to Creative Writing catimeeess, to "being one of
hundreds (maybe thousands?) of MFA graduates driving for a place, if notcamitwe, then in
Fencé (45). The academic Creative Writing industry, Levin suggestsalycencourages an
anxious experimental excess as a way to achieve distinction in anosveedrfield of poets
seeking official legitimation or a least the street-cred aidppublished in a hip magazine.

Tony Hoagland offers a slightly more equivocal criticism in his esdbgdcéear of the
Narrative and the Skittery Poem of Our Moment," publishd®oietry Searching for the sources
of this skitteriness, Hoagland says, "The energetic cadres of Vids have certainly
contributed to this milieu, founding magazines, presses, and aesthetcschisich encourage
and influence each other's experiments." Here Creative Writing is prdsena community-
forging force, building a supportive environment for MFAs and their orgaaimbf poetry
production, but there's also the implication throughout this essay that'thesters" breed an
insular cliquishness that's forgotten how to feel strong feeling #rpbtal stories that
communicate to broader audiences.

Creative Writing has been a target for scorn since its beginningsyisies but the
typical critique has accused it of cultivating a bland, conservatisthetic, most notably the
quiet, sincere post-Confessional poem that privileges plain language ahnbgrephical first-

person narrative, and that culminates in an understated epiphany witlsertsgyof closure.
276



Among the more prominent of these critiques is Christopher Beach's rigoressyreched book,
Poetic Culture: Contemporary American Poetry between Community andtinstituhich
lambastes "the overly conventional mindset and conservative instéutinentation governing
much of the production, dissemination, and discussion of poetry in this countryriEmistion,

| will argue, has been in large part created and perpetuated by thagyooeative-writing
industry and its satellite structures (journals, presses, readiag, §gizes, writers' conferences)"
(18). Later Beach applies this opposition more specifically to the domirgthetie produced by
the Creative Writing workshop, which "tends to homogenize what has traditiopabkituted
authorial style—substituting a notion of personal 'voice' or ‘authghfiai more inventive
linguistic or stylistic manipulation" (53).

How do we explain the distance between Beach's argument, published in 1999, and the
new crop of critiques, all published in 20067 Did it take only seven yearsf@Qréative Writing
industry to reverse itself, not only to make enough room for "more inventivedtitar stylistic
manipulation" but so much room as to become already excessive, requiring arititiaér c
backlash in the opposite direction? Confusion escalates when you consideriétteahgther
storylines that attempt to explain the current state of poetry. Wadait's brand of
experimentation, for example, supposed to be a warmer, more human and humorous kind than the
notoriously cold, abstract Language poetry of the 80s and 90s, a movement thatdiyppolse
experimentation to its farthest limits?

Rather than trying to resolve these aesthetic battles, I'd likeg@aw/ay from them and
explore how they're produced, and what purposes they serve. The acadsatiieG¥riting
industry has indeed grown at a remarkable rate in recent years, aacértainly become the
primary site for the production of published poetry in America. Giversthisis, Creative
Writing deserves serious critical scrutiny; the problem, howeventighat Creative Writing

encourages one aesthetic or another—either an overly conservativnahgoetry or an
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overly experimental, avant-garde poetry. Rather, the problem is #ratyipproduction in general
is determined by a field of cultural capital in which opposing aesthsttiaggle for legitimacy
and power. The Creative Writing industry has become the major stage on kishttle for
poetry's cultural capital is fought, but this battle informs and consth&tntire field of literary

production, including the kind of criticisms waged against Creative Writinnedthbove.

Cultural Capital and Its Children

In The Field of Cultural ProductigrBourdieu argues that literary struggles pitting one
aesthetic position against another are really competitions fantegi or cultural authority.
These competitions are often difficult to see because they're veiled byveardwejection of
economic value, vying instead for what Bourdieu calls "symbolic capital; f#®xultural value
of rejecting commercial success in the short run, the claim of integstyciated with
disavowing the marketplace, which in the long run can actually produdsustidgiseconomic
success.

Forms or genres like poetry that have relatively limited opportuaitfirfancial reward
generate even more concentrated competition for symbolic captaidaty to Bourdieu:
"poetry, by virtue of its restricted audience (often only a few hundredrgyattee low profits,
which make it the disinterested activggir excellenceand also the prestige, linked to the
historical tradition initiated by the Romantics, is destined to aiatis legitimation which is
given to only a few individuals, sometimes only one per generation and, by théakam, to a
succession of successful or abortive revolutions" (51). This ffetdrapetition might pit high
Modernist against Beat, Beat against Confessional, Confessionatdgaguage, Language
against Neo-Formalist; the particular configuration of the cdrifliless relevant than the conflict
itself. Whether the aesthetic that's being defended (or used as wespamttack) is seen to be

conservative or progressive, inclusive or exclusive, avant-gardéabtisisment, is irrelevant to
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the field of cultural capital, because all these positions redjuér struggle itself in order to exist.
The positions are not inevitable or natural categories but are gehleyatee oppositional
competition, by the process of claiming some authenticity and symbolic poviestagaer
claims.

Those who critique the Creative Writing industry by associating it witraesthetic or
another (whether like Yezzi, Levin, and Hoagland on one side, or like Beach athé¢heide)
reinforce and perpetuate the field of cultural capital, a systenthinates on competition and
reproduces the inequities of a social system thoroughly saturated by méuket\esthetic
positions rise and fall in the Creative Writing industry, but what rensimshe larger conditions
of production, the underlying structure of the field of cultural capitak Thimpetition manifests
at the most basic pedagogical site in the industry, the workshop, which typitediurages, even
demands, that aesthetic positions be taken in a struggle for legitirtagy tive workshop group.
If Creative Writing can be reformed, it must be rethought and restructuriguhinegin the
classroom, where participants typically sit around a table evaluaaigather's work, engaging
in countless small struggles for authority and power. Especially atdadaage (MFA and PhD)
level, where the structural competitiveness is especially entrencresdiv€ Writing needs to
imagine workshops without position-takings, without struggles for symbattiitat, without
reproducing the system of winners and losers, recognized and unrecognized, amglders

outsiders.

Twentieth Century Oppositional Poetics
The story of poetry in the twentieth century is often presented asalgatite between
tradition and the avant-garde, between this school and that school, but eftbeuesare many

poetries that cannot be easily categorized on one side of these oppositioother. Rather than
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trying to transcend power by making the choice between self-réatizatd self-fragmentation,
between identity and difference, many poetries remains immanent sthenghat produces
such choices, critiquing it by magnifying and haunting it rather than bpiegca

To begin approaching a terminology for this poetry, I'd first like to survegeherally
accepted terminology used to discuss American poetry of the last halfycéwrhong the most
widely-respected reference works for literary studiése New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry
and Poetis is certainly an exemplary source. If its digested format makes yataeget, its
privileged status in the production of literary knowledge deserves enttiical scrutiny. In my
edition’s “American Poetry” entry, the eleven columns of denselyqzhtdxt about “The
Postwar Period” are structured almost entirely around particiapkcof poets, and these
schools tend to fall into broader categories called traditionalhavative: “If Eliot, Auden, and
Frost exerted the most pervasive influence on the dominant tradition of the R866d,and
Williams began to exert a like effect on an emerging avant-gardelid&mav61). On the
dominant side we find poets associated with New Criticism and New Fommaligl the
dominant reactions against these movements, Confessional and “deef) Oratiee more
splintered avant-garde side, we find poets associated with idpalitigs, like Black Poetry and
Feminist Poetry, and those supposedly more aesthetically inclined giiteMBack Mountain,
New York School, San Francisco Renaissance, and later, Language PoetrgdD&@d6).

The entry makes at least one brief but valiant attempt to complexigyttiagion: "Of
course, group designations...do little to accommodate local variations anduadiistyles....
The anthology 'wars' of the 1960s between 'open’ and ‘closed,’ 'raw' and 'cBek&dahd
'square’ verse served only to separate poets into warring camps andde poowused critics
with ammunition for dismissive reviews" (63). This apology, however, ddkestétoffset the
looming presence of those categories and its centerpiece, the binaryiopetiveen

conservative and avant-garde. Of course, the entry's author isn‘grfakiterminology up
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himself; these categories do exist historically, and it would've béfggutlito write this entry
without them. What | want to question here is not how certain poets or groupsépoe
incorrectly labeled, but how the system of literary taxonomy is considatachhand inevitable,
and how poetry can engage in a critique of the power that produces that system.

| could argue that, for example, Sylvia Plath and John Berryman don'telésée
tagged as establishment Confessional poets, especially considerithgithlater and most
influential works Ariel andThe Dream Songsend to reject autobiographical directness and to
disrupt semantic and syntactic conventions. | could also argue that, for ex&aplArmantrout
and Michael Palmer don't deserve to be tagged as avant-garde, Languageqaets their
work often creates a quiet, intimate voice that obsesses overepmesdgings. These kinds of
critical adjustments to the canon may have their uses, but considenédnpaetry of these writers
might call into question the entire machine of canonical oppositions, thesgmale-loop of
insider/outsider status. Consider how this poetry might call attention toraamtity culture that
produces these aesthetic pseudo-struggles, how this poetry recolgaizbe tategories of
"traditional" and "innovative" are, increasingly, products for satbercultural marketplace.

Such considerations may have real implications for poetics. Rathepribducing a
discourse that perpetuates the power of aesthetic oppositions as cossnadipectral poetics
can articulate how poetry critiques that power. Rather than claiming owmefshther the
modernist bid for transcendent self-realization or the postmodernistrdrdnscendent self-
fragmentation, poetics can examine poetry's strategies for panfpemd questioning how
capital promises transcendence through these commodified categbisgsodtics and this
poetry remain immanent to power, not promising a utopian escape from ikebatdpecter,
haunting it with disturbing or exaggerated images of itself, ghosting tHd after life has been

subsumed by the commaodity form.
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Peter Gizzi's Spectral Poetics

My notion of a spectral poetics is a direct response to Debord's con¢ty of
spectacle,” and (I hope) a complement to it. Etymologically akin, the Wepdster" and
"spectacle" share the French root "spectare," which means "to behdlalo? Both words
suggest a visual image of reality to be looked at, but whereas "spédfieh refers to
something an onlooker can passively and pleasantly consume, "specter" eftetorebmething
that disturbs, frightens, even terrifies. So a spectral poetry canthawsgiectacle, not as a mass-
produced copy of it, but as an unsettling apparition of it. | want to discuss hdvatimgng can
happen, through a reading of a poem by Peter Gizzi that troubles a commodityedissaiaty
in ghostly ways.

If the spectator is always consuming the opposing sides of a commodified battl
especially the now-traditional dream of the unified self and the nont-gaade dream of a
fragmented self, a spectral poetry might haunt this relationship, ti@lygabandoning its
corporeal figure or its human voice, nor becoming entirely abstractedemogmizable. I'd argue
that this speaker as specter can be found, to greater or lesser mhegnsile range of current
poetries, including that of Peter Gizzi. His poem, "To Be Written in No @bantry,"
published in his third volum&ome Values of Landscape and Weatslsows how a
contemporary poem can haunt the culture of opposition without attaching to an oppositi
stance itself.

The country referred to by the title of this poem, it quickly becomes agpadmerica.
This title resonates simultaneously with a certain bitterness evghace, evoking the sense of
America's unique brand of oppression and its sense of blessed exceptionwiisnfogn to that
contradiction in a single voice. Another ambivalence lurks in the openingiveinerb phrase:

on one hand, "To Be Written" sounds like an urgent rallying cry for wiitechallenge the
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dominant power of this "country"; on the other hand, there's a tone of resigimathe
possibility that what follows will be another feckless represanmtaif a power system that so
effectively renders critical language impotent.

Consider, also, how highlighting written-ness in the title brings thenimite being, into
the present of the poem, and may even give him some unique authorial autih®atyi)ity to
wield imaginative or intellectual agency over language. And yet thddaxe writer is indeed
limited, perhaps even controlled, by social or political forces, for'MatOther Country" doesn't
even allow the writing to happen beyond itself: the country may have subsunverdtitige
before the writing even exists. Finally, consider the strange implicatidimaefn the title. The
verb's future tense suggests that the poem has not yet been wistshdduled "to be written"
sometime in the future. What then follows the title if not the finisheting itself? A sketch, an
outline, a blueprint of what will come? Are there gaps here to lee fifl later, problems to be
solved, revisions to be made? And will the future writer be the same pied®nt writer?
Perhaps we don't even know who will finally write this poem, so that sense wibadied
speaker keeps receding into the distance, endlessly deferred.

This title, then, is a network of ambiguities and possibilities. It doesefuse to be
interpreted, nor does it refuse to communicate, but it does refuséntcoglaership of a
definitive truth or direction. Rather than consuming language as a compadityather than
trying to escape language as a commodity, this title acts as a spectergdnenéntire
commodity system, disturbing its predictable form, never quite lettihgegp or arrive. This
shadowing pattern occurs throughout the poem: always making what geetsrslightly
unstable by magnifying, shrinking, stretching, dividing, twisting, swallowind emacuating it.

Here's the body of the poem in its entirety:
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Now it is time for the scratch ticket

to bruise the inner wishes of single moms,

for night to be enough for the pensioner

and his "buster" in TV light.

If we were to answer the geese overhead

would we ever find a home

lost as we are in the kiddy section of Wal-Mart?

As a youth did Grant wonder

that he would become both a drunk

and president and die like Melville, forgotten,

buried under ambition and guilt.

It is a sorry day for the pollster and body electorate

for the mildewed pages of a wound dresser.

And when and whenever past Saturdays

of adolescents in faded Kodak

enter the discourse of politicians

know you are not alone and your scrapbook

will be enough in talk of resolutions

and what you plan to do this weekend

to the garage and to the porch.
What can be said about this poem? I'll begin by discussing what this poenad@np It's not a
narrative poem, and the speaker has neither the charming vulnerabilitystipeifson singular
storyteller, nor the soothing disinterest of an omniscient stonytélhés poem is also not purely
lyrical, either in the sense of being a personal, Romantic expressiaiinfjéeor a decadent

indulgence in the playful musicality of language.
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This speaker instead has, at least partly, the tone of a truttotaltetorician, the slight
flavor of a politician, philosopher, or activist, speaking for a generalgiveé.” The first five
words of the poem, "Now it is time for...," have the rhetorical flourish of #iqadlspeech,
recalling Lincoln's rallying cry for the Civil War effort: "Now tke time for all good men to
come to the aid of their country." About a century later Martin Lutheglstood on the steps of
the Lincoln Memorial and gave his "I Have a Dream" speech, which cort&natiation on
Lincoln's rhetorical move:

We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fiegeacy

of Now. This is no time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the

tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real the promises

democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of

segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice.
King repeats the parallel structure twice more, conjuring theepefcLincoln, but with critical
and savvy difference. A passing century and the hollow hopes of abolitionicashgdows on
Lincoln's famously libratory line, so King borrows that riveting syntax evtelising its content,
disturbing the congealed triteness at its core.

The speaker of "To Be Written" performs a similarly spectralanevoking both

Lincoln and King, but revising both of their prescriptive approaches, hititatgsuch genuine-
sounding calls for action have become saturated with marketability. So thés madls for action
take on a weird logic in which inanimate things (scratch ticket, naghtasked to perform
unlikely services (to bruise, to be enough) for human figures (single monssoiper). The two
main prepositional phrases of the sentence project images of powedpssation within
consumer culture. First, the stereotypically underprivileged "singlastipurchase hopeless
rectangles of commodified hope in the form of "scratch tickets." Therevthe comfortable

pensioner, perhaps an honorably discharged veteran of a foreign war, relakiegeaceful
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glow of his commercial entertainment, perhaps with a familiar, teliddg named "buster."
Although sated and lacking the material lack that might produce "innkesvisf single moms,"
the pensioner appears to be equally powerless, even more passive and sldoilyesiwat
loneliness. Gizzi's poem, then, revises the prescriptive call fiticpbhaction into a descriptive
call for awareness of the subsumption of political action, and $iéf itoy capital. These lines
don't just repeat the spectacularization of political language lusgnif with an eerie animating
presence that blends slight flavors of melancholy and humor, producing a kind oiveognit
resistance to the spectacle.

The poem's next sentence performs a similar operation: "If we were terahsvgeese
overhead/ would we ever find a home/ lost as we are in the kiddy seciidal-dflart?" Again
the speaker begins with a lofty rhetorical gesture, here in the heigtsoaoflitional construction
speculating about how geese might help us overcome our alienation. But andétendadcurs
as the absurdities and logical leaps become apparent. First we haesleoio with how the
speaker moves from a television-lit room with a thoroughly domestidagg@vho has perhaps
lost his motivation for the hunt, to a vision of geese honking as they fly hdran, jUst as the
potential for a homecoming sets in, we lose ourselves again in thechistessumption. Clearly
the speaker doubts that we will "find a home," for even if we did have tire desvake from the
sensory deprivation of our human subjectivity and "answer the geesa Stildind ourselves
seduced by the ultimate category of false appearances for salet@yeamost of them
representations of other spectacular representations, amassed initiiehaag of history's
greatest retail giant. The poem offers us solace neither in the ptyseftself-realization in the
purity of "nature” imagery, nor in that potentially glamorous alienatiothéRathis speaker
haunts the entire system, and is, like a specter, neither homeleshioimeaneither lost nor

found.
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In only seven lines, this poem has blown through no fewer than four locations, without
any obvious logical progression. What holds it together finally is thiguimg, suggestive
resonance between these apparently discreet images, and the sleeef tfoe speaker's voice,
manifested mainly in the seductive and familiar modulations of its syrteg with its mostly
standard grammar and punctuation (except for an occasional missing cématiagr words, the
voice sounds immediately convincing, even if what it says can't really &ptpased or
definitively explained. Persisting throughout the poem, this formal pattempdifies the
spectral relationship to the spectacle: the speaker passes througiglgny lets it pass through
him, but doesn't attempt to transcend or solve the problem of language.

The poem's next sentence makes an even more mysterious non-sequitur, althaugh pick
up the childhood theme from the Wal-Mart scene: "As a youth did Grant wanaehe would
become both a drunk/ and president and die like Melville, forgotten,/ buried umbigioa and
guilt." The sharp juxtaposition of this nineteenth century Amedacard what precedes it
suggests that the alienation of consumer society has a history, and trgtgristiuces both a
president and a now-revered writer who both faded into obscurity and poverty apphegched
death. Grant, who'd been forced to leave military service becauselobleddbuse before the
Civil War, re-enters in 1861, achieves military superstardom by wad, then the presidency.
Retiring from public service, he becomes financially destitute aneéssmnithen settles down to
write a massive memoir, although he dies before its very successful pablidéelville never
achieves any stardom during his lifetime, turning to poetry and disenchanateer life, but
his revenant has come to loom enormously over the American literary canbrof Botse
figures existed in a kind of proto-spectacle society in which public appesrand personas are
not only helping to create success and failure, but becoming succesdwrdtéalf, along with
the "ambition and guilt" that potentially colors both ends of this opposition. Téremee to

Grant also reminds us of the Lincolnesque rhetoric that opened the poem, Graihéei
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guintessential "good man" as opportunist who came to the aid of his country, andpeab he
define modern (spectacular) warfare's primary tactic: mercitessiRapologetic destruction in
the name of noble ideals.

Continuing to worry the Civil War era, the next sentence conjures anothexemitiet
century literary figure, Walt Whitman: "It is a sorry day for the gtell and the body electorate/
for the mildewed pages of a wound dresser.” The elderly bard, taking affmmses tireless but
only modestly successful self-promotion as a poet, famously volunteered ag #onuvounded
Civil War soldiers in Washington D.C. One of his most evocative and bestkpmosms from
this late period is "The Wound-Dresser," which projects a Whitikarfitst-person speaker
who, bearing the shadows of his own mortality, ghosts through the flickeringfiaémost-dead
young men. This poem's focal moment resonates remarkably with a specsgrelaker
reckoning with spectacle-like social conditions: "But in silence, inmdséprojections/ While the
world of gain and appearance and mirth goes on,/ So soon what is over forgotteayesd w
wash the imprints off the sand/ With hinged knees returning | enter the dddrittnan 443).
The speaker here is embodied only partially, or ephemerally. This blurring,figamsitory
through physical spaces and as a physical being, contrasts with the rolyustnhddied
prototype that dominates Whitman's earlier work, evoked in Gizzi's po¢he pfay on "body
electric" performed by the phrase "body electorate."

The day is sorry as that hope for realizing the corporeal song of mysek gnpossibly
naive and mildewed, yet amazingly persistent as a commodity. The dayiasstire electorate's
real political agency disappears while the appearance of agency abotmel$orm of public
opinion polls. The day is sorry, yes, but there's still a slightly humorouptkieg a hint of fun
at that sorrow's tendency to take itself too seriously and becomaitdiglhé. In other words, the

poem is devoted to avoiding pretensions of commodified language, both theisbéesat
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prescriptions for solving our alienated condition and the self-mockirigudgens of any
communication at all.

The closing sentence of "To Be Written in No Other Country,” continuetias t
balancing:

And when and whenever past Saturdays

of adolescents in faded Kodak

enter the discourse of politicians

know you are not alone and your scrapbook

will be enough in talk of resolutions

and what you plan to do this weekend

to the garage and to the porch.
What makes this passage so compelling is its spectral indiscesnbétliteen sincerity and
sarcasm. That almost grandiose rhetorical fluidity continues, and thidygietsrn of the phrase
"be enough," this time preceded by the optimistic "will," does give reassutaidbis speaker
really does aspire to connect these disparate pieces togethee @hdhhand, a cynical critique
of contemporary power keeps creeping into the speaker’s voice.

We've returned from the nineteenth century now to a more recent time whenmyne
itself is represented on special paper and sold by a corporation named Kloelakeisure time
becomes widely-available, producing a weekly interval of freedom devotethsomption.
Weekends were made for the pursuit of happiness and for being a child, or ralstalefierning
to childhood with adult versions of play. Kodak memories of those Saturdagtlins from
institutional control will suffice, and politicians can offer furthgonesentations of these
representations in their discourse. Pretty soon we experience nostakpenfiithing we never
really experienced, one of the crucial mechanisms of the spectaalaslibut, moreover, that

modern play is often a representation of work, and so too, adults in lemserereate the image
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of productivity and individual agency through household projects, plans to cepaiprove the
garage or porch. It doesn't seem to matter that the political "talk dfitiess" is merely an
appearance of communication, because we have all the nostalgia we can consuméelesmd bes
we're "not alone" in this passive acceptance, we can actually feel af kimthal community
with other isolated and depoliticized individuals.

Regardless of Gizzi's intentions or training in political theory, his prai® attention to
a society, life, and language that have been totally saturated by the comimanlitilore
importantly, he engages with that spectacle not as an uncritical spéctiaas a specter, not
separate from the spectacle but haunting it, disturbing it by revealitgcéptions. This speaker
neither accepts nor rejects the bid for self-realization, recognizihgdttaoptions can be
commodified. Rather than congealing in repetition, like a Kodak snapshot, diesdnansient,
he is transience itself, moving through the spectacle actively, wightahing to its purchasable
oppositions.

"To Be Written In No Other Country," and any poem with spectral tendenciesfigd
in that it models a critique of power that remains immanent to power. dtel must keep
changing, and despite poetry's static written-ness on the printed pagera goetry can strive
to be a process. By developing proliferating networks of associationsraadtgepossibilities,
Gizzi's poem keeps transforming on the page with repeated readings ingeoiaBpoetry is
productive, and what it produces is not just a critique but also the spedifdtivity that
suggests ways of really living and communicating in a society that idbs@nmunicates by

appearance.

Obscenery, Impurity, and the Process of Depositioning
Akin to the concept of a spectral poetics is the concept of obscenetygthat t

contemporary poet Joe Wenderoth elaborates, particularly in his edlegy'©bscenery," and
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more loosely in his book of essay$ie Holy Spirit of LifePoetic speech, Wenderoth argues,
always exists in some relationship to obscenery, which is the mystariwiable ground that
refuses to claim ownership of the dominant, stable scenes of language.and li

Wenderoth traces the etymology of the word "obscene" back to tragic draroh, whi
conceived of "an area off-scene, which is to say, off-stage, wheregigea*s unshowable but
altogether decisive acts were imagined to have been carried out." Tisvaixde unknown
nonetheless colors and informs "the facade of the knowable stohguwtieing possessed or
reduced "to narrative or to idea." For Wenderoth, the function of the @&itielp us submit to
the obscene realm, to cultivate a reverence for "the wrong thing, thehhircan't be
accommodated'L{fe 30). Because this reverence is "difficult, complex, heterogeneudisca
reducible to the known," poetry that fully engages with the obscene iisigiftered or dismissed
as irreverentl(ife 31).

What | find especially compelling and relevant about the poetics of obgdsitleat it
refuses to claim a pure, authentic, transcendent space for poetryefliba, for Wenderoth,
manifests primarily as a constant departure from the unified, auton@eibtisat is celebrated
by advertisements and saturates the American democratic episteMé&ntleroth puts it, "poetic
speech is...the practice of saying goodbye to one's self," and yet this dejsas#ttually an
honest engagement with what is real. The "success stories" thigratelin our "materialist
culture" tell us night after night that "our most real situatiamle& 'successfully' transcended,"
but for Wenderoth, "poetic speech can arise toward doubting such sucdsgfiery" 31).

The Marxist flavor of this skepticism toward transcendent aspisitbecomes a little
more explicit in Wenderoth's insistent questioning of the concept of owndrsloigposition to
poetic speech, he places advertising as "the act which assertsanmed e scenic ground by

implying that who we are, in essence, is the kedpematural ownerof the scene." So the
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attempt to claim the self and the knowable scene as property existsritrary relationship with
obscenery: "owning's failure is the beginning of poetic knowing."

Using the example of a TV ad for Jockey underwear, whose key markkigam is
"genuine people," Wenderoth reads the claim for being genuine (by donning dadeewear)
as a claim for fully realized subjectivity: "being one of the pre-dedtkeepers of the scene—
being one whose knowing is really an owning." While the ad asserts that taégeisuine
State" available (analogous to the power of the State as a palititait also suggests that
(without Jockey) viewers are "in danger of inauthenticity." In othendg; the ad generates in
viewers a fear of being left behind, lacking access to the authealio,rthe correct class, the
true identity, and simultaneously, the ad "is a warding off of poetic kno@/ldmgause it ignores
the power of refusing to possess a genuine self.

Wenderoth boldly argues that advertising's unwillingness to engagenebsce"not
different in essence—than most of the 'poems' written by Americahs last thirty years." He
goes on to do close readings of two already-classic poems attached tothiee'@tate":
Stafford's "Traveling Through the Dark" and Hass's "Meditation atiiéig.” In both poems, the
speakers may acknowledge or even experience a "sudden intimacy wehesigscbut finally
these speakers resume their possession of the "scenic ground'thathemaining fully in the
poetic knowledge of the obscene, "this kind of poet...wantsite beerthere, and to be able to
prove...that he has been there, and has withstood it" ("Obscenery" 33).

Finding an alternative to these safe poems in a passage from the Faullahehsiblzay
Dying, Wenderoth implicitly urges us to let go of genre expectations when sggpfeha poetic
speech that's really willing to live in danger. In this analysis, Weittd@ighlights the necessary
ambiguity of his poetics, clearing space for both the negative and theggsisture. A full
engagement with obscenery, he says, is not "merely a dissipation iofgrmemd or of the kind

of | who intended to dwell there." Along with that negation, this poetics atgtupes " a new
292



ground, a new being...a knowledge which is never the possession or act of thestimg-exi
subject—nbut rather, is the knowing which acts upon the subject” ("Obsc&®ryVhat
Wenderoth does so convincingly here is make an epistemological intervémtiproposes a new
knowledge of knowledge, a knowing that doesn't belong to the subject as a produétesf his
will—a knowing that exists in an unfixed, unstable relationship with the oeknbws.

I'd like to position spectral poetics as a complement to the poetitsoémery, a
theoretical neighbor that's more skeptical of oppositional thinking, angl amadously attuned to
the possibility that the fragmented, partial, unknowable self can be, andsimgllg is, subsumed
by the commodity form and consumer culture. The Jockey ad cited by Wenderothamakest
claim for the genuine, but | find lots of advertising these days to be merested in associating
with instability, absurdity, mystery—values that could certabdyfound in obscenery. | don't
disagree that all advertisements finally refer to the stalleesof what they're selling, but | think
it's also true that ads are increasingly skilled and effectisp@aringiot to refer to a stable
commodity at all. In other words, advertising increasingly presents issalfiberation from
advertising; it understands that viewers have a certain revei@mmescenery, that conformity,
stability, and conventional modes of representation have declining tctipital. Even if
consumers, are unwilling to remain in the obscene, they're certairtygwdl purchase
commodities that appear to allow some access to the obscene.

Wenderoth does briefly address this tricky aspect of his poetics @séay, "The Holy
Spirit of Life." Here he tries to parse the difference between iyaulpr' uses of the obscene and
"good poems," and gets a bit bogged down, | think, in oppositional rhetoric:

This is not to say that reverences of the obscene are diminishiagtifing,
they are growing by leaps and bounds. Popular reverences of the obscene,
however, are milder, less intentional, easier to access andsatniectime easier

to conceal from ourselves; such reverences, unlike good poems, areclys® li
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create the sense that one has intentionally or meaningfully opposedjdut pf
Conventional reverence. Poetic speech, when it is indeed poetic spesthyées
in how intentionally and how passionately it evokes a situation that cannot be
resolved or entirely understood.... (31)
The challenge considered by this passage is really a primary challemges fmontemporary
American poetics. The challenge could be framed as a question: how do evpoetity when
that which opposes poetry increasingly appears as poetic? Wenderoth magbeic what he
says, but it's also correct that our present system of capital and pdargely devoted to
producing and consuming many values associated with the poetic. This means that
advertisements, for example, become ever more effective at pregbetimgelves as intentional,
passionate, meaningful, and intense—all those qualities that are sufgpdisgithguish good
poetry from the popular.

A spectral poetics recognizes that opposition itself has to be sdgedcthat poetic
speech cannot simply take another position in the field of oppositions anidosdités, that it
must remain transient, ghost-like, haunting the field without attaching to arplam®eof
authority or authenticity. Just as we conceive a kind of knowing that @amstiie one who
knows, perhaps we can conceive an opposing that acts upon the one who opposes. Indsther wor
opposition itself cannot possess its position, it must become a prockgsositioning not only
deposing other positions of power, but also deposing its own position, hauntingdto# fiel
position taking without taking a position itself. | think the poetics of obscasdémplicitly
sympathetic to such a depositioning process, particularly when conceitbd psactice of
saying goodbye to one's self, and to the place of one's self"; nonethelessy teenver
"obscenery" keeps tempting us to visualize a place taking a polemiopagjinst "scenic

ground.” The concept of the specter orients more toward the speakerioSpeeth, or the
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process of speaking as a process of giving up positions, of haunting the fieldesfwithout
forming fully corporeal attachments.

A curious coda brings the essay, "Obscenery," to a close. Here again Weadguet
that poetry in our current historical moment has embraced the "unified subijeetggfnuine
State" and has infiltrated our institutions, where the followe&tafford and Hass flourish, and
real poetic speech, reverent of the obscene, is ignored or reviled. \Wérajgpears to be
guestioning the boom in academic Creative Writing programs, but then he makeg@attate
move: "What is necessary now is not the poets' exodus from the universitye behewed
presence of the power of poetic speech—a revolutionary power, to be siting-tve
university, which is to say, 'within the position' out of which social andtial activity
unfolds" (35). That Wenderoth refuses to join the chorus of academy dasiggests that what
he understands by "obscenery" and poetic speech is not inevitably and absolutely tmntra
institutional sites like the Creative Writing classroom, even if ¢lessroom has tended in recent
decades to reproduce the unified, genuine subject. This is a crucizdrmem of a contemporary
poetics, avoiding the impulse to claim the Romanticized position of authatladrity, either
outside or inside the university, claiming instead the potential poetics of obscenery to be
"something we are forever in the process of conjuring” (35).

What Wenderoth glosses over here is the possibility that theiv@r&gdtiting industry's
boom may be caused not so much by the desire of students to possess the "¢gelibet $o
possess that particular form of the "genuine State" that presit@s obscenery. In other
words, Creative Writing may be especially attractive to studentsitesta practice blurring the
lines between unified, stable self and the fragmented, fluid self, @&skithat could be equally
valuable to an aspiring poet or an aspiring advertiser. What a speetiiaspgequires is that
students be required to understand the historical and social condititves @iaetic production.

In other words, they must understand why poetry and advertising appear to have muc
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common in our post-industrial economy, and why poetic language has become such a powerful

productive force in this late stage of capital.
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Postlude 6.0

Superfluous Hands

Hence [Capital] diminishes labour time
in the necessary form so as to increase it
in the superfluous form; hence posits
the superfluous in growing measure
as a condition—question of life or death—
for the necessary.
--Karl Marx
Grundrisse(706)

My mother went to Hawaii and sent me a t-shirt that says, “no wdrdsen Marx says that a
table has grotesque ideas coming out of its wooden brain, | wonder if he imagitshimjrom
Hawaii. My mother probably knows that | don’t really need more t-shirtshst she sent me is
a message, and wearing the t-shirt, | send the message to those who readstiMéhmessage?
That | worry too much but would prefer to be worry free? That already | am proodly free?
Whatever the message, clearly it's meant to be sent to the t-stadisrship. Marx knew that
people want not just things but ideas, and being productive, he produced many ideas sluring hi
life. Sadly, he did not know how to relax. He was worried that he would die before ipgpdisc
last idea. | too am worried that what I'm writing now is insignificant. @i tts failure to signify
will receive poor evaluations. I'm surrounded by a house that is surroundedwyWe are so
far from Hawaii. | can hear the furnace click on in the basementif kemperature tells the
thermostat to tell the furnace to ignite its burners to heat the thatecirculates through the
copper tubes through the radiators that surround me. Heat radiates to mpc iy, lBlood
circulates through my body. | am warm and have done nothing to produce this wamtkepbt
alive by machines. Therefore | have free time, therefore | produce Tdeasair temperature
reaches the desired degree, and the furnace clicks off. | stop wriyrigaids rest on the

wooden table.
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