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The Rhetoric of Translingualism

Keith Gilyard

he arc of moral composition studies is long, King might say, but it bends
toward translingualism.' I would agree insofar as the term translingualism
galvanizes the multidimensional repudiation of monolingual curriculums and
yields praxis informed by an understanding that language and language stan-
dards are situational, political, arbitrary, and palimpsestic. If, as Vygotsky indicates,
a “word is a microcosm of human consciousness” (153), then it is also a microcosm
of human history. Every utterance contains tracings of migration, mixing, negotia-
tion, or conquest. Stories have been programmed into our languages just as they
have been stamped into our genes. Moreover, translingualism incorporates the view
that all language users, or languagers, are perpetually producing and experimenting
with multiple varieties of language. Thus, translingualists grasp that the institutional
enactment of language standards is repressive in some cases and restrictive in all.
Yet I imagine that proponents of translingualism will still have to grapple with
the question of how much language prescriptiveness they are comfortable with—lest
they assert “none at all” and, as they work in political arenas in which they assess
students, seem to evade politics, the last thing a self-respecting translingualist wants
to be caught doing. It also appears to me that continual revisiting and reworking of
several other concepts of language and difference are necessary to forge a stronger
narrative about translingualism. In addition to talk about student language rights, I
am concerned on this occasion with the flattening of language differences, the notion
of language as an abstraction, the danger of translingualism becoming an alienating
theory for some scholars of color, and deeper study of powerfully translanguaging
students.
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As is evident from reading essays such as John Trimbur’s discussion in this is-
sue of the 1974 CCCC “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” (SRTOL), the
resolution remains a touchstone in composition studies for progressive language
campaigns. But as [ have suggested elsewhere, the language rights of ethnic assem-
blages, most prominently African Americans, were the issue and not the language
rights of students conceived as individuals (Gilyard 95). No vision was expressed
claiming, for example, “my own idiosyncratic thing” as a language that should be
honored in schools. Rather, a particular political problem, the harsh penalizing of
students who were firmly tethered linguistically to an institutionally discredited heri-
tage, was being addressed. The representative students at the heart of the students’
right work of earlier decades were not the idealized ones at the heart of the present
translingualist conception. The latter students are more shifting and unpredictable,
heterogeneous and fluid, as we all are. They are not the minority others numeri-
cally but are the majority not-others occupying the default position, the norm, and
are being hindered, at the very least, by gatekeepers. They are less the repressed
indigenous ethnics overdetermined by dialect and more the polyglot products of
contemporary global dispersion.

None of this depiction is objectionable. A good cause needs a good symbol.
I advocate, however, that this symbol needs to be highlighted more and needs its
specific hardships detailed. Perhaps numerous accounts in this vein exist of which
I am unaware. That would be no surprise. My current impression, though, is that
the translanguaging subject generally comes off in the scholarly literature as a sort
of linguistic everyperson, which makes it hard to see the suffering and the political
imperative as clearly as in the heyday of SRTOL. In other words, if translanguaging
is the unqualified norm, then by definition it is something that all students, includ-
ing high achievers, perform. So what problem is there to address? If the answer is
that every translanguaging student, regardless of educational success, could stand to
be better educated with respect to the inner workings of the discourses and power
dynamics that impact their lives, then the project of translingualism is indistinguish-
able from other species of critical pedagogy. But it should be. The material fallout
of the encounter of so-called unsuccessful or dis-abled students with institutional
language power is always a matter of urgency. So what s the case for action expressed
in terms that make translingualism as forwarded by its adherents indispensable? 1
won’t detail a case here; one is implicit throughout this symposium, particularly in
the writing of Ellen Cushman. I'll simply opine that the best argument for translin-
gualism as a paradigm dramatizes negative power-linguistic formations and aligns
translingualism firmly with the progressive “rights” framing of several of the language
scholars mentioned by Trimbur, people such as James Sledd, Geneva Smitherman,
and Victor Villanueva.

Of course, standards are the flip side of rights. What play inside class is a 7y
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thing, my t’ing, my thang, mi cosa student and other similar students supposed to
get? I say, whatever it takes to allow them to negotiate the structures of schooling.
I construct the totally self-referential student as an extreme to illustrate a point. In
actuality, I have never met a college student who did not wish to expand his or her
verbal repertoire. The key is to allow the experimentation that will facilitate such
a process and remove barriers such as high-stakes testing and noncredit so-called
remedial classes. I also, in answer to the second of Juan Guerra’s queries (228), see
value in explicit discussions of translingualism, though the only wisdom I hold about
likely consequences is that anything with respect to student perspective can happen.
After thirty-five years in the classroom, I have to emphasize that word—anything.
(My response to Guerra’s first question is that I would not expect students to mimic
any specific strategy, so-called code-meshing or not, and that rhetorical astuteness
is always the aim relative to emergent and standardized language, standardizing also
being a process of emergence.)

Related to the issues of students’ language rights and institutional standards is
the tendency to flatten language differences in some theorizing about translingual-
ism. Translingualists are clear about the fact that we all differ as language users from
each other and in relation to a perceived standard. Often elided, however, is the
recognition that we don’t all differ from said standard in the same way. Given that
context matters, a concept thatis a key component of translingual analysis, one would
always want to be careful not to level difference this way. A person purportedly two
pounds overweight does not have the same relationship to a standard of trimness
as a person considered two hundred pounds overweight. And not all translingual
writers are stigmatized in the same manner. A possible consequence of positing a
sameness of difference is that needed academic allies could read such a maneuver as
a devaluing of the historical and unresolved struggles of groups that have been tra-
ditionally underrepresented in the academy and suffer disproportionately in relation
to it. Now, I don’t claim that “sameness of difference” is the explicit mantra of any
particular translingualist, but I do believe that, in some spaces of surplus meaning
beyond explicit statement, such declaration is “heard.” Obviously, a scholar such as
Anis Bawarshi is correct to assert, “We are always translingual.” We all do negotiate
language differences within networks of power, and so on. This is a liberating premise
that illustrates the arbitrariness of “correctness.” But to be an attractive alternative to
the widest range of folks invested in combating pernicious language instruction—in
some cases the linguistics of white supremacy, to make it plain—translingualism has
to be sure to promote analyses of language, diversity, and power that steer clear of
any formulation that might be interpreted as a sameness-of-difference model.

Translingualists also may want to reconsider how firmly to link themselves to
talk that languages are really abstractions (see Lu and Horner). The idea seems to
me a peculiar spin on the old competence-performance construct, the questions of
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whata language user knows intuitively and what a language user performs. I maintain
that people do have language competences and do, in fact, have languages. The head
of an unlit match is not the subsequent flame, but it is not an abstraction. Particular
language competences, not the easiest mechanisms to study, residing as they do
in regions of the brain, make possible particular language performances, though
competences themselves are an inadequate explanation of actual performances.
Nonetheless, when I am around a group of people who speak a language foreign to
me, it amounts to nothing to counsel myself that language is really an abstraction
and that those speakers don’t really have that language that I don’t comprehend.
All are agreed that performed language has material force; translingualism can be
encoded as a print symposium, for example. Each of the language elements that lead
to such an outcome is real.

I understand the translingualist focus on performance. It is easy to see per-
formance as a site of transformation. Performance can destabilize responses tied
to fixed categories and can potentially undermine harmful standards. Moreover,
I could comfortably concede the point about language abstraction to the likes of
Louis-Jean Calvet if I didn’t fear that a totalizing embrace of performance could
make competence seem a less worthy enterprise of study. Much of the progressive
language argument since the 1960s has stood on the cataloging of competences, on
explaining the logic of language varieties spoken and written by so-called ethnic
minorities. More of that kind of work would be a valuable complement to theorizing
about performance. In addition, an anchor in competence could save translingualism
from going down the same path as some deconstruction efforts regarding race. In
certain corners, people have devoted more time and energy to talking about how
unreal race is, how socially constructed and performative it is, than to addressing
the damage of racism.

By remaining wary of a sameness-of-difference model, soft-pedaling the
language-as-abstraction trope, supporting work on language competence, and
fronting language-rights discourse, translingualism avoids becoming off-putting
to scholars of color in the manner that postmodernist and poststructuralist theory
were in the 1980s and 1990s. At least that is a conclusion that some scholars of color
have expressed to me. When such scholars and their academic constituencies were
claiming empowering, though somewhat static, identities and attempting to come
on center, as it were, the preference to valorize theories of fluidity and decentering
reigned supreme in English departments, conferences, and publishing outlets. I
recall serving on a search committee charged with locating a theory person. Given
institutional politics, the job announcement contained the obligatory phrase about
being particularly interested in minority applicants. I shared with committee members
that minorities were heavily disposed to challenge theory. I learned more about the
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challenge to minorities in that search. A couple of dozen were included among the
several hundred applicants. None made the initial cut.

"This anecdote is both wistful and cautionary. I imagine that at some point, if
not already, job ads will express preference for someone who identifies with trans-
lingualism. How expansively is that field of study to be construed?

One of the strongest moves that translingualists can make is to document stu-
dents’ efforts. We need the stories of struggle, as I have suggested, and those should
include tales of triumph. I think of this in connection to Trimbur’s discussion in this
issue of the implementation of open admissions at the City University of New York
(CUNY) and the formation of basic writing as a field (220-22). His contribution
doubles, he asserts, as a brief prehistory of translingualism, and he emphasizes the
role played by pioneering instructors such as the valiant Mina Shaughnessy, who,
at City College, a unit of CUNY, sensibly and sensitively taught students who were
strangers to the academy and inexperienced in handling all of its relevant discourses.
Trimbur also sketches the student strike at City College in the spring of 1969, led
by the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community (BPRSM) in association with
sympathizers such as the left-wing W. E. B. Du Bois Club, which pushed university
officials beyond a gradualist, tokenist pace and forced their hands on open admissions.
The administration planned a modest open-admissions experiment for 1975. The
students forced a massive one in 1970, an event that signaled to some historians the
most impressive civil rights victory in the history of higher education (see Biondi 114).
By 1975, five times as many Black and Puerto Rican students attended CUNY than
was the case in 1969. However, the favorable result at City College was not narrowly
ethnic in either conception or outcome. It was radical and broad. Student leaders
working across ethnic lines—Asian-American student participation was crucial as
well—conceived of access to higher education as a right of the working class, indeed
a right of citizenship. Overall enrollments in CUNY rose dramatically as did the
percentage of New York City high school graduates who attended college (134-35).

I surmise that an interesting task for translingualists would be to write histories
of the translanguagers who organized at City College and other places. The tribu-
lations of Shaughnessy’s students have been well recorded in composition studies.
What about the language output of the protestors at City College such as Sekou
Sundiata and Louis Reyes Rivera, who wrote manifestoes, issued circulars, and
composed memorandums? Rivera was a co-founder of The Paper, the first periodical
run by Puerto Rican and African-American students at the college. An examination
of that publication and other documents would generate a fuller portrait of student
life at City College during the open-admissions era and perhaps point to models
for radical, translingual engagement in ways that Shaughnessy’s work, for all of her
good intentions, does not.
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Ultimately, the translingualist project will not be denied. It needs rhetorical
refinement and may at some point require another name. But its rejection of the
monolingual paradigm is certainly the way forward.

NoTE

1. On August 16, 1967, in Atlanta, Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered before the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference a speech titled “Where Do We Go From Here?” In that context, he proclaimed,
echoing Theodore Parker, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”

WoRrks CITED

Bawarshi, Anis. “Beyond the Genre Fixation: A Translingual Perspective on Genre.” College English 78.3
(2016): 243-49. Print.

Biondi, Martha. The Black Revolution on Campus. Berkeley: U of California P, 2012. Print.

Calvet, Louis-Jean. Pour une écologie des langues du monde. Plon, 1999. Trans. Andrew Brown, Towards an
Ecology of World Languages. London: Polity, 2006. Print.

Cushman, Ellen. “Translingual and Decolonial Approaches to Meaning Making.” College English 78.3
(2016): 234-42. Print.

Gilyard, Keith. True to the Language Game: African American Discourse, Cultural Politics, and Peda-
gogy. New York: Routledge, 2011. Print.

Guerra, Juan C. “Cultivating a Rhetorical Sensibility in the Translingual Writing Classroom.” College
English 78.3 (2016): 228-33. Print.

Lu, Min-Zhan, and Bruce Horner. “Introduction: Translingual Work.” College English 78.3 (2016):
207-18. Print.

Trimbur, John. “Translingualism and Close Reading.” College English 78.3 (2016): 219-27. Print.

Vygotsky, Lev. Thought and Language. Trans. Eugenia Hanfmann and Gertrude Vakor. Cambridge: The
M.LT. Press, 1962. Print.

289





