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“My grandfather was colored, my father was Negro, and I am black.” In his 1995 memoir Colored People, Henry Louis Gates explains that he used this line as the opening of his personal statement in his application to Yale. Each word—colored, Negro, black—means something different, marked by different users and frameworks of time and place. They are, in effect, a mini-lesson in the rhetorical triangle. Here Gates brings together the major concerns of rhetoric and identity: who we are and how we are labeled by both ourselves and others—and he does so through his memoir about growing up in a specific place, Piedmont, West Virginia, a community about two hours from Shepherd University. When I learned that Gates would be the Appalachian Writer-in-Residence at Shepherd, and I read Colored People for the first time with an eye towards using it in the composition classroom, these words stood out to me. Ultimately, then, I chose to use Gates’ memoir to teach my students about identity and rhetoric, and that’s what I’ll talk about here today: how exploring rhetorical identities in Colored People, a text about a place familiar to so many of my students, helped them become better evaluators and users of rhetoric in their own writing. 


As we’ve already discussed this afternoon, memoirs continue to be a popular genre and remain popular text choices in composition classrooms—and for good reason. As William Zinsser explains, “Memoir is how we try to make sense of who we are, who we once were, and what values and heritage shaped us. If a writer seriously embarks on that quest, readers will be nourished by the journey, bringing along many associations with quests of their own” (6). Memoir, in other words, is implicitly linked to identity and how identity is constructed. In a 2005 MELUS article, Carole Center specifically addresses multiethnic memoirs in the classroom, arguing that these texts open up our definitions of identification and evaluation, initiating a “dialogics of identity” that “allows readers to see the Other whom they encounter in multiethnic literature as simultaneously different and familiar, as someone whose identity both overlaps and conflicts with their own” (232). As I’ll discuss today, Gates’ book enables just this sort of deeper understanding of identity and rhetoric, as students can see how his identity is both different from theirs (in terms of age, race, education) and like theirs (in terms of his region).


Not surprisingly, given his other scholarly works, Gates’ text constantly explores language—how words change and mean different things to different people at different times. Most famous, perhaps is his “In the Kitchen” chapter, about African American hair. He writes, “‘Good’ hair was straight. ‘Bad’ hair was kinky. Even in the late sixties, at the height of Black Power, most people could not bring themselves to say ‘bad’ for ‘good’ and ‘good’ for ‘bad.’ They still said that hair like white hair was ‘good,’ even if they encapsulated it in a disclaimer like ‘what we used to call “good”’” (43). Later he adds, “When black people say ‘straight,’ of course, they don’t usually mean ‘straight’ literally…black people call that ‘stringy’ hair” (44-45). As a class, we discussed what Gates is doing here, redefining words like good, bad, straight, and stringy—words that most of my students had very different definitions of (out of 50 students in two sections of English 101, I had two non-white students). Later, Gates uses the example of “overachiever,” a label that meant something decidedly different for a black boy in the 1960s: “Back then, ‘overachiever’ designated a sort of pathology: the dire consequence of overstraining your natural capacity. A colored kid who thought he could be a doctor—just for instance—was headed for a breakdown” (141). Perhaps most crucially, though, Gates repeatedly engages with the rhetoric of racial identity—consider the very title of the book, for instance, or his description of the tension between he and his uncles: “But my uncles and I did battle more and more, especially when I stopped being a Negro, turned black, and grew the first Afro in Piedmont, West Virginia” (184). Colored People, then, encourages readers to think explicitly about the language we use—it makes concrete the concepts of the Aristotelian triangle and the interconnectedness of the corners.


Significantly, though, Gates does more than emphasize difference and identity, refusing to be labeled as just and only a black man. He writes, “Even so, I rebel at the notion that I can’t be part of other groups, that I can’t construct identities through elective affinity, that race must be the most important thing about me…So I’m divided. I want to be black, to know black, to luxuriate in whatever I may be calling blackness at any particular time—but to do so in order to come out the other side, to experience a humanity that is neither colorless nor reducible to color. Bach and James Brown. Sushi and fried catfish” (xv). My classes discussed this passage for some time, asking questions about the complexities of identities and the discourses that simultaneously describe and create them. In A Teaching Subject, Joseph Harris emphasizes the value such discussions of discourse have in the classroom especially in the context of larger conversations about what we mean by “community.” He explains, “The borders of most discourses are hazily marked and often traveled, and…the communities they define are thus often indistinct and overlapping” (103). He argues that as teachers, we should help our students “reflect critically on those discourses—of home, school, work, the media, and the like—to which they already belong” (105). Indeed, because Gates’ text considers the multiplicity of individual and group identities, it allowed my classes to do this kind of critical reflection. 

On an immediate level, students could draw connections between their own identities and Gates. Almost 90%, after all, were from West Virginia or areas close by in Maryland and Virginia. In his book, he talks about places they know, places they’ve been to, and, for a few of them, even people they’ve met. His visit to campus in October only solidified this identification. A packed auditorium of students listened and laughed as he explained that he sometimes still sees himself as a “little black boy from Piedmont.” They cheered wildly when he later referenced an inside joke (lost on me, a newcomer to the state) and added, “It takes a Mountaineer to know a Mountaineer.” One of my students would later write that from that moment on, she was hooked, hanging to every word Gates said. Indeed, for me, this moment crystallized the power of Gates and his memoir for my classes: here he was, a child who born into a segregated town, a Yale and Oxford educated scholar who teaches at Harvard, a best-selling author, a friend of celebrities like Oprah, and yet, like so many in that room, a West Virginian—and that meant something to both speaker and audience. In that moment, they were more alike than different. As another student later wrote, “He made me feel proud to be from West Virginia.”

What Colored People did for my composition classes, then, was show us through memoir how language and identity shape each other, how labels and discourses shift and change based on speaker, audience, and context, and how those changes impact the real world. This is a point I could have lectured about, citing James Berlin or any number of sociolinguists, but that would not have been nearly as effective as simply reading and talking about Gates’ life story. 

As we began our next formal essay assignment, I wanted my classes to keep exploring how language and identity work, and I assigned a rhetorical analysis paper with the basic aim of having them discuss speaker, audience and message in two competing texts. Now I’ve assigned this kind of paper in the past, asking them to use two advertisements or two editorials, with mixed results. Students, it seemed, leapt to easy answers in their analyses: the speaker in Text A is a man and that’s all that matters, the audience in Text B is young women, and that’s why the ad works. They were reluctant to dig too deeply into the intricacies and nuances of language. Now, though, with Colored People and our discussions of it as background, I thought they might—just might—be better prepared. This time, I asked each student to pick a culturally-charged label, find two texts (and I used the term very loosely—video clips, etc. were fair game) and analyze how each text used the word, and, if possible, talk about how audiences might respond to that label. The classes, as you might imagine, were pretty excited when they realized they could write an entire paper about a “bad” word and their choices ran the gamut from rather tame (feminist, hippie, bitch) to more controversial (ho, faggot, nigger). 

While the end products of the assignment were not as strong as I might have hoped (but are they ever?), on the whole, I was encouraged by the critical thinking and analysis my students put into their essays. They were asking smart and important questions about language, speakers, and audiences—questions without easy answers. Bonnie(, for instance, in her paper comparing Don Imus’ use of “ho” to Snoop Dogg’s, asks, “Why the uproar over Don Imus’ use of the word ho, when you turn on the radio on any given day and hear it used a number of times?” Later she adds, “How is it then that a song which uses the same degrading word ho in it frequently was so accepted by society while a shock jock loses his job over it?” Ultimately, Bonnie is frustrated that she cannot find a clear answer to why it was okay for one speaker to say the word and not another, but she does decide that the examples illustrate just how important the dynamic between the speaker and his audience is in any rhetorical situation: “The relationship between the speaker and the audience, and their unspoken agreements, can change the definition of any word.” 

Another student, Laura, analyzes the response to Ann Coulter’s infamous statement about John Edwards (“I was going to have a few comments…John Edwards, but it turns out that you have to go into rehab if you use the word ‘faggot’”), comparing them to a critically-praised episode of South Park in which a main character goes around singing, “Hey there, shitty shitty fag fag, how do you do?” Her conclusion? The difference in reaction here was all about audience expectations: “It all depended on what the audience expected. In Ann Coulter’s case, she was at a political conference. They were talking about serious issues, and the audience—politicians— expected formal, mature speeches…South Park’s audience, on the other hand, knows what to expect…They would be disappointed if an episode didn’t feature its share of vulgarity.” 

Molly, who had previously written of her proud Southern roots, compares two uses of the word “redneck.” She carefully analyzes country singer Gretchen Wilson’s celebration and redefinition of the term, contrasting it to a remark by Congressman Charlie Rangel, who in a moment of anger and frustration, used it to describe former President Clinton. Molly realizes that Rangel’s definition links “redneck” with racism, while Wilson’s is wholly positive. She explains, “Gretchen Wilson realizes that the stereotype of a redneck is misguided, and she tries her best to convince people otherwise. Rangel has already made up his mind about what redneck means and assumes that everyone else believes the same way.” 

Other students emphasized how certain words were in positions of fluidity and change. Writing about “dyke,” Allison quoted from one of her texts: “‘For me, ‘dyke’ is in this weird transitional space where I would never use it or allow a friend to be called it unless she self-identified as one.’” Allison is intrigued by this idea and writes, “And this is where I stand. It’s a person’s own right to decide how she would like to identify herself, not the world’s.” Similarly, and somewhat poignantly, Jeremy, a white student who interviewed two black friends about their views of “nigger,” came away from his analysis disappointed and with more questions than answers. Although his first friend didn’t object to someone like Jeremy using the word, his second friend, Rich, had quite a different response. Note the personal language Jeremy uses to explain the conversation: “My next interview with my good friend Rich went a little different than I hoped…Rich believed that it does matter who is speaking: a white man shouldn’t use this word at all…To him, it sends a message of hate and racism towards black people.” In contrast to his first friend’s response, Rich’s response makes Jeremy uncomfortable—it asserts a truth about the power of that word that Jeremy wishes didn’t exist, a truth which disturbs the writer. He writes, “After talking to Rich, I seem to be stuck…I am very confused and I can’t seem to pick who I feel is right or wrong because I can understand both sides.” In other words, he understands the perspective of the friend who says, “Hey, you’re my friend and I know you aren’t a racist” and the conflicting perspective of the friend who says, “That word is off limits to everyone. Don’t say it around me.” 

It’s worth noting that one of the questions I asked my students to consider as they worked on their essays was “what does your analysis of this culturally-charged word reveal about rhetoric and identity?” What so many of them came to see, of course, is that there is no easy answer to this question, but that simply trying to answer it is a valuable exercise in critical thinking. Andrea Lunsford and Cheryl Glenn make a similar point in their 1990 article “Rhetorical Theory and the Teaching of Writing”: “A rhetoric of written communication demands a dynamic balancing of speaker, listener, subject…And when a teacher introduces these elements into the writing classroom, she can expect learning to emerge. The interdependency of these elements creates galvanic tension, in terms not only of the rhetorical elements themselves, but also of the students, teacher, and texts” (482). In the end, my students got this—they understood. As one student wrote, “Where you are from, your family, your beliefs, and your heritage are all factors that play into your own meanings for words. Each word that we use is like a little packet of information.” Gates’ memoir, so insistently invested in language and identity, helped my students see how they could better understand and decode these “packets of information” and become better rhetoricians as a result. 
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