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- What ddes "a rhet8rical approach to-composition" signify?

-
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&'

A§<W. Ross Winterowd, among many others, has noted, "any field is,
defined by the questions it asks." And those questions follow frpm the rodt

] - . [

\

-

|
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-

s’ s . >
»  for example, focused omn the Qext,:ha text, isolating it-from its author(s),
.reader(s)ﬁ\focial and historical contexts.,  The techniques of close téﬁ%ual

B ¢ '

. analysis follow logically from that focus: they gre appropriate to it.
A )

N ) o e ) . . O
The New Rhetoricians (who are no more ndw .than the New Critics)
P . .

» ¢ 7
begin whth a different root metaphor,, The.rhet#;ical perspective foduses

v - .
o 2 -

Y not on the text itself, but on the communicative relationships reified in .
. * < . .

.

-(or, perhaps I should say, represented by) the text. . The message-o} mefaning

M

"3 . is perceived not as "in" the text, but as the relationship befween speaker/
’ . R . ’ .

‘| writer and hearer/reader which is re-presentéd by the text. The rhetorician

. . ‘ .
s L 4
1 fim

= -

iéantly,different definition of objecf:ivg‘.ty.2 . 4

- . L .

which we use and are used by; but one of the major,insights of the.New
! 5‘\ (J. ‘ - \ L4 -

Rhetoricians (and, for that matter, of cogmitive psychologists,and’pther-

. - social scientists).is the important sense.in which exposition and persuasion

-— a—

-are not finally and distinctly separal\e, in which~all significant symbols

\ ' v . -

‘arg symbols of inducement,
f . - oo -

’ ‘Rhetoric has been defined alsp as the art of finding the most

N

effective way’to €ay anything whatscever; for Aristotle, rhetoric was ."the
- A 4 - b - ’ ‘

> faculty of observing in any given case the available means of -persuagion.”
Ny oo . LD
&

-

! . » 3 » ' ' ’ :
The rhatorical emphasis is, indeed, on,the how, not.the what, of a, message,

™ , : C
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Rhetoric has been defined as the study of those symbols -of inducement-

metaphors (tc use Burke's phrase) of standard aﬁalogies (té use Kuhn's bhrase)

o’ . e 5 . R ' o vy . -
* which organize our perception of that field's subject métter. The New Critics,

-

H

therefore, reads the text.in ifs various contexts and operates with -a signif-.

.

Py T . N
z o That sezns to imply,..and at one time perhaps ﬂi% imply, amoﬂél%ty, an “aas
S b s . » ® ) + . | - - ) . );w .
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.. .1q‘*rumentec eth;c. That implﬂcatlon disappears qR'OWever, as soon as one

‘
. . W “ .

. ) N cons"-era the ext»nt to which fornm and content interbenetratei *The How
’ "o, -~ 1S . S ’ :
. . cannot utlmately be separated fr‘:om the what: "a sgarch for.a better Wwerd is,"”
' . .o o . - ‘ .,
3s- Gary Tate has sa1d "a search for. a better vision.V, Techni{ue (or, for
- . ) ‘ %
) N -”that matte?, technology? 1; not neutral "the tools and methods used in an
i 1nvest1gat1cn clearly constraln and may even determlne, what,that inQestigation
- will discover.~\:. - ".' ot ." \ . . .
v - . Rhetorlc Studies. the 1ncerre1at10n between form and content, between
0. ; method and result.” It 1S‘q0ncerned wdth.how knowledge 1s organlzed

A

- ?érceived{thusly, rhetorlc has to do W1th truth It is not slmply a techne,
—=

not JUSC a set of amoral means for’ maﬂﬁpulatlrg aud1ences It 'is not a . -

. e p e
X . technical,. but 4 humane subJect ° . -

‘ X V4 "
. :The Report of the Commgttee on_jhe Nature of Rhetorlcal InventiOn '

+
J ,

beglns by assert1ng that a v1ca1 aspect of the human experlence is rhetorlcal
» . . )

Human beings, as Aristotle h1mself~n0ced, are social animals: We survive and - ’
\ N ,r ‘e

achieve humanness only‘through cpoperation. We are not solltary 1nd1v1duals—-

" as are leopards, for example, who come together only to mate. mNeitner N
-
- }\ - . ¥ §
. however, are we herd animals: our cooperatlon is achieved nat by’ 1nst1nct

-~
—

o™

’but through symbolic cowmuﬁlcatlons Because we do not depand on instincts., .

-

- . because use educatlon (the roductlon of conscioushess, the 1earnfng of'the
) t P

symbolic pacterns of our cultures), we are more flexible than other animals . T
can change more qulckly and adapt to more varied env1ronments. We are in an
! s

3
«. lmportant sense, therefore, rhetor1ca1 animals; ’ . -

' - .

* .
[+ s - -
.

- . . . " Lo ’ -
‘Tis that'QrLtlng 1$ a social process, the attempt of one individual or group
. . 'to communicate with others. An one sort of odd case there ‘may be only a single

individual involved (e.g., when~I make a shopping'list in vrder to communic~

Py

. ' For the composition teacher, the important point of tfis analysis

Pl

. Ate with myself at a later tine or when I make a 30urnal entry in order to!

4 b . ’
- _ , ’ ¢
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o - \‘1 P . Lot - - - - 3 " . ¢ "\ o .
EMC , ' ’ , . - o . -~ ‘ -

A A i Text provided by ERic: il
.
s




'i" . o ) . . 3
. - »
»

» » ’ ) » w b » - <
p « <clarify inchoate feelings). In another sort of case, increasingly common

" these days,.the writer is a group attempting to represent a corporate s

position. But virtually any’ piecé of writing represents a communicative A
y — 1 “ h .

process.of some sort. .
g : . ) , .

'

X This process @lways has purposes--self-expressive, explanatory, and/or.

<

'perSuasive. Although wfiting méy E@ judged by many standards, the only —

objective way to judge it is by its effects. Faulty parallelish decreases

- one's chances of being'understood accurately (at 1east,bf‘readers who have s

been educated to expect parallelism).‘' A shopping list organized accerding

-

td the same patterns as the stores will faciljtate the shopping.

. 1
. !

The writing process begins wi'th the discovery of something to
. . .

¢ communicate and ends (at least for one cycle) when the message reaches an
A R

. - -

" audience. The writing process includes

-

mpts to digfgzg;/aﬁd clarify
' ~th5E_message, evaluation of audience andoccasion,/the search for forms, "modes,

- -

. and structures which are appropriate to purpose, audience and occasion, the .
’ * .

'sgructuriﬁg_of sédiences and paragraphs (assuming the chosen form uses them) ,
“ : ‘o

»

/’h .and revisiop~—which is a much more significant part of the process than most

¥ et P v o

fledgling writers realize, W}iting ends, tas it often Qgéigs, with reading.

-~

PR

¢ - y -

Writing; it must -quickly be added, is not usually so lipear a

. . .

. . . N
. process as this listing may imply. Fox better or for worse, real human beings

- -
‘

[N

do not brdinariiy perform this process in orderly steps. Wefofter discover
e, LA -
our own real messaggs only in the process of revisién (re-visibn),i etc.
P ' - s, 14

Writing, like Eeaching, is a leaxning procass. Attempting}tg write often '

- Ce )
sends us back to the library--or to the world=-for more informatioQ and/or

- -
> ) -

" for alternative organizinj principles. . -
Lo

' VWriting differs from most oral cormunication ipn that the audience is
. 2 N A -

. s

' . not ptresent, and feedback, is therefore,gélayed’(if not entirel& absent). ,
- * 4 /

’
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kr*:lﬂg is’, in this sense, very like speaking over redlo or television (w1thout

a studio audience), and 'writer's block" very much like ' m1ké frlght." This * ° -

. ~
-

Jlack of constant and immediate feedback is one characteristic which makes .

hd —

’ ) L] . »
writing so much more difficult ‘than ordinary talking. : ) (‘
- - - .. , © o
v . v Writing is a knowing, as well as a cqmmunicative process, Wheo!ye . i
~ . L . v ‘ . \/’ )
- teach writing we are mot teaching a body of knowledge; not even in the sense‘ o
, ’ . * [P 7
that a history or:literature teacher does. But nejther are we teaching a
skill, agleast not in ,the sense that ,a swimming or typing instructor does. NN

.

¥y there is information a person should know in order to write -
- . . ot ~ )
effectively, a certain amount of grammar, for example., That information need -

not, however, be known in any conscious way: most native Speakers ‘of English

ord*narwly make their SubJectS and verbs agree gven if they do not* kaow what

L > . L]
subjegts and verbs are. Indeed, the research is counter-istuitive in this
5 ‘ PAY

»

case: it indicates‘;hat the teaching of formal grammar, whatever vireues it
\ nay have, does not e}gnificankly improve wfiting. Similarly: information-
- abqut the psychoioéicai pfocesges dndeﬁlying wrikihg is more useful toﬁlhe o

. _“. v writing teach&r (or.perhaps to the person who is experiencing aAwrltlng-

. -

- block and therefore not writing) than to the writer, Ideally, writers should -

-
s Y

. focus their primary attention on what they are saying--and they should be

-

. & able to do so Pprecisely because they have mastergd the writing process so

- > -

: thorOughly that it seems '"naturall and need not be thought about consc1ously

while Sen@ences are be1ng formed / . -
- S i [ . N .
The reallzaﬁ}on that‘teachlng‘wrltlng is s'opehow different from
r - - [

teachlng subJects whlch fromlﬂently enphasize a body of knowledge often leads

. -

people to conclude that writing is a skiIl. Would that reality were so simple!

- hriting,glike.ahy other communications (rhetorical) process, is intimately . .

' . 4
L -

involved with knowing. The proper form and style for e scientific paper
. . y ) !
pirrors. a sclentific way of knowing: to devise that format meant to understand
RN ~

‘ .
. ‘ : R
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siience as a way of kncwing; and to use that f;r@atwmeans‘t 4ccept‘and
+  validate ,that way of knéwing (etich‘is percaps wh; poeha are so rarely . \
3 wgittesxiﬁ tha; format). Our tasi as writing teachers would be simpler if - .
form and content were separable, if. people'ﬁbuld thlnk out thelr 1deas f;rst *
~~ . . . .

choose approprlate forms: second, and write it all dOWn third. . T

— s As most English teachers will assert--at least when they are teachlng

>, , v

what they generally know most about (i.,e., literature)--form and content are

1

L4

not entirely or ultimately separab e, Human beings cannot perce;ye, conceiye
. or communicate without.forms, wét, dt’ csing something like Colerfdge's active o
imaéination to ia-form the Qata. It mléht be more convenient if we first
, .
__perceived, Second thOught and felt, and third expressad oursalves but we do

-

- not. In the first place, the three processes overlap-JWe do not perform them »
- inrﬁ}@ea; order--in fact, it is probably more‘accurate to think.of them as
. M . . _ ’ -
, :three levels of one process, In the second place, some sert of knowimg (in-
\‘ . [y . ‘é ‘ . . -“
¥ - forming, composing) process occurs at all three levels. That is why we often

[ 4 -

. ! ‘
now something better after we have taught or written it. That is 'why we can
., ° .\\ AN & A N -. i . *
. . N often perc gye something more clearly and complexly after we know about it,
N Y " ) Y
- That is th it is important to teach writing-as~knowing, not writing as

&

L - , .

‘ - 'enrrectness" or even wfiting as a skill.

. . b . -

This is also wha&wmakes;writing a ‘humane subject and not just a

’ ~

technical course (and why Wrztlng—should occur im every subJect area even if :

it is raught prlmarlly 1n English classes) True, if we knew that a particular ' §

group of scudents were tracked for a partlcular tyge ﬁ? Jjob= slot and if we

- - - |

cared “about égeparlng them only for their JObS we c0u1d 51mp1y force them to ' S

-menorize the forms and technlqueS‘mh}ch would allow'them to produce the

- " .
N

written products theif' eﬂoloyers (and some of their other teachers) will

B
—_ N P N s -

demand. Tealhing people to wrlte,.n%wever, means ,something more than that.

. '
- . . & ' . ‘
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It\is 1mportant “that we think of the wrltIng process not just of

. v
!

the f1na1 product wh1ch emerges from it, ,The'pléhe of wrltlng,ls tangible:
+ v

n -
.

we hold the paper in Ouv‘hands », correct the spelling, revise the sentences,

1 -
]

sh1ft the order of the paragraphs Tt ia/ea§§_to forget that we°are not -~ £
- — ~
(should noy be) concerned w1th creatlng a perfect text, but with cregting the K
’ hd . .
best possible communication. Literary‘texts-may be. to some extent an . . )
. + ' - -
éxceptionk(because:aiming for the perfect text often does optimize literary /4

communication); in general, however, the text is clearly a means ‘to I end.
. ‘ ) o

. ! . Sy
We. must not, let the material tangibility aof the texf fool us inte focusing -

«

. . 4
on the written product to ‘the exc1U§ion of the communicative process,

Although we are penerally concerned with writing in academic/ .

professional contexts and although nearly absolute generalizations can be made * -

- -

about what kind of writing is appropriate to that set of contexts, it is - «

- - [

important that we teach students to conceive of writing more ‘generally..

T * . - 3
Writers who understand th%igripciples of rhetoric will/be abfe to adapt their

form and style to a varietj of contexts, just as they"

~
'

Ttarily do when f

, i

: y -

. v

a
the most" "1;logica1”),make sense when»ylewed in the.context of-what what works

pa— /

/l . ——

l

1

e & . ’ s
e {
i

i

a

speaking. Moreover, the rules of contemporary profe581ona1 writing (even /

& . . X
. Rhetoric is a relativistic subject: it 1s concerned with ,appropriatenegs,

E ¢

effectivenessy the "fit" between text and context. Competent writers under—
3 . p

succeed, that it reach its audience. A rhetorical‘app?uach, therefore,®

-

stand rhetorical principlls whlch endble them to adapt to Varying purposes;

o - [

Their primary concern is that‘the commpnicatlon v

-

audiences and occasions.

- .

shiftg the emphasis fros

4 s,'

- >

text to relatiaenship, from product to process

-

'm':w -

4

fron structure to funcyion, from formal logic to dialectics, from syntactics

C %

e ~ BT Y
et ¢ BN
[

»

- L]
c

ragmatics of communication. hall - i .

L

and semantics to the

2

i
:
l

)

) . s , , ' . Lo v
theories “of ‘perception, cognition and,commpnlcatlon all aor

-

Contemporar

- . - : . N
. . ./ " i A .
r .

¢
-
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imply a highly significant role fdr ,form, Form{constrains content—-so it

‘»

— “ . ~
; o -
. ;/matgerslvery much which,forms are available tp @ culture or individual, The

2, . ‘. I

fact‘thét'people perceive patterns of meaning, got.individual- stimuli, is the

’ v - 4 - < -
e 1 =

e

bagi€ of our freédom because it allows us to respond flexibly‘gé meanings -

i

rather than reflexively to stimuli. But it also means that our initial

! ,

' . . L

observations are never "raw" data, that the forbs a person knows operate to
. ! {

- ~

select ”iel;vant" data, that reality is social, and that there is not in-

]

any simple sense i $ne-to-dne relationship betwWeen our perceptions and what is
. 4

e s -
materially "out there.," [,

. As composition teachers, we teach forms. We are, therefore,
I8 ) ro )
, . , N -, ' ;
= inevitably teaching rhetoric., A rhetorical approach means that we do so self-

7

consciously a@hd explfcitly. It means that, rather than indoctrinating

students by telling them only what the ”correFt" forms are, we teach them
- f

/S principles for choosing férms which will be épproprihte to various rhetorical
-3

t n
i A
. contexts, Many of the details of,rhetoricaljapproachﬁp are identical with
. i

+ - 0 *
the details of standard American agproaches. The difference is that students

’

:. +y undérstand the rhe&orical principles and contexts frdm which the detailed

4 + rules are derived, that they understand those rules not as "correct" but as
¢ . . : ( .

. reffective in particular communicative contexts, and thati they are capable of
. : L -

o adapting to rhetdrical contexts for which they have not been specifically

trained, ) . .
L

. .

« It is this self-consciousness apd understanding of the writing proc?ss

-

N

which defines a rhetorical approach to composition, It is also what makes

o , s . 5
E ‘composition a potentially humanistic subject.

’ - -

5
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.- } University of British Columbia
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’ v o / NOTES

R —
‘This article is based on a paper presented -as, part of a group project

at the 1977 CCCC. "It was designed to provide a conceptual framework fdr two
papeqé and three workshops.which'followgd it. The entire CCCC project was a
preliminary to an instityte for ‘teachings of composition held under the
auspices of the ‘NEH at the University of South Carolina in the'summer of
5977. It is intended also ‘as a preliminary to a book on the teaching of
writing. This topic was assigned to me and had to represent the collective
‘opinion of the group. It is, consequently, a significantly different type
of text than one in which an individual writer addressgs an audience,

.

‘zNew Criticism is sometimes c;lled a rhetorical.critici#zsm. The phrase
"rhetorical analysis'" is then usually taken tp mean stylistic analysis.
Style, however,'is only: one department of rhetorit and patently not the most
important. As I am discussing them here,, the New Critical and New Rhetorical
perspecfives are antithetical-=Burke's Pentad flies in the face of the intrinsic
injunction--and the approaches which follow from™them are distinet and comple-

.

mentary. . v -

’

f *

— Of coutse, a philosopher will, tell you that we are defined by our self--
consciousness, an etonomist that we are economic animals, and so forth. That
ig all true , Human society is characterized by a more complex and flexible
division offlabor than any other. Although our interdependence  if not mandeted
by ingtincts, we are decidedly naladapted for independent survival. From that
contrSdict'od (from that ecological adaptation) follows our self-+consciousness,
our languaging, our symbolic thought, our sometimes annoyingly flexible mode of
and our definition as rhetorical animals. -~ -

-

éfhe study of signs and languages can be divided into the, three areas
(established by C.W. Morris' and followed by Rudolf Carnap, among others): of
» semantics, and pragmatics. While the three %reas are clearly inter-
and- can be separated only conceptually, for the purposes of analysis,
rical perspective emphasizes the pragmatic and considers syntax and
s they affect pragmatic purposes. Pragmatics, like rhetoric, focuses -
iger-reader relationship mediated by the text, not on -the ctext itself.

lexicon
on the

-

. - . had -
rhetorical approach to.composition is a sufficient condition for neither

-salvatfon noT revolution. It will not even resolve the contradictions implicit //////

. . . . ' -
in teafhing freshman composition in North American universities in the late -
It is, nonetheless, a progressive direction. o e

ge




