





























Chris Reed

BACK TO SCHOOL

Attempts to demystify the creative process often include the renaming of art
production as ‘cultural work'. In these articles, Howard Davidson and Anne
Mandlisohn outline, and inquire into, the antecedents of such work — the process
of learning to perform it.

The particular types of work investigated are writing and videotape produc-
tion; the system of cultural formation: public education.

LEARNING TO SAY LESS

HOWARD S. DAVIDSON

The usual explanation offered for how artists are made, focus on
such things as ‘talent’, ‘drive’, ‘good family background’ and so on.
These popularized explanations contribute to the ongoing
mystification of the creative process. This article inquires into the
organization of social practices in schools, rather than the realm of

individual attributes and fortuitous events.

MOST OF US BEGAN THE TASK OF
learning to read and write in the
classroom, and it was also there that
most of us first learned that playing
with paper, crayons and junk was really
something called art. And so, a useful
place to begin this inquiry would be the
social practice called public education.?
Before being students, children general-
ly do not engage in the production of
texts or “art”. Face-to-face oral com-
munication is primarily our means of
social interaction.? With schooling,
however, we learned how to produce
and distribute various forms of text.
The form of cultural work I will focus
on here is writing. Learning to write in
school means learning to make a certain
kind of text which meets the particular
needs of a particular social organiza-
tion. Thus, the first formal step in
becoming a cultural worker is learning
to write what and as you are told to
write.

There are obvious differences bet-
ween talking about an event and
writing about one. Talking is work that
we all do. Writing, however, is cultural
work that only some of us do, even
fewer do it as a labour for which they

lApple, M.W. Ideology and Curriculum. Boston:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979.

21 am setting aside the role of television for no other
(eason than to keep the discussion manageable. Of
course this is a distortion but I am comforted by the
awareness that it is only one of many.
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get paid. In addition, talking is most fre-
quently, though not entirely, an infor-
mal face-to-face practice embedded in a
moment. The speaker, who often be-
comes the listener, shares an account of
an experience. This oral cultural work
depends upon on a connection being
established with the other. It enables
each participant to offer us some form
of response, leaving ideas vulnerable to
change.

Wiritten accounts, on the other hand,
are formal practices organized by well-
established conventions. A written text
articulates an elaborate system of social
relations. Not only is the relationship
between the writer and the reader fixed,
the writer cannot add to her/his
understanding from each reader’s
response. For the writer, for me, the
burden to be exact becomes arduous.
Drafts are rewritten and dictionaries are
consulted: every aspect of the process is
far more rigid.

To grasp the distinction between
speaking and writing we must return to
the site where writing was learned: the
classroom. When students learn to
write in the classroom they are learning
to produce a commodity to exchange
for a grade. This ‘exchange value’ is not,
however, unique to schools. Written
texts function predominantly in enabl-
ing the exchange of commodities. In an
advanced capitalist society, writing
greatly facilitates the movement of
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goods as well as many services (in-
cluding entertainment, education and
social action work). Writing for.grades
is the first stage in learning to write for
money.3

The popular emphasis on motiva-
tion, ability and skills in the teaching
and evaluation of learning to write
glosses over the purpose to which most
written work is put, and thus ignores
the social organization of the society in
which students learn to make texts.*
One result of this gloss is that we were
never told when we learned a way of
writing, that we were becoming familiar
with only one style of expression. This
style is taken as natural, but it is not so.
It is a particular manner of producing
an account of the individual’'s con-
sciousness, an account which implies in-
dependence of individual subjectivity.
To elaborate further on this last point,
and in the process to make it more clear
how the form of writing which I refer to
is produced, I will explore a small mo-
ment in the production of a single
phrase. In doing so we can see the
antecedents of a particular kind of
cultural work.

3 Sohn-Rethel, A. Intellectual and Manual Labour: A
Critique of Epistimology. London: The Macmillan
Press, 1978.

4 Much of the analysis in this article is based on the work
of Dorothy E. Smith. See Smith, D.E., “The social con-
struction of documentary reality”, Sociological Inquiry,
1974.
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to promote social change through a variety of

theatre forms for various sponsors and communities.
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SELMAN, Artistic Director, Catalyst Theatre, #24,
10645 - 63 Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta T6H 1P7

(403) 438-1248.

BPLS. We have no deficit.
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Burnaby, B.C. V5A 1S6
(604) 291-3363
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