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Abstract:  This chapter of Becher’s book does three major things.  First, it discusses what an academic discipline is, suggesting that disciplines, while subject to variation and change across time and space, generally seem to share both a knowledge base and a social organization.  Second, he discusses the “tribal” like features of academic disciplines: shared and specialized language, exclusionary practices and distrust of other tribes, and complex initiation rites.  Finally, Betcher shares his own research (and reviews the research of others) into a variety of academic tribal cultures, describing what academics say about each other’s disciplines, and their own discipline. He claims both the descriptions of colleagues and the self-appraisals of his respondents are “caricatures” and “stereotypes” (28).  In this chapter, he describes, but does not analyze these data collected through interviews.
Quotes:

· “A wide-ranging representation of what a discipline is can be found in King and Brownell (1966).  Their account embraces several different aspects: a community, a network of communications, a tradition, a particular set of values and beliefs, a domain, a mode of enquiry, and a conceptual structure” (20).

· “Jacobsen (1981) refers to knowledge and social organization as ‘equally important and mutually determining’” (20).

“It would seem, then, that the attitudes, activities, and cognitive styles of groups of academics representing a particular discipline are closely bound up with characteristics and structures of the knowledge domains with which such groups are professionally concerned” (20).

· “Despite their temporal shifts of character and their institutional and national diversity, we may appropriately conceive of disciplines as having recognizable identities and particular cultural attributes” (22).

· “The tribes of academe one might argue, define their own identities and defend their own patches of intellectual ground by employing a variety of devices geared to the exclusion of illegal immigrants” (24).

· “Gerholm suggests that there are more subtle nuances: the official, ‘front stage” style of research reports and other formal communication; the more domestic genre adopted in ‘internal settings, such as local seminars’; and the type of ‘back stage’ discourse in which research students engage among themselves.  Membership of a disciplinary community in its fullest sense involves ‘the ability to define the situation correctly and to use the type of discourse required by that very situation’” (26).

Questions:

1. Based upon Becher’s definition of disciplines, are literature and composition different disciplines?  What about composition and technical/professional writing? Are these differences greater or lesser or the same as electrical and mechanical engineers, for example?  How do our different educations into our English department shape our vertical writing program?

2. How do we exclude illegal immigrants?  Are we the immigrants when we teach in other disciplines?  How do we begin to define ourselves as holding ‘green cards’ (what are our legitimizing moves toward presenting ourselves as resident aliens, without going native?  

3. Becher’s recounting of the various disciplinary stereotypes seemed less useful to our purposes than other parts of this article—except to demonstrate the vast differences among the disciplines and the likelihood that what we think about another discipline is probably not a very richly drawn impression.  What do you think?  what are the stereotypes about English departments, and how can our awareness of these help us as we work to establish a WAC-ish program?

4. What central issues revealed by this article are most closely related to our endeavors?


