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"Practical rhetoric" is'a narrow:ng of classxca;
rhetorxc because it no longen ‘'shapes public opinion but is
increasingly shaped by ‘it, specifically by special interest groups
formed around and geared to.what a selected audience wants to hear.

- In the teaching of composition, this pluralism of rhetoric leads to
fragmentat:on and specialization, and ultimately to a state of °
entropy, which in thermodynamics is the measure between heat and
energy and the movement of both toward chaos or nothingness. English
departments are moving, toward noth:ngness;because of their emphasis

ron literary studiés, However, the trend ‘is being in part reversed by
‘new studies in rhetoric and composition., The danger is in the grow;ng

complexity of these studies and their fragmentat:

into specialized ’

-areas,

1nc1ud1ng theory, practice, writing in two-yéar colleges,

-writing in

four—year colleges, basic wr1t1ng, technical writing, ‘and °

computer wr:t:ng, with specializations in each of thése areas. One

solution lxeg in having writing be the center-of liberal studies and
. in_moving it back to the public’ arena as’ a, shaper of thought and the
. world, (CRH) g _ .
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That we';e living in an increasingly pluralistic .
. society we're well aware, Each of “us can offer A
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is also chaotic and:. confusing. . . . “The+ struggle to
.sypthesize vanfishes. Instead of working in a principled way
to eXtend an existing par.digm 8s new insights tuyrn up, the
tendency is to wheel one's grocery cart through the.
warchouse of ideas and pitch in wha:ever happens to appeal
-at the tiwme.” (Freshwsn English News, MWinter 1984, 1-2)

If it is as true.in ourl own time as it has been in the
past that rhetoric reflects culture. then maybe even
explorfng and ‘questioning where ve're going ¥s foolish
furility. ~ VWalter Ong has.already told us "the history of
rhetoric sinply nmirrors the evolution, of society" {Rhetoric,
Romance, and- Technology, Ithaca, qunell University Press,-
1471, p. "9). If we agree with Ong ‘that “"rhetoric today has
nwffuqed itself in many forms" so that it no longer has the

"neater contours” -of less fragmen.ed pist cultures, is there
any reason - to believe that the fragmentatlon vwill decrease?
Perhaps - not, but I think we can at least explore what it
might possibly mean for uws in rhetoric and composition. To
try to pull some parts together, I want to borrow and extend.
a metaphor Professor Daniel Marder has been working- with,
The metephor of entropy, he his shown us already, ¢an allow
us "to pull parts into a vision of system apd then to
evaluate the vision's stability" ("High Entropy in the
Profession,” €EA Forum, Oct. 1982, 1-4). ’

In 1982 Professor Marder argued that the English
professionp is disintegrating beczuse of its extreme
systematization, Professor Marder advanced his argument by
netaphoricelly using the 1law of entropy, that. is, .a
neasurement for loss of useful energy in.any system. ' This
métaphor has intrigued - me, '~ and, at the danger  of

oversimplifying and _ doing some injustice to Professor

Merder's dideas, 1'd 1like tb&‘ explore the stability of
rhetoric today.--.nd its future. s

Entropy, a principle of thermodynamics that measures
the relationship between heat and energy, can be applied to
any system. "Whether growing or decaying,” Professor Narder
explzins, "systems tend to atomize themselves into states of
increasing disorder Muntil they reach an equilibriun ve may

call chdos or nothlngness"_ (1)> As *'I understand the
metaphor, if an entity tries to- systgmatlze itself by an
explosion of  complex freshness, by bringing’ in more

‘information than it can absorb in this rapid growth, then it
atomizes into chaos. If an entity already has systematized
itself through stale redundancies, -it eventually falls
toward nothingnetss., ° Either directien, accordiag 'to¢ the
principle’of _entropy, leads to atomization, which is =
frarmentation into unrecognizable parts. In the article
Professor Marder says, that English departments are:
inexorably moving tovard nothingness because of their
emphasis on. literary studies.. Remembering that either, 'an
cxplosion.of complex freshness -or a rieid svetem nf ctala
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recundancies lpads to 'atomization, we can befter'understénd
another principle: that ,movement toward atomization, either
{rom too mwuch complexlxy or from stagnation, is an example
of positive entropy. Professor Marder explains that for a
.relatively short while the -opposite force ’of negative
entrop-, a form of regeneration, .can slov down or stop the
too-fast growth towvard chaos or the | decay toward
nothingness. Negative entropy slows dovn disintegration by
rcgenerz?ion, which would be energy working on new ideas-in
order t restructure. Professor Marder speculates that the
new studies in rhetoric, working like negative entropy, are
breathing new life into an English profession that has lost
much of dts 'useful energy through support of research that
.is too invardly d1rected
But, we know that studies in rhetoric and copposition
have been moving in the opposite direction, away ~from a
rigid systemn Gary Tate has told us more than once that _the
"major inteliectual <chzllenge facing writing teachers today
is not lack of knowvledge but the problem of incorporaving
what we know into our teaching' (Rhetor:c Review, 1 {[Jan.
1983]), 162). For twenty years we've been drawing from the
vhole spectrum of .lipguistic processes just as Richard
OL +ann urged us to, do in his seminal article "“In Lieu of a
Kev Rhetoric'":; we've been exploring the whole field of
motivétional langdage in the Bur¥®an way. And most of this
~awork was done in the, seventies although we know the seeds of
revival and reform in rhetoric were Bown back in the migd-
fifties. Still, in 1973 it was necessary for Paul Bryent to
chastise us gt the 4C for much of this edrly work, for our
‘meanlngleqs repetition jn'"discovering the same things over
gnd over" instedd of using the principles we already had to
"strengthen our teaching. We've grown very rapidly since
then (though there's the repetition still) and have gained
some respect for our work, the least amount¢probably from
specialists in "literary studies. But by this rapid growth,
rhetoric and composition may be exploding ‘with so mucb
complex freshness that we 7Teally may be heading toyard
chaok--some say we're alrcady there. We may soon pass the
point “where we add new life to the profession and move on to
“the point where ve destroy oupselves through fragmentation.

For instence, studies in compositidn have grown and
become so  complex that we hgve few ‘general journals of
weiting left, They've split into theory, practice, writing
in two-year colleges, writing in four-year colleges, basic
writing, advanced composition, technical writing, computer

writing, The journals specializing in theory or practice
have split further into linguistic, PSyChOI?glcal
philosophical issues. The specislized articles in the

specialized journals are being writtem in specialized
language that is 1ntim1dat1ng enough to prevent more than a

general understanding by many of us. (Some of these
coicerns Gary Tate was thinking of when he mentioned at last
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ieér'e NCTE what to him would be the ideal journal article: -

one written with fhe care of a Richard Young; one written

with the wisdom @f a Richard Lloyd-Jones; one written with
“the enthusiasm ,of an Ed Corbett; one written with the -

passion of  a Bill . Coles; and one with footnotes'by a Jim
Sledd. )’ Some journals segm to have be'gun alxesdency, iésue
after issue, to feature quantitative analyses\and studies.

-Involveent with audience, except for a very narrowly:

conceived one, is disappearing. It's .becoming increasingly

difficult to, identify with the person speaking. It's

becoming Jncreasingly . difficult to keep up with all these

vhirling fragments. So we become specialists too because we
r cannot keep up with all this knowledge, try as we might,

. .
Each year our major, conferences "add more’ special
intefest sessions., Our 4Csprograms reflect «the incredible
/number of. special interests that often become standard
sessions in  following jyears. And as-we reach farther" and
farther, we‘.drap the vocabulary of other fields around us.
Do we . have a2 center at z11? If so, can we hold it? Is it
‘ng< inconceivable that in the fffture, writing across the
cur¥iculum sessions or psgcholog; sessions or computef®
scssions will become “so numerous that they will splinter off
into their ‘own ernual mneetings? Programs already have to
include 2 listing of: sessions by subject matter so that, if
we _are dinclined, ve can more easily attend those sessions
that address our own special fields. £1d for those of us
vho try to keep up with all the bewvildering activity going
on in ‘rhetoric and composition, wve find 1t more and more
di{ficult"te sanple everything that the 4Csoffers. Perhaps
it's not too difficult for us’ to imagine the 4Cisplitting
into regional .conferenrces.becpause of.all .this energy. Just

.last year the University of Chicago held their conference on -

.the relationship between writing and higher order reasoning
‘at Lthe same time the NCTE was meeting -in Denver, forcing
many of ug to make a very difficult ‘choige.

And the numbér “of rhetoric and compositjon texts has
increasdd so much in the last ten years that we find.it
difficult to. go through any_orderly textbook adoption
procedure. Mike Bose in commenting wupon this explosion
first says, “textbooks are the répository of our knowledge
on a iven subject at a given time. . . .,not/ so much

“knovledge of - how to but knowledge of what is kfiown or is
currently surmised” (CCC,. 34 [May 1983}, 208313). Then he
asks if all this advice in comp051tion texts . is actually
converted into practice. Thére's been no direct: studies
into what happens vhen students read comp051taon textbooks.
He further asks wouldn't, we be "begtter sepved if the #ad
saranble for new textbooPs:’qnd ngvw-.-authors w&s slowed down
and true sresearch and development took the place of ‘the
current merketing - whirdwind?" Those Engllsh ditors and
publishers' representgtives with whom T've 3igzussed this
publishing frenzy, agree‘basieally that the surgé began five
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e last three pears it's gotten out of
ors in the college divisions of major .

years ago, but in
.control, English-

publishers say 2l so\ mgny new titles are .presented at ,
these publishers® big #Rnual meetin,s now t it is
impossitle to knew all the listings well. Nof ene  wants
general texts anymore-~-neither teachers nor ublishers.
Writing acrgss the curriculum and besic-writing texts have
increased the most as ore and more teachere °*vho are . .
.specializing want focused texts. Lest® yegr, to give a *
representative ekapple, one publishing firm had five new i
titles in colposition; this year new titles junped_ to .
sixtecn. - . A\ )

Like Ro%e's plea for true research, the plea of Richard ’ '

Young and John Hayes at last year's NCTE wvas for more

eapirical reseerch, the "true! research that Mike Rose, -1

think, was * speaking of, research based -on our experience,

based ofi what ve already know, s0 that we may begin®to solve

sone of the problems that have been set before those—ef us .

And like the others® I've mentioned here, Yourig' and Hayéé .

Foth said that we have enough |substantive ‘knowledge to last

us for & while. Our rapid growth since the severties has

put us, theoretically at least, back in the 3enter ‘of

English Studies. But we nust\ guard against fragmenting

ourselves further - through specializetion, or wé'll  pever P
i'1d on to this centér--or thel nearness to it. We are on’ :

.Professor Young szid, because¢ now we have .to ‘-

solve th problem with 1literacy. Past amateurism ds :

inconsistent with our new status. We - must addréss our

problems as serious scholars &o| that we will be taken - ' .

seriously. The irony 1is that e pust be on- guard that we

not, in the name of literacy crisis,’save the traditignal )
English Departuen t the risk of destroylng urselves. . Lo
P e Ed
[ . . . . ~ -

Richard Llo)d— €s agrees %hat empirical research in , < ,
thg last deeade has been broader as it draws from the social _ ° ) -
sciences in - comparison to’ the eaiflier tesearcl, where wé- L e e
seldom found two related studdes by the same PErSOR._ Buq P ' 2R
even as he foresees that: WId5A ctually- wiil come %atk I SR e

the center of liberal educatlon:“ﬁﬁfﬁﬁso says that we've not
done much--to give others but "little sense of what ‘might be

ledrned from 7elo'se instruction in writing” ("What We May ’ .
Becoge,™ CCC, 23 [May 1982], 2D5). Those whofve come close
post recently, he says, zlthough much of fhe instruction is
nerrowly transactional, _ are the teachers L of .letter .and
report writing, because they do deal with reasons.

-

I don't have any n€at solutions ; I'm mainly trylng to o+ .

explore some issues 1 think are ., growing = ever larger ‘'in _ .“ o

rhetoric and .composition. . But it seems to me to make sense *

that* in~~order to five good reasons for what we dojit's ti

‘to move,rhetoric back into the public arena, making it again

“a shager of our world and moving away from /practical
ic.

Jheto Richard Lloyd-Jones also has .told us "the real _, -
- R . - . - . /\ .
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justification for léqrﬁing.to rite is not to' gerve the
econoeny , . .,  but to mester "the self znd the worig" (205).
Instead of ° further fragmenting ourselves and what vwesdo, "we
cef move towdrd the kind of /empiricism that \benefifs our
students now while helping shape the world that 3511 be
theirs,” They can knowingly participate in studies tat they
have a2 real stake in. For instance, drawing from 'effoits of
tcachers of letter and report writing who have moved wi&fing
towards the :pudlic arens, we could give students B sense of

nastering self and vorld by structuring . courses
concentrically around sequential assignments (or gt least
including such z;signments) about writing, With 81l the
rencved Jncreased esctivity of lecal, state, and ngtional
connittees  on Johnny's declining languzge skills, our

students could write +about writing as they interviewed
tcachers ‘and administrators in public schools and colleges,
busirecsepeople, attorneys, manufactyrers, 'technicinns; as
the students wrote letters, reports,, préposals (o (these
people and each other and about these people and cach other.
The svbject’ natter of . the (iscourse would ®he (he same
subject matter of the course. As for us, we'd bepin to have

some rich mnaterial ¢s we began to dp enpiricol . yegearch

right alongside our students and these .other people to give
rearon why learning to write lets wus master both gelf and
wvorld. ~And we'd be cléser “to forming concentrié circles,

£

rot separate worlds. Perhaps we vould not get cought ih an

/ cither/or situation: either bursting into fragmentu:from too

rmuch expansion or dping {rom stagnation., .

-

; Coe
1f,  as Professor Marder suggests, the new studies in’

rhetoric zre’ 2cting “a® negative entropy, " that ig, are

osloving down the.» professios's _disintegration, (hen our

.prowth cerfainly. has been Dbeneficial. But in helping to

« save the  profession--what's 1left of it after speech,

Jjournalism, ané linguistics alrveady have spli off{~-from
‘staleness, we qeed-not save literary studies at gur own

. ¢xpense, at our own diSintegrgtfon through a (oo rapid

growth to take up their slack. I'm not suggesting that w2

\\must extend one existing paradigm (although JProfessor

Crusius in his recent. article and in = forthcoming one
argues convincingly for extensidn and * interpretation of
Kinneavy's ideas%

theory or to one set of practices. We don't have to. be
reductionist. ~ Anyway, don't we have, basically, one
inclusive body of kmovledge? Professor Ed Corbett hag told
us and ‘showed  us . that "nearly all our studies® in
cornposition™ repreéené variation, extensionS;  ré¢finements,
or modifications of classical theory ("My Work in Rhevoric,"
fforum: Essavys on Theory and Practice in the Teachinp of

or that we reduce all our knowledge to one -

¥riting, Boynton/Cook, 1983, p. 290). Along with empirical
research there's - a8 need for more hibtorical rescoarclk in
composition. . "Frenk D'Angedo says in a receat CLC g SiCIe
that to delve deeper dinto this rich history would help us
exanine our ‘azssumptions about what we‘know and where we're

LN

ext Providad by R - ! »

o

e




S

heading. - So wuch. that we now think is new)we might have a

different perspecti

exziiired from a historical perspective.
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