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OPINION
“CONTACT ZONES” AND
ENGLISH STUDIES

Patricia Bizzell

ur Ptolemaic system of literary categories goes creaking and groaning on-

ward, in spite of the widely acknowledged need to overhaul it in response to

multiculturalism. This is not to say that there have not been attempts to

revise course design in light of new materials and methods. For example, G.
Douglas Atkins and Michael L. Johnson’s Writing and Reading Differently (1985),
Susan L. Gabriel and Isaiah Smithson’s Gender in the Classroom (1990), and James
A. Berlin and Michael J. Vivion’s Cultural Studies in the English Classroom (1992)
address the pedagogical consequences of deconstruction, feminist literary theory,
and cultural studies, respectively, and also incorporate more diverse literatures.
But these attempts to foster innovation in the individual classroom still leave the
basic structure of English studies intact.

In Kristin Ross’s description of the multicultural world literature and cultural
studies program at the University of California at Santa Cruz, she comments
indirectly on this problem when she identifies as one stumbling block to the Santa
Cruz program the faculty’s unwillingness “to depart from their specialized fields”
(668). They fended off demands to diversify their course material with plaints like
“But I don’t have a PhD in South African literature” (668). Ross gives good
reasons for forging ahead in spite of such protests, but she doesn’t say much about
the underlying structure of English studies that still makes us think our scholar-
ship must be organized along national or chronological lines, even though these
are inimical to the process of integrating new materials and methods because
devised to serve and protect the old ones.

Patricia Bizzell is Professor of English and Director of Writing Programs at the College of the Holy
Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts. She and Bruce Herzberg coedited The Rbetorical Tradition:
Readings from Classical Times to the Present, which won the 1992 NCTE Outstanding Book Award. Her
most recent book is a collection of essays, Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness (U of Pittsburgh
P, 1992).
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The persistence of the old basic structure can be seen even in an impressive
new collection published by the Modern Language Association with the avowed
intention of fostering innovation: Stephen Greenblatt and Giles Gunn’s Redraw-
ing the Boundaries: The Transformation of English and American Literary Studies
(1992). Even here, boundaries are not redrawn in fundamentally new ways.
Rather, the old, familiar structure of English studies is visible, for instance in
chapter divisions that carve literary studies into chronological periods, such as
“Seventeenth-Century Studies” (British literature) and “American Literary Stud-
ies to the Civil War.” Ten such chapters are followed by eleven more, most with
the word “Criticism” in the title, implying that here we turn from primary to
secondary texts. Yet it is here that we find the most attention to literature by
women, gay people, and people of color: separate chapters are devoted, for
example, to “Feminist Criticism” and “African American Criticism.” Thus other
traditional boundaries appear to be reasserted rather than redrawn. Moreover, the
field of composition studies appears to remain behind even more impenetrable
traditional boundaries. Not only is “Composition Studies” given a separate chap-
ter (in the second set of eleven), but there must be an additional, separate chapter
just to explain why composition studies is included in this book at all (“Composi-
tion and Literature”).

I think we need a radically new system to organize English studies, and I
propose that we develop it in response to the materials with which we are now
working. Instead of finagling the new literatures and the new pedagogical and
critical approaches into our old categories, we should try to find comprehensive
new forms that seem to spring from and respond to the new materials. Instead of
asking ourselves, for example, “How can I fit Frederick Douglass into my Ameri-
can Renaissance course?” we need to ask, “How should I reconceive my study of
literature and composition now that I regard Douglass as an important writer?”

It could be argued that we don’t need any new system of categories, that what
we should do is simply to knock down the old system and then let everyone do
what he or she pleases. This appears to be the approach taken by another recent
attempt to chart new courses, the MLA’s 1987 English Coalition Conference.
Peter Elbow, in his account of this conference, What Is English? (1990), tells us
there was a “remarkable consensus” at the conference on “the central business of
English studies” (17), and it was as follows:

Using language actively in a diversity of ways and settings—that is, not only in the
classroom as exercises for teachers but in a range of social settings with various
audiences where the language makes a difference.

Reflecting on language use. Turning back and self-consciously reflecting on how one
has been using language—examining these processes of talking, listening, writing,
and reading.

Trying to ensure that this using and reflecting go on in conditions of both nourishment
and challenge, that is, conditions where teachers care about students themselves and
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what they actively learn—not just about skills or scores or grades. (18; emphasis in
original)

The tone here, of course, is quite different from that of Redrawing the Boundaries—
the focus is clearly on pedagogy rather than on the body of scholarly knowledge.
I applaud this focus on pedagogy, and I admire the principles laid down above.
But I can’t help noticing that they appear to have very little to do specifically with
the discipline of English studies. To me, they sound like the kind of principles I
urge on faculty from all disciplines in my school’s writing-across-the-curriculum
program. There isn’t a course at my school where these principles couldn’t be put
advantageously into practice. How, then, do they define “the central business of
English studies”?

What these principles leave out, as Elbow himself notes, is what people read
and write about in literary studies. He acknowledges that “you can’t make meaning
unless you are writing or reading about something; . . . practices are always prac-
tices of a content” (19; emphasis in original). Yet the topic of literary content
appeared to be taboo at the conference. As Elbow tells it:

The question of literature was left strikingly moot. Not only was there no consen-
sus, there was a striking avoidance of the issue. It’s not that it didn’t come up; the
question of literature arose recurrently. . . . Yet every time we somehow slid away
from the issue into something else. (96, 97)

This sounds to me like repression, not freedom, but I sympathize with the
conference members. Small wonder they could not find a way to talk about
literature, with the old system of organizing it discredited for lack of inclusiveness
and no new system yet accepted. But I am concerned that this kind of avoidance
leaves graduate and undergraduate curricula dangerously lacking in guidance—
dangerously vulnerable to “cultural literacy” pundits who would shove into the
breach the only system still known, namely the old, bad traditional one. Indeed,
this threat appeared at the conference itself, and Elbow, although an advocate of
composition pedagogies in which each writer is to do pretty much as he or she
pleases, was sufficiently troubled by it that he proposes his own list of literary
contents for English studies in an appendix.

But exactly how are we to develop a new system of organization from the new
materials of study, supposing we agree that this is needed? To do so would seem
to require that we make generalizations about the new material—about what, say,
might be required to study Asian-American literature adequately—that would be
extremely difficult, if not downright presumptuous, to make. I think we need an
approach to the diverse world literatures written in English we are now studying
that focuses not on their essential nature, whatever that may be, but rather on how
they might, not “fit” together exactly, but come into productive dialogue with one
another.

I suggest that we address this problem by employing Mary Louise Pratt’s
concept of the “contact zone”:
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I use this term to refer to social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple
with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such
as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of
the world today. (34)

This concept can aid us both because it emphasizes the conditions of difficulty
and struggle under which literatures from different cultures come together (thus
forestalling the disrespectful glossing over of differences), and because it gives us
a conceptual base for bringing these literatures together, namely, when they occur
in or are brought to the same site of struggle or “contact zone.”

A “contact zone” is defined primarily in terms of historical circumstances. It
is circumscribed in time and space, but with elastic boundaries. Focusing on a
contact zone as a way of organizing literary study would mean attempting to
include 4/l material relevant to the struggles going on there. Pratt’s main example
of a “contact zone” here is Peru in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, where she wants to study the interaction among texts by Native Ameri-
cans (newly discovered by twentieth-century scholars) and the canonical Spanish
accounts. I submit that the United States is another such contact zone, or more
precisely, a congeries of overlapping contact zones, considered from the first
massive immigration of Europeans in the seventeenth century up to the present
day. “Multiculturalism” in English studies is a name for our recognition of this
condition of living on contested cultural ground, and our desire to represent
something of this complexity in our study of literature and literacy.

If we understand that we are teaching in, and about, contact zones, Pratt
suggests that we must stop imagining our job to be transmitting a unitary litera-
ture and literacy. Under this old model,

The prototypical manifestation of language is generally taken to be the speech of
individual adult native speakers face-to-face (as in Saussure’s famous diagram) in
monolingual, even monodialectal situations—in short, the most homogeneous
case, linguistically and socially. The same goes for written communication. (38)

Now, Pratt suggests that we need a new model:

a theory that assumed different things—that argued, for instance, that the most
revealing speech situation for understanding language was one involving a gather-
ing of people each of whom spoke two languages and understood a third and held
only one language in common with any of the others. (38)

This model treats difference as an asset, not a liability.

Given American diversity, our classrooms are getting to be more like Pratt’s
new model than the old one. If we respond by “teaching the contact zone,” we
can foster classrooms where, as in Pratt’s experience,

All the students in the class . . . [heard] their culture discussed and objectified in
ways that horrified them; all the students saw their roots traced back to legacies of
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both glory and shame; . . . [but] kinds of marginalization once taken for granted
were gone. Virtually every student was having the experience of seeing the world
described with him or her in it. (39)

Acknowledging its difficulties, I am suggesting that we need a new system of
organization in English studies to make this kind of teaching—and scholarship—
not only possible, but normative.

In short, I am suggesting that we organize English studies not in terms of
literary or chronological periods, nor essentialized racial or gender categories,
but rather in terms of historically defined contact zones, moments when different
groups within the society contend for the power to interpret what is going on. As
suggested above, the chronological, geographical, and generic parameters of any
contact zone are defined on the basis of including as much material as possible
that is relevant to the issue being contested. Time periods can be short or long,
literatures of different groups, languages, or continents can be considered to-
gether, all genres are admitted, and so on.

For example, the New England region from about 1600 to about 1800 might
be defined as a contact zone in which different groups of Europeans and Native
Americans were struggling for the power to say what had happened in their
relations with each other. Thus canonical Puritan histories, autobiographies, and
captivity narratives would be studied in connection with historical commentaries
and memoirs by non-Puritan Europeans (traditionally treated as “minor”), Euro-
pean transcriptions of Native American speeches (problematic but invaluable),
and letters, histories, and spiritual autobiographies written by Native Americans
in English (unknown in the academy until very recently). The object would not
be to represent what the lives of the diverse European immigrant and Native
American groups were really like. Rather, the attempt would be to show how each
group represented itself imaginatively in relation to the others. We would, in
effect, be reading all the texts as brought to the contact zone, for the purpose of
communicating across cultural boundaries.

There are several advantages to this approach. First, it provides a rationale
for integrating English studies multiculturally. No longer would we be trying to
squeeze new material into inappropriate old categories, where its importance
could not be adequately appreciated. We would be working with categories that
treated multiculturalism as a defining feature, that assumed the richest literary
treasures could be found in situations in which different histories, lifeways, and
languages are trying to communicate and to deal with the unequal power distri-
bution among them. We would no longer need to ask prejudicial questions, such
as whether Frederick Douglass was as “good” on some putative absolute scale of
expository value as Henry Thoreau. Rather, we would look at the rhetorical
effectiveness of each writer in dealing with the matter in hand, for example, the
need to promote civil disobedience in the contact zone created by white and black
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efforts to define and motivate action in response to slavery in the antebellum
U.S.

Second, this approach fully integrates composition and rhetoric into literary
studies. Studying texts as they respond to contact zone conditions is studying
them rhetorically, studying them as efforts of rhetoric. The historical context
provides a way to focus the rhetorical analysis. Moreover, professional and stu-
dent writing can also be seen as contending in contact zones and experimenting
with the textual arts of the contact zone that rhetorical analysis emphasizes. Thus
boundaries between “content” (literature) and its traditional inferior, pedagogy
(composition), are usefully blurred, as are the distinctions between “high” litera-
ture and other kinds of writing, including student writing. Donald McQuade
makes a persuasive argument for blurring these boundaries in “Composition and
Literature.”

At the end of her essay, Pratt calls for the development of what she calls “the
pedagogical arts of the contact zone”:

exercises in storytelling and in identifying with the ideas, interests, histories, and
attitudes of others; experiments in transculturation and collaborative work and in
the arts of critique, parody, and comparison (including unseemly comparisons
between elite and vernacular cultural forms); the redemption of the oral; ways for
people to engage with suppressed aspects of history (including their own histories);
ways to move into and out of rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for communi-
cation across lines of difference and hierarchy that go beyond politeness but
maintain mutual respect; a systematic approach to the all-important concept of
cultural mediation. (40; emphasis in original)

David Bartholomae has recently suggested that we imagine these “arts” translated
into exercises in an English class. Imagine, for example, a class in which literature
is analyzed for the ways it moves among rhetorics of authenticity, students
experiment with attending to suppressed aspects of their own history as part of
establishing their writerly personae, and scholarly writing is both shared and
opened for parody. Pratt calls this work “cultural mediation”; my phrase for it is
“negotiating difference”—studying how various writers in various genres have
grappled with the pervasive presence of difference in American life and developed
virtues out of necessity. I would include analysis of student writing, for its
employment of contact zone rhetorical strategies, and I would include “texts” of
all kinds, as required by the contact zones under study—posters, songs, films,
videos, and so forth.

Reorganizing literary studies along these lines would mean redesigning
courses. For example, at Holy Cross we offer first-year students a choice of either
a composition course (a course in the personal essay) or a course that introduces
them to literary study by teaching the close reading of works grouped according
to genre. Under the new paradigm, there would be no need for two separate
courses. The abilities needed both to enter literary studies and to refine one’s own
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writing would be the skills of analyzing and imitating rhetorical arts of the contact
zone. Students would learn to critique strategies of negotiating difference in the
writing of others and to practice them in their own. So we could offer just one
course, writing-intensive but including some reading and analysis of literature
(broadly defined).

It would also mean reorganizing graduate study and professional scholarly
work in ways I hardly dare to suggest. I suppose that one would no longer become
a specialist in American literature, a “Shakespeare man,” or a “compositionist.”
Rather, people’s areas of focus would be determined by the kinds of rhetorical
problems in which they were interested.

My main object is to get people to work on the project. I have no coherent
alternative program to present. But I believe that if we reorganize literary studies
in this way, we will be giving a dynamic new direction to our profession. We will
be creating disciplinary parameters within which boundaries really can be re-
drawn to come to terms with the demands of multiculturalism. This new para-
digm will stimulate scholarship and give vitally needed guidance to graduate and
undergraduate curricula. It might also lead us, in the multicultural literary ar-
chives, to stories of hope that can lend us all spiritual sustenance as we renew
efforts to make the United States a multicultural democracy. If we are not given
to complete the task, neither are we allowed to desist from it.
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