Look Again, They Said: Analyzing Power in Museum-Based

Pedagogy & Multimodal Composition
By
© 2021
Kali Jo Wacker
DPhil, University of Kansas, 2021
B.A. Northwestern College, Orange City, IA, 2016

Submitted to the graduate degree program in the English Department and the Graduate Faculty
of the University of Kansas in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy.

Chair: Mary Jo Reiff

Frank Farmer

Phil Drake

Peter Welsh

Doug Ward

Date Defended: 10 December 2021



The dissertation committee for Kali Jo Wacker certifies that this is the
approved version of the following dissertation:

Look Again, They Said: Analyzing Power in Museum-Based
Pedagogy & Multimodal Composition

Co-Chair: Mary Jo Reiff

Co-Chair: Frank Farmer

Date Approved: 10 December 2021



iii
Abstract

Nonhuman networks of power are often harder for students to identify than human ones.
Much scholarship within education and in the field of composition have addressed the
tempestuous nature of power dynamics within a classroom environment. This study illustrates
how students can become more aware of human and nonhuman networks of power by drawing
upon the multimodal affordances of museums. Specifically, it investigates how museum
literacies (verbal, visual, technological, social, and critical) and the overlapping modes of
multimodal composition (linguistic, visual, auditory, gestural, spatial, and material) can help
students disentangle the relational forces that shape every environment, perspective, and reality.
In this context, power is identified as a transformative process, instead of an entity to be wielded,
while agency is considered to be an action or quality that produces an effect.

To discover the extent to which museum-based pedagogy can increase student awareness
of power, two versions of an ENGL 102 course were compared using data from student
reflections that were turned in with each major unit project. While all courses used multimodal
composition, half used museum-based pedagogy. The results of this study indicated that
museum-based pedagogy helped students identify nonhuman networks of power, particularly in
relation to access-related issues, physical (tactile) materials, and personal experience.

The results suggest that critical reflection on museum-based projects can strengthen
students’ object knowledge, or rather, the ways lived experience can be known with and through
objects, and by doing so, students can come to identify previously unseen networks of power.
Because of this, writing courses, specifically those rooted in multimodal composition, should
consider fostering museological relationships with objects, whether from museums or everyday

life.
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1 The Corridors of Power within Museums & the Multimodal Classroom

The number of times I’ve asked, “Have you ever been to IKEA?” is lost to me.
Personally, my answer is once, so the question is not born of a particular appreciation for the
Better-Homes-and-Gardens-meets-Costco furniture store, but rather it has been used as a segue
for discussion in my ENGL 102 student conferences on more occasions than | can count. This is
strategic on my part, because although my students have rarely contemplated how the space
around them can be rhetorical, they’ve usually been herded through the one-way maze of IKEA
at least once in their lives. Additionally, IKEA’s unique structure often garners a long-lasting
memory due its overtly aggressive set-up. One cannot simply go to the kitchen section, but
instead must be guided along a pathway of professionally designed rooms, each showcasing
purchasable merchandise that can later be located in a warehouse at the end of the pathway.
IKEA distinguishes itself from other retailers by providing shoppers with easy visualization of a
home setting and by strategically creating additional opportunities for shoppers to stumble upon
merchandise they had not originally intended to purchase.

As a result, these IKEA-centered conversations with students often help them start to
visualize how spatial and material modes can have rhetorical significance, and how just as
formatting affects the organization and structure of a paper, materials and spaces have the power
to shape the writing process and everyday lives. In my museum-based ENGL 102 course, this is
specifically beneficial for their final unit project, which encourages students to see the persuasive
presence of space and materials by having students transform a formal research paper into a
museum gallery exhibit based on the same information.

While museums and composition classrooms have overlapped on interdisciplinary

levels—most often regarding appropriation and representation, cultural rhetoric, and indigenous



studies—scholarship that combines museum practice and composition pedagogy is limited. The
main (and almost singular) example of this combination comes from John Pedro Schwartz’s
2008 article, “Object Lessons: Teaching through the Museum,” which is described in Chapter 3
of this dissertation. Ultimately, Schwartz calls for more research on this museum-composition
relationship, a call that has been largely unanswered even now, over a decade later. This
dissertation answers Schwartz’s call by addressing the research questions: “What does museum-
based pedagogy do for student composition? How does it affect student critical reflection
practices?” and more generally, “How does this museum-composition combination affect student
learning, writing, and literacy?”” The answers to these questions are vast, but this dissertation
focuses on one specific result: the increased awareness of, and student reflection on, human and
nonhuman networks of power. As this dissertation will show, when museum-based pedagogy
and multimodal composition are combined, students are more attuned to everyday networks of
power, and because of this, they organically expanded their critical reflection and literacy
practices to include nonhuman force relations.

In the chapters to follow, the relationship between power and agency and the human and
nonhuman is complicated, because although I talk about them as distinguishable terms, they are
highly convoluted. Power, as will be addressed in the next section, takes on a relational function.
It is not a “thing” per se; rather, it’s a movement and transformative process that occurs. Agency,
for the purposes of this dissertation, is limited to an action or quality that produces an effect.
Although much scholarship has extended the meanings of agency and has complicated its
applications, the purpose of this dissertation is to propose that writing pedagogy, particularly one
focused on multimodal composition, can benefit from a constant and intentional dialogue with

the inescapable material influence of the objects that envelop it. As a result, the tracing of



student-identified power within reflection papers is this project’s primary method of inquiry.
Although agency will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, ultimately it is done so in service of
Chapter 4’s analysis of student reflections and student attribution of agentive forces to human
and nonhuman components of their projects. Because of this, an understanding of nonhuman is
also limited by the conditions of this dissertation. Because | am recording how students
identified human and nonhuman actors—or agentive forces perpetuating power—in their
reflections, the labels of human and nonhuman are intentionally simplistic and beg for a more
complicated follow-up. The design of this study illustrates how terms like “inanimate” do not
effectively describe my students’ actual interpretations of nonhuman agents, even though their
initial definitions often support the illusory binary, in which nonhuman equals not human. In the
chapters to follow, the identification of objects as “not human” is contested by my students own
dialogue and offers an avenue of exploration for how we can problematize conversations of
human and nonhuman power relationships using museum-based pedagogy. Consequently, before
one can walk through the corridors of power present in modern-day museums and multimodal
composition classrooms, a step back into history must be taken in which some of the forebears of
sociology, political theory, and philosophical thought are put into conversation once again. Just
as this dissertation acknowledges the beginning definitions of my students, importance lies

within knowing where notable scholars also began.

1.1 Theories of Power
Power is a small word with expansive connections. If history in its entirety was a game of
brevity, then it could be written off as the documentation of power’s many instantiations.

Initially derived from the Latin potus and potere, meaning “possible” or “to be able”, definitions



of power have grown to encompass a variety of related terms, such as “efficacy; control,
mastery, lordship, dominion, ability or right to command or control; legal power or authority;
authorization; military force, an army” (“Power (n.)””). Each have now formed commonplace
relationships with power that can be traced to the Anglo-French pouair of the 1300s. Outside of
linguistics, this is evidenced by centuries of war, class disparities, and corporate control, just to
name a few. Consequently, power often bears strong associations to social and political
hierarchies, which have served as fodder for a diverse out showing of theory. To document each
of the many theories of power would extend beyond the bandwidth of this dissertation; however,
in the paragraphs to follow, key scholars will be highlighted, particularly those of the last century
who start to drift away from elite models of power, which focused on the concentration of power
within individuals or a small ruling class. The definitional evolution of power is significant in
this dissertation, because my students often wavered between multiple interpretations of power
that can be found in this overview. These interpretations are highlighted in Chapter 4.

To begin, the search for a “canonically correct definition for power” has been a long-
fought uphill battle, which has led to several theory camps of power (Parsons 139). Power as
distributive (i.e., power over), power as collective and structural (i.e., power from/to), and power
as transversive (i.e., power among/throughout) are outlined in the examples provided by key
scholars below. Each lends a valuable contribution to understanding power as a present and
vigorous force in modern museums, multimodal composition classrooms, and contemporary
material culture. Most noteworthy for this dissertation are the theories of Foucault, Bourdieu, and
Latour who, building upon earlier scholars, help identify power as having a transversive,

interconnected, and highly embroiled presence that extends beyond human hierarchies and



illustrates how power operates more like synapses in a brain than a magistrate lording over a
kingdom or an institution indoctrinating and organizing connected populations.

Power is a tempting concept to simplify, particularly in terms of human relationships, and
this simplification is often found outside academia. However, it would be a mistake to say that
all academic disciplines have contributed to power theory scholarship with the same historical
vigor as those discussed below. As a result, the scholars to follow illustrate an evolution of
thinking in regard to power that is helpful in progressing our students’ understanding of the
complexity of the power relationships in which we are always entangled—within museums,
classrooms, and life. The first half of the 1900s helped explain how power theorists came to
grapple with covert and overt forms of power, which foreshadowed the systems theories of the
latter half of the century, and eventually, the inclusion of nonhuman influence.

To Max Weber, a German sociologist and political economist of the early 1900s, power
was carried out as an achievement of goals despite ongoing resistance (Bellini 90). For Weber,
power was relational; it was not merely the domination of one individual or entity over another,
in which the latter party had no say or opportunity for refusal. Instead, it was a correspondence
of accepted practice. Power included domination and obedience but could not be boiled down to
a simple binary. Domination was “the probability that a command with a given specific content
will be obeyed by a given group of persons” (Weber, Economy and Society 212), and to Weber,
that obedience was a disciplined, yet voluntary response to those commands (Bellini 89).
Compliance could be motivated by internal or external forces, but ultimately, Weber saw
obedience as either a mark of habit or as a result of weighing the odds, in which concession was

deemed advantageous (Economy and Society 213).



However, this perception of advantage could be dictated by what Weber saw as the
difference between legitimate and illegitimate authority, the latter being the coercive forces of
power as a pursuit in itself: “there is no more harmful distortion of political force than the
parvenu-like braggart with power and the vain self-reflection in the feeling of power, and in
general, every worship of power” (Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology 116). In
contrast, Weber identified three “pure types of authority”: Rational-Legal Authority, Traditional
Authority, and Charismatic Authority (Economy and Society 215). Rational-Legal referred to the
legitimacy of laws, rules, and policy and the right of rulers to act in accordance with these rules.
Traditional spoke to the validity of belief systems entrenched in long-standing customs or
practice, and Charismatic was linked to specific leadership qualities in which an individual’s
personal characteristics serve as a magnetic force for creating a following (215). Ultimately,
Weber’s discussion of legitimate authority led to conversations of illegitimate uses of power,
persuasion, and bureaucracy, particularly in the politically charged Germany of the early 1900s.
To this day, it offers an interesting perspective on how our students might “weigh the odds” or
participate in habitual behavior within a classroom environment.

In proximity to Weber’s theory of power and domination, was Robert Dahl, a political
theorist from the mid-1900s who agreed with power being relational: “A has power over B to the
extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do” (Scott 290). However,
for Dahl, this definition led him to investigate the nature of democracy in ideal and actual terms.
As aresult, Dahl posited the idea of a polyarchy, and expanded his findings in his most famous
work, Who Governs?: Democracy and Power in an American City. In this study, he determined
that New Haven was governed not through democratic or oligarchic means, but by a pluralist

system in which community power, in terms of A having power over B, was distributed among



competing groups that “vie with one another for control of community resources in various
areas” (Clark 291). Dahl’s theory of power problematizes democratic learning, which calls
instructors to be mindful of what is real and what is ideal.

For scholars such as Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz, Dahl’s pluralistic interpretation
of power overlooked the “mobilization of bias” that could erode the potential for democratic
decision-making (952). For them, bias could be mobilized to prevent decisions from being made
just as much as it could promote solutions being created. In their attempt to provide an
alternative to the centralized, elite theory approaches common within sociology and the pluralist
responses from political theorists, Bachrach and Baratz suggested that “there are two faces of
power, neither of which the sociologists see and only one of which the political scientists see”
(947). While Bachrach and Baratz agreed with the pluralists’ critique of elite models focusing
too much on the sources of power, they called to question pluralist views on the exercise of
power, most specifically the decision-making process regarding important and unimportant
issues (948). These, according to Bachrach and Baratz, served as the two faces of power that
created the status quo: the public face in which important issues were dealt with (i.e., decision-
making) and the private face in which issues were suppressed (i.e., nondecision-making) (958).
Both, they argued, needed to be accounted for in detail before power could be fully
understood. Our classrooms, our pedagogies, and our scholarship are only as strong as the overt
and covert operations that influence their existence.

With the publication of British socio-political theorist Steven Lukes’ book Power: A
Radical View in 1974, which was later expanded to become his seminal work in 2004, Lukes
proposed that a third face should be added to Bachrach and Baratz’s model. In Power, he asserts

that this third dimension would acknowledge the power “to prevent people, to whatever degree,



from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way
that they accept their role in the existing order of things” (11). Like Dahl and Weber, Lukes
focuses on power in terms of domination, but instead states that “power as domination is only
one species of power” (12). In this model of power, the overt power of Dahl’s domination power
theory is connected with Bachrach and Baratz’s covert “face” of nondecision-making and
completed in a triad with Lukes’ underlying third dimension of indoctrinated belief systems.
When conceived in this way, the discussion of power relationships found within educational
institutions, such as museums and composition classrooms, must extend beyond the overt face of
power such as teacher-student or museum-visitor relationships. The covert practices, such as the
curation of exhibits or creation of syllabi and assignment materials need to also be included.
Additionally, Lukes’ third dimension of ideological power must be considered in specific
connection to the other two. Consequently, power operates in a system and is not carried out in a
direct, top-down transmission.

A focus on systems was the central component of structural approaches to power. Talcott
Parsons, an American sociologist in the mid-1900s, saw power as “a phenomenon of both
coercion and consensus” (Lukes 3) and “a specific mechanism operating to bring about changes
in the action of other units, individual or collective, in the process of social interaction” (95;
emphasis original). For Parsons, power was generated, not diffused, by a social system. Often
using money and economic systems as an elongated analogy for power, Parsons believed power
was “deposited” in people of leadership, which in turn helped achieve collective goals (132).
This theory, however, yielded much critique for appearing to ignore the more subversive forms
of authority and power that Lukes covered, which were attached to underlying interpersonal

relationships and contexts (Giddens 267). For Parsons, power accounted for what could be seen,



but not necessarily for what others saw as the puppeteers behind the curtain of authority and
community goals. In terms of the classroom, he was ignoring the hidden curriculum or rather,
“the crowds, the praise, [and] the power that combine to give a distinctive flavor to classroom
life,” and life in general (Jackson V). A hidden curriculum is learned by our students regardless
of our educational intentions, and hidden networks of power influence those lessons.

With active agents and hidden puppeteers, the seen and unseen, the covert and overt,
scholars continued to grapple with the many relationships that could contribute to a single
instantiation of perceived power. In the late 1900s, Michel Foucault, one of the most cited
scholars on power, further complicated these previous notions: “Power is everywhere; not
because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere (The History of Sexuality
93).” Power, in this view, could not be sequestered in an individual or collective, nor could it be
singularly diffused among identifiable overt, covert, and latent forms. For Foucault,

The exercise of power is not simply a relationship between partners, individual or

collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others. Which is to say, of course,

that something called Power, with or without a capital letter, which is assumed to exist
universally in a concentrated or diffused form, does not exist. Power exists only when put
into action, even if, of course, integrated into a disparate field of possibilities brought to

bear upon permanent structures (The Subject and Power 788).

Power, then, is a process without distinct ownership; it is something between or among. More
specifically, power takes the form of actions acting upon actions acting upon actions “within a
more or less open field of possibilities” (789). Here too, power is relational, but diverges from
previous thought because actions are prioritized over agents. Agents are not erased; they just are

attributed with having a lesser role. Foucault identifies power as being in constant flux, always



10

moving toward a goal, forever unable to reach a stable form (History of Sexuality 99). Foucault
saw these transformative movements as “relationships of force” brought together by power-
knowledge, a phenomenon coined by Foucault to describe the way in which these two elements
could create a matrix of power and knowledge co-development (99). In a 1970s interview
Foucault stated, “What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it
transverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse,” and
within a modern context, this concept holds incredible relevance for composition classrooms due
to their process-based focus (119). Foucault’s power was discursively constituted, in which
agents could contribute but were not sovereign. This shift in focus away from the points of
power, such as political theories using A and B, was simply that—a shift. Foucault did not deny
the presence of A and B actors, but rather saw power as the relationship that linked them, which
he labeled as dispositif (Hannus and Simola 3). As a result, while the habits, covert pressures,
and overt agendas theorized by previous scholars most certainly play a role, the players are not
the focus. The relationships are, and this dissertation embraces a similar prioritization.

However, as one might assume, the coinage of power-knowledge and open critique of
traditional conceptions of agency did not dispel the haze that surrounded theories of power; in
fact, several notable responses arose from sociologists Pierre Bourdieu, Bruno Latour, Anthony
Giddens, and political scientists Gerhard Gohler and Mark Haugaard. The above scholars will be
discussed briefly in the next section, particularly with their work regarding power. These
summarized points are by no means exhaustive of their scholarship nor are they meant to speak
to their academic contributions as a whole. However, their contributions help illustrate how
power can be simultaneously understood as something human and something beyond human.

They help create a setting to address power in terms of material agency and complex human and
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nonhuman relationships, both of which are foundational in understanding power within museums

and multimodal composition classrooms.

1.2 Theories of Power After Foucault

Regardless of discipline or school of thought, the latter two decades of the 1900s can be
interpreted as an era of Foucauldian critique and expansion (Philp 29). In 1981, Anthony
Giddens accomplished the former with his theory of structuration. In structuration, power is
defined as a social factor in which human agency has structural qualities and where agency is not
limited to human intention, but rather human capacity (Giddens 9). In essence, all power is not
born of human consciousness. Consequently, Giddens’ structuration theory “proposes that people
do not have the entire preference of their actions and knowledge is restricted” (Lamsal 113).
People create the structure by establishing specific values and norms, but this structure has
qualities that also restrict people, since a person has no control over details such as their genetic
predispositions or the decade of their birth (113). Additionally, acts and action are two distinct
subparts of Giddens’ conception of agency: acts are “a separate progression of action” and action
is “a continuous flow of involvements by different and autonomous human agents” (Lamsal
115). Like Foucault, Giddens believes in the ubiquitous nature of power, particularly in the
progression of action, but delimits agency to human agents and a specific surrounding social
structure. This dissertation challenges this idea, particularly in regard to the nonhuman.

Similarly diverging from Foucault was Pierre Bourdieu in 1991 who introduced the
concept of symbolic power. Bourdieu’s theory of power bears similarity to Giddens in that
power involves inherent human qualities and a “structural field of production” (Navarro 14). In

this model, however, daily social practices were identified as the result of the relationship
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between habitus, “a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and react in certain ways”
(Bourdieu 12) and fields, social contexts in which individuals act on one another (14). This
means that Bourdieu believed that although human agents might not be aware of their interests,
they always act according to them, and unlike Giddens’ theory of structuration, in that action,
social struggles develop due to individual efforts to collect resources in the form of social,
cultural, economic and symbolic capital (Navarro 14). Additionally, like Foucault, Bourdieu
viewed power as being dispersed throughout the social world, but ultimately, he sought to
“discover [power] in places where it is least visible” so as to avoid “turning power into a circle
whose centre is everywhere and nowhere”, a knock at Foucault’s seemingly nebulous conception
(163). For Bourdieu, this meant that power was not a tangible force, but rather an unseen one that
enabled social domination through the inculcation of social orders and hierarchies (23). As a
result, domination could be achieved through “strategies that are softened and disguised, and
which conceal domination beneath the veil of an enchanted relation” (Bourdieu 24). Despite their
differences, for Bourdieu and Giddens, power was heavily entrenched in the relationship

between agency and structure and in negotiating the tension between understanding the power
over and power to models of thought.

As with the categorization of anything, the placement of power within two distinct units,
such as power over and power to, as stated above, comes with its own laundry list of issues. Two
such issues will be discussed here. First, theories of power are often “by-products of broader
social theories” (Gohler 28). Gerard Gohler explains how the 1980s began an era of social
exploration that “brought about a muddled situation that is hard to disentangle” (28). For Gohler,
definitions of power are merely threads woven within the larger tapestry of theory; for example:

Parson’s structural functionalism, in which social systems are maintained by institutional
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structures, Foucault’s discourse analysis, and Bourdieu’s “exposition of concepts of capital and
hegemony as put forward by Western Marxism" (28). Second, power is a factor to be understood
in context. Instead of power over as something exercised over another and instead of power to as
“not only the realization of options to act” but also the options themselves (31), Gohler suggests
that power is a combination of the two, situationally perceived (29). As a result, power can
become a matter of actual and potential, transitive, and intransitive:

Power referring to the outside is transitive power, i.e., power which translates the will of

an actor onto another actor’s will and thereby exercise influence. Power referring to the

inside, i.e., power as self-reference, is intransitive power, i.e., power that is produced and

preserved by itself, by society (Gohler 35).

In this model, the previously discussed theories of power can be seen as complementary at a
rudimentary level; however, applications within specific social theories might highlight
incongruities among the theories.

Despite the complications that come with merging seemingly opposite theories, Gohler is
not alone in his attempt to rationalize existing scholarship as parts of a whole. Unlike Gohler’s
pursuit of a more inclusive definition of power, Mark Haughaard called for a merging of existing
theoretical offshoots. In 2003, Haugaard proposed a theory for the creation of power that builds
off the fundamental elements of social order (Parsons, Giddens, Bourdieu), bias (Bachrach and
Baratz), systems of thought (Foucault), ‘false consciousness’ (Lukes), power/knowledge
(Foucault), discipline (Foucault), and coercion (Weber, Dahl, Bachrach and Baratz), many of
which have been highlighted in this dissertation (“Reflections” 89). This merger was not done to
create a “total theory” (Haughaard 3), but instead was meant to situate power as a “power

family” in which “the family resemblance nature of the concept of power has allowed the
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development of different schools of analysis where each theory of power is not necessarily
dealing with exactly the same members of the power family” (2). For Haugaard, power is a
concept in which a specific theory can be applied in a specific context, but to find an overall
category or definition for it is counterproductive at best. In the context of this specific study,
associations of power are identified in terms of social order and consciousness (Weber, Dahl,
Bachrach and Baratz, Lukes), human agents (Bourdieu, Giddens), nonhuman agency (Foucault,
Latour) and social and ecological contexts (Bourdieu, Giddens, Latour). With this identification
in mind, students can start to reflect on the interactions of the human and nonhuman that occur in
classroom spaces and elsewhere.

Bruno Latour, most known for his development of actor-network theory and influence in
technology studies, also saw the faults in finding a definition that unified existing theories of
power. However, for Latour the fault was not in a misplaced need for categorization, but rather
in a misplaced understanding of cause-effect: “Social scientists have mistaken the effect for the
cause, the passive for the active, what is glued for the glue. Appealing to a reservoir of energy,
be it ‘capital’ or ‘power’ to explain the obedient behavior of the multitudes, is thus meaningless”
(276). Latour saw discussions of power as having limited merit, and instead suggested that
sociology, not power, needed a new definition in which associations, not social elements,
became the central focus (277). He refers to these associations as the glue, the heterogenous
forces that can be “mobilized in our human world to explain why it is that we are linked together
and that some orders are obeyed while others are not” (277). To ask about the source of power is
to ask the wrong question. This study says the same. The question this study asks about power is:

To what extend can museum-based pedagogy increase our awareness of nonhuman networks of
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power? What potential does this awareness have for our students and the composition
classroom?

Instead of theorizing about human consciousness, capability, or intent, Latour focuses on
tracing power, which is a central purpose of actor-network theory (ANT) (Munro 128). The
“agenda” of ANT is the:

attribution of human, unhuman, nonhuman, inhuman characteristics; the distribution of

properties among these entities; the connections established between then; the circulation

entailed by these attributions, distributions, and connections; the transformation of those
attributions, distributions, and connections of the many elements that circulate, and of the

few ways through which they are sent (Latour 373).

As a result, power is only a fragmented part of the relationship between human and nonhuman
actors in the inter-objective networks of everyday engagement and social practice (Latour 380).
Power is more than a person, institution, action, reaction, or relationship of cause-effect. It is in

the seen and unseen forces that shape reality, and in turn, museums, and composition classrooms.

1.3 Power and the Composition Classroom

In education, the observable forces of power and hierarchies have been well documented,
especially along the lines of early elite theories of a power that could be owned or wielded. In
English and composition specifically, scholars such as James Berlin, Richard Fulkerson, Sharon
Crowley, Winifred Horner, and many others have all documented the history of the field, and in
doing so, have commented upon composition’s roots in current-traditional rhetoric. This rhetoric
had several underlying motives: to coincide with the scientific method, to complement a new,

research-driven academic agenda, and to perpetuate high standards of grammar and correctness
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(Berlin, “Where Do English” 31). As Crowley wrote, “humanistic composition is not to create
better writers but to display the cultivated character that is the sign of an educated person” (86).
To appear cultivated was to have a sort of power over those who did not have such power, a
power gained by the elevation of oneself through visible social ranks.

Although debated in sociology and political science as outlined above, definitions of
power were not as rapidly questioned in composition scholarship; rather, many conversations
centered on the distribution of power itself. Commonly cited as two of the most influential
educational reformers of the early and late 1900s, John Dewey and Paulo Freire, respectively,
saw effective education as one that turned away from the traditional perception of the power and
authority in the classroom, and instead embraced a pedagogy that was both critical and

democratic.

1.3.1 John Dewey: A Democratic Foundation for Power

For Dewey, power was nurtured within students. One of the tenets of his philosophy of
education was “Education as Growth” where immaturity was a vestige of possibility, “a force
positively present—the ability to develop” (Democracy and Education 49, emphasis original).
This development, according to Dewey, was largely dependent on two factors: personal
experience and social interaction (11). In his most famous book, Democracy and Education, he
stated, “Mind as a concrete thing is precisely the power to understand things in terms of the use
of them; a socialized mind is the power to understand them in terms of the use to which they are
turned in joint or shared situations. And mind in this sense is the method of social control” (40,
emphasis original). Power and knowledge were highly intertwined and ideally a part of a

democratic space of creativity and learning in which educators became students and students
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became educators—»both actively engaging in the process. Teachers were to facilitate this inquiry
and curiosity, but to do so with less focus on direct content and more attention to the interaction
of the student’s needs and abilities with the subject matter (Democracy and Education 215).
Power was not something to be used as a manner of position or as an occupational show of
superior knowledge, but rather, as a human capacity in the form of intellectual agency. Capacity
allowed for possibilities on a personal experience level, and the social spaces in which
nontraditional education occurred allowed for these possibilities to be nurtured by mutual
exchange.

Consequently, the teaching of current-traditional rhetoric was of a nature against which
Dewey had voiced many concerns:

Since the curriculum is always getting loaded down with purely inherited traditional

matter and with subjects which represent mainly the energy of some influential person or

group of persons on behalf of something dear to them, it requires constant inspection,

criticism, and revision to make sure it is accomplishing its purpose (Democracy and

Education 283).
In composition, noticeable revisions became apparent with the expressivist innovations that
captured the 60s with their turn to an inward-looking Neo-Platonic school of thought (Rhetoric
and Reality 15), with the cognitive theories that dominated the 70s with their focus on
psychology, inquiry into thinking processes, and reconsideration of error (“Contemporary
Composition” 256), and with the 80s that were an age of socialization, interdisciplinarity, and a
turn toward community (Reynolds, et al 12). However, paired with this shift from a product-
focus to a process one was the search for a critical pedagogy. Dewey’s pursuit of a democratic

education provides several parallels to the ideas behind Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the
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Oppressed, originally published in 1970, and these connections will be briefly discussed below.
However, as Mary Breuing reported in her qualitative study of 17 “self-identified critical
pedagogues”, in which Freire was included, definitions and purposes for critical pedagogy are
vast (2). As a result, the work of Freire will be situated in a compositionist perspective, and one
primarily rooted in the works of Ira Shor, Lisa Delpit, and bell hooks, all influential composition
scholars of critical pedagogy who were deeply involved in the field’s social and cultural turns of

the 80s and 90s.

1.3.2 Paulo Freire: Power, Composition, and Critical Pedagogy

Although Dewey’s approach to deeper learning has distinct differences from Freire’s
critical pedagogy, both were responding to a perceived teacher-student power relationship. As
noted above, Dewey wanted to distance education from the “crutch of dogma, of beliefs fixed by
authority” and have teachers serve in more of a facilitator role (Democracy and Education 394).
Similarly, Freire wanted to emancipate students from the “banking concept” of education in
which students acted as little more than static piggy banks awaiting a deposit of knowledge from
their teachers (74). To do this, Freire called for “revolutionary practice” that, like Dewey, was
based on experience (Leonard and McLaren 4). However, in Freire’s emancipatory model, the
move from teacher authority to student power “signifies an altered power relationship not only in
the classroom, but in the broader social canvas as well” (Aronowitz 9, emphasis original). Thus,
Freire “is firmly on the side of a pedagogy that begins with helping students achieve a grasp of
the concrete conditions of their daily lives, of the limits imposed by their situation on their ability

299

to acquire what is sometimes called ‘literacy’” (Aronowitz 9). As a result, since Freire’s critical

pedagogy goes beyond the classroom to focus on human liberation from these conditions, some
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scholars have identified it as being one of the “radical dreams of democracy” (George 94). Issues
surrounding authority, political intention, and overall viability of this “radical dream” have been
written about in detail by scholars such as Gregory Jay and Gerald Graff, Jeff Smith, and Maxine
Hairston.

However, this proposed freedom is not only one from material oppression, but also from
the “sado-masochism that these relationships embody” (14), a sentiment echoed by critical
pedagogue and feminist bell hooks when she states, “If we are unable to resist and end
domination in relations where there is care, it seems totally unimaginable that we can resist and
end it in other institutionalized relations of power” (Talking Back 22). Once again, this seems to
lead back to earlier conversations on power, which suggest power should be addressed in all
spheres, public and private, and in all forms: covert, overt, latent. No pedagogy is perfect, which
is entirely the point. Critical pedagogy never allows itself to be such; instead, it forces all
participants to continue its perpetual line of questioning, to be left wanting, and to do something
as a result. In this dissertation, | propose that to be a critical pedagogue does not require that
everyone will know what political bumper stickers are encrusted onto one another’s cars in the
parking lot or that somehow a utopian classroom will magically come into being; rather, it means
everyone will be growing more and more aware of power relations that, for the most part, have
lived their lives unpondered and untouched.

In Freire’s educational scenario, power is something an oppressed individual “wins back”
and in doing so, returns them the “right to say his or her own word, to name the world,” which is
made possible by self-awareness and self-actualization (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 33, emphasis
original). In terms of education, this means that teachers should “train students yet

simultaneously problematize that training” (George 102). For Freire, liberation comes from
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radical measures of insight and consequential transformation (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 39). In
other words, to transform the world, one must know the world, and to know it, they must
experience it, and to experience it, they must enter into a dialogue with many and diverse peoples
(40):

We are advocating a synthesis between the educator’s maximally systematized knowing

and the learner’s minimally systematized knowing—a synthesis achieved in dialogue.

The educator’s role is to propose problems about the codified existential situations in

order to help the learners arrive at a more and more critical view of their reality (Freire,

Politics of Education 54-55).

Here, the disruption of traditional teacher-student power relationships relies on reflection and
critical analysis of each situation, its conditions, and constraints. These intellectual acts are then
used to move beyond passive positions within a status quo, and instead serve as catalysts for
active participation in social reform.

This shift is what Ira Shor describes as a necessary expulsion from “spectatorism,” in
which people lack solidarity and in turn, are “alienated from a grasp of the system’s whole
operation and the mediating mechanisms which reproduce daily life” (Critical Teaching 57).
This understanding can be likened to earlier works of scholarship by power theorists, Weber,
Bachrach and Baratz, and Lukes, in which they described power as relational in covert, overt,
and latent forms. Consequently, in terms of the classroom, Shor argues that students do not come
to class ready to redefine existing power relations: “We have to invent that discourse as we
invent the process and, by doing so, reconstruct our social selves” (Students Have Power 20). For
Shor, this meant that the hidden curriculum needed to be unmasked to reveal the relations of

power at work beneath its subtle masquerade. However, to do this, Shor explains how he must
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acknowledge his own place of authority; that even though he might perform in a facilitator role,
such as the one Dewey suggests, he must also take ownership of his position of power, which is
partially supplied by factors outside of his own teaching process and ideology. According to
Shor, power should be shared, so instead of ignoring the authority granted by human and
nonhuman power relationships, he can use it to distribute power: “The power that uses power to
share and transform power is the power I am seeking” (Students Have Power 20). Power, in this
case, is to move away from a “power over” model of understanding to one that is re-envisioned
as a “power with” (Students Have Power ix).

A “power with” perspective, however, has potential to feel utopian and elitist at the same
time, or as Ann George puts it, it can act as “a little piece of bamboozlement that roughly
translates as, ‘It’s okay to use authority if you do it in the name of social justice” (105). To liken
power to an entity that can be given away walks a fine line between early definitions of power
that focus on simplistic notions of domination and risks oversimplifying power as a one-
dimensional, human-centered force. On the other hand, anthropocentrism aside, to say that it can
be somehow parceled out in equal divisions like a chocolate cake at a birthday party seems to
overlook the multiple underlying power relationships that operate within that celebratory setting.
To stick with the metaphor, regardless of how precise the cake slices may be, a gluten
intolerance, a pre-existing stomachache, a distaste for chocolate, or even an overly health-
conscious parent on the sidelines would all potentially relegate certain children to spectator roles
during the passing around of the birthday dessert. They might all get to celebrate, i.e., participate,
but they cannot all do so in the same way.

As a result, the sheer number of human and nonhuman power relationships at play in a

given scenario leave little room for egalitarian settings to exist. This is one of the main critiques
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Shor tries to grapple with when he highlights key connections to Freire’s critical pedagogy in his
own classrooms. Through establishing a dialogue with students “to question existing knowledge,
power, and conditions,” Shor shows how students eventually find themselves in situations
lacking consensus, and how in these moments, his own intuitions are often consulted (Students
Have Power 149). His contribution, he states, typically serves as a suggestion and rationale for
various directions, but not as a roadmap for future procedures. He explains how students are
often trying out this newly shared authority, and how it comes with renegotiation of expectations
of the classroom (149). However, as the birthday metaphor illustrates, all power relations within
a given setting are not fully operable by one source. Power is a collective noun with many human
and nonhuman actants, or as Foucault and Latour have suggested, power is associated with the
movement and connection of forces, and not merely the primordial existence of that force. Shor’s
scholarship is pivotal in thinking about how educators might overcome traditional classroom
structures in regard to their positions of authority, but also propels them to question how many
more power relationships might also delineate that authority.

An additional way to address these issues of “power with” is to compare Shor’s
scholarship with that of Lisa Delpit’s “culture of power,” in which Delpit extends the
conversation to include five main tenets (282):

1. Issues of power are enacted in classrooms

2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is there is a “culture of
power.”

3. The rules of the culture of power reflect the rules of the culture of those who have

power.
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4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly
the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.
5. Those with power are frequently least aware of—or at least willing to
acknowledge—its existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its
existence (Delpit 282).
This first tenet includes the power relationship of teachers and students, of publishers and
curriculum developers, of state governance and other entities that exert influence on what
determines education and signifies intelligence (283). The second refers to rules relating the
“ways of talking, ways of writing, ways of dressing, ways of interacting” and the third tenet
focuses on students’ successful adoption of these cultural expectations, which is much like the
observations of other composition scholars such as David Bartholomae, in which students have
to “invent the university” by appropriating the specialized discourse of academia (Bartholomae
693). Finally, Delpit’s fourth and fifth tenets emphasizes how power relations should be directly
acknowledged and explained (Delpit 283).

In highlighting these underlying aspects of the culture of power, Delpit illustrates how
expertise is viewed differently depending how immersed into the culture of power an individual
is, or in terms of power theory, how much “cultural capital” one might possess (285). Because of
this, expertise is often viewed through opposing lenses. For many of those in authoritative
positions where they might “share power,” expertise is often de-emphasized in efforts to
illustrate the likeness of freedom and autonomy and to avoid the appearance of oppressive
hierarchies (285). Like Jay and Graff, Smith, and Hairston, Delpit finds this problematic, but for
her, the issue is that those outside of this culture of power often desire to know the “discourse

patterns, interactional styles, and spoken and written language codes that will allow them success
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in larger society” (285). For Delpit, understanding the culture of power might be aptly likened to
a beat-them-at-their-own-game mentality, in which various skills and instruction can help equip
students to perform acts and gain discourse knowledge inside the culture of power instead of on
its outskirts. Like Shor, Delpit calls for a pedagogy that acknowledges and overcomes
unbalanced relations of power, but redirects Shor’s notions of shared power to provide a helpful
expansion:
| suggest that students must be taught the codes needed to participate fully in the
mainstream of American life, not by being forced to attend to holistic inane,
decontextualized subskills, but rather within the context of meaningful communicative
endeavors; that they must be allowed the resource of the teacher’s expert knowledge,
while being helped to acknowledge their own “expertness” as well; and that even while
students are assisted in learning the culture of power, they must also be helped to learn
about the arbitrariness of those codes and about the power relationships they represent
(296).
A delicate balance exists here, since shared power often only extends to power relationships that
are under the influence of individuals, and even then, only the ones that have been identified by
all parties. As a result, dialogue is needed to identify and reflect on possible power relationships,
seen and unseen, human and nonhuman. Many pose as hard problems yet to be solved, but as
Nathan Crick states, “Language does not transform stones into gods, peasants to prophets,
philosophers to louts, and heavens to footstools because it is miraculous; it does so because it
alters our attitudes toward the events and objects of experience” (41). As many of these scholars

suggest, critical pedagogy is one that brings hard conversations to the forefront, can foster
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resistance and solidarity, and can equip students and educators to be reflective and
knowledgeable actors in a web of power relations.

A form of “power with” or “power shared” can be achieved through the increased
acknowledgement and discussion of diverse power relations. In this way, power is not merely a
matter of demystifying top-down instruction nor is it a way to superficially allot power to those
with less access to it. Rather, it is an unsilencing and unmasking of relationships that have
always been present. In 1910, Dewey devoted an entire book, How We Think, to understanding
imagination, problem-solving, and reflection, and in 1925 famously wrote: “Of all affairs,
communication is the most wonderful” (Experience and Nature 166). In doing so, Dewey called
for dialogue and reflection on the educational system and its identified woes. In 1970, Freire
labeled this same education system as “one of the major instruments for the maintenance of [a]
culture of silence” (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 30), but one where all human beings were
“capable of looking critically at the world in a dialogical encounter with others” (32). Dialogue
and experience were key, but such discourse needed to be translated into actions. Along with
Freire came the scholarship from compositionists such as Shor, Delpit, bell hooks, and many
others (Giroux, Aronowitz, McLaren) who spoke in resistance to this silence, and offered
pedagogical examples of critically engaged classrooms.

Over 25 years removed from their work within critical pedagogy, it stands to follow that
even now composition students might benefit from talking about all types and potentials of
power relationships, not just the ones that look them in the eye or write the policies on their
syllabi, but the ones that cannot be identified with a specific face, tax ID, or corporate letterhead.
The social and cultural turns of the late 1900s brought up concerns of social injustices, of

gatekeeping practices, of expanded literacies, and social critique. However, this new century
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continues to add layers, to tangle power relations even further, with many focusing on issues

regarding multimodal classroom structure and discourse.

1.3.3 Power of Space: Mechanisms and Structure

In her speech at the 2004 CCCCs opening session, Kathleen Blake Yancey called for
increased advocacy (321) and a heightened study of “the intertextual, overlapping curricular
spaces” in which students, scholars, and pedagogues live and work (320). Similarly, Christian
Weisser saw this new century as the birth of “activist intellectuals™ (123), and for Susan
Hilligoss and Sean Williams, it was an enlistment of the “citizen designer” (230). Students and
educators could not be limited to individual labels, and the classroom could not be seen as a
singular space.

In regard to technology, research needed to account for how “technology compounds the
complexity of a situation” (Rickly 379). Hypertexts and websites had problematized traditional
boundaries for coding and coding methods (Blythe 208) and the digital scholar had to grapple
with the instability of non-traditional texts (209). New technologies in digital information
gathering needed to be considered, since large databases and research studies were already
underway (O’Halleran, et al 11)). Consequently, research texts such as Writing Studies Research
in Practice: Methods and Methodology and Digital Writing Research: Technologies,
Methodologies, and Ethical Issues were produced to update previously documented research
methods (Nickoson and Sheridan 3), and in them authors explored technological literacy, digital
data collecting, and internet ethics to name a few. Writing studies research was devoted to

“revisiting”, “reclaiming”, “reseeing and redoing” old methods and methodologies (Nichoson

and Sheridan 3). What came before was not erased, but rather, modernized.
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In connection to the social and cultural turns, composition pedagogy also underwent an
academic “revisiting” and expansion that has implications for power and agency. In 1996, The
New London Group published a manifesto for a “pedagogy of multiliteracies,” (61) in which the
terms “multiliteracy” and “multimodality” were created to address the multilayered identities and
communicative performances that each person has and engages in (Cope and Kalantzis 173).
This manifesto outlined a design-based pedagogy “that requires that the enormous role of agency
in the meaning-making process be recognized, and in that recognition, it seeks to create a more
productive, relevant, innovative, creative and even perhaps emancipatory pedagogy” (Cope and
Kalantzis 175). Consequently, multimodal composition acknowledges that students are
surrounded by numerous rhetorical possibilities, especially when the influences of new
technology and rhetorical spaces are considered. As a result, multimodal composition can be
seen as a gathering of acts, modes, identities, and relationships in which students can achieve
heightened engagement and increased rhetorical awareness. It attempts to disseminate power by
creating “educational practices and environments that [could] lead to ‘productive diversity,’” as
mentioned by Sarah Michaels and Richard Sohmer in their chapter entitled, “Narratives and
Inscriptions: Cultural Tools, Power and Powerful Sense-Making” (Cope and Kalantzis 267).
However, phrases such as “a gathering of acts, modes, identities, and relationships” or
“productive diversity” beg for further discussion in relation to power, particularly how it shapes
the multimodal composition classroom.

To see the classroom as a gathering of power relations can be both a simple and complex
illustration. On the most rudimentary level, it is a literal gathering of people, of students and
educators for the purpose of learning about and practicing the act of writing. In a slightly more

detailed explanation, one might include the desks, the technologies, the walls, the tiled floors,
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and the backpack each student carries with them. Others might add the humming of the central
air units, the ticking of the clock and the soft ruffling noises of students moving in their seats.
Additional details could be added, but the point remains: the multimodal composition classroom
can be seen as an educational ecosystem of human and nonhuman interactions.

As with any ecosystem, interior and exterior forces affect the environment and its
organisms. In the case of the multimodal classroom, the environment is a multilayered
educational space that can include a physical university setting, but also extends to
extracurricular spaces in which writing and communication occur. Exterior forces of power can
include, but are not limited to, economic position, university structure, academic field
expectations, course objectives, and the pedagogical design of the class itself. Similarly, interior
forces can include diverse academic backgrounds, individual personal histories, and specific
learning styles and value systems that are associated with students prior to their introductory
composition courses at the university level. Power, in this sense, can be helpfully understood not
in classic terms of a singular feudalistic power, but as “an archipelago of different powers” that
have “their own way of functioning, their own procedure and technique” (Crampton and Elden
156). As a result, an increased understanding of these techniques of power can contribute to a
heightened awareness of power relationships associated with a composition classroom.

For Foucault, geography and space was an often-used metaphor for power. His use of the
terms territory, field, domain, region, and displacement all spoke to geographical, albeit
discursive, connections (Crampton and Elden 176). When interviewed on these usages, Foucault
initially explained that he had used geography as metaphorical support for his larger concerns of
power and acknowledged that he had failed to provide a concrete explanation for his “obsession”

with geography (182). However, toward the end of Foucault’s interview, he admitted how such
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terminology could be helpful in understanding power in tactical and strategic terms (Crampton
and Elden 182). For Foucault, power could not be understood in total due to its complex nature,
but rather it could be grappled with by interrogating its many dimensions (Philo 343). As a
result, as Chris Philo states in his “Archaeological Reading of Michel Foucault’s Society Must be
Defended”:
A geographical attentiveness to the knowledges produced in named places and delineated
spaces, especially to those that [Foucault] calls upon us to liberate from their subjugation
and disqualification at the hands of knowledges occupying superior positions in the
power-hierarchy, is therefore pivotal (360).
For Foucault, knowledge(s) must be recognized as individual and partial, and power as
something “traced through diverse local capillaries where its effects are made and felt” (360).
To put these local capillaries in more concrete terms, power can be traced within physical
spaces, in the activities and experiences within those spaces, and in the discourse used to
communicate in or reflect on those experiences. Many scholars have connected space with
having rhetorical power (Jennifer Clary-Lemon, Greg Dickenson, Carole Blair, Brian Ott, Nedra
Reynolds), serving as contact zones (Mary Louise Pratt, Patricia Bizzell, Philipp Schorch, Jenny
Isaacs, and Ariel Otruba), and acting as sites of performance (Heidi Orhill, Shawn Rowe, Laurie
Grobman). In these examples, physical spaces span from classrooms to museums and from
memorial sites to churches, but in each setting, places are seen as rhetorical, performative spaces
in which diverse groups meet and grapple with various networks of power. As Reynolds states,
“geography contributes, metaphorically and methodologically, to literacy practices, to
conceptions of discourse, to postmodern composition theory attentive to difference, the material,

and the visual” (7).
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Universities have layered power relations in regard to their physical location, their
corporate associations, their academic agendas, their bureaucratic assemblages, and their
historical connections just to name a few. Elements as simple as the placement of sidewalks or
the organization of desks affect how learning occurs and what forces, both concrete and abstract,
impact a learner at any given moment. Many scholars have focused on the rhetorical power of
space in the classroom through the various lenses of classroom layout and design (Manke,
Sommer, Domenech Betoret and Gomez-Artiga, Amedo and Dyck, Hecht, Carpenter) and
cultural development and conflict (Catungal, Ochoa and Pineda, Brooke, Bizzell, Pratt). As a
result, beyond the teacher-student relationship that was problematized by Dewey over a century
ago, the rhetorical and material complexities of place also contribute to classroom power
relationships.

In a more recent study of mechanisms of power, Susanna Hannas and Hannu Simola
produced a four-dimensional framework, which combined Foucualt’s analysis of
governmentality and dispositifs with Bourdieu’s “generation of practices,” such as his concepts
of social and cultural capital and habitus (7). In doing this, Hannas and Simola illustrate how the
power mechanisms of modern governance have affected schools in culturally and socially
diverse areas (11). In their study of Salt Lake City area schools, they identified how the
Foucauldian idea that “power operates through visibility in terms of forms through which the
body is made visible, rituals that make the subjects visible, and different kinds of physical and
architectural arrangements that regulate bodies in space” could be applied to the decision-making
process of parents enrolling their children in certain educational systems (9). In doing so, they

described how schools were often chosen based on visible distinctions such as reputation,
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material affordances, physical distance, or community outreach, and how social class affected
what was prioritized. Additionally, Hannas and Simola identified how
schools and their teachers are governed by means of different forms of quality evaluation
and assessment, new forms of parental feedback and critique, school choice and
competition between schools, profiling, new budgetary-control and cost-saving
procedures, the threat and practice of closure, school-based curricula, municipal
curricula, and a detailed national curriculum (10).
Similar patterns of governance operate in post-secondary education, even on an assignment-
based level. Universities develop certain programs more than others, some due to underlying
historical narratives, geographic location, education type, or religious affiliation, some due to
outside monetary support and influential benefactors, and yet others due to larger market
demands and economic potentials. Additionally, these factors contribute to curriculum
development, departmental numbers, diversity measures, and university delineations of course
objectives and required protocols. The classroom operates within these relations, and multimodal
composition can be positioned as a way of identifying these macro- and micro- mechanisms of
power. As Jody Shipka states,
Our analysis might begin with a focus on real-time, concrete events and actions, but we
also need to remain mindful of and attempt to trace how those events and actions link
back and project forward to still other times, places, tools, people, and opportunities for
learning (Toward a Composition Made Whole 49).
Consequently, multimodal assignments can allow students to become composers or
writer/designers that not only use diverse methods and materials but do so with an increased

awareness of process and context. Multiple unit projects, weekly writing activities, low-stakes
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journal assignments, and scaffolded learning objectives have been common attributes of
introductory composition courses for several decades. However, how these practices are carried
out has gained increasing variety since the turn of the century. Part of this variability is due to the
increased use and access to expanded technologies, but another part is the result of a heightened
regard for the social and discursive implications of writing.

Consequently, the composing process and surrounding contexts can be viewed as
discursively situated. To acknowledge this is to also refer back to Foucault’s claim that power is
everywhere and that it functions as a chain of action that constructs people, instead of just being
something that influences certain types of behavior (Miller 122). For Foucault, discourse is not
equal to power alone since it requires a communicative function (121). As a result, in critical
discourse analysis, power “tends to be a question of examining how those members of society
who [are seen to] possess it, reflect, reinforce, and reproduce it through the language they use;”
in other words, their discourse practices (Thornborrow 7). Discursive power, then, can be seen as
“a contextually sensitive phenomenon, as a set of resources and actions which are available to
speakers” and are dependent upon the given context (7). For the composition classroom, this
context is made up of “local, situated talk”, “the shifting interplay of interactional relations,” and
is “partially defined by the institutional relationships that hold between them” (Thornborrow 7).
As a result, multimodal composition requires students to share this sensitivity in regard to space,
discursive resources, and the power relationships that are associated with each. As Patricia
Bizzell stated in 1981

We have not sufficiently considered the nature of discourse as a form of language that

unites a particular community, and we have not examined the relationship between the

academic discourse community and the communities from which our students come:
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communities with forms of language use shaped by their own social circumstances
(193).
Chapter 3 will explain these sensitivities in greater depth, with particular emphasis on how
museum-based multimodal composition helps foster multiliteracy and rhetorical flexibility in

first-year composition students.

1.4 Power and the Museum

For all the theories of power that have been developed and applied across the academic
disciplines in the past century, the impact of power relationships has been felt elsewhere for
much longer. Like early education institutions, early museums were often associated with
private, typically elite, sectors of the population. However, with the close of WWII came a
renewed interest to “gather, preserve, and study the record of human and natural history” (Weil
229), and slowly questions arose about how this might be accomplished. Museums were largely
focused on organization and preservation at this time (Starn 72) as well as the collection and
display of knowledge (75). Eventually this display of knowledge was paired with a need for
public participation and support, and this brought forth the rise of education as the museum’s
primary goal in 1984 (Weil 234). Consequently, the twenty-first century museum focuses on
questioning the appearances of concrete histories by opening up interpretation to include the
experiences and perspectives of those outside the museum and by creating new ways to engage
with and think about objects (Hein 344). Both of these facets bring to light different concerns

regarding power, especially when museums have often been seen as centers for education.
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1.4.1 Objects: Human and Nonhuman Networks

As noted in the introduction of Museums: A History: “Throughout history, humans have
made sense of the chaos around them by assembling collections, microcosms that mirror the
macrocosm, abstractions from the real world” (Simmons xii). History, for John Simmons, is one
of human organization and navigation, in which curators are cartographers with objects instead
of coordinates. Like composition classrooms, the location, physical objects, and even the name
of the museum help organize the historical narrative found within. Museums cannot escape the
setting in which they are situated, and power relations can be historical, geographical,
architectural, corporate, and emotional (Clary-Lemon). For example, in Jennifer Clary-Lemon’s
exploration of the Canadian Museum for Human Rights in 2015, this meant that the 400,000
artifacts discovered at the dig site, the local stone used to build the structure, and the promotional
use of the museum to market Winnipeg as a “human rights city” all contributed to the “imprints”
that were left on the local landscape. These impressions, she argued, needed to be acknowledged
as layers of accretion that necessitated individual analysis. These accretions, especially when
combined with objects that serve as part of permanent displays or traveling exhibits, offer
tangible connections to past histories, eras, cultures, genres, and perspectives.

However, the museum experience of these connections extends beyond space and
location, materials, and matter. Just as Dewey’s critique of traditional pedagogies has been
highlighted in regard to power relations, so too must his appreciation of museums. As George
Hein and several other scholars have noted (Monk, Ansbacher, Latham), Dewey saw museums
as being a critical part of the educational experience (“Dewey and Museum Education” 420).
Although he acknowledged how the separation of objects from daily life complicated public

notions of the museum and the subject matter within, he attributed museums with having a
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heightened potential for dynamic learning to occur (Monk 66). When Dewey’s educational
theories are applied to the museum, museum experiences must be physically and intellectually
stimulating as well as intentionally constructed (Hein, Learning in the Museum 2). As a result, to
be educational, museums could not merely rely on happenstance interactions, nor could they be
stagnant exhibits limited to labels and glass cases. In order to be educationally meaningful, they
needed activity that was structured enough to have a specified purpose but allowed enough
freedom to be empowering for visitors (2). This mix is a delicate balance, especially when
considering the various power relationships in play.

Like universities, museums have internal and external influences guiding their actions,
particularly with issues related to funding, representation, and interpretation. Additionally, since
exhibits are a construction of both human and nonhuman networks of power, their resulting
messages are situated and diverse. Consequently, Dewey’s “‘continuity’ of experience”, like
John Falk and Lynn Dierking’s research on museum experience, is an important point of
reference for museums, since it acknowledges the influence of experience before, during, and
after an interaction with a particular exhibit (Hein, “Wholly Original Philosophy” 195). In a
similar way, power relationships are not sequestered in the present moment, but rather are
connected with exhibit designers and viewers before they enter the museum, are located in
spatial and social interactions, and continue to develop even after the museum doors close and

the lights are shut off. As Hein states:

[A]ny interaction with an exhibit component or participation in a program—is influenced
not only by its manifest content, but also by its context, the general ambience of the
exhibits, and even by the way the museum welcomes visitors; in short, by all the factors,

physical, contextual, and cultural, that contribute to that experience. Dewey emphasized
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that a progressive school is defined not just by its curriculum, but by its entire
organization: how it is run, how it relates to the community, and how its members relate

to each other. The same criteria apply to museums (199).

And the same criteria apply to enmeshed networks of power.

As Chapter 2, “Material Conversations: Object Knowledge and Critical Awareness” will
reveal in detail, these objects and collections can have power of their own, despite the human
fingerprints that are smudged across their surfaces. As a result, analyses of power relations
within museums reveal large similarities with those of the multimodal classroom. Just as a
classroom can’t escape its physical location or institutional apron strings, the museum can serve
as a “contact zone” where the relations among various subjects and agents are enacted and
explored (Welsh 124). Here, interpretation can be seen as a “creative act,” (118) and museums
can be made up of “circuits” that act as “paths of possibilities” (Welsh 106). Such an operation is
much like Foucault’s conception of power in combination with Actor Network Theory: “Force is
the way power acts; it is integral to action. Force is tangible, material and active in its operation,
not to be confused with an idea of power as will or intent” (Fox 859). According to Actor
Network Theory, power is a kinetic and reactive force that involves “the self acting upon itself,
as well as upon others and upon the material world” (860). Consequently, the curated collections
within museums cannot be chalked off as merely cartographic ensembles of physical and
historical matter. They have to be seen as only a few examples of the many forces acting in a
network of power relations. When paired with case studies of performance that emphasize the
rhetorical forces of both exhibits and curators (Grobman) as well as the physical, choreographed
performances of the visitor, an assessment of an exhibit’s design can also help illustrate these

networks: “they were not just chairs; they were dramatized user scenarios. They told a story, they
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had a plot” (Overhill 6). However, as Chapter 2 will reveal, these stories are not singular, and
rarely, if ever, can there be only one plot. This chapter explores what a more-than-human power
dynamic looks like in museums and related scholarship and outlines its present and potential
impact on museum practice, particularly in regard to education and use of objects.

Chapter 3, “Expanded Literacy: Museum-Based Pedagogy & Multimodal Composition”
shifts the setting of this inquiry into materials to that of a multimodal composition classroom, or
rather, one that emphasizes the creation and adaptation of messages using linguistic, visual,
auditory, gestural, spatial, and material modes. In composition, multimodality gained increasing
interest as composition scholars moved into the 2000s. Definitions of literacy continued to
expand as did the list of materials and mechanisms used for composing. This resulted in a shift
toward a pedagogical perspective that created greater access to multiple, distributed, and
collaborative audiences. Scholars such as Jody Shipka who offers a framework for mediated
action that instructors can use to “examine final products in relation to the highly distributed and
complexly mediated processes involved in the creation, reception, and use of those products’’
(39), and Gunther Kress who contends that we “have moved from literacy as an enterprise
founded on language to text-making as a matter of design, an enterprise founded on a variety of
forms of representation and communication” (105) have helped establish clear connections
between multimodal composition, multiple literacies, and material culture. Chapter 3 embraces a
“museological awareness” that “the world as told is rapidly being replaced by the world as
shown” (Schwartz 28). At the core of museum-based pedagogy rests the idea that “with its plural
forms of communication, more or less hidden ideological stances, and reciprocal interpretive
activity—[the museum] is an excellent location for teaching students to understand multimodal

ways of meaning-making in their social, technological and institutional texts” (29). This chapter
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explores how museum-based pedagogy considers the many hands that manipulate objects
through their display, but also the many narratives that are etched into its likeness—through
interpretation or original design. As a result, power can be associated with objects within the
composition classroom, and museum-based pedagogy engages students in a material-based
exploration of the complexly rhetorical spaces that surround them.

Chapter 4, “A Comparative Study of Power & Pedagogy in ENGL 102” is an analysis of
six consecutive ENGL 102 courses from 2018-2020, in which student project reflections are
coded to identify any distinctions in student awareness of power that occur between multimodal
composition courses that are grounded in museum-based pedagogy and those that are not. Both
iterations of the course were designed to emphasize multimodal composition practices; however,
the second version of the course was developed using a museum-based pedagogical model. The
comparison between the two versions illustrates how museum-based pedagogy can shed light on
human and nonhuman power relationships within the multimodal classroom and provide another
methodology for creating a learning environment in which students can formulate more critically
aware perspectives of the composing process and its surrounding forces.

Chapter 5, “Take No Object-ion: Future Implications for Scholarship and Pedagogy”
situates the overall findings of this study within surrounding scholarship on pedagogy and power
and highlights the future implications of this research in connection to multimodal composition
and museums. Additionally, this chapter provides a list of potential opportunities for museum-
based pedagogy that extends beyond the included study and calls for an interdisciplinary
approach to reflective practice. As Dewey stated, “We do not learn from experience... we learn
from reflecting on experience” (How We Think 78). As a result, Chapter 5 serves as a reflection

on museum-based pedagogy and includes a simulation of the final multimodal project that my
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students completed for ENGL 102 and does so with the research of this dissertation. This project
component is to demonstrate my research in true likeness. A dissertation on multimodality
should intentionally extend beyond the traditional forms of university discourse.

In multimodal composition and the museum setting, materials are felt and mutated and
manipulated. Sounds are heard and created. Images transform as gestures change, and each mode
calls to question different actions, responses, and reflection. However, power relations flow
throughout these connections as silent purveyors of the earth with not-so-silent impacts on our
daily lives. Some consequences are obvious; others require a more critical eye. Multimodal
composition is adeptly structured for student entrance into such critical inquiry, and in the
chapters to follow, a campaign for awareness will be woven into the provided threads of theory
and practice as another call for a new way of looking at the power of objects and their role in
composition. These pages are meant to encourage diverse perspectives and acknowledge the
equally diverse influences that exert themselves within the confines of a multimodal composition
course. Within these pages, | propose that maybe the power of teaching, that out-of-reach shared
power of Shor’s critical pedagogy that seemed almost utopian, lies instead within a shared
understanding of the powers active in the seen and unseen parts of humanity, material culture,

and composition classroom.
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2 Material Conversations: Object Knowledge & Critical Awareness

The old adage, “The pen is mightier than the sword,” is a metonym that has found its way
onto classroom posters and motivational journals for decades. In a similar vein is the pen of the
prolific crime and suspense novelist Elmore Leonard when he said, “A pen connects you to the
paper. It definitely matters” (Fussman), and by extension, I would add, “Matter matters.”
Leonard wrote forty novels in his career and not one of them will be discussed in this
dissertation, nor will I include a single quote from his books, nor even a soundbite from the
many movie adaptations. But like Leonard and the posters that decorated my middle school
classrooms, this chapter focuses on the material importance of objects, whether it is a pen, a
sword, a 1,000-year-old artifact, or the materiality of multimodal communication that occurs
every day. This chapter proposes that one can obtain a greater understanding of the networks of
power that exert their forces in sometimes less-than-obvious ways in classrooms by
strengthening our object knowledge and awareness of material agency within museums.

This connection between material and power is not a new one. Our novels, history books,
video games, and TV documentaries illustrate the many ways that objects, in their most generic
form, have been used in ways that display, enforce, or incite power. Knights have armor. Kings
have jewels. Nations have flags. Armies have weapons. As a result, beyond the obvious human
use of or desire for objects, much study has been centered on the power of objects themselves,
particularly since the late 1980s. However, as Elizabeth Wood and Kiersten Latham state, “In the
variety of fields that compose museum research and practice—anthropology, archaeology, art
history, history of all kinds, education, and the sciences—the idea of ‘object’ holds multiple
meanings, reflects different ways of thinking and knowing, and expects divergent avenues of

research” (Wood and Latham). Because of this interdisciplinarity, the following pages will trace
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key perspectives on objects, stemming from a variety of disciplines. Additionally, as with any
tracing of animate or inanimate objects, this dissertation will further develop existing
conversations of power, particularly in the broad sequence of the object of discourse, material
agency, object knowledge, and phenomenological perspectives. These discussions help illustrate
why multimodal composition can use museum-based pedagogy to move toward more critically
aware and reflective practices. Additionally, the perspectives gained from viewing human and
nonhuman objects as embodied force relations contribute to those reflective practices, and in
doing so, create new understandings of power within the classroom.

Consequently, this dissertation situates discourse as a necessary means of understanding
networks of power. Although all networks undergo a constant cycle of change, discourse allows
scholars to identify patterns and analyze interstitial findings, which is the primary focus of
Chapter 4. As a result, the following sections highlight connections between objects and
language, material culture and object knowledge, and phenomenology and nonhuman agency.
Each of these discussions serves as theoretical pillars for the museum-based pedagogy discussed
in Chapter 3, and act as catalysts for the analysis in Chapter 4, in which student reflections are
coded for their language usage and then evaluated to determine how student discussion of

nonhuman objects and materials changed between the two versions of ENGL 102.

2.1 Material Structures: Connecting Discourse, Objects, & Foucault

Although the 1980s had marked a relatively collective shift toward education within
museums, shifts within connected fields of interest, such as archaeology and anthropology, were
influenced by multiple methodologies, and by structuralism and post-processual archaeology in

particular. The former, initially adopted by Levi-Strauss from studies of Saussurean linguistics,
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found meaning in “a system of relationships between signs and not in the signs themselves”
(Tilley 186, emphasis original), and with the latter, research began to inch away from the
previous decades’ focus on deterministic, data-driven approaches to material culture and instead
emphasized the subjectivity of meaning (Richardson 172). Both, however, underscored the social
connections to material culture. This is evidenced by Christopher Tilley when he states that “If
archaeology is anything, it is the study of material culture as a manifestation of structured
symbolic practices meaningfully constituted and situated in relation to the social” (188), and by
Miles Richardson when he defines settings as “a constellation of acts” that are simultaneously
converted into symbols that inform our interpretations and behaviors (174). In these brief
examples, scholars hint at the complex relationship material culture has with the social world.
For those who interpreted material culture through the lens of structuralism, material
objects were connected to language not only through discourse, but also on a structural level. As
Mark Olssen notes, “structuralism was essentially a doctrine about language which was also
applied to other aspects of life and culture” (189). In Tilley’s case, a structuralist approach linked
objects to Foucault’s theories of power in unexpected ways. Counter to his intentions, Foucault’s
earliest writings are often associated with structuralism (192). He spent decades denying the
connections, and by the end of his career, he had well-established his differences with it; thus,
giving Foucault the title of a post-structuralist (Olssen 192). However, those initial connections
are notable, since “signs were defined in relation to other signs. What characterizes a language
then, is a system of differences, and the kinds of differences that a language embodies are central
to the way that objects in reality are classified and categorized as the basis of common
understanding in society” (190, emphasis original). For structuralism, the signs themselves were

meaningless without the system within which they were enmeshed. On the surface, such an idea
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seems complementary to Foucault, because he associated power with the relationship of actions
acting upon other actions with significance stemming from their relational qualities.
Structuralism ardently denied the sovereignty of the subject, which aligns with Foucault’s
concept of power; however, it is here that Foucault drastically diverges from structuralism and
where material agency can enter into the conversation, instead of merely supplying the objects to
be “classified and categorized.”

Structuralism was far too rigid for Foucault, and for power-knowledge theory in
particular. As noted in Chapter 1, power was not something that could be contained within an
entity, person, or singular historical narrative. Thus, the universal laws and underlying systems
that were identified by structuralists were not conducive to Foucault’s interpretations of culture
and the natural world (Olssen 192). Additionally, he identified fault with the structuralist idea of
“structure over parts, or the pre-existence of the whole over the parts, whereby the units can be
explained once the essence of the structure is uncovered” (193). For Foucault, no such essence
existed, only possibilities within a particular instant of time. These possibilities were not merely
within “a system of signification, but a system of material and discursive articulation” (194). The
material aspect of this system was developed to discuss mechanisms of power, particularly the
“material substance” of the expression of power in relation to the “statement,” which was a unit
of discourse (Olssen 194). Foucault did not associate agentive force—human or nonhuman—
with finite forms of matter: “power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain
strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation
in a particular society” (Foucault, History of Sexuality 93). Power, as people knew it, was just a

name on the surface and a network of forces underneath. Theorizing power was more a tracing of
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the pervasive movement that occurs within a temporary setting than an identification of actor
ability or set structure.

This focus on movement and articulation is pivotal for this dissertation. It highlights the
“moving substrate of force relations” that operate during every instant of our lives (Foucault,
History of Sexuality 93) and acknowledges that the forces are known through human and
nonhuman articulations of them. This Foucaultian emphasis on relational power is also important
because it can establish a new pole. Often, humans are put on a pedestal without acknowledging
the materials they are standing on to be in that position in the first place. Other times and with
increasing frequency, the reaction to these anthropocentric hierarchies is to emphasize the
opposite pole of materiality, in which the human form is diminished to being another material or
removed from the equation into some sort of metaphysical existence. Foucault balked at these
ideas of human- or nonhuman-centered networks of power. Networks of power were always
decentralized systems, ever changing and in flux. However, this dissertation asserts that these
polarized arguments can be helpfully understood alongside Foucault. As Chapter 4 will illustrate,
to understand networks of power, my students had to grapple with the effects of human and
nonhuman agency (the actions or qualities that produce an effect), but in doing so, power became
a tracing of movement that went beyond agency alone. Power became:

the process which, through ceaseless struggle and confrontations, transforms, strengthens,

or even reverses [force relations], as the support which these force relations find one

another, thus forming a chain or a system, or on the contrary, the disjunctions and
contradictions which isolate them from one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which

they take effect, whose general design or institutional crystallization is embodied in the



45

state apparatus, in the formulations of the law, in the various social hegemonies

(Foucault, History of Sexuality 92).
It follows, then, that we partially identify power through its embodiment. Consequently, although
the idea of human and nonhuman agency might seem to be at odds with Foucault, to consider
them a possibility contributes a necessary perspective. While material bodies and discourses
create individuals as an effect of power according to Foucault, the human awareness of these
effects, even if an effect of power in itself, garners consideration as a significant contributing
factor in our understanding of power. In many ways, it’s an enactment of Foucault’s power-
knowledge: “It is not possible for power to be exerc