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ABSTRACT

My argument here revolves around this question.

What

happens if, as producers and consumers of the history of
rhetoric, we decide that informal literary groups, women's
clubs, coffee klatsches, quilting societies, back fence
conversations, hallway conversions, and letters home offer
both instruction in composition and material for the history
of rhetoric?

This dissertation is a local history of

composition instruction in that it concentrates on the
extracurricular and extra-institutional instruction
available to women in informal student groups and women's
clubs in the nineteenth-century united states.

I identify

the local focus as the area of overlap between the
interpretive theories of Clifford Geertz, the transgressive
stance of Michel Foucault, and the feminist historiography
of Barbara Biesecker, Patricia Bizzell, and Susan Jarratt.
I articulate a strategy for reading current histories of
nineteenth-century rhetoric that concentrates on examining
the relationship between rhetoric and composition in Donald
stewart's focus on discipline, Robert Connors's and Sharon
Crowley's concern with didactic history, Albert Kitzhaber's
arguments for reconnecting to the rhetorical tradition,
James Berlin's concern with ideology, and Nan Johnson's
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discussion of the cultural pressures on history.

A

rereading of the relationship between rhetoric and
composition in these histories can provide us with
definitions of rhetoric that do not reduce it to instruction
in style and definitions of composition instruction that
expand it beyond the role of assistant to rhetorical
inquiry.

The discussion of extracurricular instruction in

composition focuses on the education in rhetoric and
resistance that women college students provided for each
other.

The discussion of extra-institutional instruction in

composition focuses on the activities and argumentative
strategies of women's clubs.

The conclusion offers a

challenge to our assumptions about the top-down relationship
between histories of rhetoric and composition instruction.
The consequences of this argument include definitions of
history that seek to empower readers of history, definitions
of rhetoric that reconnect it to cultural critique and human
action, and a pedagogy that includes attention to a critique
of the academy and critiques of instruction available to
students outside of institutions.
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CHAPTER ONE

TOWARD A LOCAL HISTORY: THE CASE FOR RESEARCH OUTSIDE
THE CLASSROOM IN HISTORIES OF COMPOSITION INSTRUCTION

We had also become aware of the fact that, for
many women, the 'real' and valued lessons learned
did not necessarily grow out of their academic
work but in relationships with friends, teachers,
life crises, and community involvements.
--Belenky, clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (4)

In science as in life, it is well known that a
chain of events can have a point of crisis that
could magnify small changes.

But chaos meant that

such points were everywhere.
--James Gleick (23)

The chief difficulty with writing any history of
rhetoric is a rhetorical one, where to stand.

We are caught

in a productive double-bind, for while the sheer variety of
historical sites and theoretical perspectives precludes any
definitive histories of a period, the contingency of
placement demands ever closer attention to our political and
epistemological positions and communities.

The
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possibilities can be both daunting and encouraging.

Do we,

for instance, sidle up to a particular collection of
theorists, offer our personal histories as a frame for our
rhetorical history, borrow from other disciplines, reread
canonical texts, rescue neglected or marginalized texts, or
offer problematized redefinitions of gender, praxis, and
instruction?

The simple answer is "yes."

The continuing

challenge is to know when and how to give that answer.

As

we seek to situate our histories of rhetoric relative to
traditions, methods, and theories, we recognize that we
ourselves are situated in a set of beliefs, a methodology,
and an episteme.

In this sense, every history is also

already a historiography in that it values certain
directions and supports certain assumptions about how we
make history.

Every history is also rhetorical in that it

is a dramatic performance, an artistic work, an ad hoc
making do, and an illustration of the sense and need of
place.

I begin with this concern because the following is

very much a history and a historiography of place.
This dissertation is a local history, a look back at
the traditions of nineteenth-century composition instruction
from two sites: the extra-curricular discourse of women
college students as it is available to us in letters and a
novel about women college students in the nineteenth
century; and the extra-institutional instruction in
composition and rhetoric offered in women's clubs organized
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locally around the united states.
things from the outset.

By local focus I mean two

First, local involves attention to

particular discursive moments, this student writing this
letter in 1869, this Women's Club discussing these topics in
1879.

Second, a local focus is a recognition of the

necessary situatedness of historical inquiry, what Clifford
Geertz defines for ethnography as "this ethnographer, in
this time, in this place, with these informants, these
commitments, and these experiences, a representative of a
certain culture, a member of a certain class" (Works 5).
What we recognize with the local focus is the situatedness
of historical inquiry and the potential for a local event to
disrupt our global notions of history, instruction,
education, and culture.

Subsequent chapters will address

the rhetoric of histories of nineteenth-century rhetoric,
communities of women college students outside of the
classroom, the de facto composition classrooms offered in
the meetings of Women's Federation Clubs in the nineteenth
century, and the consequences of this local approach.

In

this chapter, I will set out a definition of the local focus
as the place where interpretive, transgressive, and feminist
methodologies overlap.
Before I do this, I want to situate myself as the
author of this particularly local history by discussing the
ideological assumptions that inform my approach to histories
of composition instruction.

Like James Berlin in a 1987
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article on revisionary history, I want to borrow from Goran
Therborn's definition of ideology as operating in the
"patterning of how human beings live their lives as
conscious, reflecting initiators of acts in a structured,
meaningful world" (Berlin, "Revisionary" 52).

Therborn goes

on to say that ideology works by prescribing what exists,
what is good, and what is possible.

For the duration of

this dissertation, then, the following things exist, are
good, or are possible: countless sites of composition
instruction exist in both the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries; human rhetorical action is always already ahead
of our interpretive constructions of it; it is good to read
against received histories of rhetoric; it is possible to
learn composition outside of institutions and without having
to call it composition; it is unlikely that we can resist
recodification entirely; it is good to seek out methods of
interpretation that encourage the necessarily continual
transgression that escapes recodification; and it is
possible to rewrite history.

These are the ideological

assumptions of which I am aware.

Local as the Place between Inside and outside
The term "local" takes up two positions, here.

First,

local knowledge is rhetorical activity taking place outside
institutions, unseen by historians, and yet available as
evidence for qualified generalizations.

Second, the local
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focus is an interpretive stance.

In this section I will use

Hayden White's discussion of tropology to define the local
as the usable space for historical inquiry between the
outside, represented by the culture, and the inside,
represented by the classroom.

When, for instance, we

examine the rhetorical activities of college students in the
letters of an 1869 Vassar student, we place our inquiry
between the restrictive expectations of the college and the
escaping discourse of the student.

By inside and outside, I

also mean both the dichotomies we set up to describe
cultural phenomena--central/marginal, public/private,
official/unofficial, culture/classroom--and the tensions
with which we choose to read those dichotomies.

A

continuously local focus that seeks to place itself between
these dichotomies will provide the tension necessary to
resist reinstitutionalization.

In other words, we should

see local inquiry as a continual process of choosing a place
between dichotomies from which to interrogate our histories.
Place is also very much on the minds of other
historians.

A number of rhetoricians working in

historiography see the exigency of placement as a
theoretical strength.

I will discuss the work of Barbara

Biesecker, Susan Jarratt, and Patricia Bizzell below; but I
should like to point out here that while each argues for a
different perspective on feminist historiography, they are
in agreement that attention to women's rhetoric and history
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challenges our perceptions about where rhetoric exists and
how we write histories of it.

Biesecker argues for the

"strategic appropriation" of poststructural interpretive
methods and for using our ad hoc "making do" to establish a
new techne of historical attention ("Coming").

Jarratt

discusses gendered histories over what she identifies as
"women's history" and argues for a movement both inward
towards the location of the historian and outward toward
representation in a gendered system ("Speaking").

In

discussing what she sees as the three possible approaches to
feminist research in rhetoric, Bizzell argues that "a third
approach is to look in places not previously studied for
work by women that would not have been traditionally
considered as rhetoric, and to frame arguments redefining
the whole notion of rhetoric in order to include this new
work by women" ("Opportunities" 51).

Rhetoricians who do

not directly address feminist historiography also argue for
attention to placement and to redefinition.

Elizabeth

Ervin, for instance, argues that rhetoricians should inhabit
the frontiers between our discipline and other disciplines
in the academy.

Thomas P. Miller argues for a turn away

from what he sees as canonical and literary histories of
rhetoric toward attention to social praxis ("Reinventing").
What these historians agree on is that we take seriously our
position as rhetoricians.
In part, then, what we are looking for when we write
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histories of rhetoric is metaphor.

Hayden White argues that

all of our actions in discourse are tropological, concerned
with what he defines as a "conceptual apparatus for the
analysis of social and cultural phenomena" (197).

In his

reading of Giambattista vico on metaphor and the ages of
human development, White provides a figurative taxonomy for
reading human history.

According to Vico, the age of the

gods is metaphoric, the age of heroes is metonymic, the age
of humans is synedochic, and the period where we are unable
to explain and sustain belief in a particular historical
argument is the age of irony.

The usefulness of Vico's and

White's taxonomy is not contained in discussions of whether
it is an accurate picture of human development but rather in
that it draws our attention to the relationship between
language and history.

I suggest a local turn to White's

reading of histories through which we attend to the space in
between inside and outside.
We need to cUltivate tension in our histories.

We need

to find a place in them for language that allows us to be
both metaphoric and ironic, to offer an image or vision of
history along with the skepticism and sophistication to
question that vision.

This necessary double voice is

difficult, and a look at White's claims to knowledge can
show us why it is difficult.

White argues that scientists,

because they study the physical cosmos, "can never
legitimately aspire to complete knowledge of it" whereas
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humanists, because they study "social and cultural
phenomena" created by other humans, can, in principle, know
their subject completely (198).

The danger of an

exclusively metaphoric vision is illustrated in this claim
to completeness.

Our histories exist only in the language

we and other humans create to describe them, but there is
the tendency for that language to lend itself to the
universalizing of the figural perspective.

The danger of

the ironic vision, on the other hand, is disillusion, a sort
of stifling consciousness.

As White says, "an ironic

utterance is not merely a statement about reality, as
metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche are, but presupposes at
least a tacit awareness of the disparity between a statement
and the reality it is supposed to represent" (208).

The

challenge is in pushing against this complete and totalizing
perspective and in recognizing the theoretical strength of
the incomplete and local.
We should seek to offer ironic metaphors to our
histories of rhetoric that both mythologize that past for
our communities and expose the tensions in that mythology.
The disparity I offer here as a place for a local history of
composition instruction in the nineteenth century to take
place is the claim that the local focus exists between the
inside, the classroom where composition is taught, and the
outside, the culture where rhetoric is applied.

Throughout

its history rhetoric has been concerned with both the
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outside, cultural criticism and interpretation, and the
inside, instruction in the techniques and ethics of
communication.

Rather than argue that rhetoric is strong

outside or weak inside, I want to argue for attention to the
space between the two, what we might define as local praxis.
Inside and outside support each other in vigorous
definitions of rhetoric.

When rhetoric is exclusively

concerned with the outside, with cultural criticism, it can
often be reduced to the manipulation practiced by
advertisers and politicians.

Attention to how that rhetoric

serves to instruct the culture reminds us of the ethical
demands we can place on those rhetors.

When rhetoric is

exclusively concerned with instruction, it is often reduced
to exercises in style and surface structure.

Attention to

the cultural consequences of our classroom rhetoric reminds
us of our philosophical responsibilities.

In histories of

rhetoric of any period, we have the outside culture, the
inside classroom, and those local sites between the two
where actions we have not traditionally considered
instruction take place.
In their discussion of women's ways of knowing,
Belenky, clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule remind us that
those local moments of instruction are what constitute
education for many students.

Many of us might remember our

own educations as collections of friendships, discussions,
opportunities, and discoveries that took place, and take
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place, outside of the official discourse of the
institutions.

Recognizing a dominant discourse demands

recognizing the counter discourses that run outside of,
underneath, against, and beyond that dominant discourse.
Notice the times we speak well in hallway conversations,
letters to friends, informal gatherings, and authentic
arguments that make up the instruction offered most of us
when we have left the classroom, put away the scholarly
journals, or returned from the conferences.

Those

conversations, relationships, and debates that take place
outside of institutions and inside of informal communities
offer an education in rhetoric that is difficult to document
but important to'attend to.

This does not mean that the

actions of women students in the nineteenth century, for
instance, existed wholly outside of dominant methodologies
and epistemologies, but the conversations outside the
official discourse do offer a counterpoint to those dominant
assumptions.

As we will see in chapter four, women often

used the accepted assumptions to further their arguments
about women's participation in the public sphere.
What we must remember though--and the epigram from
James Gleick should serve to remind us--is that those
moments of informal instruction are also everywhere, and
each has the potential to throw our generally held
assumptions about a historical period into crisis.

If such

points are everywhere, then the historian's task is not
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simply finding the pertinent moments in an historical period
but choosing them.

We do not simply search out previously

missed examples of conventional rhetoric in the nineteenth
century to add to our rhetorical canon.

Rather, we

recognize that local events challenge our global
assumptions.

Conversely, the local focus is also not simply

an overturning of previous histories to offer yet one more
"new" reading.

We are resisting the universalizing latent

in new, definitive histories of a period.

We also recognize

that local events provide us with metaphors for our
understanding of historical rhetoric.

Below I will discuss

the local focus as the intersection of interpretive,
transgressive, and feminist methodologies.

The Local Focus as Interpretive
The local focus is most directly an interpretive
stance.

We choose to look at a history of rhetoric not from

the concentration on famous rhetoricians, philosophical
debates, or official texts, but in the particular everyday
events that make up a history and in the community within
which those everyday events occur.
necessary and fruitful.

That choice is both

It is necessary as a response to

the anxiety for place that many poststructuralist theories
of meaning engender.

Patricia Bizzell articulates the

anxiety we can sometimes feel toward making claims to
community and construction in "The Praise of Folly, the
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Woman Rhetor, and Post-modern Skepticism."

In that article

Bizzell suggests that taking the position of Folly is a
gesture toward creation and community.

Victor vitanza

argues for historians to clown ("'Notes'''), and Foucault
argues for carnivalesque histories (Foucault).

The local

choice is fruitful because it demands that sort of
creativity from the historian, what I earlier identified as
the dramatic performance of rhetoric.

We are involved in

making rather than finding, and that making demands
artifice, imagination, and placement.
Clifford Geertz seems to understand this quite clearly
in his books on cultural interpretation.

He reminds us of

the need for "thick-description," local knowledge,
imagination, and ethics in our writings about other people.
Our problems, as Geertz lists them for contemporary
ethnographers, include a "decline of faith in brute fact,
set procedures, and unsituated knowledge" and the "un-getroundable fact that all ethnographical descriptions are
homemade, that they are the describer's descriptions, not
those of the described" (Works 131, 144-45).

Historians of

rhetoric are in much the same bind, caught, as Geertz sees
it, between charges on the one hand that they are not selfreflective enough and on the other that they are too selfindulgent.

These are charges, the first, that vitanza makes

about Robert Connors, and charges, the second, that others
make about vitanza.

A history that does not gesture to the

21

necessarily contingent and situated nature of its endeavor
is seen as naive or colonial; one that spends pages and
pages situating itself in a poststructuralist context can
seem arch and insincere.

Here again we are confronted with

the need for some middle space.

Legitimacy in ethnography

has, until recently, been judged by rather set procedures,
what Geertz would call proof of your "Being There."

These

procedures included the copiousness of field notes, evidence
of long and hard work in the field, the dustier shelves of
the library, or the historical society, and demonstrations
of a clear understanding of the ethnographers/historians
that have corne before.

The criteria for evaluation now,

according to Geertz, is proof of "Being Here," no longer
strictly evidence, but style, what we would call the
rhetoric of positionality.

In the following paragraphs, I

will discuss how Geertz's concepts of "thick description,"
local knowledge, and style can inform our understanding of
the local as interpretive.
"Thick description" is useful for historians of
rhetoric as both a metaphor and a reminder.

As a metaphor,

it can be taken as a name for our endeavor.

We seek to

understand what Geertz calls the "webs of significance," to
set out a "stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures,"
and to offer explication of the cultural texts which
confront us (Interpretation 5, 7).

In this sense we are

ethnographers, attending to the symbolic actions that make
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up the culture, "guessing at meanings, assessing the
guesses, and drawing explanatory conclusions from the better
guesses" (Interpretation 20).

What we add with our

concession to the contingent and incomplete nature of those
piled-up structures is the understanding that our endeavor
is, at its clearest, interpretive because it is incomplete.
Here is how Geertz put it in his discussion of thick
description:
There are three characteristics of ethnographic
description: it is interpretive; what it is
interpretive of is the flow of social discourse;
and the interpreting involved consists of trying
to rescue the "said" of such discourse from its
perishing occasions and fit it in perusable terms.
(Interpretation 20)
What Geertz has provided to rhetoricians in this discussion
of ethnographic description is a twentieth-century return to
the mythic definition of writing we find in Plato's
Phaedrus.

In both Plato and Geertz, we are reminded,

through metaphor, that text provides memory and demands
interpretation.
As a reminder, thick description takes us back to the
local focus, first because it reminds us to attend to
practitioners, and second because it reminds us that we seek
to describe particular sites.

As Geertz has argued, "if you

want to understand what a science is, . • . you should look
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at what the practitioners of it do" (Works 5).

What we seek

in our interpretations of practitioner's actions is local
knowledge, knowledge constructed from within the community
and the situation.

Here Geertz's comments on the

ethnographic situation also serve us well.

In Local

Knowledge he reminds us that ethnography like the law has to
concern itself with interpreting local events.

Each has its

larger and more general values and assumptions, but the
creation of knowledge is at the local level, in particular
cases for the law and in particular ethnographies for
anthropology.

While we recognize a dominant discourse, our

attention is not directed at how particular actions are
subsumed or inhabit that dominant discourse but rather how
those particular symbolic actions remain other than
restatement of the dominant discourse. In nineteenth-century
composition history, the letters of an early Vassar student
might be interpreted as recodifying the institutional
constraints of the college.
criticism and resistance.

Yet they also offer cultural
In local knowledge we attend to

where and how the community makes knowledge and struggle
with how the individual interpreter speaks that knowledge.
That struggle is both difficult and important for Geertz and
for us.

It illustrates our situation and strength.

Geertz

states near the end Local Knowledge that "the double
perception that ours is but one voice among many and that,
as it is the only one we have, we must needs speak with it,
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is very difficult to maintain" (234).
That double perception of limitation and community is
what allows for our local and interpretive stance.

We

maintain that voice and interpretative stance through art,
the conscious use of the imagination to produce perusable
interpretations of cultural action.

Put simply, the

necessity of interpretation brings with it the necessity for
rhetoric.

Historians, no matter what their ideological

affiliations, are writers.

This is a claim that Geertz

makes for ethnographers as well, and in that claim he argues
that the art and artist in that writing are of great
importance.

The last chapter of Works and Lives is Geertz's

response to Foucault's "What Is an Author?" and also an
argument for rhetorical attention to the writing of
ethnography.

In it he argues for the need for artifice,

fiction, imagination, and ethics in the creation of
ethnography.

In contrast to Foucault, Geertz concludes that

rather than decreasing the importance of the author,
contingency "deepens it" (146).

Art as a means of

interpretation allows Geertz to claim legitimacy for
ethnography and us to claim legitimacy for local history.
As he puts it,
If there is any way to counter the conception of
ethnography as an iniquitous act or an unplayable
game, it would seem to involve owning up to the
fact that, like quantum mechanics or the Italian
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opera, it is a work of the imagination, less
extravagant that the first, less methodical than
the second. (Works 140)
By art, Geertz does not mean lying.
in fiction as making.

Rather he is interested

The rhetorical ethnographer is

concerned with the faculty of observing "what is available,"
with running risks, "because," as Geertz says,

II

running

them leads to a thoroughgoing revision of our understanding
of what it is to open (a bit) the consciousness of one group
of people to (something of) the life-form of another, and in
that way to (something of) their own" (Works 147).

The Local Focus as Transgressive
This risk-running and enabling of conversation across
societal lines should serve to remind us that the local
focus is also transgressive.

As historians we are involved

in no less than the crossing of chronological and
ideological boundaries.

As rhetoricians we are, given the

nature(s) of our discipline, always exceeding the limits
established in definitions of the field.

As practitioners

of a local focus, we are attending to the particular moments
of transgression in communities so as to challenge
definitions, structures, and boundaries of the institutions
within which those communities function.
Any discussion of transgression has to attend to the
work of Michel Foucault.

His work on madness, law, power,
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and on sexuality focuses on how responses to transgression
can help us to understand the discursive formations that
either sanction or silence that transgression.

His

statements about history argue for attention to
discontinuities and contradictions.

His commentaries on his

critical project discuss how power recovers itself in
institutions and where and whether critical inquiry can
offer resistance to that recovery.

For example, in a series

of speeches on his work, Foucault points out that global or
"totalitarian theories," such as Marxism and psychoanalysis
still provide us with "useful tools for local research" but
only when we also offer our skepticism, resistance, or
parody to the "theoretical unity of these discourses"
(Power 81).

And further, he states, "I believe that what

this essentially local character of criticism indicates in
reality is an autonomous, non-centralized kind of
theoretical production, one that is to say whose validity is
not dependent on the approval of the established regimes of
thought" (Power 81).

Taking advantage of this present

independence from established regimes is essential,
particularly as established institutions begin or continue
to recognize composition, histories of rhetoric, and nontraditional histories.

Foucault's project does not offer an

abundance of places to resist the totalizing perspective in
the will to power.

The local, clownish, and transgressive

are some of the few places where we can act.

Maintaining a
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sense of skepticism, resistance, or parody is necessary for
the local focus to remain transgressive and, for Foucault,
effective.

Resisting established approval, however, is

terribly difficult, likely more difficult than maintaining
the double perception that Geertz presents to us.
We maintain that resistance by focusing on the
institutionalization of power and the transgressive nature
of local inquiry.

For Foucault we engage in "archaeology"

when we seek out and describe local "discursivities," an
anniversary of woman's clubs, for example, and we engage in
"genealogy" when we bring these knowledges into play, such
as those clubs using the anniversary to argue for women's
action in the public sphere, or historians using the
anniversary and that argument to argue for local
participation in histories of rhetoric.

The difficulty

comes when we make our tactics known to ourselves and to
others.

What we need, then, is continually to transgress.

As Foucault points out in an 1974 debate between himself and
Noam Chomsky,
the real political task in a society such as ours
is to criticize the working of institutions which
appear to be both neutral and independent; to
criticize them in such a manner that the political
violence which has always exercised itself
obscurely through them will be unmasked, so that
one can fight them.

(Foucault 6)
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This is a potentially powerful endeavor.

It is also a

process, for the more quickly power acts to recover itself,
the more quickly, or parodically, or clownishly must critics
act to uncover that recovery.

It is a perpetual act of

unmasking and aggression.
When we consider composition instruction, universities,
and historical inquiry as "institutions which appear to be
both neutral and independent," we begin to realize the scope
of such a task.
criticism.

The difficulty is in the manner of

Does a local focus on women teaching themselves

about composition and rhetoric serve to undermine our
conceptions of the neutral, color/gender blind classroom?
Does the concentration on local become recodified in
classes, institutions, and disciplines that gesture back
towards personal experience, field work, and ethnography so
as to reestablish the appearance of neutrality and
independence and reinforce the sense of the independent,
authorial subject?

In other words, when we remove

obscurity, do institutions of power recover themselves in
other forms?

When we turn to some of Foucault's other work

on power/knowledge, we realize what it is that presents
itself as that task's essential impossibility.

In a January

14, 1976 lecture, Foucault offered a number of aphorisms on
the totalizing nature of power.

For example, "We are

subjected to the production of truth through power and we
cannot exercise power except through the production or
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truth" or "Power never ceases its interrogation, its
inquisition, its registration of truth: it
institutionalizes, professionalizes and rewards its pursuit"
(93).

Insurrectionary knowledges that run counter to the

totalizing interrogation of power run the risk of silence
or/and recodification into the dominant discourse.

This may

well be what happens with courses such as basic writing,
non-western Rhetoric, and to alternative conceptions of
rhetoric that show up as Conference on College Composition
and Communication panels.

The rewards come at a high price.

It is difficult, again if not impossible, to speak in
another discursive formation.

Foucault, for instance,

points out that we have difficulty speaking of power
divorced from economic terminology.
We cannot say that the local focus is going to save us
from the will to truth of the dominant discursive formation,
but we can borrow from Foucault his interest in local
knowledges and follow some of the lines he sets up in his
response to what he calls "the discourse of right" (Power
95).

Foucault suggests we turn from power as embodied in

legitimacy to power as embodied in subjugation, and he
suggests that we concentrate on "power at its extremities .
• • in its more regional and local forms and institutions"
(96).

That process involves both transgression and caution.

In his January 14, 1976 lecture, Foucault sets out what he
calls "five methodological precautions" for studying the
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nature of power (102).

These five are applicable to

studying the construction and resistance to rhetorical
traditions of the latter half of the nineteenth century
also.

The five precautions are (1) a focus on power at its

extremities; (2) "the study of power in its external visage"
(97); (3) the understanding that individuals "are always in
the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising
power" (98); (4) the necessity of an ascending analysis,
beginning with power's "infinitesimal mechanisms" (99); and
(5) the recognition that power "is the production of
effective instruments for the formation and accumulation of
knowledge" (102).

As far as this dissertation goes,

applying or responding to Foucault's precautions means (1) a
centrifugal move to a local focus on work not often
sanctioned as composition instruction; (2) attention to
sites or archives where students are constituted as subjects
of power just outside of the classroom and just outside of
the public sphere; (3) a recognition of what Geertz above
calls the double perception; (4) a centripetal move from the
extremes to a reading of the center; and (5) the recognition
that the institution of education produces composition
instruction as an instrument of recodification and that
historical attention to work not yet sanctioned as
composition instruction can easily become sanctioned.
would do well to note how Anne Ruggles Gere's calls for
attention to the extracurriculum and the work that will

We
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follow those calls become rewarded and institutionalized in
the profession in the future.
It is possible, then, to find space for resistance to
globalizing tendencies and the recodification of power and
to inhabit that space for resistance in our local histories
of rhetoric.

That space for Foucault, as for Geertz,

involves artifice.
form of resistance.

Foucault's method itself is art in the
The local meets the global or

totalizing in genealogies, which Foucault defines as "the
union of erudite knowledge and local memories which allows
us to establish a historical knowledge of struggles and to
make use of this knowledge tactically today" (Power 83).
The difficulty and the necessity is for the local and
fragmentary endeavor to keep moving.

Recall Foucault's

question, "Is it not perhaps the case that these fragments
of genealogies are no sooner brought to light, that the
particular elements of knowledge that one seeks to disinter
are no sooner accredited and put into circulation than they
run the risk of re-codification, re-colonialization" (Power
86).

The points of crisis continue to

methodologies need to shift with them.

shift, and local
The local focus is

not only transgressive, it demands continual transgression.
Recall also Foucault's claim that much of his work is lines
laid down for us to pursue and divert (Power 78-79).

Simply

recodifying Foucault's methodology is only reproducing an
effective instrument for the accumulation and formulation of
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power.
Our task through a local focus is to unmask and fight.
If, for example, we discover in the 1840s Oberlin letters of
Lucy stone and Antoinette Brown that the institution of
instruction in rhetoric was designed to limit women's access
to public speaking and composition instruction but that they
formed their own literary society to provide resistant
instruction, then we can use that tactical knowledge to
challenge assumptions about the traditions of rhetoric in
the nineteenth century.

The task remains possible only as

long as we continue to place ourselves with the irregular,
what Gleick might remind us are the points of crisis.
Transgression involves representing political violence so as
to challenge it in seemingly neutral institutions.

That

violence might include a college's restriction on women
disclaiming in a rhetoric classroom or a press club refusing
women admittance to a particular event.

It might also

include the expectations placed on the first women students
in coeducational institutions or the arguments about
domesticity applied to women's clubs.

That process involves

avoiding recodification by attending to the irregular nature
of phenomena.

Each event, while allowing us a point for

transgression, is unique, unlike other events.

This ironic

understanding that events are different from each other
allows us to maintain this sense of the irregular, the
understanding that reality is not simply what we say it is
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but that it always escapes complete recodification in our
interpretations of it.

In Local Knowledge, Geertz argues

that ethnography "is a matter of talking about irregular
things in regular terms without destroying thereby the
irregular quality that drew us to those things in the first
place" (224).

This is "the problematics of fieldwork" (10)

both because it is impossible and because when it becomes
possible it becomes a potential recodification.

Attention

to the irregular reminds us of our contingent and rhetorical
position and thereby allows local action.

Maintaining that

ironic and irregular relationship with language is
essential.

As Geertz points out, we tend to think that

fixing fieldwork will fix the language itself, for "if the
relation between observer and observed (rapport) can be
managed, the relationship between author and text
(signature) will follow" (10).

We have similar feelings for

the good form of history, assuming that "if we could just
get it right . .

"That relationship cannot be

completely managed, nor should it be, but in the space
between observer and observed we can act.

The Local Focus as Feminist
The local focus is also feminist, but not simply
because this dissertation examines the work of women
students and women's clubs.

It is transgressive and

irregular, but not simply because Foucault encourages us to
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attend to the transgressive and Geertz to the irregular.
The local focus is feminist because feminist rhetoricians
and historiographers often define their endeavors as both
interpretive and transgressive, and because in those
definitions they offer critiques of individual histories and
traditional assumptions.

It is feminist because feminist

historiographers in rhetoric recognize the importance of the
irregular and the material in our histories of rhetoric.
Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, for instance, argues that we learn
more about the rhetoric of a period by examining a
subculture's responses and subversions of the dominant
rhetoric than we do in the examination of the dominant
rhetoric ("Sound").

Joan W. Scott argues that gendered

readings of history disrupt our assumptions about history.
The local focus is feminist because feminist scholars are
attentive to the necessary double-voice with which women
have to speak to make sense in both the dominant and the
subcultures, particularly in the nineteenth century.

And it

is feminist because feminist historiographers in rhetoric
recognize the importance of place in our histories of
rhetoric.
That recognition turns up in the ironic metaphors of
community and challenge put forth by many feminist
historiographers in rhetoric.

In recent years a number of

commentators have argued for feminist histories of rhetoric
to run counter to the male-centered tradition we find in
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previous histories of all periods.

For example, in a

Rhetoric Review article on research opportunities in
feminist histories of rhetoric, Patricia Bizzell discusses
the three directions that such histories might take.

In an

issue of Rhetoric society Quarterly devoted to feminist
histories of rhetoric, Susan C. Jarratt argues that feminist
historians are providing the necessary historical
performances that challenge the received, and primarily
male, traditions of rhetoric.

Jarratt provides some of

these performances herself in articles on feminist
historiography and Sapphic pedagogy.

Barbara Biesecker, in

a Philosophy and Rhetoric article, warns about the pitfalls
of tokenism and the ideology of individualism, and offers a
redefinition of techne in our history-making.

Each of these

historiographers writes from a concern for the effects of
histories and the positioning of the historian.

More

particularly, the calls for gendered readings of rhetorical
history reflect the desire for ironic readings and local
attention.

They remind us first of the continual need for

transgression, resistive readings, tool-shed storming,
minefield crossing, and an interpretive stance designed to
create turbulence in our histories.

They also remind us of

the desire for community that inspires and informs much of
our history-making.

This double desire is neither a

weakness nor an inconsistency.
Rather that double desire is what allows feminist
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historians in rhetoric to find a place from which to speak.
The ironic voice in their histories allows for resistance;
the metaphoric voice encourages community.

In the following

paragraphs, I will discuss these ironic and metaphor voices
in the historiography of Biesecker, Bizzell, and Jarratt.
Many feminist scholars in the history of rhetoric differ as
to their fields, their periods of concentration, and in the
definitions that they would give to "women" or "history" but
all of these authors, whether they are writing as theorists
of feminist historiography or as practicing historians, seek
to set out a women's rhetorical theory and practice that
encourages both community and challenge.

Campbell, for

instance, identifies herself as both a scholar concerned
with rescuing "the works of great women speakers from the
oblivion to which most have been consigned" and a feminist
offering those works as "a particularly abundant mother lode
of rhetorical creativity from which contemporary women
speakers and activists may draw examples and inspiration"
(Man 15).

Jarratt argues that along with rediscovering

women speakers and theorists, scholars concerned with "a
feminist reworking of rhetoric must do more."

"Our task

here," as she puts it in the introduction to the Rhetoric
Society Ouarterly special issue on feminist histories of
rhetoric, "is looking again, listening again with different
ears to the canonical, male-authored texts in rhetorical
history" (1).

Bizzell acknowledges both of these
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directions, the women's canon creation of Campbell and the
resisting reading advocated by Jarratt, in her article
"Opportunities for Feminist Research in the History of
Rhetoric," and to these she adds a third direction,
attention to the nontraditional ("Opportunities" 51).
What all of these historians are advocating is faith in
interested history, in history directed toward a purpose,
usually toward affecting how composition is understood and
taught and where community is encouraged.

In a discussion

on "The Politics of Historiography" which took place at the
1988 Conference on college composition and Communication and
was published in the Fall 1988 Rhetoric Review, Sharon
Crowley points out that rather than writing simply to add to
the pile of historical research, "we undertake our work with
pedagogical goals in mind; we want, in general, to guide
teachers of composition in making pedagogical choices by
acquainting them with those which have been made in the past
"(7).

In his 1987 portrait of the field, The Making of

Knowledge in Composition, Stephen M. North questions whether
these interested histories smack of propaganda and, as a
result, weaken the methodological integrity of the field of
rhetorical history. vitanza dismisses these criticisms as
naive.

Robert J. Connors, in the same CCCC discussion with

Crowley and vitanza, reminds us that propaganda has meant
"propagation of faith," the faith, as he puts it, that "we
must come to an idea or vision of the truth together by the
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exchange of good reasons" (13).

The feminist historians

cited above argue from a similar faith in the importance of
history.

Biesecker argues that feminist historians of

rhetoric need not abandon canons of rhetorical history but
rather "learn to read them differently and, thus, teach
ourselves something about who we are now or, more precisely,
how we have become that which we now understand ourselves to
be" (158).

This desire for understanding ourselves informs

the reading of works by women in a historical period also,
particularly as that reading masks a more subversive
historical agenda.

As Biesecker puts it, "what is beginning

to emerge there under the guise of information retrieval is
the cathected story of what it is we wish to become" (158).
Jarratt suggests that the challenge facing feminist
historians of rhetoric is "to create histories aimed at a
more just future"

("Speaking" 191).

Histories move toward that more just future by placing
themselves in the local space between oppositions.

This is

clearly the position that Biesecker takes in "coming to
Terms with Recent Attempts to write Women into the History
of Rhetoric."

She argues that we should abandon

active/passive oppositions that make Foucault, for instance,
either a closet humanist or a dismissable determinist and
articulate an active techne of understanding and resistance
for work in history.

As she puts it, accepting the

possibility of resistance allows us to
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push the limits of that framework: in claiming
with Foucault that individuals are manufactured
and sustained through specifiable discursive
means, we need not presuppose that their practices
are nothing but reflections of such contexts or
that their practices are thoroughly disciplined by
them. (154)
Local attention to the space between the discursive means
and the transgression of discipline allow Biesecker to find
a place from which to write feminist histories of rhetoric.
Like Foucault, Biesecker is skeptical about the ease with
which we profess to practice inclusionary and revolutionary
historiography.

Not every gesture toward inclusion is

"inherently revolutionary or necessarily disruptive of the
status quo" (144).

Positing a counter tradition to male

rhetorical history is not enough, and may even be
counterproductive if by doing so we reduce histories to "the
story of the battle of the right to individualism between
men and women" (147).
Resisting the individual impulse in histories of
rhetoric reminds us of the importance of local action.

We

are faced with a number of questions in writing a local
history of rhetoric in the nineteenth century.

Where, for

instance, did communities of women practice rhetoric
instruction and how will attention to those sites disrupt
the reliance of our histories on famous individual women
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rhetors and theorists from the period?

When did the

actions of women students disrupt the horizon of human
action outside and inside of the recodifying composition
classroom?

Attention to individual agents in the history of

rhetoric will not serve to answer these questions.

Writing

only individual or figural histories of rhetoric, while that
does collect the works of important voices in a history,
leaves out the collective, collaborative, and un authored
work that marks "the most common form of women's
intervention in the public sphere" (Biesecker 144.)

The

individual impulse in history-making can also leave us
virtually silent on issues such as how gender is constituted
or how rhetoric and teaching become gendered in a particular
period.

We have a number of strong histories about the

individual contributions of Fred Newton Scott, Gertrude
Buck, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, but we need to work to shift
our histories to the collective rhetoric of women and the
local moments of that collective rhetoric.

Biesecker states

the problems clearly when she points out that
already entailed in the valorization of the
individual is a mechanics of exclusion that fences
out a vast array of collective rhetorical
practices to which there belongs no proper name.
The exaltation of individual rhetorical actions is
secured by way of the devaluing of collective
rhetorical practices.

(144)
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She goes on to suggest that our "affirmative action"
approach to history continues to gloss over the individual
bias that histories of composition instruction have.

These

histories certainly need to be made, but not exclusively.
What we need then is attention to the everyday, to the
local.

For Biesecker that involves recognizing the local

nature of historical action.

She argues that "the plurality

of practices that together constitute the everyday must be
conceptualized as a key site of social transformation and,
hence, of rhetorical analysis" (157).
Jarratt that involves placement.

For both Bizzell and

Attention to women's

intervention in the public sphere and to "rhetorical
practices to which there belongs no proper name" also
informs the work of Patricia Bizzell.

She offers the

encouragement to expand our notions of rhetoric and read
back into history with those expanded notions.

When we ask

the "what if" questions about rhetorical instruction in the
nineteenth century, for example "What if the informal
communities of students outside of classes and women's
groups outside of educational institutions offered
instruction in rhetoric?", we are forced to confront our
notions about the culture as a classroom, about what
constitutes a history of writing instruction, about where
composition theorists can turn their attention, and about
how to attend to the infinite number of disruptive sites
wherein symbolic rhetorical action takes place.

Oddly
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enough, we attend to those sites, in part, in transgression
towards community.

Recall Bizzell's encouragement to woman

rhetors to inhabit the extra-rational position of Folly in
seeking to speak to issues of community and creativity in
the face of post structural skepticism.

That positioning

both recognizes the doubly ironic stance of any woman
speaker and offers a powerful metaphor for community outside
of the rational and largely male gaze.
Biesecker argues for the pluralization of Foucault's
sense of the subject and a push toward and a recognition of
a breach between the polarities of subject and object,
passive and active. Biesecker finds in the fact that
individuals are always in the position of simultaneously
undergoing and exercising power a place to make that breach,
and she offers a particular definition of techne as the
means for doing history within that breach.

She defines her

method this way:
by scrupulously working within and against the
grain of the word's historically constituted
semantic field, techne can be used to refer to a
kind of 'getting through' or ad hoc 'making do' by
a subject whose resources are necessarily located
in and circumscribed by the field within which she
operates, but whose enunciation, in always and
already exceeding and falling short of its
intending subject, harbors within it the
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possibility of disrupting, fragmenting, and
altering the horizon of human action out of which
it emerges.

(155)

This particular form of local knowledge, the ad hoc "making
do" and the "getting through," is interesting because while
Biesecker is hesitant to equate this type of rhetorical
analysis with art or cunning, she does suggest that feminist
historiography recognize what she sets out as this useful
and poststructuralist techne (156).

Also, Biesecker

recognizes both the contingent and situated nature of
history and argues that this situatedness and the double
perception of already exceeding and falling short make for a
space and strength from which and with which historians can
speak.
This strength to speak requires some ethical attention
as well, and for that we can turn to Susan Jarratt.

Jarratt

also argues for the need of both conflict and place in our
histories of rhetoric.

She suggests that feminist

historians should practice a sort of normative ethics in
their histories, an ethics "understood in anthropological or
sociological terms to express communal values" ("Speaking"
191).

We practice these normative ethics with the strength

available in contingency, a strength Jarratt finds in a
reading of Adrienne Rich on location, Linda Alcoff on
positionality, Nancy Haverstock on standpoint, and Michel de
Certeau on autonomy and dependence.

The overlapping
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community that this chapter speaks from includes Geertz,
Foucault, Biesecker, Jarratt, and Bizzell.

The very nature

of our poststructuralist need for placement provides impetus
for ethical location.

We must recognize, as Jarratt argues,

that "collectively these ideas of place, position, and
standpoint in contemporary feminisms offer to feminist
historiography a way of maintaining connection with a
collective identity and purpose without falling into
abstraction" ("Speaking" 200).

Location for Jarratt means

attending to action rather than theory, it "means starting
with the material, but it never stays simply or
unreflectively in a single experience or history"
("Speaking" 196).

Location reminds us of the necessity of

grounding our histories, what Jarratt calls
moving earthward in the gesture of locating oneself
as a person writing in a particular context and
moving outward from women's experience to an analysis
of how women are represented within a gendered
system--never upward in a transcendence, attempting
to supersede, for where's the history in that?
("Speaking" 196-97)
Resisting transcendence and the universalizing that comes
with it reinforces the importance of our focus on
practitioners. continual attention to the location of action
encourages us to resist the recodification of abstraction.
Attention to positionality allows us to embrace the
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contraries that the local focus creates.

For Jarratt

positionality becomes "a way to describe a desirable
relationship among contradictory theoretical foundations in
contemporary feminisms" and a way for feminist theorists to
recognize and recreate their relationship to theory (19798).

"Women's lived experiences," for instance, "becomes

part (not all) of their equipment for theorizing and
historicizing" (198).

For us in this particular history,

"positionality" means recognizing and incorporating our
desires for increasing the scholarly status for praxis and
for keeping our pedagogy and philosophy revolutionary in our
theories of historical instruction in rhetoric and in our
definitions of the classroom.

We also recognize our own

constructions through local knowledge when we seek to
account for our own and our community's experience in the
composition classroom in our historicizing of rhetoric.

In

standpoint theory we recognize that there are political and
intellectual consequences to our actions, but where
positionality is concerned with recognition, standpoint
theory is concerned with the ethical privileging of a
collection of perspectives.

As Jarratt puts it, "when the

'subject' is understood as the locus of a multiplicity of
subject positions on axes of class, race, gender, and so on,
then standpoint theory can be used to call into play
multiple, sometimes overlapping, sometimes contradictory
epistemelogical perspectives" ("Speaking" 199-200).

I will
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discuss this condition in more detail in chapter five, but I
should point out here that rhetoric's semitransparent
position in the university and contentless state allow for
this overlapping of contradictory epistemelogical
perspectives.

The local focus here is just one example of

that overlap.
It is both interesting and instructive that Jarratt and
other feminist historiographers return to talk about
teaching in their articles on feminist histories of
rhetoric.

This dissertation follows that pattern in a

discussion of pedagogy near the end of chapter five.

It is

often in our teaching that we run into the questions of
authority, focus, ethics, community, and placement that we
address in our histories.

Jarratt, for instance, points out

that "the sophists trained their students to work with
dissoi logoi, contradictory propositions available for every
position," and later that concerns with position and
representation belong in the classroom ("Speaking" 200,
205).

Elsewhere, she argues for attention to pedagogical

eros ("Sapphic").

The classroom provides us with a metaphor

for the local focus, for while our abstract theories and
hegemonic methods serve to explain and control all that
might be apparent to us in the classroom, something else, in
fact many things else, are also always already going on.
The local focus encourages us to attend to those many things
else.

Histories of rhetoric, then, are not just propaganda,
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they are pedagogy.

They instruct us in historiography,

rhetoric, and composition.

Our notions about the history of

composition instruction and our sense of responsibility to
know that history play a large part in how we see our
profession and ourselves as teachers of composition and
students of rhetoric.

Many of the above authors share a

belief in the importance of history both for scholars and
individuals, and in that they share the company and concerns
of many historians of rhetoric and composition, whether
traditional or revisionist.

Those histories are often

grounded in the material and·the irregular not because
rhetoric is too weak a discipline to stand outside of
composition's administrative and economic shadow, but
because in rhetoric we recognize the importance of the local
in composition.

Histories of rhetoric that take a local

focus instruct us in interpretation, transgression, and
feminism.

Conclusion: The Local Focus as Rhetorical
These histories also remind us that the local focus is
also essentially rhetorical.

Rhetoric escapes or

transgresses recodification into the abstract because it is
concerned with local cases.

Whether defined as persuasion

or identification, rhetoric has at least one foot on the
local ground of a particular case.

Also, in rhetoric we are

continually confronted with recognizing the disparity
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between speaker and listener, and language and reality.
Being stuck between ironic and metaphoric ages allows us to
act.

Biesecker touches on this concern at the end of her

article when she suggests that we should see our endeavor as
"revitalizing rather than universalizing what Aristotle
identified as 'the available means of persuasion'" (157).
For Biesecker part of that revitalization entails
recognizing difference between and among women and
reconnecting historical claims about rhetoric to the various
traditions presented to us.

To sum up the claims to a local

focus made in this chapter, I am interested in the phrase
that comes just before "the available means of persuasion,"
what Aristotle defined as "in any given case."

As

historians concerned with a local focus and writing in a
poststructuralist context, we are required by circumstances,
like it or not, to identify our stance, to articulate where
we think we are, what we think we see, and who we think we
are talking to.
this chapter.

I attempted to do that at the beginning of
It is not just the means of persuasion that

need recognition and revitalization but the cases as well.
The case here is the resistance offered by a local
focus to histories of composition instruction in the
nineteenth century.

The archaeological turn of this

dissertation is the discovery and examination of local
knowledges in women's private and public discourse; the
genealogical turn is to read back from these knowledges to

49

the claims for knowing that histories of composition
instruction make.
form of resistance.

That tactical gesture usually takes the
Resistance for Foucault, this

"insurrection of knowledges" isn't a rebellion against a
particular institutionalization but rather "against the
effects of the power of a discourse that is considered to be
scientific that the genealogy must wage its struggle" (Power
84).

Resistance for me is not simply a rejection or

embracing of Foucault but rather a collection of cases and
means in the work of Geertz, Foucault, Biesecker, Bizzell,
Jarratt, and within the local knowledges of practitioners of
rhetoric in the nineteenth century.
Tip O'Neil is famous for the claim that all politics is
local.

All rhetoric is local too.

While global theories do

serve to explain the philosophical import of local events,
the symbolic actions that make up those events always
already escape the global forces that they both serve and
define.

composition instruction happens as well as gets

instituted.

I have argued in this chapter for a local focus

to histories of composition instruction.

In making that

argument, I recognize the desire historians and
historiographers have for a plurality of practice, the need
to look again, the importance of resistance and community,
and the desire we have for rhetoric to influence our
philosophical investigations and our formal instruction.
The following chapters will make the case for these concerns
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directly.

Chapter two will discuss histories of composition

instruction in the nineteenth century and the arguments
about rhetoric and composition in the construction of those
histories.

Chapter three will concentrate on the "private"

discourse of women students and how attention to that
discourse opens up a history of resistance.

Chapter four

will examine the instruction available at Women's Federation
Clubs acting as invisible colleges and rhetorical
communities.

And chapter five will discuss the consequences

of this extra-institutional history of composition
instruction for history and for composition.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE RELATIONSHIP BEWTEEN RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION
INSTRUCTION IN HISTORIES OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Composition theory in the last half of the
twentieth century is largely engaged in
reinventing the late nineteenth century.
--John Gage (Kitzhaber, Rhetoric xiii)

The very instability of the 'rhetorical
tradition,' its very indeterminacy, if you will,
should alert us to the relationship among versions
of history, conceptions of literacy, and teaching.
--William Covino (2)

This chapter is, in part, a review of the literature on
the history of composition instruction in the nineteenthcentury United States.

It is also a discussion of how those

histories seek to redefine the relationship between rhetoric
and composition instruction.

As I briefly suggested in the

previous chapter, history in composition instruction is
generally presented as a call to action.

More specifically,

we want what we do and say about the history of rhetoric to
affect the teaching and definitions of composition.

The
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implicit assumption is that rhetoric does or should enable
composition.

Change the scope and definitions of the

rhetoric and you change the methods and implications of
composition instruction, or so we would have it in our
histories of rhetoric.

When the process doesn't produce

those expected results, we either complain that composition
teachers aren't reading their history well enough or take
another shot at a redefined rhetoric.

We present this

stimulus/response as if it worked in only one direction,
from the top to bottom, rhetoric to composition, history to
instruction.

Examples of this particular historical conceit

are available in most histories and commentaries on
rhetoric.

In 1985, for example, Donald C. stewart argued

that a composition teacher's success was "closely linked to
that person's accumulating knowledge of the history of
composition as a discipline" ("some" 134).

Thomas P.

Miller's conclusion in a review of books on nineteenth
century rhetoric offers a more recent example of that
assumption: "As we rewrite the history of rhetoric to
reestablish rhetoric's traditional connections with the
politics of discursive practices, we will be better able to
make the composition classroom a place where students
reflect on the rhetorical functions of discourse in the
academy and in the traditions they bring to it" ("Review"
211).

I cite these quotations because I largely share the

assumptions that Stewart and Miller are making in them.
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This dissertation is testimony to my concerns with
reestablishing traditions and reconnecting rhetoric to the
examination of cultural practices.

What I should like to do

in this chapter then is rethink the cause-and-effect
relationship between rhetoric and composition.
here is the reverse of Miller's.

My claim

As we rewrite composition

instruction as the places where students reflect on
discourse in the academy and in the larger culture, we will
be better able to reestablish rhetoric's connections with
the politics of discursive practices.
I will elaborate on this claim through a reading of
some of the histories of nineteenth-century rhetoric and
composition.

That reading will trace the assumptions about

the uses of history through the work of stewart, Connors,
Crowley, Kitzhaber, Berlin, and Johnson.

Rather than

privilege one particular historian over another or rate
these historians on their level of political selfconsciousness, I want to create a space for histories of
composition that incorporate stewart's claims about how the
consumption of history can create a discipline, Connors' and
Crowley's arguments for a didactic impulse in history,
Kitzhaber's claims about how the knowledge of history can
revive a tradition,

Berlin's arguments for an ideological

awareness, and Johnson's reconnection of rhetoric to
concerns in the larger culture.

I will discuss the

encouragement and discouragement that we can take from their
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assumptions about history to this particular extrainstitutional history.
First, let me set up a grouping for reading this
chapter.

stewart, Connors, and Crowley argue for a

teachers' and a teaching history.

Their histories of the

nineteenth century focus on legitimizing the discipline,
attending to classroom practice, historicizing the
contemporary pedagogical debates, and educating the future
of instruction.

(This is not to say that their histories

are not also political, interested, and articulate.)
Kitzhaber, Berlin, and Johnson provide articulate, or
connected, histories concerned with reconnecting rhetoric to
a larger tradition, to ideological awareness and political
action, and to cultural forces.

This grouping of historians

and the movement from stewart to Johnson may seem, at first,
to be odd choices.

After all, stewart, Connors, and Crowley

are writing thirty or more years after Kitzhaber's history,
Johnson's history is often seen as a traditional
intellectual history rather than a political argument, and
most of these historians have expressed an interest in the
future of composition instruction and in the reconnect ion to
political and philosophical traditions.

Their distances and

difference, however, can help to keep us focused on this
project of understanding the uses of history and enlarging
the scope of what we mean by the term composition

instruction so as to reconnect and reestablish rhetoric to
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cultural critique.

In the following discussion, I seek

simply to set out one reading of these collected historians

History and Discipline: Donald c. stewart
What we can take from stewart's readings of the
nineteenth century is the claim that the consumption of
rhetorical history is a disciplinary act.

Attention to

stewart's consistent arguments for the study of historical
knowledge in composition can help us to enlarge our
conceptions of both composition instruction and the
nineteenth century.

In all of his work in history, he

argues for composition instruction as a legitimate
discipline.

History-making and composition teaching are,

for stewart, opportunities to help create such a discipline.
Historians can seize that opportunity in the production of
their histories.

stewart's reviews of the nineteenth

century in the first and second editions of Winifred
Horner's The Present state of Scholarship in Historical and
contemporary Rhetoric, for instance, make that argument in
the advice he gives to future historians and in the calls he
makes for more direct research into the discipline of
composition instruction.

composition teachers can seize the

opportunity to help create the discipline mainly by being
good readers.

I want to begin this section on stewart with

a discussion of his arguments about how historians and
composition instructors can take advantage of this
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opportunity to make a discipline.
The nineteenth century for stewart is not the gloomy
birthplace of the current-traditional paradigm that it can
seem to be from readings of other histories of the period.
stewart does discuss the "Harvardization" of English
departments as an unfortunate shift away from rhetoric
toward literature, and he does point out that present-day
composition teachers who focus primarily on mechanical
correctness "have inherited the worst features of late
nineteenth century composition teaching" ("Some" 135).

But

rather than bemoan the checkered tradition of nineteenthcentury composition instruction available to composition
teachers today, Stewart presents that tradition as an
opportunity to see and join the debates on the directions
for rhetoric and composition.

The nineteenth century

becomes a place where we can find the kindred spirits among
the teachers of the period, and a place where we can find
the energy to imagine rhetoric as a powerful and important
academic discipline.

stewart's attitude toward composition

instruction during that period can best be described as
upbeat.

This optimism stems in large part from his

recognition of important teachers, Fred Newton Scott first
among them, and important debates on the teaching of
writing.

Like their counterparts in the late twentieth

century, composition teachers and theorists in the
nineteenth century were concerned with the relationship
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between composition and literature, the place for voice in
student writing (stewart, "Cognitive"), the relationships
between psychology and composition, the work load of writing
instructors, the relationship between rhetoric and culture,
and the connections between the profession and its various
traditions.
Teachers play a large part in making those connections
to discipline and tradition, and much of what stewart says
about them is encouraging.

He makes the case that

historically informed composition instructors are difficult
to rattle, and that historical knowledge itself is
liberatory.

This is important for stewart, particularly in

regards to collective and public action, and it should be
important for us.

He suggests that the consumers of

historical knowledge are involved in choice.

Let me draw

our close attention to a particular quotation from a speech
to the Conference on college composition and Communication
to make clear the argument that stewart is making about the
creation of the discipline and the role that teachers of
composition play in that creation:
I have become convinced that a writing teacher's
development can be measured by the degree to which
that person has become liberated from currenttraditional rhetoric.

And the progress of that

liberation, I further believe, is closely linked
to that person's accumulating knowledge of the
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history of composition as a discipline.

("Some"

134)

Now, ten years after this speech, we might question how
monolithic current-traditional rhetoric was or is (as Robin
Varnum does in a recent article in Journal of Advanced
Composition), and we might question the usefulness of a
rhetorical tradition (as Thomas Miller does in an essay from
Learning from the Histories of Rhetoric), but we would have
to agree that the discipline of composition is not
legitimized only by a collection of textbooks but also by a
process of knowing.

Through his own construction of

historical knowledge, Stewart becomes convinced that our own
liberation as teachers and as a discipline is tied to each
of us accumulating enough knowledge of the history of
composition to convince ourselves of the importance and
viability of composition as a discipline.
This is an attractive position to take, particularly to
historians of rhetoric, but we should be wary of accepting
this position without attending to the assumptions about how
that accumulation of knowledge takes place.

What concerns

me is the assumption that this knowledge is found rather
than created.

In that same 1985 speech, titled "Some

History Lessons for Composition Teachers," Stewart had this
to say about the effects of historical knowledge on teachers
of composition:
She knows what has been tried, what has worked,
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and what has not.

She knows the contexts in which

theories have been put forth and appliedi she
knows those who put them forthiand she is able to
detect their modern counterparts and to anticipate
the appropriateness and potential effectiveness of
old ideas in new garments.

Even the radical

Grammar B will not shake her.
it in her composition universe.

She has a place for
(142-43)

History for composition teachers here is made up of the
practical application of received knowledge.

The

enlightened teacher knows about practice, about contexts,
about personalities, and about deduction.

She is wary of

accepting a fad as ahistorical, and she has a sturdy
disciplinary universe with a strong historical base.

The

problem is that this unshakable teacher is not involved in
the production of that knowledge.

Experts, who mayor may

not be colleagues, are out somewhere producing the
rejuvenating knowledge.

Historical knowledge resembles food

or medicine here.

It is something we take to stay healthy

or to get better.

Historians become Plato's chef or doctor,

ready to convince us but not converse with us.

Granted she

does find a place for this knowledge in her universe, but
she is not directly involved in the creation of it.

This is

still an attractive model to aspire to, but we should not
accept it without question.

We should be wary of believing

that we can help to create this discipline of composition
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instruction simply by being good consumers of its history.
I do not want to reduce stewart's conceptions of
necessary historical knowledge to a sort of times-table that
composition teachers should memorize.

It can be very

liberating to know that the debates taking place in our
current classrooms have historical precedent.

It can also

be more comforting, professionally, to find kindred spirits
in the histories of your discipline.

stewart should

rightfully be celebrated for his search for kindred spirits
in both rhetoric and literature.

In "Two Model Teachers and

the Harvardization of English Departments," stewart spends a
lot of time making a case for Francis Childs' dislike of
students and distaste for and misunderstanding of rhetoric.
He makes a similar case in "Collaborative Learning and
Composition: Boon or Bane?" against Harvard's George Lyman
Kitteridge for being the model for the ruthless,
unimpressable, authoritarian academic.

But it is with the

positive models that stewart sides, particularly Fred Newton
Scott.
stewart presents Scott as the important rhetorical
theorist from the nineteenth and early twentieth century, an

authoritarian teacher in the positive sense of the term
("Collaborative"), an expansive thinker willing to define
rhetoric broadly and inclusively, a skillful administrator
in that he set up a department of rhetoric exclusive of the
department of English, a memorable teacher with students as
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impressive as Gertrude Buck, and an advocate for graduate as
well as undergraduate study of the discipline of rhetoric.
Certainly, scott had an expansive definition of rhetoric.
His entry on the subject in The New Encyclopaedia defines
rhetoric as "the science and art of communication in
language" (763), and it goes on to suggest that rhetoric
"consists of all the processes by which men express
themselves and convey their thoughts and feelings to their
fellows" (763).

Further, in that entry Scott recognizes the

tension between the social and the individual in rhetorical
action.

He defines an oration as "the product of two

forces, (1) the impulse of the individual to a certain kind
of self-expression, and (2) the demand of the social mind
for a certain kind of communication.

The oration is the

meeting point of these two forces" (764).

But it is as an

advocate for the discipline of rhetoric today that Scott
holds the most interest for Stewart.
One of the active roles we can take in our relationship
with historical knowledge is in identification with
historical participants.

We can see the teacher as active

practitioner rather than passive consumer of history in
stewart's relationship to Scott.

Interestingly, stewart's

actions in working to create a discipline through history
echo many of Scott's.

In the early twentieth century, scott

surveyed English departments about rhetoric education at
undergraduate and graduate levels.

In the late 1980s,
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stewart surveyed English departments on what constituted an
English degree, and he argued in "What is an English Major?
What Should it Be?" and in a follow-up article in Rhetoric
Review for a rhetorical component to English education.

In

1893 Scott castigated textbooks and teachers for not seeing
rhetoric as an active and lively science of human
communication (Essays iii).

In the 1982 article titled

"Nothing New under the Sun--or Is There?," Stewart called
textbook authors on the carpet for ignoring research and
histories of composition instruction.

Scott republished

important past works in rhetoric, such as DeQuincey.
stewart republished and advocated works by Scott.

In

"Rhetoric Rediviva," Scott argues that Plato's dialogues,
over Aristotle's systemization of rhetoric, offer "the
beginnings of a complete science of rhetoric" (416).

In

"Two Models" essay, Stewart criticizes Francis Child and
Edward T. Channing for misunderstanding Plato's
contributions to rhetoric.

Both historians were also

concerned with our seeing rhetoric as an active science,
involved in new understandings of human communication.
Recall Scott's condemnation of ahistorical and dogmatic
textbooks, and notice Stewart's argument at the end of "What
is and English Major?

What Should it Be?".

Comparing the

narrow literary focus of Bryn Mawr's English degree with the
wide variety of work in cultural studies, rhetoric, and
technical writing offered in carnegie Mellon's English
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department, stewart concludes that "it is quite safe to say
that if Bryn Mawr's program is anchored in the 1950s, this
one is a model for the English program of the twenty-first
century" ("What" 199).
What we can clearly borrow from stewart's disciplinary
focus on the history of rhetoric is the reminder that
composition as a discipline has a public function.

The

majority of his essays on history turn, at some point, to
the questions of connection to the general public and larger
culture.

I bring your attention back to a quotation from

near the end of stewart's review of the scholarship in
nineteenth-century rhetoric.

Moving beyond simply trying to

advise teachers on how to make pedagogical choices, stewart
suggests that "much remains to be done, but information
about rhetoric history and theory is reaching teachers at
the grass-roots level, and we can expect new attitudes
gradually to filter down to a general public which has been
badly educated in this area for most of the twentieth
century" (173).

Again, we would do well to wonder if these

ideas cannot more easily filter up.

At the beginning of the

"Two Models" essay, stewart argues that a profession should
begin to examine its history when that profession is in
need, when "it finds its methods, is priorities, and its
practitioners out of adjustment with the society that it
wishes to serve" (118).
A look at social and cultural concerns today suggests
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that composition as a profession continues to face such a
need.

Near the end of the essay "Cognitive psychologists,

Social Constructionists, and Three Nineteenth-Century
Advocates of Authentic Voice," published ten years after the
"Two Models" essay, Stewart wonders whether our
concentration on what he describes as "scientific and
technological fact" doesn't stem from an "unexpressed need
to avoid confronting the essential shallowness of our
spiritual lives" (288).

He goes on to say that

One cannot escape constant reports of it in the
media: the increasing divorce rate and its
suggestion that many Americans cannot sustain a
meaningful relationship with another person over
an extended period of time; increasing violence in
the country; the advertising industry's incessant
defining of the good life in excessively
materialistic terms; our fixation with youth and
unwillingness to accept the inevitable stages of
life with all their satisfactions as well as their
flaws.

(288)

These strong words here are meant to challenge us to take
responsibility for the actions of our discipline and for its
essential and powerful connections to the culture.

What

these words also remind us of is the need, if not also the
danger, of discipline itself.

The need includes the self-

discipline to make ourselves better spouses, citizens,
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consumers, adults, and rhetoricians.

The danger comes from

the potential for discipline to limit speech and action to a
select and educated few.

Though his concentration on

discipline raises this danger, stewart works against that
possibility with his calls for connection to the public
sphere.

Discipline also incorporates collective action

toward the collection of historical knowledge and current
practice that allows comment and attention to the larger
culture.

We will come back to this connection to culture in

the discussion on Nan Johnson.

Historical knowledge is not

meant to stop at the walls of the academy.

Teachers of

composition are not just teaching their present students,
but the culture at large, and the culture is teaching back.

History and Education: Robert J. Connors and Sharon Crowley
What we can take from Robert J. Connors' and Sharon
Crowley's readings of the nineteenth century is the claim
that production of rhetorical history is a didactic act.
Connors and Crowley are also concerned with how teachers of
composition can corne to create a discipline, and while they
might disagree on the status of composition instruction in
the nineteenth century, they agree, in large part, on the
directions for history.

They do not provide a consumer

model of history; they provide an educational one.
Stewart's history is directed at recognizing the discipline
of composition.

Connors and Crowley focus their historical
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efforts on the future of that discipline in the classroom.
For each, history is meant to educate us: for Crowley that
means guiding "teachers of composition in making pedagogical
choices by acquainting them with those which have been made
in the past" ("Politics" 7); for Connors that means writing
history to "teach us what people in the past have wanted
from literacy so that we may come to understand what we
want" ("Politics" 7).

These are admirable goals, perhaps

more so because they both seat them in a reading of what
Crowley calls the devolution of rhetoric in the nineteenth
century (Methodical).

These,goals are also directed more

towards the future than towards the past.
The nineteenth century for Connors is a period of
regression.

Rhetoric had intellectual and cultural status

at the beginning of the century, but not at the end.

As he

put it in a 1990 essay on working conditions in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, "Rhetoric has changed in
a hundred years from an academic desideratum to a grim
apprenticeship, to be escaped as soon as possible"
("Overwork" 108).

Connors tells a sad story well.

In

essays on the modes of discourse, mechanical correctness,
the politics of textbooks, and working conditions, he
documents the reduction of rhetorical instruction.

By 1903

the average Harvard freshman class numbered 600; Barrett
Wendall was reading 24,000 student themes a year; Fred
Newton Scott turned against his own theories in the
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textbooks he wrote; conservative panic over perceived
literacy crises and linguistic insecurity reinforced the
numbing focus on mechanical correctness; women held a large
percentage of the low-status positions of instructor in
composition; Harvard lists prefigure the debates on critical
literacy in our time, and so on.

At his most literary,

Connors can offer powerful images and language with which to
discuss the regression of rhetoric in the nineteenth
century.

Here is a quotation from a 1985 article on

mechanical correctness:
What could the forces have been which turned
"rhetoric" into "composition," transformed
instruction in wide-ranging techniques of
persuasion and analysis into a narrow concern for
convention on the most basic level, transmogrified
the noble discipline of Aristotle, Cicero,
Campbell into a stultifying error-hunt?
("Mechanical" 61)
The answer for Connors is that we have poor memories about
the larger traditions of rhetoric and their relation to our
work as composition teachers, hence the importance of books
such as Essays on Classical Rhetoric and Modern Discourse
and our storyteller historians.

The use of questions for

the audience of that essay, that book, and those
storytellers helps to focus on the educational aspect of
history.

History becomes hermeneutic.

Connors uses history
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to ask the question, "What are you going to do?"
Both Connors and Crowley ask other questions via their
attention to the material conditions for the creation of .
composition instruction.

The nineteenth-century reduction

of rhetoric to composition is something of an anomaly for
Connors, for composition studies began not out of the ground
of a body of knowledge but in response to a perceived
cultural problem, in this case, poor mechanics among the
students at Harvard.

What sprung from this anomaly,

according to Connors, was something new and reductive,
current-traditional rhetoric.

He makes this claim at a

preconvention discussion at the 1988 CCCC meeting when he
says:
Between 1885 and 1900, the core of what we now
call current-traditional rhetoric was shaped and
made smooth by the mechanisms of a modernized,
centralized textbook marketplace: the modes of
discourse, the methods of exposition, selectnarrow-develop invention methods, the organic
paragraph, simplified sentence grammar, unitycoherence-development.

None of these ideas, the

very heart-ideas of the composition course, had
existed in any form before 1865.

(234)

It is likely that many of these ideas did exist in many
forms well before 1865; in fact Crowley points out that she
discovered unity-coherence-development as far back as Issac
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watts in 1724 ("Politics" 13), but what we should pay
attention to here is the argument that Connors makes to
composition teachers listening to or reading this speech.
Where stewart admonishes us to learn the lessons of the
discipline, Connors focuses on the future application of
those lessons.

He purposefully overstates his case so as to

knock away composition teachers' traditional supports.

Once

educated to that lack of support, composition teachers are
faced with reevaluating future action.

Connors is saying

that many of the ideas we hold dear about the composition
class did not exist prior to 1865, and most of them come to
us via the slick sales campaigns of textbook publishers.
After 1865 those ideas and campaigns contributed to the
reduction of rhetorical instruction and status at the
university, including the loss of our connection to the
classical tradition.

Being still unaware of this reduction

continues to exacerbate that low status and leaves the
traditions of rhetoric largely ignored.

Waking up to the

larger world of rhetoric can help us all educate ourselves
to that larger world.
Sharon Crowley makes similar arguments about history as
education, though she does offer some cautions to our
condemnations of the nineteenth century.

She also

encourages a different sort of relationship to tradition.
Where Connors seeks to set up traditions that challenge,
Crowley seeks traditions that offer possibility.

She, like
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Connors, still speaks in terms of current-traditional
rhetoric and missed opportunities, but she suggests that we
can find good work in the textbooks of the century,
particularly in their work on invention.

The traditions she

sets out to challenge and question in The Methodical Memory
are longer than those Connors identifies for resistance.

In

an article in response to Connors' "The Rise and Fall of the
Modes of Discourse," Crowley takes "issue with the charge
that nineteenth-century rhetoricians lacked originality"
("Response" 51).

Their originality was in their struggle,

for her, to accommodate concerns for invention with the
eighteenth-century dismissal of invention as innate genius
or arrangement.

While Nan Johnson might take exception with

these claims, we do find Crowley placing the beginnings of
current-traditional rhetoric in the eighteenth-century
conceptions about language.

She argues that nineteenth-

century textbook writers were fighting a losing battle in
their attempts to accommodate their teaching of rhetoric to
these concepts, which, for Crowley, divorce language from
thought (Methodical).

Nevertheless, textbook writers of the

century did offer original treatments of invention.

Henry

N. Day, for example, reintroduced informal logic to
discussions of invention.

John Genung's 1885 Practical

Elements of Rhetoric, which treats invention from prior
knowledge, mental facilities, and method, was the last gasp
for invention in this period.
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The century is still a devolution for Crowley, from
classical rhetoric to current-tradition via eighteenthcentury psychology and nineteenth-century pedagogy.

History

for Crowley becomes the means by which we rescue ourselves
from the current-tradition.

Though the tone is much

different from Connors', we find Crowley's own particular
call to action at the end of her 1985 article "The Evolution
of Invention in Current-Traditional Rhetoric: 1850-1970."
She concludes, "I can only hope that a fuller understanding
of the historical underpinnings of current-traditional
rhetoric will help us to devise a more appropriate rhetoric
with which to replace it" (160).

Crowley begs the question

about the educational effect of history here.
becomes that which will allow action.

History

What happens to us

when we read history is that we become hopeful and
productive.

As historians, according to Crowley, we can

only hope to educate the future of college composition.
Crowley historicizes the current-tradition for the purposes
of replacing it.

As readers of history, we can respond to

this education to the future with action.

Readers of

Crowley and Connors are expected to work toward a future
made up of more appropriate replacements to the rhetoric and
composition that have come before.
Connors also begs the question about the future and
presents history as a wake-up call.

Reading history is a

hopeful act.

"do some good in the

The desire we have to
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world" ("Rhetorical" 237) allows us to maintain what Connors
calls a "field moralism" that keeps history from being
simply relative and makes it educational for the community.
Many of the perorations of his essays offer a there-is-anew-day-dawning encouragement to readers.

Here he is in

1986, "But textbooks are beginning to appear that
concentrate on having students learn the processes of
writing rather than abstract concepts about writing"
("Textbooks" 192), and again in 1981:
Our discipline has been long in knuckling from its
eyes the sleep of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, and the real lesson of the
modes is that we need always be on guard against
systems that seem convenient to teachers but
ignore the way writing is actually down.

("Rise"

455)

Eight and 13 years later those books are still only just
appearing, and we are still, in many ways, at the knuckling
stage.

What we are on guard for is the possibility of

replicating the current tradition in the more hopeful
future.

This is not the fault of Crowley or Connors.

History, for Connors, is a the combination of an educated
and an educating wishful thinking.

Both he and Crowley beg

the question about the future of rhetoric.

Where stewart

finds the accumulation of historical knowledge sufficient to
creating a discipline, Connors and Crowley imply that action
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in response to the education provided by history is
essential.
What Connors and Crowley have most directly in common
as historians is their implicit claim that educating
composition teachers to history can help to reconnect
composition and rhetoric.

Connors has even begun to use the

term composition rhetoric to discuss the debates on
instruction ("New").

What that reconnection means to each

historian is likely to differ.

For Crowley it might mean

bringing deconstruction into the composition class.

For

Connors it might mean joining the debates on the abolition
of college composition.

For each, the nineteenth century

stands between both our past and our future.

Here is

Crowley begging that questions in a 1979 essay "Of Gorgias
and Grammatology" published in College composition and
communication: "No reader of this journal can doubt that
current-traditional rhetoric, the system of rhetoric that
replaced the vigorous classical theory of rhetoric sometime
in the nineteenth century, is in a bad way" (279).

Here is

Connors from 1985: "From the classical period up through
1860 or so, the teaching of rhetoric in college concentrated
on theoretical concerns and contained no material on
mechanics at all" ("Mechanical" 65).

In 1985 Crowley began

an article on the evolution of invention with, "In its
classical formulation, invention is the canon that provides
a rhetorician with more or less systematic procedures for
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finding arguments appropriate to the rhetorical occasion
that faces her" (146).

In 1986 Connors identified the

period 1890 to 1930 as the Age of Iron ("Textbooks" 188),
but I have made my case.
with didactic history.

Like stewart, they are concerned
Like Kitzhaber, both these

historians are interested in the rigorous rhetoric of
invention and the 2500-year tradition of rhetoric somehow
tripped up by the nineteenth-century turn to style and
mechanics.

Both offer history as a restorative, an

education to our proper place(s) as teachers of rhetoric.
Both historians tell stories, hoping that by telling stories
they might help us to educate the future.

In their cases,

freedom comes as a reconnect ion to more vigorous traditions
and the impetus to decide, as a profession, the directions
for our further history and education.

History and Tradition: Albert R. Ki tzhaber

We may seem to be going backwards in turning the
discussion to Kitzhaber and the arguments he made in his
1953 dissertation, but I want to set out his claims about
reconnect ion to the rhetorical tradition as a lynch pin
between stewart, Connors, and Crowley's arguments about
education and discipline and Berlin and Johnson's arguments
about reconnect ion to ideology and culture.

Kitzhaber's

work stands between the calls for educational history and
the calls for connected history.

His implicit arguments
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about the legitimacy of research into the history of
composition instruction have enabled many of the histories
discussed in this chapter.

His arguments about the need to

reconnect to a larger rhetorical tradition have set the
debate about the relationship between rhetoric and
composition.

The fallout from that debate has often reduced

rhetoric to composition instruction in style, but it has
also allowed and can still allow us to enlarge composition
instruction to rhetorical production and interpretation of
the culture.

In this section of the chapter, I will discuss

that debate and suggest how we can gravitate toward a more
expansive conception of composition instruction.
Kitzhaber's claims in Rhetoric in American Colleges.
1850-1900 are so modestly made that it is relatively easy to
overlook the powerful arguments about history and rhetoric
put forth in those claims.

other historians coming after

that ground-breaking work have made more forthright
arguments about writing instruction during and after the
period 1850-1900.

Kitzhaber's modesty, though, also

encourages close attention to the his hidden claims about
the uses of history, and that modesty creates a comfort zone
for readers that reconnects them to the rhetorical
tradition.

That attempt at reconnection is one of

Kitzhaber's most important contributions to the discipline
of rhetoric and composition studies.

In his work we can

trace the articulate function of histories of rhetoric.

For
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Kitzhaber that articulation is to tradition.

He argues

throughout Rhetoric that an understanding of the nineteenth
century would reconnect us to a 2400 year-old tradition.
Kitzhaber also argues that Scott worked within a rhetorical
tradition, that he always "'kept an anchor in the past"
(73), and that while he worked to restore to rhetoric "the
great social importance that it has sometimes had in its
long history . . . , English teachers were not ready then to
adopt such a view" (73).

The implicit argument in this

quotation is that we should now be more than ready to adopt
such a view.
While the bulk of his history is taken up with the
discussion of textbooks, near the beginnings and ends of his
chapters Kitzhaber tends to offer brief history lessons and
implicit arguments about a conceptual rhetoric that stands
outside of and moves across the various caprices of any
historical period.

Kitzhaber begins chapter nine of his

dissertation with a discussion of classical arrangement but
quickly turns to claims that stand outside of particular
historical periods.

He argues that the rhetorical theory of

any period
has gravitated chiefly around two poles: invention
and style, matter and manner, substance and
expression.

In various periods in the long

tradition of rhetoric, one or the other of these
emphases has been dominant, rhetoric usually being
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most vigorous when invention is stressed, and
weakest when style is the center of attention.
(169)
Wrapped around that short history lesson on classical
arrangement are all the various claims Kitzhaber makes about
rhetoric, composition instruction, and history.

Rhetoric

stands outside of historical construction, vigorous when
attention is paid to invention, weak when the focus is
exclusively on style.

Even the cherished classical

constructions of rhetoric, the fivefold division that
Kitzhaber cites (169), are just a fancying up of the
invention/style division.
of a cultural critique.

Kitzhaber offers the beginnings
The placement of rhetoric becomes a

site from which to investigate the larger culture or period,
particularly in the attitudes displayed towards history and
composition instruction.

How a period conceives of rhetoric

tells us about that period.

Is rhetoric something other and

more than composition instruction?
instruction more than style?

Is composition

Do they value instruction in

composition?

Do they place rhetorical components into other

disciplines?

Those questions become questions we can ask

of our own historical period.

Rhetoric is also offered up

as discipline with a long tradition, a tradition we can
connect to via historical inquiry.

In this short passage,

Kitzhaber assumes and presents rhetoric as a process, as
being theoretical, as moving both outside of and within the
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vagaries of history, and as something to which teachers and
readers can reconnect.
The history of rhetoric in the nineteenth century for
Kitzhaber is a history of institutionalization and
diminution.

American education is in transition.

influence is waning.
grows.

Clerical

An interest in vocational training

German university models and graduates are affecting

American colleges.
colleges.

Larger numbers of students are going to

Literary societies are replaced by Greek

organizations, and the work those literary societies did in
offering practice in oral and written composition gets taken
up by the university.

Harvard reports and requirements are

routinizing and narrowing instruction in composition at the
college and secondary school level.

The popular media of

the day joins many of the debates about where and how to
teach written communication.

Rhetoric instruction is

focused more exclusively on writing as elocution, and speech
classes take up oral composition.

printing and a growing

emphasis on literature increase the importance of the
printed word.

Through all of this, Kitzhaber finds

textbooks, hundreds of them, on style, mechanical
correctness, the modes of discourse, and the concentration
on unity, coherence, and emphasis.
We also find Kitzhaber contributing to the historical
conflation of rhetoric and composition.

While he does find

original work in the texts of A. S. Hill, Genung, Barrett
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Wendall, and Scott, and he does argue that the last half of
the nineteenth century was a period of transition,
dissatisfaction, and some hope in educational circles, "the
feeling that composition was in a real sense important soon
evaporated" (225).

Wendall turned to literature, Scott to

journalism, Genung to bible scholarship, and Gertrude Buck
to literature and theatre.

By pointing this out, Kitzhaber

reduces rhetoric to institutional instruction in
composition.

While he does argue that there is some sort of

ur-rhetoric outside of the diminution and ruts, he still
concentrates on how skills and assumptions in written
communication were taught in composition courses and in
textbooks.

Rather than challenge this conflation, what we

need to do in reading Kitzhaber is be conscious of what we
want from the connection between rhetoric and composition
instruction.

The relative health of rhetoric as a field of

study is tied directly to the status of composition in
English departments.

At the same time, though, Kitzhaber

also recognizes an outside, a place where scholars
dissatisfied with the opportunities for research take their
skills and interests as rhetoricians.
literature and the theatre.

Buck turns to

Scott goes so far as to set up

a rhetoric program outside of the English department.
does not mean that rhetoric has to disappear or that
composition instruction has to become narrow and
acontextual.

Rather this situation demands a more

This
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sophisticated reading of the relationship between
composition and rhetoric.

It is more difficult to document

those teachers and students who left the university entirely
for research and instruction in composition outside of the
university, but their actions also contribute to the history
of composition instruction in the nineteenth century.

And

they can help us to maintain a conscious reconnection of
rhetoric and composition.
Indeed, the history of rhetoric is tied to composition
and the history of writing instruction is tied to textbooks,
but Kitzhaber is not hesitant to point out and discuss the
larger cultural attention to writing.

We can bring that

larger cultural to our conceptions of composition
instruction.

Along with the assumptions found in textbooks,

Kitzhaber offers lessons in the history of rhetoric,
discussions of lay interest in writing instruction, and
commentary on those rhetoricians and concepts which
prefigure many of the twentieth-century debates and
innovations.

In chapter seven Kitzhaber offers a history

lesson in classical rhetoric to teachers of composition and
a plug for an audience driven and socially significant
rhetoric.

As he puts it, "rhetoric in its most vigorous

periods always paid close attention to the requirements of
an actual audience.

This means that language is regarded as

the medium of human communication, and rhetoric as the art
which shows how to make this communication most effective"

81
(141).

Rhetoric is only important when it is more that a

mere "academic exercise"; classrooms are only important if
they prepare people to take an active part in public life.
For composition teachers, mired in low-status jobs and
numbing paper loads, these claims to a long and culturally
important tradition must come as both a revelation and a
challenge.

The passive voice not only allows Kitzhaber to

accuse readers/teachers of having lost sight of rhetoric's
communicative function, it also allows readers to approach
their complicity in the present low estate of rhetoric
without having to face a direct condemnation.
This interest in rhetoric outside of the university
mirrors the interest from outside the university in how
rhetoric is defined and taught inside the university.

The

Harvard reports of 1892, 1895, and 1897 did much both to
limit attention to issues of mechanical correctness and to
bring the phenomena of writing instruction at the university
to the attention of the general public.

Kitzhaber points

out that while the reports served only to advance the
doctrine of mechanical correctness and set up an adversarial
and hierarchical relationship between universities and
secondary schools, they did bring the issues to the public's
attention.

He also points out that many of the popular

media of the day responded to and mimicked the Harvard
reports, including The Dial in a series of articles.

An

article in The Nation from 1896 in support of Harvard's
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publishing the entrance exams of Harvard applicants contains
the response from Boston area schools to the Harvard Report
of 1895.

The authors of the response challenge the Harvard

Report in two ways.

First, they question the reliance on

timed exams to support claims about growing illiteracy.
They state: "We contend that sight translations from Latin,
Greek, French, or German made in a limited time, under a
great nervous strain, are not evidence of a candidate's
general ability or inability to read and write good English"
("Growing" 284).

Second, the authors of the response borrow

the discourse of the Harvard reports to make an argument
about the relationship between teaching and culture: "While
we regret the growing illiteracy of American boys as much as
your committee does, we cannot feel that the schools should
be held solely responsible for evils which are chiefly due
to the absence of literary interest and literary standards
in the community" (284).

The authors of this response

recognize a communal responsibility to education, that a
relationship exists between institutions and the communities
that surround them.

The community in this case would have

to include Harvard itself and the greater Boston area with
all of its literary history and luminaries.
History for Kitzhaber is that force which reconnects us
to traditions.

Where history is an opportunity according to

stewart, for Kitzhaber it is initiation to wake up from our
atomistic perspectives in order to see a larger picture.
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The tradition(s) to which Kitzhaber would like history to
connect us is a tradition where rhetoric is vigorous and
cultural, important inside and outside the classroom.

He

makes this claim throughout his book, and we see it
elsewhere in our field, made most deliberately in articles
and books on classical rhetoric.

Part of our problem is the

real or perceived American penchant for making it new.
Kitzhaber offers only the mildest censure to what he sees as
our sometimes uninformed ingenuity, but we do not have to
look far in many journals yet today to find everything from
the fourth century BeE to 1963 reinvented without reference.
At the very end of the book, Kitzhaber celebrates rhetoric's
2500-year tradition and suggests that "Teachers of
composition today fail to recognize that they and their work
are a part of that tradition" (226).

If we can find room in

the rhetorical tradition for Greek philosophers, Roman
rhetoricians, scottish clergy, and academic Marxists, we
should be able to find room for nineteenth-century
professors who turned their attention to literature,
journalism, and theatre.

In a history with a connected and

expansive view of both rhetoric and composition instruction,
scott, Genung, Wendall, and Buck didn't abandon the teaching
of writing; they expanded it into other disciplines.
do the same.

We can

We can recognize in their work and in

Kitzhaber's history a place to reconnect rhetoric and
composition instruction, not simply to conflate the two but
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rather to enlarge them both.

We can recognize our part in

that long tradition by refusing to allow rhetoric
instruction to be insulated "from direct contact with the
world around it" (204).

And we do that by recognizing, as

Kitzhaber put it in 1963, that rhetoric, "like all human
behavior, has social and ethical consequences" ("4C" 134).

History and Ideology: James A. Berlin
The social and ethical consequences of rhetoric are the
major concern of James. A. Berlin in his histories of
composition instruction.

For all the complaints about

Berlin's sloppy history and celebrations of his political
courage, he is still one of the first historians to argue
forcefully for ideologically informed histories of rhetoric.
Berlin sees this ideological informing working in two ways.
We should seek to practice a history that uncovers the
ideological assumptions of a particular period, and we
should recognize that our histories, themselves, are
products of particular ideological assumptions.

For

example, histories of writing instruction from the mid-1980s
and into the 1990s both seek to uncover the assumptions
behind the current-traditional rhetoric and serve rhetoric's
concern with escaping the limitations of such a paradigm.
Berlin's work as both an historian and a historiographer
have enabled us to make that point.

In this discussion I

want to address Berlin's concerns with both the uses of the

85

nineteenth century and the necessity to interrogate the
ideologies of our histories.

Most importantly for us here

are his calls for recognizing the ideological make-up of
rhetoric and his arguments for a continual conversation on
the histories of rhetoric and composition instruction.
Let us begin with a discussion of ideology.

It is

often difficult to distinguish between rhetoric and ideology
in Berlin's histories.

In 1984 he argued that rhetoric was

the interpretation of texts (Writing).

In 1987 he borrowed

Therborn's definition of ideology as the "patterning of how
human beings live their lives" to suggest that rhetoric was
"a set of strictures regarding the way that language is used
in the service of power" ("Revisionary" 52).

In 1992, he

argued for how we might bring poststructuralist concerns
with ideology into the composition classroom
("Poststructuralism").

These varied definitions do not mark

an inconsistency in Berlin's thinking; they mark a
progression.

What's consistent in that progression is a

concern with the relationship between rhetoric and
composition instruction.

While rhetoric does work in the

service of ideology to "designate who can speak, when and
where they can speak, and how they can and most speak"
("Revisionary" 52), it also offers the possibility of
educational mediation.

In the essay "Revisionary History:

The Dialectical Method" Berlin identifies a tension between
the "material and social conditions of society" on the one
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hand and the "political and cultural" conditions on the
other (52).

He goes on to suggest that rhetoric "mediates

between the two, forming the core of a society's education
activities" (52).

This does not mean that rhetoric escapes

ideological service.

On the contrary, rhetoric is well

suited to enforcing recodification.

What it does mean is

that Berlin offers a sophisticated means be which to connect
history to ideology and rhetoric to composition instruction.
He does that connecting in his histories of writing
instruction.

For Berlin the nineteenth century is also a

opportunity, as it is for stewart, and a connection to
tradition, as it is for Kitzhaber, and an education, as it
is for Connors and Crowley, but the opportunity is to
connect to the extracurricular traditions of Romantic
rhetoric as identified in Emerson.
is a serious business for Berlin.

The teaching of writing
He begins Writing

Instruction in Nineteenth Century American Colleges with the
now familiar claims that history is ideological and that
rhetoric is socially constructed.

He suggests that the

century is marked by the three-way battle between classical,
psychological-epistemic, and Romantic versions of rhetoric,
with the psychological-epistemic model winning out by the
end of the century but only at the price of being reduced to
the current-traditionalist emphasis on modes of discourse
and mechanical correctness.

The consequences of this battle

and the success of the current-tradition model reverberate

87

outside the classroom as well.

Suffice to say here that

Berlin does not hesitate to remind us that the writing of
history, reading of history, and teaching of rhetoric are
political acts reflecting cultural and epistemological
assumptions.
This fact is made clear throughout Writing Instruction
in Nineteenth century American Colleges.

In fact, if Berlin

had not made the ideological foundations of instruction in
the nineteenth century the focus of this book, it would
likely read simply as an intelligent synopsis of Kitzhaber
and Stewart with some additional work on Ralph Waldo Emerson
as a rhetorical theorist.

Borrowing from Kitzhaber, Berlin

reads through Campbell's concentration on the psychological
aspects of rhetoric, Blair's on style, and Whatley's on
written discourse to trace what he sees as the growth of the
current-traditional model of composition instruction in
American textbooks of the century.

Added to the discussion

of Campbell, Blair, and Whately are discussions about the
effect that the growth of the middle class had on college
instruction, a discussion of the scientificization of
college instruction across the disciplines, and a look at
the anti-intellectualism on American college campuses.
discussion of textbooks concentrates on their lack of
innovation.

While Nan Johnson finds much of Henry Day's

work innovative and encouraging, Berlin finds him simply
echoing Campbell in developing what Berlin calls the

His
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"managerial notion of invention" (39).
As stewart does with Scott, Berlin offers Emerson as an
alternative to the disconnected and stifling rhetoric of
institutional instruction in composition, but while stewart
can cite the classes Scott taught and the programs he set
up, Berlin is stuck having to write as if Emerson had become
the professor of rhetoric he had said he wanted to be.
Because he presents Emerson's nineteenth-century rhetoric as
a missed opportunity and because he seeks to connect
rhetoric to instruction, Berlin can offer only an educated
guess as to what effects Emerson's conceptions of rhetoric
might have had in the classroom.

We are told that "it most

certainly would have emphasized journal keeping, the role of
the rhetorical context in invention, and extensive revision"
(56).

Berlin counters the claims that Emerson is an asocial

Platonist with a discussion of his interest in the sensory
nature of truth and with his arguments about necessary
participation in democracy.

Concentrating mostly on

"Nature" and the essays on "Eloquence," Berlin sets Emerson
up as the nineteenth-century proponent of dialectic between
speaker and audience, language and experience, object and
idea.

He concludes that Emerson "was attempting to restore

the search for truth to the composing act.

Truth, moreover,

is organic, is a holistic product growing out of the entire
rhetorical situation" (57).
What Berlin does here in his work on Emerson is
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practice the sort of history his later essays on
historiography call for.

In "Revisionary History" he seeks

to move beyond the critique that Foucault's work allows to a
more active and conversational historical model.

He argues

that our recognition of other traditions and ideological
conflicts should lead to more varied and conscious
histories.

More specifically we should look for

disagreement and difference.

As Berlin put it, new

histories should "celebrate diversity and deviance, the
unexpected and the comic.

They will emphasize the plurality

of rhetoric, the refusal of rhetorical systems to be equated
with each other" (55).

This refusal to be equated has two

consequences for Berlin and for this particular history of
composition instruction.

First, Berlin uses this claim to

call for conversations in our histories of rhetoric,
"contention without contentiousness" (60).

This call helps

us to move away from assumptions about correct and incorrect
histories of rhetoric.
join in conversation.

We do not fall into relativism; we
Second, Berlin maintains a concern

with rhetoric's manifestation in the classroom.

One of the

clearest places for this diversity and deviance, a place
where conflicting conceptions of rhetoric are always
present, is the composition classroom, particularly when we
see that classroom as the culture itself.

To illustrate

this claim, let me quote Berlin's conclusion to the
"Revisionary History" essay.

"The writing of history and
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the dialogue between writers of history recommended in this
essay will finally, I am convinced, make for better rhetoric
classes and a better body politic" (60).
Berlin, like Kitzhaber, is also concerned with
reconnecting composition teachers to tradition, a particular
and political kind.

writing Instruction in Nineteenth-

century American Colleges and Rhetoric and Reality: Writing
Instruction in American Colleges. 1900-1985 open up the
philosophic possibilities for historians of composition
instruction.

Berlin seeks nothing less than the

reconnection of rhetoric and poetics at the center of
education (Rhetoric 1).

In the more recent articulation of

his taxonomy for approaches to composition, "Rhetoric and
Ideology in the Writing Class," Berlin offers a discussion
of the cognitive, expressionistic, and social epistemics.
Seeing the cognitive as positivistic scientism (480-81), the
expressionistic as liberal elitism (484), and the social as
allowing for the explicit critique of economic, political,
and social arrangements (489), Berlin sides with the socialepistemic.

What his taxonomies do provide is a means for

acknowledging the outside.

Berlin's warnings in that

article against the false consciousness of reification,
prescientific thought, acceleration, and mystification (490)
can also be applied to our tendencies to practice a false
consciousness about history as something beyond our critique
and effect.

Like Kitzhaber and Stewart, Berlin appeals to
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the effect that instruction and a knowledge of history have
on the outside culture.

He points out in "Rhetoric and

Ideology" that teaching is neither an innocent nor an
apolitical activity (492).

At the end of Writing

Instruction in Nineteenth-Century American Colleges, he
states that "it is impossible to deny that in teaching
students about the way they ought to use language we are
teaching them something about how to conduct their lives"
(92).

What happens outside of the classroom affects the

inside and our conceptions of composition instruction.

It

is impossible to deny that something about how we and others
conduct our lives teaches us something about the ways we
teach others and about the ways we collect our histories of
composition instruction.

History and Culture: Nan Johnson
Nan Johnson offers similar calls for reconnection,
although hers are more cultural than ideological.

Our

assumptions about the traditional and intellectual focus of
Johnson's Nineteenth-Century Rhetoric in North America
should not blind us to the fact that she is making a number
of provocative arguments about the nineteenth century and
about the uses of history.

Unlike stewart and Kitzhaber,

Nan Johnson does not seek out and provide alternatives to
the dominant tradition in the nineteenth century.

She does

not have to, for rhetoric in her nineteenth century is
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expansive, vigorous, and culturally and institutionally
recognized.

The nineteenth century was the last era in

which rhetoric "exerted an acknowledged authority over the
philosophical investigation of discourse and formal
instruction in oral and written communication" (Nineteenth
3).

Her discussion of the eighteenth century supports her

claims that rhetoric responds and affects the philosophy of
the period.

She finds Campbell, Blair, and Whatley both

"innovative and recapitulative" (32) in their advocating an
expansive view of rhetoric which includes the recognition of
individual experience and emotion, the necessity of ethos
and sympathy, the importance of writing, and the production
of literary criticism, history, poetry, and oratory.

She

points out that Campbell both credits the claims of
classical rhetoric and attempts to "explain the dynamics of
rhetoric in terms of the principles of human experience"
(31).

Johnson's sense of Blair's concept of taste comes

closer to critical literacy than it does to a great books
list or bourgeois affectation.

She grants that Blair was

interested in invention as "the management of rhetorical
evidence" (47), but she also points out that Blair offered
up a definition of rhetoric that encompassed "oratory,
writing, and criticism" (32).

Johnson also credits Richard

Whatley with both systematizing Campbell and Blair's claims
about style, appeals to the faculties, invention, and
writing, and with providing a "more formal and detailed
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treatment of conviction . . . [and] a more systematic
treatment of persuasion" (51).

In looking to the

eighteenth-century foundations of rhetoric in the nineteenth
century, Johnson is after no less than a definition of
rhetoric as "the study of the relationship between human
nature and language" (47).
She offers similar reappraisal of many of the textbook
writers of the nineteenth century who adapted Campbell and
Blair for work in their own classrooms.

In a chapter titled

"Legacy and Synthesis" in Nineteenth-Century Rhetoric in
North America, Johnson argues that North American textbooks
adopted many of the conclusions of the eighteenth-century
treatises, including attention to how rhetoric should be
concerned with "enlightening the understanding, pleasing the
imagination, moving the passions, and influencing the will"
(68).

These texts also support attention to the

belletristic rationale that emphasized taste and critical
appraisal and that later became the basis for departments of
literature, an expanded definition of rhetoric that often
turned up in the textbooks as the modes of discourse, and a
recognition that rhetoric has a classical tradition.

She

suggests that authors such as Henry N. Day, John Franklin
Genung, A. S. Hill, Edward T. Channing, and G. P. Quackenbos
all offered definitions and discussions of rhetoric that
were synthetic.

By that she means "the characteristic

tendency to integrate major principles from the
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epistemological, belletristic, and classical traditions into
a new theoretical hybrid that, while substantially
derivative, was unprecedented in its combination of
elements" (109).

Where Berlin sees ideological conflict

with winners and loser, Johnson sees philosophical synthesis
and cultural importance.
This difference in vision should not surprise us, for
rhetoric's strength for Johnson is its adaptability.

Her

concern in Nineteenth-century Rhetoric in North America is
with its cultural importance, its presence and recognition
in public discourse.

Rather than argue for a particular

ideology, opportunity, or response to tradition, Johnson is
concerned with setting out a larger cultural context.
Rhetoric is important not simply because it affects and is
reflected in composition teaching.
it affects and reflects the culture.

It is important because
As she puts it:

A commentary that seeks to profile nineteenthcentury rhetoric against the backdrop of
indigenous circumstances must resist the
assumptions of such partisan critiques in favor of
an analytical reading of nineteenth-century
scholarship as a body of work from which general
conclusions regarding the nature and function of
rhetorical theory can be elicited, conclusions
that clarify how the nineteenth-century tradition
responded to the intellectual and social will of
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its age.

(13-14)

These are larger fish to fry.

Johnson is interested in how

history can help us see rhetoric as synthetic and adaptive
both in the nineteenth century and in the twentieth.
Particularly, she would seem to want to counter the tendency
we have to view history as the collective memory of what
went wrong in rhetoric and composition some time since the
sophists, Aristotle, or the Romans.

Johnson challenges the

golden age/dark age thinking in Nineteenth-century Rhetoric
in North America.

She points out that

what is distinctive about recent scholarship on
nineteenth-century rhetoric is its overall
assessment of this era as that period most
responsible for the theoretical impoverishment of
the rhetoric of composition and the academic
marginalization of rhetoric studies in modern
English studies.

(11)

There are other causes for our marginalization and other
methodologies for moving rhetoric toward a more central and
synthetic position in English studies and the academy.

One

step is to collect and synthesize the histories we have.
Johnson puts twentieth-century arguments in nineteenthcentury bottles more directly in her earlier historical
work.

Like a number of historians writing at the beginning

of the 1980s, she argues very forcibly for histories of
rhetoric having a direct effect on writing instruction.

As
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I established earlier, this idea that history should affect
who we are as teachers and rhetoricians has a long and
ethical history itself.

We have only to look at James J.

Murphy's contributions to The Rhetorical Tradition and
Modern Writing to see the case for history affecting
teaching made powerfully and directly.

Notice that the

various colloquia on historiography published in PRE/TEXT
and Rhetoric Review join historians as different as victor
vitanza and Robert J. Connors and yet find them implicitly
agreeing that history should do something for us now.

Here,

in her contribution to Murphy's book, Johnson connects the
argument across centuries:
In resisting the overspecialization of pedagogical
practice in the nineteenth century, Hope, Theremin, and
Day became participants in an age-old disagreement
about the role rhetoric should play in education.

Our

contemporary discipline is similarly divided: Should
rhetorical education focus on teaching the skills of
writing or should it address discourse competence as a
personally expressive and socially significant force?
(111)
We know, of course, how we might answer, and so it should
not surprise us that Johnson answers "both."

The rest of

her essay turns to what were, in 1982, contemporary debates
about the direction of composition instruction.

Johnson

takes on E. D. Hirsch's The Philosophy of Composition, and
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she uses the ethical appeal built up in her historical
discussion effectively to dismiss Hirsch's narrow emphasis
on skills instruction.

Here, history is an argumentative

strategy, a means of persuading your audience to act towards
better teaching.
Johnson presents the nineteenth century as a repository
of alternatives, a place where contemporary concerns showed
up, and a place where rhetoric did affect the culture
directly and with acknowledgement.

She acknowledges the

earlier waves of research on the nineteenth century,
particularly the work by scholars in speech communication.
Many of those earlier histories can help us make claims
about expanded conceptions of rhetoric and history.

For

example, Marie Hochmuth and Richard Murphy's "Rhetorical and
Elocutionary Training in Nineteenth-Century Colleges" and
David Potter's "The Literary Society", both in Karl R.
Wallace's 1954 History of Speech Education in America, make
claims to the importance of the literary societies in
providing experience in composition and debate.

This work

is echoed in Anne Ruggles Gere's more recent Writing Groups:
History, Theory, and Implications (discussed further in
chapter four of this dissertation).

Johnson also takes on

the twentieth century's ignorance of the nineteenth century
advances in rhetorical theory and practice.

In "Three

Nineteen-Century Rhetoricians: The Humanist Alternative to
Rhetoric as Skills Management," published in Murphy's The
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Rhetorical Tradition and Modern Writing, Johnson suggests
that we have much to learn or relearn from the nineteenth
century.

While discussing Henry Day's textbook Elements for

the Art of Rhetoric, first published in 1850, Johnson argues
that twentieth-century texts have been woefully inattentive
to what she describes as "the heuristic and affective
potential of [Day's] inventional processes" (110). She
suggests that Franz Theremin's "view that discourse
influences minds to moral action is startlingly like the
views of the New Rhetorics" (108).
Johnson finishes her 1982 article on the nineteenth
century in much the same way that Connors finished his 1981
article on the modes of discourse, with a connection and a
call to action.

Here is how she put it:

The challenge of this task [teaching writing as
social action] confronted humanistic rhetoricians
of the nineteenth century.

This challenge now

confronts those members of our profession who
believe that rhetorical education should aspire to
more than the caretaking of maintenance literacy.
(114)
Notice again the concern with the profession and how
historical knowledge helps create it that we saw in Stewart.
The nineteenth century, for Johnson and for many others-Stewart, Connors, Crowley, and Berlin among them--is a place
to have twentieth-century arguments.

Perhaps it is safer to
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attack or celebrate the teaching and epistemology of people
no one in this century is likely to have had personal
contact with, for the stakes in the present are always high.
While her history seems as conventional as stewart's
and Kitzhaber's, and more so than Berlin's or Crowley's,
Johnson also goes farther than those historians in her
arguments about the importance of history.

Most

significantly she questions the classical bias in our
histories of rhetoric.

At the end of the first chapter of

Nineteenth-Century Rhetoric in North America, she challenges
the claims that the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
fragmented and destroyed the classical tradition and its
comprehensive view of rhetoric.

The problems with this

"classicist stance" for Johnson are, one, that it
presupposes some conception of rhetoric that stands outside
of history, and, two, that it refuses to recognize synthetic
and multifarious conceptions of rhetoric when we do discover
and create them.

When we look to mourn what is not there in

a culture and rhetoric, we fail, for Johnson, to see what is
there to be learned about the relationship between rhetoric
and culture.

The classical stance limits our ability to

perceive and conceive of an energetic and purposeful
rhetoric in the nineteenth, and by implication the
twentieth, century.

As she put it:

Like the classicist stance that indicts rather
than explores the unique theoretical,
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philosophical, and cultural influences on various
postclassical traditions, the praxis bias does not
account for the degree to which rhetorical
practice evolves in response to changing needs of
societies and cultures, accommodating not only an
ever-changing theoretical disposition but also an
ever-rearranging coalition of 'traditional' and
innovative arts.

(13)

This argument against the classicist stance is, perhaps,
Johnson's most important contribution to the debates on
rhetorical history, and she has offered many.

What she has

done is suggest that we find ways to see the varied, hybrid,
and synthetic rhetorics available to us as historians of
rhetoric.

In this argument Johnson has given us all a

reminder to our difficult task.

We have a responsible to

try to see rhetoric outside the classroom, the institution,
and the methodologies we have at our present disposal.

In a

way, her claims to history, like her claims about the
rhetoric in the nineteenth century, are the most ambitious
and hopeful.

Conclusion
We have been discussing the various histories available
on writing instruction.

The point of that discussion is to

see where we might thoughtfully reconnect rhetoric to
composition instruction.

The most apparent places turn up
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in the borrowings we take from stewart, Kitzhaber, Connors,
Crowley, Berlin, and Johnson.

Composition studies is indeed

a discipline; histories of rhetoric offer education toward
the future; rhetoric's 2500-year tradition is available to
writing instructions; rhetoric provides the ideological
space for improving the body politic and the composition
classroom; and we would do well to attend to the cultural
pressures on rhetoric in our histories of composition.
Composition instruction also outstrips our ability to fix it
into one place in the academy, despite the reduction that
rhetoric did or did not suffer in the last half of the
nineteenth century.

while rhetoric has once again become a

part of English departments, we could as easily see it in
philosophy, anthropology, psychology, communication, or
education.

The point is that our understanding of

composition instruction is directly tied to an understanding
of rhetoric's place in the larger culture.
histories above state or imply as much.

All the

What we can do in

reading them is work back toward rhetoric from a large and
vigorous conception of what composition instruction is and
where it takes place.
As rhetorical historians we all want history and
rhetoric to make us better--better teachers, better
scholars, better citizens, better revolutionaries, better
revisionists.

Connors wants us to be better educators.

stewart wants us to be better learners.

Kitzhaber wants us
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to be better traditionalists, willing to recognize "the
office of rhetoric in ministering to social needs" (223).
Berlin might agree, although he would likely argue about
which needs most need ministering.

Richard M. Weaver would

have us be noble lovers as a result of our exposure to
rhetoric.

Though they might change any Platonic notions of

what better is and why we would want to be it, Crowley would
have us deconstructionists, Susan Jarratt sophists, Victor
vitanza players, and so on.

This is not to say that all of

these historians are in agreement on what history is and
what we should do with or in the face of it.

On the

contrary, the liveliness of the debates on history suggests
that while it is not often read outside of a rather narrow
circle of scholars in composition, it is vigorous and
purposeful.

Rather, I suggest these historians are

interested in community, with how they and we as readers in
this community construct our histories of the nineteenth or
any century.
Richard Enos, who is often invited to these colloquia
on history and often cautious to make claims about the
pedagogical or philosophical significance of historical
knowledge, is interested in the how and what of granting
evidence in historical debates.

As he put it during his

turn in the discussion of "The Politics of History," his
interest, like Aristotle's, is with "What constitutes proof
on issues of opinion requiring judgment?" (14), or for
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historians, "what forces shape validity in historical
study?" (14).

He goes on to wonder why we limit our

evidence primarily to "the exegesis of literary texts" when
we might dirty our hands with artifacts from sicily, the
study of archeology, and with the development of "new
methodologies and new theories to try to account for the
evidence that they [social scientists] present in the
formulation of their theories?" (15).

I submit this chapter

as evidence both of the varied debates on the nineteenth
century and as evidence to the persistent call in those
histories for a look to the outside in our conceptions of
rhetoric and the histories of those conceptions.

At the

risk of sounding audacious, I should say that as historians
we are engaged in nothing less than the continual creation
of traditions, pedagogies, and a discipline, a discipline
that has the ability and responsibility to look outside its
institutional manifestations to rhetorical action in the
larger culture.
that.

The following two chapters seek to do just
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CHAPTER THREE

INSTRUCTION IN RHETORIC AND RESISTANCE: WOMEN STUDENTS
OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY COLLEGES

The college girl is to-day a force second to none
in American life.

She it is who will mould the

minds, modify the manners, and help raise the
moral tone of the men and women of the future.
And she will do this not merely through her
school-teacher function--though there, of course,
her influence must be tremendous,--not chiefly
through the relation of wife and mother, though
that, too, is of vast importance, but principally
and above all, I believe, through her every-day
intercourse with those about her, as the friend of
her chosen intimates, the companion of her chance
associates, and the comrade of her fellow workers.
--Mary Caroline Crawford, June 1904 (v).

As historians we now often find ourselves encouraged to
seek out "local" sources for our histories of rhetoric and
writing instruction.

In a recent article on writing

instruction in early America, for example, Janet Cary Eldred
and Peter Mortensen conclude with a discussion of what they
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call "the spectacular range of literacies arrayed around
Lexington" and with the admission that "Lexington provides
no richer a source than other locations throughout the
country" (46).

In another recent article, Anne Ruggles Gere

argues that our histories "can consider the various sites in
which the extracurriculum has been enacted, the local
circumstances that supported its development" ("Kitchen"
90).

This attention to local and myriad sites of

instruction has at least two consequences for historians of
rhetoric.

First, in the variety of sites available, we

recognize our responsibility to choose.

Eldred and

Mortensen choose to look at didactic fiction and gender.
Anne Ruggles Gere chooses to examine writing groups and the
extracurriculum in composition.

Karlyn Kohrs Campbell

chooses to examine the public rhetoric of nineteenth-century
woman orators.

In this chapter I choose to examine the

extracurricular instruction in rhetoric and resistance of
women college students in the nineteenth century.

Second,

if we admit the importance and ubiquity of local sources, we
must be wary of reducing the history of women's higher
education in the nineteenth century to a series of dates, a
collection of famous women, and a discussion of what we
might call, however problematically, "the female
experience."
Granted, these dates, those women, and that discussion
are important if we are to understand the history of
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rhetoric during this period.

It is useful, for instance, to

know that Emma Willard opened Troy Seminary to fourteenyear-old women in 1821; that Oberlin offered a college
education to women and men, white and black, beginning in
1832; that Mount Holyoke began in 1837; that Wheaton Female
Seminary was founded in 1834; that the Seneca Falls
Declaration of sentiments was in 1848; and that Mary Sharpe
College was opened in winchester, Tennessee, in 1853, Vassar
in 1865, Wellesley and smith in 1875, Bryn Mawr in 1884, and
so on.

It is important also to remember that women such as

Sojourner Truth, Frances wright, Lucy Stone, Sarah and
Angelina Grimke, and many others were speaking out in public
and joining the political and social debates of the day.

It

is also important to attend to the tensions present in
scholarship on the women's sphere in the nineteenth century.
For example, in her 1975 benchmark essay "The Female World
of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in NineteenthCentury America" Carroll smith-Rosenberg argues that our
attention to female friendships of the nineteenth century as
we see them in letters should cause us to conclude that "the
supposedly repressive and destructive victorian sexual ethos
may have been more flexible and responsive to the needs of
particular individuals than those of the mid-twentieth
century" (29). From a different perspective and with
different sources,

Barbara Welter concludes that the cult

of true womanhood was little more than a double-binding
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prison.
These somewhat hard facts and important tensions can be
comforting as we struggle to understand and interpret what
went on in the classrooms and culture of the nineteenth
century.

If we add a list of popular textbooks, say, or the

various classes taught, some of the political events (the
Morrill acts, for instance), institutional reports (Harvard
in the 1890s), and the philosophical underpinnings to these
historical facts and discussions, we can begin to flesh out
a kind of history.

But the search during these uncertain

times for hard facts can tend to limit our early vision of
the century.

In the 1988 CCCC Octolog on "The Politics of

Historiography," Robert J. Connors states that "Fact: Women
were not allowed into college rhetoric courses in America
until after 1855" (37).

In The Rhetorical Tradition,

Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg state that "Until 1900,
however, university education in rhetoric remained almost
exclusively the privilege of middle- and upper-class white
men" (671).

To argue with the dates here, offering

Oberlin's program in the 1840s or Michigan's in the 1870s,
would be to accept the implicit claims that women played a
minor role in the institutional histories of rhetoric in the
nineteenth century.

Neither Connors, Bizzell and Herzberg,

nor I would be willing to argue that women are insignificant
to the history of rhetoric in the nineteenth century.
the contrary.

Quite

In fact, Connors has spoken on the effects
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that increasing numbers of women students had on the
creation of the composition programs of the nineteenth
century ("Feminization"), and Bizzell and Herzberg follow
their claims about exclusivity with a discussion of the
importance of attending to women speaking in public.
Even given all these qualifications to truth and
comprehensiveness, we can begin with facts here, and I
should like to begin with this one.

Fact, when faced with

institutional and popular resistance to instruction in
rhetoric in the nineteenth century, women often turned to
each other and looked outside of the classroom to receive
and enlarge that instruction.
turn in a number of sites.

This chapter examines that

Rather than focus on when and

where college instruction in rhetoric was withheld, we would
do well to examine where it did occur extracurricularly.
Granted, it was very difficult for women in the nineteenth
century to acquire institutional instruction in rhetoric.
It is still difficult, and when it is offered it is often
what Florence Howe would call "the men's curriculum" or what
the authors of Women's Ways of Knowing would call
"unconnected learning."

But women students both before and

after 1855 found communities of other women at the colleges
they attended, engaged in formal and informal debates and
discussions, studied rhetorical theorists, made friends,
wrote letters, resisted conventions, and argued with the
constructions of women in the larger culture.

In this
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chapter I examine the rhetorical instruction reflected in
those letters, informal discussions, friendships, books, and
everyday intercourse.

That examination will include

attending to the letters between Lucy stone and Antoinette
Brown Blackwell during their studies at Oberlin, letters
from an anonymous Vassar student in 1869 and 1870, and a
novel about coeducation in the 1870s at Michigan.
I choose these sites because they represent strategic
moments in the developing debates about education,
particularly regarding rhetoric.

Oberlin in the 1830s and

1840s was a pioneering institution, evangelical in the
training it offered students in the debates on slavery and
social responsibility.

Lucy stone's interest in lecturing

in public and Antoinette Brown's challenge of her initial
exclusion from the divinity program question the college's
evangelicalism.

Oberlin was also the site of an

extracurricular literary society founded by stone and Brown.
Vassar was a place for students to escape some of the more
restrictive avenues open to them, marriage for instance, but
it was also struggling with issues of professionalization
and elitism.

The letters from Vassar illustrate the concern

with parroting the elite male schools and presage debates
about preparatory programs that took place in most public
schools and many private ones prior to the development of
English A at Harvard in the 1890s.

The novel about life at

University of Michigan in the 1870s sheds light not only on
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the necessity of informal support and instruction groups but
also on the prospects for continued education for women.
The novel's protagonist, Wilhelmine Elliott, is generally
accepted as the student with the brightest intellect and the
strongest character at the university.

Even with her

successes, though, she has to postpone admission to medical
school and accept employment as a teacher when she discovers
her uncle has unwisely invested her trust fund.

These

letters from students1 and a novel about college can help
us reexamine the history of rhetoric instruction in the
nineteenth century.

A Literary Society outside the Institution: The Letters of

Antoinette Brown and LUCY Stone
Both Antoinette Brown and Lucy Stone came to Oberlin in
the 1840s looking for instruction in public speaking.

Both

were disappointed with the institutional resistance to
providing that instruction.

In their letters to each other

over the course of some 40 years, we have three sources of
reflections on rhetorical activity and instruction:
commentary on the literary society they formed at Oberlin,
discussions of their rhetorical practice and the public
speaking they engaged in for most of their careers, and the
letters themselves.

Stone left Oberlin with a degree in the

classical course without accepting the invitation to write
an essay that a man would have had to read at the
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commencement ceremonies.

Brown received a degree from the

Lady's Course and went on to challenge the restrictions of
women speaking in public by studying for a degree in
theology and becoming the first woman in the united states
ordained as a minister.

The resistance to rhetoric

instruction that both women faced included a prohibition
against Oberlin graduates teaching in the community.

When

they sought out that instruction, convincing Professor Thome
to allow them to declaim in the rhetoric class that they
were allowed to audit, they were resisted.

They responded

to this resistance with resistance of their own, forming
their own literary society outside the institution and
practicing their own public speaking.

In that society they

began their instruction in composition and their histories
of rhetoric.

They took positions, practiced speaking,

critiqued speakers, and created a community.

In that

society each woman marked her beginnings as a public
speaker.

Both Brown Blackwell and stone figure large in

histories of oratory and women's rights in the nineteenth
century.

The point of this chapter, however, is not to put

them forth as additional members in the pantheon of American
oratory.

Other scholars have already done that, Campbell in

her work on Brown Blackwell and Andrea Moore Kerr in her
work on stone, for instance.

That both women spoke out in

public is important, but for the purposes of this argument,
it is more important to remember that they met in private to
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provide the instruction in rhetoric that they deemed
essential to their success as intellectuals and critics.

It

was also in this society that their letters to each other
began, letters that we can argue chart their history and
constitute a course in practical rhetoric for the both of
them.
Institutional instruction in rhetoric at Oberlin in the
first half of the nineteenth century was much like
instruction elsewhere. Classes were conducted largely
through recitation.

students read Whatley's Rhetoric and

Logic and wrote themes which tutors corrected on the surface
aspects.

What practice there was in public speaking and

debate often took place outside the classrooms in literary
societies.

In his 1943 history of Oberlin College, Robert

Samuel Fletcher points out that in the early years of the
college, some literature was introduced in the college
course but that the practice was soon abandoned.

He goes on

to say that "the emphasis on rhetoric in literary societies
in the curriculum was the strong point of the college
training in those days" (709).

The emphasis on rhetoric

outside the curriculum in those literary societies was also
a strong point, perhaps the point, in stone and Brown
Blackwell's education.

Fletcher, though, does not see the

reviving of the Ladies Literary Society as the revolutionary
event that recent biographers of Stone and Brown Blackwell
do (Kerr and Cazden).
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The Ladies Literary Society--a name borrowed from the
moribund organization that stone and Brown Blackwell
revived--first met in May of 1846 in the house of one of
stone's students.

Before the restrictions against Oberlin

students teaching in the community, stone taught both in the
preparatory program at Oberlin and to recently freed slaves
in the community.

Both Brown Blackwell and stone looked

back on their literary society meetings as an important
moment in their histories and in the histories of the
woman's movement in the nineteenth century.

In excerpts

from two letters written in 1892, some 46 years after their
literary society first met, we find Brown Blackwell and
stone looking back to this society as their starting point.
They write their own histories of rhetoric instruction from
that site. 2 In April 1892, Antoinette Brown Blackwell wrote
to Lucy stone requesting information about their literary
society:
Dear Lucy
will you please put on your thinking cap and
recollect every thing you can about our
discussions in that little just out of village
house at Oberlin.

Just who besides ourselves took

part • • • . No one but you and I were really in
earnest, I believe, but we were, and it was a real
club though without officers or constitution • . .
• Please think of every thing and remind me.

We
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discussed ways and means of work what else?

You

never put your best foot forward, nor do I very
often; but I go to Chicago on purpose to

immortalize that primary woman's Club.

(Friends

261-62).
Though she speaks modestly about neither she nor stone
putting their best foot forward, she and stone set foot on
many public stages around the country.

Brown Blackwell was

going to chicago to speak to a meeting of the General
Federation of Women's Clubs.

By 1892 Women's Federation

Clubs are active across the United states, though most
commentators on club activities identify the New York
Sorosis Club of the New England Woman's Club as the first
club, not stone and Blackwell Brown's short-lived literary
society.

Yet, Brown Blackwell is going to Chicago to make

just that claim.
stone's reply of May 1892 reports that the meetings
were in the house of a former slave that stone was teaching
where they "discussed educational, political, moral, and
religious questions, and especially we learned to stand and
speak, to put motions, how to treat amendments, &c" (263).
She goes on in this letter to report on her daughter Alice's
new dress and on her work in conventions and committees.
stone points out that her work as a woman's advocate and as
a mother both keep her busy.

In fact, the connection

between private work and public action is made clearly
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throughout the letters.

stone does not divorce her

political activity from her everyday discourse.

As if to

emphasize this point, she reminds Brown Blackwell that her
daughter Alice stone Blackwell--a woman's rights advocate
and someone who buys a dress for $62.40--is coming to
Chicago with both news from home and information for Brown
Blackwell's history.
Brown Blackwell sets out this informal society as part
of the tradition of women's collective action in rhetoric,
while most commentators on the General Federation of Women's
Clubs set the beginnings of that organization at meetings in
New York city in 1868.

Brown Blackwell argues that the

organization has beginnings in more local and varied
gatherings of women seeking education and support.

She

participated in such a local organization during her time
teaching at Rochester seminary in Michigan.

In a letter to

Stone from Michigan in 1847, Brown Blackwell reports that
their local literacy society has 50 members, a constitution,
exercises in composition and declamation, and debates.

She

concludes with this: "how I wish we had such a society at
Oberlin such exercises and such fearlessness and eagerness
in the path of improvement.

We are all getting to be womans

rights advocates or rather investigators of WOMANS DUTIES"
(20-21).

Brown Blackwell generalizes from her Michigan

experiences to actions she has taken and will take at
Oberlin and to her later investigations of women's duties.
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We cannot divorce the theory from the practice here.

Given

the opportunity to practice composition, disputation, and
discussion, the members of this group begin to theorize
about the opportunities to practice at other institutions
and to investigate the larger culture.

The letters

themselves clearly make connections between the everyday and
political, practice and theory.

In the same letter where we

might find an attack on the institutional resistance to
rhetoric instruction at Oberlin or a commentary on the
double-bind that women faced with passage of the 14th
amendment, stone or Brown Blackwell discuss family, comment
on health, make assurances of affection, and review their
personal hopes.
The literary society becomes a place for that
intellectual and emotional community.

They contribute to

that society and they write histories of it.

After

receiving a letter asking after friends and the literary
society, Brown Blackwell writes back to stone on 22
September 1847 that
I am going to stay and sleep with her [Sarah
Pellet] to night and doubtless we shall both think
and say two or three times over before we go to
sleep How I do wish Lucy was here for
notwithstanding all Sarahs theory about wishing
she does wish once in a while.

(30)

I do not want to make too much of one letter, but I think we
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should notice the juxtapositions of gossip and report, of
physical desire and discussion of theory.

Brown Blackwell

answers questions about friends and the society and
juxtaposes an expressed wish for stone's physical presence
with a discussion of Sarah's theories on wishing and a
report on the literary society.

The letter serves both to

satisfy stone's desire for information and Brown Blackwell's
desire for contact.

Their collaborations extend beyond

forming an extra-institutional literary society.

Brown

Blackwell and Stone also sought out physical connection,
emotional support, and the courage to resist the conventions
of woman's duties.

In the first extant letter between the

two, Brown Blackwell imagines conjuring stone up and looking
over her shoulder as she reads.

In other letters, Stone

discusses her concern with Brown Blackwell staying at
Oberlin to study theology.

In an August 1849 letter, Stone

writes, "Why Nette you would get as much discipline, in a
thousand ways, with far less danger to yourself and you
would learn more of the world, in one month, by actual
conflict with it, than you possibly can in the three years
you will spend there" (54).

Stone encourages Brown

Blackwell to leave Oberlin and if that is not possible, to
resist the impressions that her studies might leave.

So as

to reassure her friend, Brown Blackwell writes to Stone a
year later in July 1850, near the end of her tenure at
Oberlin, that "'Actual contact with the world' will have its
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benefits but I was not fitted to be profited by it three
years ago.

There was need of a preparatory discipline and I

have obtained it.

Now come the sterner conflicts of real

live and God helping me I am ready for them" (78).

Brown

Blackwell rewrites stone's letter, changing conflict to
contact and recognizing the necessity both for accommodation
and for action.

Her time at Oberlin in the theology program

and the theological literary society, in which she was the
only woman participant, has prepared her for the contact and
conflicts ahead.

So, also, has her experience in the

informal literary society and the continual contact with
Lucy Stone in their letters.
The letters also show us two women creating a course in
composition in the letters themselves.

Many of Brown

Blackwell's letters to Stone end with an assignment, such as
"write me in return as long a letter, and do please commence
it the very day after you get this" (17), or "write me two
whole sheets full wont you sis because you will have time
now and do be good to poor Nette" (20) or "write me one
letter out of your heart just as you feel" (138).

Forty

years or more later, Brown Blackwell recognizes the
difficulty of Stone's finding time to write and so begins or
ends letters with "I wish you lived nearer" or "There are so
many things I would like to talk over with you" (255, 264).
The letters also show a writer/speaker seeking out and
reflecting on opportunities to practice composition.

Brown
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Blackwell writes of getting practice in a barn where she can
"make the walls echo with my voice occasionally" (24), of
speaking to the National Liberty Party in Buffalo in 1851,
or of "writing out my thoughts to see if they will all hang
together" (38).

This in the same letter that celebrates the

graduation from medical school of Elizabeth Blackwell, Brown
and stone's future sister-in-law.

Approximately three weeks

before Seneca Fall, in a 28 June 1848 letter, she encourages
Stone to "be good Lucy be good and dont be afraid of any
body but speak as though you had a right" (45).
Stone also offers assignments, commentary, and
encouragement in her letters.

Those letters, like Brown

Blackwell's, encourage connection to community and comment
on the culture.

In an August 1849 letter, stone points out

that "letter writing is a miserable way of communicating,
after all, though I would not on any account be deprived of
it" (53), much as she would not on any account be deprived
of legitimate practice in public speaking and criticism.
For Brown Blackwell the calls to community were often
expressed in terms of the desire for contact.

In an 18

February 1854 letter, she writes: "God bless you Lucy!
Tonight I could nestle closer to your heart than on that
night when I went through the dark and the rain and Tappan
Hall and school rules--all to feel your arm around me--and
to know that in all this wide world I was not alone" (138).
This letter provides a physical example of the resistance
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that both women advocate.

The letters from stone that

encourage community add to that resistance by offering an
opportunity for cultural criticism.

Here in a 9 June 1850

letter, stone offers criticism, encouragement, and
commentary on their educations.

She argues that Oberlin has

treated Brown Blackwell dishonorably, concluding with "You
are there, and it cant be helped.

I shant ever take a

second degree and regret, deeply regret that I ever took
any.

I should love to be in that same room with you" (72).

The mix of physical desire with social resistance echoes
throughout the letters and rhetorical action of women in the
century.
In other letters both Brown Blackwell and Stone comment
on critics of women's rights, debates within the movement,
and readings that they are doing.

What we end up with in

the letters is a collection of essays about self-worth in
public discourse.

Both women discuss their writing, their

travels to conventions, their families, and the need for
women to respect their voices and seek out opportunities to
use those voices.

This mix of self-respect and cultural

comment is what makes their efforts in creating an informal
literary society important to our histories of rhetoric in
the nineteenth century.

Two short examples from Brown

Blackwell will serve to illustrate that mix.

In a 4 August

1853 letter, Brown Blackwell writes herself into a
determined position.

Concerned with the lack of a
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supportive community she states that "I think seriously of
swallowing the yard stick or putting on a buckram corset, so
as to get a little assistance some how, for I am determined
to maintain the perpendicular position" (121).

In an

earlier letter, 22 September 1847, Brown Blackwell recounts
this story of finding the president of Oberlin in the studio
of an artist with whom she hopes to study painting.

When

the president chooses this opportunity to question her about
why women have never been eminent in portrait painting, she
replies, "I have just come over to see if Mr. Brocaw will
teach me how to paint" (31).

That sort of humorous

resistance echoes the more serious resistance that Brown
Blackwell and Stone offer to the institutions in the
nineteenth century.

Learning to stand and speak, engaging

with the actual conflict and contacts make the authors of
these letters and the letters themselves important to our
local histories of rhetoric.

Instruction in nDaily Association":

Letters from Vassar

One does not need to be an important figure in the
history of woman's suffrage to be important to local
histories of composition instruction in the nineteenth
century.

In fact, the relative fame of individuals can work

against the histories that mention them.

For example,

Donald Stewart's claims for a broader understanding of the
history of composition get lost in the attention we pay to
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Fred Newton Scott.

James Berlin's discussion of Emerson or

claims about Elbow, Berthoff, and Emig can distract readers
from his more important discussion of ideological
understanding in history.

Even historical anthologies that

seek to provide a wide variety of perspectives for an
historical period can get stuck in a chronological listings
of individuals.

The point of this history, and of most

histories generally, is not to provide six or eight
additional figures to any particular historical canon, but
rather to offer a noncanonical perspective to the history of
composition instruction.
One of the ways to get around the impulse to
concentrate on individuals is to attend to the anonymous and
often collective rhetoric of women.

I do that in this

section of the chapter by examining the largely anonymous
and collective experience of Vassar College students in the
1860s and 1870s.

Vassar in the 1860s and 1870s offers a

much different and more lively education in rhetoric to
women college students than did Oberlin in the 1840s.

There

is no institutional resistance to women receiving
instruction in rhetoric.

The students write compositions,

practice elocution, and discuss syllogisms and patterns of
reasoning.

Literary societies debate issues of the day and

present programs.

Students also engage in rhetorical

activity and learning outside of the classroom, learning
that takes place in the daily association between them.

123
Classes themselves offer some encouragement to look outside
of the culture, and the letters we will discuss below show
students taking that encouragement to heart.

The majority

of this section of the chapter is made up of a discussion of
an 1915 Vassar college publication titled Letters from OldTime Vassar written By a Student in 1869-70.

The author is

anonymous; the publication coincides with the fiftieth
anniversary of the founding of Vassar.

Texts that help us

contextualize this period include Mary Harriott Norris' The
Golden Age of Vassar, also from 1915 and Frances A. Wood's
Earliest Years at Vassar, 1909.

To get a picture of

institutional instruction during the period, we can also
turn to the 1870s reports to the united states commissioner
of Education and the Bureau of Education. 3
Women at Vassar did not have the troubles that Stone
and Blackwell Brown had in gaining access to instruction in
rhetoric.

On the contrary, instruction in composition,

rhetoric, and elocution made up a large part of the
curriculum offered at Vassar in the nineteenth century.
Each of a students' eight semesters at the college included
some study under the discipline of English.

Those courses

include titles such as "Exercises in Composition,"
"Exercises in Analysis," "Whatley's Rhetoric," and "Lectures
in the History of the English Language" (Historical Sketch
44-45).

In Raymond's 1873 report, the aim of the English

Language and Literature department is articulated as
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follows:
a. To teach, theoretically, the laws of thought

(logic), of expression (rhetoric), and of
utterance (elocution);
b. To train the student, practically, to a good
style of writing, speaking, and reading English

(essays, readings, and recitations);
c. To drill her in specialties of the English word
and sentence (etymology, synonyms, analysis of

sentences);
d. To introduce her to English literature.

(38)

The department combines theoretical study with direct
practice.

The history of the English language is taught at

the sentence level.

Analysis, as it is constituted here,

conforms to the faculty psychology of the day.
meant to train the mind.

Drilling is

Literature has a place in the

department, particularly in the elocution classes if we look
at Wood and Norris, but it does not occupy a dominant place.
In fact, the practice in rhetoric offered to students
seems to occupy a more central position in the department.
Norris reports on an elocution classes that spent a whole
day repeating "Lost! I have lost them all!" (137), but even
with the emphasis on recitation and rote training,
composition work in the 1860s and 1870s at Vassar can seem
rather enlightened.

First-year students were required to

submit an essay on a proscribed theme every five weeks.
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While there is no mention of the processes of composing
these themes, the Raymond report does point out that the aim
of this activity was to encourage the students' "natural
style of thought and expression" (39).

He goes on to point

out that "models are not used and every form of imitative
writing is discouraged.

The criticisms are minute,

personal, and free, being made in private between the
teacher and the individual student" (39).

These conferences

make up an important part of the history of instruction
offered in rhetoric.

In The Golden Age of Vassar, Norris

recalls that conferences with Truman J. Backus, who is
elsewhere identified as Professor of Rhetoric and the
English Language and Literature, were invaluable to any
student who had the chance to sit with him in the library
(138-39).

Vassar also sought out ways to serve the under-

prepared students in its population, a majority in the early
years of the college.

That service included a preparatory

curriculum, which included what Wood calls Hart's rhetoric,
and liaisons with secondary schools (see Briers).

Official

publications and reminiscences fifty years later downplay
the preparatory program.

In her 1915 book, Norris argues

that the preparatory program was "an evil long endured,
because vital to the mere existence of the college,
financially and educationally, but happily abolished when
schools allover the land had completed their arrangements
to fit girls for college" (14).

Though the program was
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abolished by the time of the fiftieth anniversary because of
the larger pool of potential students (see Solomon), it did
provide women students with opportunities to practice
rhetoric.
Vassar students in the 1860s and 1870s also were
provided with practice in rhetoric outside the classroom.
The Philalethean Society had three chapters which met weekly
for what the Historical Sketch identifies as literary
exercises.

That publication also identifies a society for

Religious Inquiry, a Society of Natural History, a Floral
Society, a Fine Arts Club, a Shakespeare Club, other reading
clubs, and Glee, and Madrigal Clubs (48).

Wood's

recollections include a discussion of President Raymond's
help in organizing the Philalethean society and a discussion
of the first public performance of the society.

That

performance included music, addresses, original songs,
poems, and essays, and a visit in pageant by the Goddess of
Truth and of Discord (57).

The practice and pleasure that

Stone and Brown Blackwell had to seek for themselves at
Oberlin was more easily accessible at Vassar.

Other

societies also sprung up according to need or desire.

Woods

writes of a society to read and discuss current events that
formed after Professor Backus asked the students in
midrecitation if they read the newspapers.

Norris documents

dinner table discussions that ranged from current fashion to
whether Shakespeare was a social equal.

The point here is
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that students took advantage of the opportunities to meet,
talk, write, debate, and learn.
Many of those opportunities sprung from the sense of
community that came from the everyday association between
students.

Raymond's report begins by pointing out that this

is a domestic community with each student a member of the
college family.

Norris' claim about the college is

appropriate to quote here.

Like Crawford in the epigram for

this chapter, Norris argues that everyday intercourse and
daily association are what make the educational experience
at Vassar valuable.

As she put it:

From daily association for four years with bright
girls from allover the land, with whom she shared
ideas, formed friendships, and worked along the
same orderly lines of study, she possessed a means
of development, analogous to-day to that acquired
by travel and by women in the club organizations.
(71)

We will examine the education available in club
organizations in the next chapter.
contrast Vassar with Oberlin.

Here it is important to

Where stone and Brown

Blackwell had to create opportunities to learn to stand and
speak, Vassar students in this period had only to take
advantage of those opportunities.

The institution's

relative acceptance of instruction in composition for women
did not limit the creation of opportunities outside of the
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classrooms at Vassar.

Brown Blackwell, stone, and the

Vassar letter writer found and created an education in
rhetoric in the everyday intercourse of the community, in
the actual conflicts of the world, and in daily association
with other writers and thinkers.
In contrast to the collected letters of stone and Brown
Blackwell, the Vassar letters read like a novel.
level the collection is a bildungsroman.

At one

The author grows

over the course of a year from a young and excited student
into a member of the academic community and a critic of the
larger culture.

Early letters report on trips to town and

secret gatherings to eat ice cream or gossip.

Later letters

discuss classes, respect for various professors, and pride
at how the college is received by the larger community.

At

one point the author writes with pride about how the
president of Harvard visited and queried a class on
geometry.

still later letters show the student responding

to public speakers and general debates on women's colleges
and education.

The letters also read as an example of

psychological development.

While already adult enough to be

beyond egocentric views of the world, the writer still moves
from what Belenky, clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule would
call received knowledge through procedural knowledge to the
beginnings of constructed knowledge.

Early letters

celebrate the information that college will provide.
author is awed by professors.

The

Later letters interpret and

129

question received notions of women's education.

still later

letters discuss the students' resistance to the regular
curriculum and the writer's own teaching experience.
These letters also illustrate the communities available
to learners at and outside of the college.

As a student at

Vassar, the writer recognizes her membership in a variety of
communities, including the group of students on her floor,
students in the preparatory programs, members of the Vassar
community, and advocates for women's education.

The

progression of her thinking from mother's daughter in the
first letter to spokeswomen for all women in the last is
clear.

As readers of these letters, we can also see the

writer as a part of a number of larger communities,
including women students, women teachers, and cultural
critics.

The letters, published as they are by the college

on its fiftieth anniversary, are also epideictic testimony
to Vassar's historical importance.

As we place them in the

context of a local history of composition instruction, the
letters are also evidence to the variety of rhetorical
agents and actions in the century.
Let us begin with the first letter home, written on the
train and full of the excitement that going away brings.

In

it we see a writer empowered to step out of the social
constraints and rules of her present life and freed, as much
as possible, to compose a more independent self.

College

offers an ideal to this writer, "the heaven of my dreams"
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(2) as she puts it.

That heaven is made up as much by the

opportunities that it presents as by the conventions it
allows her to escape.

Her very first words celebrate her

freedom from expectations of marriage:
Mother, I had promised to give those successive
men some time for parting words; to answer their
last doleful "will you ever?" with a cheerful "No,
never."--To give each an encouraging (wordy) pat
on the shoulder and my blessing for the next girl
to whom their wavering affections might cling.
(2)

The rest of the letter speaks of excitement, emancipation,
and exploration.

other letters provide a variety of

discourse genres ranging from social commentary to
autobiography, from journalism to natural history, character
sketch to parody, gossip to education theory.

The author

writes of writing letters as a service for friends.

The

subject matter includes discussions of field trips and
midnight runs through cemeteries, descriptions of activities
both inside and outside of the classrooms, commentary on
professors and fellow students, and powerful statements
about women's education and position in the contemporary
society.
In those letters we get a glimpse into instruction in
rhetoric in the 1870s classroom and the resistance that
students offered to that instruction.

A section for the 23
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January 1870 letters represents students working around the
strictures of the classroom.

The author writes about a

classmate who gets nervous whenever she is asked to recite
in class, so much so, we are told, that "she cannot collect
herself and wildly begs me to come to her aid, so I stand up
and recite in her place.

She is saved and Professor, who

does not know one girl from another, is happy also"

(52).

What the students learn here might not be what the professor
intended, but there is a sense of interdependence and
resistance even in something as simple as pretending to be
someone else.

In a 25 January 1870 letter the author passes

on the high praise she received on a particular recitation-"Miss S. thinks I should take private special instructions
from some eminent teacher as my voice is too good to lose"
(57).

Along with what that report, the author appends a

question to her mother about why she did not allow the
author to accept an uncle's invitation to study voice in New
York.

Here is a writer that comes back to an argument,

~nd

one that connects the seemingly purposeless practice in
elocution with life decisions.

In an earlier letter, 5

December 1869, the writer recounts the praise her essay
received from Professor Backus.

He had had the best two

essays read aloud in class and praised hers for its "purer
Saxon language" and simple language (33).

The praise itself

has her thinking about herself as a writer.
It is in the picture they provide of instruction
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outside the classroom, however, where the letters benefit us
most, because here we see the writer arguing with the
culture.

We hear about discussions over ice cream, about

the fact that our author is privy to many secrets.

other

letters document jokes between students or argue that the
Woman's principal, Miss Lyman, is a better lecturer than the
professors.

For the most part, though, we hear about

resistance, humorous resistance in the form of limericks or
poems mocking the college's exercise policy, serious
resistance to the strictures of study hours and rules, but a
resistance that builds community.

The 24 February letter

reports on the elocution class's resistance to the advice of
"even the mightiest trustee of V.C." (79).

When this

trustee suggests an alternative to one of the recitations,
the whole class responds that the like their own version
better.

When the trustee says "I give you the benefit of my

experience, you may do what you like with it," one student
responds in a whisper "'Throw it to the dogs!'" (80).

Women

students in these letters are not setting up informal
literary societies or challenging the current strictures
against women speaking in public or becoming ministers.

At

some level, as a second generation of college students, they
do not have to challenge those strictures.

But in the

resistance they offer to the institution itself, they are
coming together in their own community of learners.
And women students in these letters and at Vassar are
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challenging the cultural assumptions about women's education
and about male authority by virtue of their very presence at
the college and in the classrooms that the trustees visit.
A number of letters question the assumptions made about
women and education.

One letter is said to be accompanied

by an unfavorable article form the Yale Reporter.

And in

another she argues that "My idea of heaven is an atmosphere
of study and research, with plenty of books and a whole
eternity to read!" (78).

It is in the resistance that the

author has to one particular speaker, Donald G. Mitchell,
that we see her as a cultural critic, a writer and thinker
responding to the rhetoric of another writer and thinker.
Her response is angry, articulate, and powerful.

She finds

Mitchell to be of a type and responds with a question: "They
all extol our 'privileges here and admonish us to be
thankful--as we really are--but why have they not started
some such college as this long ago[?]" (92).

And in her

response to the entire debate on the place of women in
education and the culture, we see a writer using her
education in rhetoric and resistance to comment on larger
cultural issues:
Really, mother, this modern discussion by men in
the papers, pulpit, and lectures, about 'women's
sphere' and 'influence,' and the eternal quoting
of st. Paul's 'milk of the word' to support their
theories stirs up in me a kind of bitterness that
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I've not yet tried to analyze--it certainly is
foreign to my happy-go-lucky disposition.
Is it 'dregs' or 'Intimations of Immortality'
(please don't say imitations) that come to the top
once in so often?
Man's idea of woman's inferiority lies behind
all this discussion and shows in his acts: who is
to blame because girls are not allowed to grow and
develop along normal lines as boys do?

Look at

the restrictions on women regarding marriage,
property rights, and the possession of their
children; religious restrictions, education
restrictions • . • • I feel almost as savage as
Job did when he said to his comforting friends, 'I
also could speak as ye do: if your souls were in
my soul's stead.'

(94)

Notice how this writer mixes together her local audience,
Mother, and her general audience, men and women caught up in
the debates of women and education.

Notice also the mixture

of classroom knowledge, Wordsworth, and both the Old and New
Testament with the outside knowledge, the information on
restrictions on women in marriage, education, and property.
The author begins and ends this section of the letter with
herself.

The audience is encouraged to identify with her

response and respect her knowledge of the Bible.

In the

middle comes the larger claim and the references to evidence
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that supports that claim, the restrictions on property and
education for instance.

If the culture is a classroom where

one can learn to use rhetoric, then this student
understands, challenges, and speaks well in that classroom.
What she also and finally does in the letters is
comment on the freedom needed to gain an education in
rhetoric.

Recall the first letter where the writer points

out that her "wordy pats" have freed her from the
expectations of marriage to the opportunities of college.
She feels emancipated.

In the 14 October letter, the writer

tells us that "I'm really in love with this college, we live
so much to ourselves, no teachers watching at our doors or
always around 'snooping'" (12).

The writer is also freed

from the teaching that supported her trip to Vassar.

That

experience teaching, though, is what allows the writer to be
invited into the regular college program.

She reports that

her two years' experience teaching will "offset any little
irregularities" (105), and as a result she is free to
explore the observatory, the chemistry labs, and her work in
art.

Fictionalizing the Conflicts: A Hovel from Michigan
This argument for the freedom to resistance gets a
didactic and fictional treatment in the 1878 novel An
American Girl. and Her Four Years in a Boys' College.
Writing under the name of Sola, Olive San Louie Anderson
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paints a picture of life for the first women students at the
University of ortonville.

ortonville is easily identified

as the University of Michigan, and the heroine, Wilhelmine
Elliott as Anderson herself.

Both are among the first women

students to attend a coeducational public institution, both
excel at school, both are the only woman asked to speak at
their graduation ceremony, and both go off to teach after
college, the character to Wisconsin, Anderson to California.
Will, as the heroine is called, becomes a one-woman argument
for coeducation.

She dismisses arguments for social and

religious submission, passes her entrance exams easily,
rejects the affections of her Greek tutor, attends a speech
by Wendall Phillips by herself, pulls a gun on a male
student who accosts her on the street, saves another critic
of women's education from drowning, cuts her hair off, burns
her corset, argues for dress reform and wood chopping, wins
a debate on the right to vote, sends her lover packing,
decides to attend medical school, finds she has lost her
nest egg, and goes off to teach in another state.

In

between she debates issues of the day, meets with her fellow
students, and finds and creates instruction in rhetoric in
her community of women students, in the institution itself,
and in her responses to the culture.

What will and the

novel offer are the ideal of women's participation in the
public sphere, an ideal realized in the work of a community
of women students.
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Instruction and practice in rhetoric is available to
Will Elliott in the community of women students with whom
she lives and works, much as that instruction and practice
was available to stone and Blackwell Brown and to the Vassar
students who studied, gossiped, and lived together.

Being

one of just a few women at the university puts will in the
position of advocate for women's education and self-worth.
The woman at Michigan during the 1870s4 and at ortonville
in the novel recognize clearly that they have to perform
twice as well as the men and behave with twice the decorum
and good form in order to be successful at the university.
They also recognize the benefits of solidarity with their
fellow women, students and nonstudents alike.

Will, Clara,

Laura, and Nellie live together in a boarding house off
campus.

There they can study together, laugh at the

institution, express doubts and hopes that they cannot raise
in the general community for fear of rejection, and hone
their arguments about women in education and women in
society.

They do belong to the official literary societies

open to them, but it is in this informal community that they
feel free both to resist and argue.
What they provide for each other is what Barbara
Solomon might call "the company of educated women." Late in
the novel, we get a glimpse of the informal literary society
that this group of women provide each other when the author
pauses to describe will reading Schiller and commenting on
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him to her friends.

We are told that her mind is only half

with her work, for she is thinking "how in one more year her
class will be making preparation for their entrance into the
world from the sheltering arms of their alma mater" (193).
That alma mater is more likely Will's community of friends
as it is the institution.

She goes on to say, "I don't see

how I lived, girls, before I knew you; and how I'm going to
give you up and sally out into the world alone, is more than
I can tell" (193).

This moment of reflection on what this

community means to Will also provides opportunity for her to
ask for help in breaking convention.

She says, "I have not

done anything improper for a long time, girls; I'm afraid
I'll forget how" (193-94).

(That next impropriety consists

of Will asking one of the male students to go shooting with
her.)

It is the community though that provides the

opportunity.

Being in their company allows will to think

out-loud about conventions and find ways to flaunt and
challenge them.
This is true for the other women in the novel as well.
They are nothing if not aware of conventions and of the
options and encouragement they have to challenge them.

In

that sense, they speak a kind of double-voiced and
extracurricular academic discourse.

They can play the game,

pass the exams, do the translations, offer recitations, and
they can understand and comment on the power relations
behind those exams, translations, recitations, and debates.
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In the earlier chapter on "Freshman Experiences," will's
confidant Nell speaks with both the recognition of the
argument against women in education and of the necessity of
this group of women to band together to succeed:
'They have changed base somewhat,' said Nell,
merrily; 'at first the cry was that we were
mentally incapable, now we are only "physically
incapacitated."

strange, isn't it, that we will

either die during our college-course or after, and
we will not have a head or finger ache for the
next decade that can't be directly traced to
higher education?

We must not die sooner than

forescore years, either, or it will be because we
read Isocrates in a boys' college."

(66)

Here again, the gathering of women outside of the classroom
provides the space to speak to the arguments, much as the
novel itself provides Anderson with a place to speak on
issues of women and education.

The community at college

provides the audience to make that speech meaningful.
There is community for Will outside of the physical
institution as well.

That support comes directly from her

sister and indirectly from her mother.

Her sister, Hally,

dies at age thirteen half-way through the book, not from
education but perhaps from a lack of it.

What she does for

will though is provide support outside of the institution.
Just after an argument about going to college that Will has
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had with her mother, Hally hobbles into will's room both to
comfort and encourage her.

will tells her of her hopes and

Hally connects them to the larger issue of women's worth.
She says, "won't it be splendid for you to go and study all
the things that Jack Adams talks so glibly about, and said
you never could do them because you are a girl?" (27).
Hally is also an audience for will's letters.

Her first

letter home, much like the first letter from the Vassar
author, is full of hope and pride and talk of being a
pioneer.

As will puts it, "I came, I saw, I conquered, and

am established as a member of the freshman class" (46).
Hally writes an unfinished letter to Will on her death bed,
telling her that "'all the grand things that I have hoped to
do and be, I leave for you, my precious sister, and remember
that I always believe in you whatever comes'" (77).

will's

mother believes in her as well, though her religious and
social convictions preclude her from saying so, and we are
told that she had a "secret pride" (29) in hearing others
talk about her daughter at college.

Here again we find the

novel dramatizing the ideal of women persevering towards
education and support.

In the novel all of will's

detractors come around to her and Anderson's way of
thinking.
The institution also provides instruction and community
to students in the 1870s and in this novel.

Like Vassar,

Michigan offers direct instruction in rhetoric to all its
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students by the 1870s.

Also like Vassar, Michigan is moving

from an English department emphasizing practice in rhetoric
and elocution to one emphasizing literature and philology.
According to Wilfred Shaw's The University of Michigan: An
Encyclopedic Survey, rhetoric in the 1850s, 1860s, and some
of the 1870s is primarily oral composition.

Quoting the

1869-1870 catalog, Shaw points out that students in every
year are practicing speeches and participating in
exhibitions.

Mention of literature is made only at the

sophomore year when students read Chaucer and listen to
English literature lectures (559).

The move to literature

follows the career of Moses Coit Tyler.

He becomes

Professor of Rhetoric and English literature in 1867.

His

title changed to Professor of English Language and
Literature in 1874.

We are told that coit tired of teaching

composition and moved over into literature (Shaw 557).

This

is a move documented in the later careers of Barrett
Wendall, Gertrude Buck, and Fred Newton Scott, and in the
histories of Kitzhaber, Stewart, Berlin and Gerald Graff.
The English department's title changes from Rhetoric and
English Literature to English Language and Literature in
1869.

There is also a shift toward written composition

during the period of this novel.

Shaw points out that by

1875 sophomores were taking a course in "Rhetoric: Theory
and Practice" where they read Henry Day's The Art of
Discourse and wrote two essays.

There is also a later turn
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toward literary criticism, coming with the shift toward
courses such as "seminary in Rhetoric" and the "principles
of Literary criticism" in 1886.

Most of these developments

occur before Fred Newton Scott's arrival at Michigan and
well before the creation, by Scott, of a Department of
Rhetoric in 1903.

They are appropriate to discuss here

because they are taking place even as the heroine of the
novel is receiving institutional instruction in rhetoric.
The only places where we see direct discussion of that
institutional instruction are in the description of debates
in which will participates.

There is to be a debate on

women's suffrage by the college sophomores.

While she can

get no help in organizing the affirmative side of the debate
but for the lukewarm support of one of her male peers, will
still wins the debate with a witty presentation that
stretches from the allotted 15 minutes to one half-hour.
The second speaker on the negative refuses to speak and, we
are told, "many of the boys with whom she had never spoken
before came forward and declared themselves converted to her
standard in spite of their former prejudices" (94).

will's

friend, Nell, crowns her "Defender of the Faith" when they
get home.

Women do get the vote some 42 years after this

novel is published and 48 years after the fictional debate
is said to have taken place.

At a later point in the novel,

will is asked to respond to an essay and speech on Elizabeth
the First given by her ex-love.

While we can see in the
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structure of the course a sense of the presentation and
discussion methods of the class, this section of the novel
is presented more directly as a discussion of will's
feelings about this ex-love, romantically named Randolf
Guilford, and the lies he has told.

In the speech itself,

will encourages identification between herself and the class
by arguing that she is pained to see a peer defend lying.
The class, we are told, "always felt sure of something good
when will grew interested in a discussion" (247).
This interest in a discussion and resistance serves
will best in debates outside of the classroom and in the
larger culture.

As I pointed out in the introduction to

this section of the chapter, An American Girl, and Her Four
Years in A Boys' College is a didactic novel both in the
teaching that the character of Wilhelmine Elliott provides
and in the uses to which that Anderson puts the novel.

The

lesson, for both will and Anderson, is that women have value
to speak and learn in the culture.

While numbers of women

are learning and speaking in the larger culture, this
question of their right to do so is not uncontested.

While

the arguments about intellectual ability are largely ignored
by this time, and arguments about utility run well into the
twentieth century, arguments about physiology are still
being taken seriously.

In 1873 Edward H. Clarke, a Boston

physician, publishes Sex and Education or A Fair Chance for
Girls.

In that book Clarke cites case studies and predicts
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disastrous health for women who pursue an education.
Everyone is reading this book, according to Anderson in
1878, and according to Dorothy Gies McGuigan in 1970, for it
represents the most direct attack on women's status in the
culture.

will even gets a letter from a Vassar friend

agreeing with her dismissal of Clarke.

But while An

American Girl does take on the claims of Clarke and others
who would restrict a woman's access to education, both
Anderson and her heroine will have larger issues to address
in the lessons they offer in this cultural classroom.
Those larger issues include the opportunities and
responsibilities that women have to resist and argue in the
culture.

If we are to believe the wishes of her sister,

then will has come to college for much the same reasons that
stone, Blackwell Brown, and the Vassar author have come to
college, to learn to speak out.

stone and Brown Blackwell

are very deliberate in that desire.

The Vassar author comes

to this conclusion after a year's study and after hearing
other speakers.

Will's desire to speak out as a teacher,

doctor, and woman come from her readings of the culture as
classroom and what she perceives as the woman's place in
that culture.

Recall that Hally tells will that going to

college will allow her to speak to the issues "that Jack
Adams speaks so glibly about" (27).

In order to receive the

education that will allow her to speak, will must both
resist the conventional expectations of her role as a woman
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and argue with the cultural constructions of that role.
does this determinedly throughout the novel.

She

Will resists

the expectations of her religion whenever they turn up.
After the argument with her mother, Will talks to herself
about the necessity of separating the stories of Jesus from
the institution of religion.

As she puts it, "how glad I am

that we have to settle our accounts with the Lord, and not
with the compilers of the Westminster catechism" (26).

When

her sister dies, and a minster tries to turn will back to a
"righteous path," she resists him.
She also resists the secular role set out for women in
the conventions of the day.

These resistances include the

small challenges to convention--Will decides that women need
exercise and takes to chopping wood; a barber cuts her hair
off; she goes shooting with Randolf--as well as the larger
arguments about where women belong and are allowed.

When a

medical student accosts Will on a walk home alone, she pulls
out her revolver and says, "I'll give you to the count of
three to get from here to the corner" (70).

When her Greek

tutor makes a pass at her, will takes the opportunity to
offer a lecture on women and education:
I employed you to teach me Greek, and not to make
love to me.

Everybody will say that we come here

just to flirt with the boys; and, when we are
going along quietly trying to mind our own
affairs, you make fools of yourselves, for which,
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we get the blame.

Why, such a scene as this just

now is enough to throw disgrace upon the whole
cause of co-education in its present uncertain
state.

(64-65)

And when her community of women get a hold of a copy of
Clarke's Sex and Education, will takes the opportunity to
argue with Clarke and the conceptions of women that his text
engenders.
Her response takes two paths.

First, she resists

Clarke's evidence, by citing evidence of her own.

To the

case studies of exhausted women scholars, will answers:
'Women have washed and baked, scrubbed, cried and
prayed themselves into their graves for thousands
of years, and no person has written a book
advising them not to work too hard; but just as
soon as women are beginning to have a show in
education, up starts your erudite doctor with his
learned nonsense, embellished with scarecrow
stories, trying to prove that woman's complicated
physical mechanism can't stand any mental strain.'
(98)

Second, will argues with the culture that produces Clarke
and books like his.

will recognizes Clarke's work as a

symptom of the larger phenomenon, the tendency of the
culture to seek to limit women's voices.

Unlike the Vassar

author, whose response to these limitations is a "kind of
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bitterness" that she has yet to try to analyze, will sees
how Clarke's conclusions can be used to muffle the energy of
women's education in the classroom and in the everyday
discourse of women everywhere.

When Nell tells her to

"'just look at it calmly, and if it is true, accept it; and,
if it is not, there is no need to grow angry" (97), will is
not calmed, for this is not an issue of truth, of setting
other evidence against Clarke.

It is an issue of rhetoric,

what the culture is persuaded to believe about women and
education at the countless sites of this everyday discourse.
Recognizing the rhetorical nature of this debate, will
offers a different story to read women and education
through.

She tells her friends the tale of Dr. Mary Walker.

She dressed in men's clothes to speak in public, Will
states, because she was stabbed by her own corset.

This

story told, will says, "In view of all these facts, I now
proceed to burn the prisoner at the bar, on the charge of
woman-slaughter," and she throws her corset in the fire
(100).

When her friends discover that she has made the

story up, will argues that "you know, in law, it is no
difference whether things are true or not, so that you make
out a strong case" (100).

This conclusion makes up a part

of extracurricular education in rhetoric.
Anderson also offers argument and resistance through
her construction of the novel itself.

She is the other

speaker in this strong case for women in education, the
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author.

Anderson dispenses justice and frames the debate on

women in education at every turn.

The student who initially

sneers at will with a "Damn 'em, they have no business here
anyway" (52) is later saved by will while out ice-skating.
His father writes a letter of thanks offering money and
stating that if will is "a representative of college-girls,
I'm glad that my son has the honor and privilege of being in
the same institution with you" (109).

When one of the women

students commits suicide, a letter is found explaining the
act as a hereditary response.

The narrator points out that

there was wild and wide speculation, but that "a few
accepted the truth, which was that Hattie Worden was the
victim of an hereditary mental disease which shows itself in
a continual wish to take one's own life" (165).

When Mr.

Lewis, the landlord, says he expects will to marry Randolf,
Mrs. Lewis ends the novel with "'You think a woman never has
an aim in life that she won't leave to go at your beck and
call.

I have more faith in our will than that" (269).
But the clearest lesson of the book is in its

resistance to the conventions of the genre itself.

Where

women students are supposed to be demur wives in training,
girls' novels are supposed to end with marriage and
submission.

Anderson's does not.

Instead Will is lighting

out for the territories of Wisconsin to teach.

There are

costs to this move outside of the institution, for will does
not have the money for medical school, but there are also
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lessons.

In a chapter entitled "Sophomoric and Other

Opinions on Some Important Topics," the narrator warns us of
expecting and settling for the conventional.
meeting with her friend Charlie.
quite fond of each other.

will is

We are told that they are

At this point the narrator

intrudes to both scold and educate the readers.

She says,

now, reader, do not look wise and say: 'Yes, the
old, old story; or course they fall in love before
they know it;' for, to spare all false
conjectures, I'll just say that such a thing was
never thought of by either party, although they
discussed everything, from 'the tender emotion' to
'the immortality of the soul,' but their hearty
friendship lasted throughout the course; and even
now, although Charlie is married and involved in
business cares, he still writes letters of
sincerest friendship to Will, and speaks with the
old warmth of his girl-friend in college. (96)
The lessons in this passage are that there are other stories
besides the old story, that students will discuss everything
and write to each other the course of a life time, that we
can look back at events outside the classroom as important
moments of education.

The larger lesson is that students

find ways to create education.

That education is not always

certified, inclusive, or valued, but it is available in the
everyday intercourse of those around her.
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Conclusion
This chapter has moved from a discussion of women
students creating a site for instruction outside of the
institution to a discussion of a fictionalized account of
women using the institution as a site from which to resist
conventional assumptions.

stone and Brown Blackwell create

the instruction essential to their future success as public
speakers and cultural critics.

Their later contributions to

the history of rhetoric turn up more often in their work in
the public sphere.

The Vassar author and will Elliott in An

American Girl. and Her Four Years in a Boys' College take
advantage of the institutional instruction and informal
communities at their respective institutions to offer more
local resistance and criticisms.

Their contributions to the

history of rhetoric remain largely private.

The Letters

from Old-Time Vassar were probably produced simply to
celebrate a fiftieth anniversary.

Anderson's novel is an

indirect and powerful history of women's education and an
indirect and powerful argument about the ideal opportunities
to resist convention in the latter half of the nineteenth
century.
The lessons that these extracurricular sites of
composition instruction have for us are that we have to be
cautious with the claims we make about the history of
rhetoric, that students of writing are quite resourceful,
and that our own histories of rhetoric are complicated and
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local.

We should be careful not to conclude that because we

know what the institution provided we know what education
was available.

We have a number of histories to know and a

number of historians with stories for us to listen to.

This

chapter has argued that a next step in knowing our histories
is the doing of some ourselves.
pitfalls to this endeavor.

There are dangers or

The professionalization of our

academic discipline is exciting enough to draw our attention
away from the public and private spheres of educational
activity.

By focusing on rhetoric as it is manifest in

educational institutions we implicitly argue for a continued
and growing present both for rhetoric in higher education
and for legitimate research in pedagogy and the history of
education.

Suggesting that we look outside of institutions

or outside of the public discourse of those institutions is
to risk that implicit argument about rhetoric as a
discipline.

Encouraging all of us to see ourselves as

historians is to risk belittling the effort of professional
historians.

We are stuck with questions about our ability

to set out a rhetorical tradition even for something as
narrow as rhetoric constituted in nineteenth-century
colleges.

How, for instance, can we incorporate other

voices in the debate beyond a sort of superficial pluralism?
Vague calls for attending the larger dialogue might not do
us any good.
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still, I think this endeavor is important enough for us
to think about and practice.

For most of us, a nineteenth-

century composition tradition would have to involve other
countries and other languages.

My personal nineteenth-

century heritage might include obscure French bakers, German
farmers, a vague connection to wild Bill Hickock, and the
occasional horse thief.

I cannot pretend that I have no

connections here, but I can choose to include my mother's
best friend in 1935, favorite authors, flu epidemics, songs
my grandmother half heard, and so on in the history that I
am coming and going from.

So can we.

We are a profession

that can claim connections to Greek sophists and French
feminists, Harvard professors and community college
~

instructors, Gertrude Buck and Alexander Bain, Ann Berthoff
and Janice Lauer, Patricia Bizzell and E. D. Hirsch, and,
depending on how we exercise our choice to listen, an
informal literary society in 1847, an anonymous student in
1870, and an obscure novel from 1878.
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CHAPTER FOUR

COMPOSITION INSTRUCTION AT INVISIBLE
COLLEGES IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

It is not a university, yet a surprising stimulus
has been given to the study of literature,
sciences, and history in hundreds and hundreds of
American houses because of club membership of
mother and daughter.

(2)

--Sarah S. Decker The Meaning of the Women's
Club Movement 1906

I should like to begin with a word about the title of
this chapter.

A part of our conceit as historians is the

desire to discover something or someplace new.

At times, we

all want to be the first to say, "Hey, did you know that
women in the nineteenth provided each other with instruction
in composition?"

There is a problem, though, with the

metaphor of historian as explorer.

Invariably, someone is

always already there in these new places we seek to
discover.

If our celebrations and lamentations of the

recent Columbian Quincentenary provide any lesson it is that
new worlds are "new" only to the desirous explorer or
historian, not to the local participants.

It is not likely
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that woman's club members in the nineteenth century, for
instance, would see our histories of their movement as a
discovery so much as they would see them as a belated
recognition.

still, I would like to be able to tell you

that I found six invisible states in the nineteenth century,
just to the other side of North Dakota, six states with
invisible colleges that provided energetic and connected
instruction in composition, invisible colleges with
multicultural and crossdisciplinary curricula, portfolio
grading, collaborative teaching, and a humane tenure policy.
As a historian, I would like to turn up in conversations
where people say, "Hey, did you hear about the person who
discovered six invisible states in the history of
composition," but I won't.

I won't because I haven't

discovered six invisible states or 14,000 invisible
colleges.

What I have discovered is the desire to talk

about woman's clubs in the nineteenth century as invisible
colleges.
I borrow the idea "invisible" from a couple of sources.
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule use it to describe
less formal educational institutions, such as human service
agencies.

While these authors of Women's Ways of Knowing do

not spend a great deal of time discussing and defining
"invisible colleges," they do point out that they chose to
identify and study these informal sites of education because
they "wanted to know what kinds of institutions for
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promoting growth and development women would create for
themselves if they were not so dominated by masculine
images, theories, founders, or administrators" (13).

Anne

Firor Scott makes a similar argument when she uses the term

invisible to discuss her work as a social historian in the
book Making the Invisible Woman Visible.

She argues that

women in the nineteenth century used voluntary organizations
in much the same way that men had been using colleges, "not
only to gain control over some areas of community life but
also to make a place for themselves in public life" (370).5
What I mean by invisible here is those places in the history
of composition instruction that we have yet to talk with
each other about in very much detail, places we are not used
to calling instruction, places that are often outside of the
institutions where we are used to seeing instruction in
composition take place.

Institutional, intellectual,

ideological, and even figural histories of composition
instruction in the nineteenth century deftly document the
visible spectrum of that instruction.

Albert Kitzhaber,

Donald Stewart, James Berlin, Robert J. Connors, Sharon
Crowley, Nan Johnson, and many others have offered powerful
and conflicting stories about the terrain of that
instruction as it shows up in textbooks, institutions,
philosophers, teachers, and public debates.

with invisible

colleges, though, we can seek to include working women's
clubs that are unaware of and unconcerned with the Harvard
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Reports of the 1890s, quilting groups which do not require
the 53rd printing of Blair or Whatley, literary societies
oblivious to Fred Newton Scott's presence at Michigan or
Gertrude Buck's at Vassar, debating societies which may well
be reading Emerson on eloquence and Marx on capital,
suffrage groups organizing public protests, and so on.
In this sense, invisible incorporates the
extracurriculum that Anne Ruggles Gere discussed at the 1993
San Diego Conference on College composition and
Communication and in the February 1994 issue of College
composition and Communication.

Gere's project increases the

sites for research in composition exponentially.

Suddenly,

or again, composition classrooms include kitchen tables in
San Francisco and Ames, writing groups, farm associations,
and voluntary societies.

Susan Miller's response to Gere's

claims are appropriate to recollect here.

Miller cautions

us to avoid demonizing the institutional curriculum in our
attempts to valorize and depoliticize the extracurriculum
("Things").

"Invisible" also recalls the attention that

Patricia Bizzell suggests we take to other as yet
unidentified rhetorics and the attention that Barbara
Biesecker suggests we take to collective and anonymous
women's rhetoric.

For Bizzell that attention would provide

"issues that throw into relief the social practices that
resulted in this exclusion, thus also highlighting where
women are, as well as where they are not" (54).

For
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Biesecker, that attention would include a revaluing of
"collective rhetorical practices which, one cannot fail to
note, have been the most common form of women's intervention
in the public sphere" (144).
The term invisible also gestures towards the claims
about writing instruction in other courses and disciplines
as discussed historically by David Russell and in a
contemporary setting by Elizabeth Chiseri-strater in their
work on academic literacies.

Russell identifies the tacit

tradition as
the notebook, the research paper, the laboratory
report, the case study, the essay examination, and
so on, through which faculty have taught students
the writing of the discipline, though perhaps less
consciously or less rapidly or less effectively
than with direct instruction. (19)
with invisible, I seek to add to that tradition the club
meeting, the minutes, the study groups, the paper
presentations, the discussions, the debates, and the
conventions.

I have identified these as yet invisible sites

as colleges in the nineteenth century because they provide
direct practice in purposeful composition, and because they
provide a platform from which to extend that practice into
the larger culture of public discourse.

I will use college

as a controlling metaphor for the discussion of composition
instruction as it takes place in women's clubs,
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concentrating on what those invisible colleges are, where
they are, who the students are, what the texts are, what the
curriculum is, and how their actions constitute composition
instruction.

What Are Invisible Colleges?
For the sake of this discussion, I will limit invisible
colleges to women's clubs in the last half of the nineteenth
century.

This period 1850 to 1900 is an incredibly volatile

one in the history of rhetoric, something that Albert
Kitzhaber made us aware of forty years ago.

Rhetoric at

Harvard, for instance, moves from an endowed chair to a
course entitled English A and is taught by adjuncts.
Writing is becoming, itself, a collection of disciplines
rather than simply an ancillary to speech.

Public

discourse, according to both Michael Halloran and, earlier,
Richard Weaver, is in decline.
opening doors to coeducation.

Land grant institutions are
universities are debating

electives, the German model, and the push toward
scientificization.

English Departments are forming or re-

forming, depending on which histories we read.

Rhetoric,

according to Nan Johnson, is having its last half century of
publicly acknowledged effect on public debate.

In the

middle of this variety, women's clubs begin to organize
around the country.

Sorosis begins in part as a response to

exclusion from public life and debate.

Jane Cunningham
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Croly (Jennie June) and friends are excluded from a public
lecture given by Charles Dickens in New York city in 1868.
In response, they organize their own society to offer
opportunities to women, and Sorosis becomes the model for
future clubs and the larger General Federation of Woman's
Clubs.

Croly goes on to write a history of the Federation.

Catherine Severance moves from Cleveland to the Boston and
organizes the New England Women's club, also in 1868.

This

club accepts men as members and occasionally hears from
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Julia Ward Howe.

Severance later

moves to Los Angeles to organize the Friday Club and serves
as president of a number of national women's organizations.
Of course, Women's organizations do not begin in 1868.

In

1892 Antoinette Brown Blackwell made the claim that hers and
Lucy Stone's literary society at Oberlin in the 1840s was
the initial club (Friends).

More recent historians, such as

Karen Blair, Theodora Penny Martin, and Linda Kerber, point
out that women's social organizations in the United States
have a history older than the nation itself.
What these clubs are are places where women in groups
from six to 1,000 can come together to talk, socialize,
debate, write, read, discuss, vote, and think.

Those clubs

range from the chicago Working Women's Club to the
Mississippi Suffrage Society, the Portsmouth History Club to
the Seattle Women's Tuesday Club.

A couple of sources put

the number of women involved in voluntary societies, guilds,

160
or clubs by 1900 at 500,000,6 though as Anne Ruggles Gere
has pointed out in Writing Groups, the numbers are
impossible to document.

still, this 500,000 is large when

compared to the 85,000 that Barbara Solomon gives as the
number of women in colleges at the end of the nineteenth
century.?

Clubs are meeting in almost every town in the

country to discuss literature, education, art, philanthropy,
history, current events, and culture, and at many, if not
most, of these clubs, women are writing, presenting, and
discussing essays.

The clubs serve a number of professed

purposes and articulate a number of goals.

The American

Women's Republic, which boasted 80,000 members by 1912, was
an economic society set up to encourage patronage of women's
businesses (Lewis).

The Mississippi Women's Suffrage

Society states its purpose as advancing the "industrial,
educational and legal rights of women" (3).

The purpose of

the Margaret Fuller Society as stated in 1881 was "the
education of woman in political economy and principles of
government" (1).

The first article of the 1869 constitution

of the National Working Women's Association states that the
organization's goal for working women is "to educate her so
that she shall command equal wages with men for equal work";
article two states that the organization exists to "protest
against the silly flippancy of repeating, that the 'only
true place for a woman is at the head of a household'" (4).
Other clubs have documents that speak of mutual advantage,
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intellectual improvement, mental development, greater skill,
and higher understanding.
While these mottos and purposes are interesting in
themselves, it is the actions of the clubs and the attitudes
of the members toward participation in those actions that
should interest us here.

Particularly, we should attend to

the collaborative methods of the clubs in making knowledge
and the sophisticated rhetorical strategies of the clubs in
making argument.

While most of the clubs do have officers

and leaders, most of the decisions are arrived at
collectively and most of the members are expected to
participate in the activities and production of the club.
In fact, that participation and collective action are the
whole point to the formation and function of many clubs.

In

an essay from the 1890 publication by the National League of
Women Workers, for instance, Mary storrs Haynes argues about
the need for organizers of working girls societies to
approach possible members "on the common ground of

friendship and sisterhood" (10).

She also cautions that

club organizers should "not attempt to carry out pet
theories as to what is necessary to their happiness. (11)
It is too easy, Haynes argues, to see social action as a
class obligation or a variation on the white woman's burden
of uplifting and condescending to the downtrodden.
"Methods" she states, "are born of occasion, co-operation,
self-help, self-respect, the working with" (12).
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This "working with" is the difference between
instruction in colleges and instruction in clubs.

Colleges

do not have to "start where they are" in regards to their
students, though certain classes might.

In fact, English

Composition's initial beginnings in remediation can be seen
as a college or university's attempt not to "begin where
they are," but as a quick fix to "get them where we want
them to be."

Methods for colleges are born not of occasion

but of traditions and institution.

Colleges and

universities can market themselves as selling a service and
a certification.

They are, according to Belenky, Clinchy,

Goldberger, and Tarule, what Paolo Friere might call a bank.
The content of the curriculum, the prestige of the name, the
boundaries of the disciplines, and the clear roles in the
hierarchy of administrator, professor, and students are what
sell the participants.

Being able to abolish what had come

to be called preparatory programs in the nineteenth century
becomes for some institutions a mark of prestige and
arrival, as does being allowed to be perceived as a
difficult and demanding professor.

Despite open admissions,

a multicultural curriculum and student body, and varied
critiques and challenges, colleges are still as marked for
who doesn't enter or graduate as for who does.

Clubs in the

nineteenth century, on the other hand, are not selling the
noun called status. s

They have to provide action,

opportunity, community, and individually and collectively

163

constructed satisfaction.

certainly, membership can become

a status symbol and an exclusive club, and certainly
colleges often provide opportunity for community, as I have
argued elsewhere, but members can still vote with their
feet.

If they are bored or left out or don't make the

grade, then those members leave and the clubs potentially
suffer.

As an example of the argument for collective action

coming from commentators on women's clubs, I quote from
Helen Iselin's 1890 essay, "How to start a Working Girls'
Society."

In that essay, Iselin reminds prospective

clubbers that "the members have a right to decide how their
club shall be run and the more this right is exercised the
more healthy will be club life" (12).
Those rights are often exercised in collective
rhetorical action, individual composition, and peer
response.

Members of women clubs are writing and presenting

papers, serving on committees, organizing presentations,
employing parliamentary rules, reading in the culture, and
practicing both affirmative and negative in debate.

Most

interesting is the argumentative strategies of the clubs.
Women's clubs engage in what I would call an ironic
enthymeme.

In order to make arguments about women's action

in the public sphere, clubs had to or chose to accept social
stereotypes of domesticity and womanhood as the agreed upon
premises for their argument.

As Blair put it,

as active agents, nineteenth-century women
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utilized the domestic and moral traits attributed
to the ideal lady to increase autonomy, assert
sorority, win education, and seize influence
beyond the home in the forbidden public sphere.
(Clubwoman 4)
The irony is that these arguments often serve to undercut
the accepted premises on which they are based.

Women's

organizations are meeting in homes, discussing methods for
supporting the culture in libraries and schools, organizing
courses of study in child-rearing and home economy.

Those

actions are the accepted premises of the enthymeme.

At the

same time, by such actions they are indirectly and often
directly challenging the assumptions of the woman's place in
the home, the rights of children, and the control of the
economy.
Those challenges are not necessarily conscious ones.
To show how easily a club can move into practice in
composition and how easily that juxtaposition of domesticity
and argument can be made, here is a quotation from an 1898
report on The Fortnightly Club of Concord, New Hampshire:
The Fortnightly Club, of Concord, has never
assumed to be a literary club in the strict sense
of the term.

In the beginning it was little more

than a group of friends who came together with
their needle point every other week to listen to
two or three articles from the current magazines,
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chosen and read by previously appointed members.
A constitution was adopted and officers chosen as
a matter of convenience, but the proceedings
remained informal.
As the small club grew and flourished, the
bimonthly programme grew also.

A report on

current events became a regular feature, and from
time to time, papers, written for the Woman's Club
and other bodies, were heard.

(Croly, History

814).

This quotation echoes a theme present in both the primary
and secondary sources on women's clubs.

The clubs are

designed and ostensibly marketed as social organizations.
The Fortnightly Club sets itself up as a meeting of women
for the purposes of conversation over needle point.

There

is no direct subversion in that activity--even the matter of
actual officers and a constitution can be passed off as "a
matter of convenience" rather than a rhetorical argument-yet there is the fact of papers written and heard from time
to time, the regular reports, and the growth of the
programme.

Like other clubs, this club practices the

rhetoric of identification, inclusion, and seeming
acceptance to make a space for arguments about a woman's
sphere, public action, and rhetorical construction.
This is not to say that every woman's club is a
subversive organization or that every club member is a
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radical historian.

On the contrary, General Federation

Clubs were much less radical than suffrage organizations,
and most Federation members were hesitant to challenge
directly the status quo.

What clubs and members were

willing and adept at doing was identifying and employing the
available means of persuasion both to make their case for
women's action in the public sphere and to offer subtle
challenges to the claims which made up the very means of
argument that they employed.

The difficulty, however, was

in holding on to the domestic trope while at the same time
subverting it.

In her 1980 introduction to Blair's The

Clubwoman as Feminist, Annette K. Baxter argues that "the
weakened link between women and domestic virtue leaves an
ideological vacuum for today's feminist" (Blair, Clubwoman
xv).

Some 70 years earlier, Mabel G. Lewis, president of

the American Women's Republic, raised a similar concern when
she pointed out that education and other "industries,
activities and responsibilities formerly woman's sphere have
become community interests," and that a woman "unless
compelled to support herself she has been forced to a
position of parasite on society" (2).

The loss of accepted

premises forces creation of other means of persuasion.
Lewis's claim precedes her discussion of economic autonomy
for women, for instance.

Whether there was in 1980 or is

still such an ideological vacuum, or whether we can offer
the work of Nancy Chodorow, Carol Gilligan, Nel Nodding, and
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Belenky et al. as attempts to fill that vacuum, is outside
of the purvey of this essay.

Suffice to say that women's

clubs used the premise of domesticity to argue for a larger
sphere of action for women in public discourse, and that
rejecting that premise, no matter how necessary that action
may have been, made arguments for public participation more
difficult to make.
Let us turn to a particular moment in the existence of
one woman's club's to illustrate how this ironic process of
arguing both from and with accepted premises works and how
woman's clubs act as invisible colleges.

In 1893 the

Woman's Anthropological Society published a pamphlet
entitled Proceedings of the One Hundredth Meeting. January
28. 1893.

The society had been meeting every other Saturday

from November to April for eight years.
papers were presented and discussed.

In that time 81

The pamphlet does not

discuss the method for presenting this hundredth meeting's
paper, nor does it document the discussion that followed the
paper beyond saying that it was !lsustained by several
members [and] closed the exercises" (3), but the arguments
about women's rhetoric and about what constitutes evidence
in history put forth in that paper are powerful lessons for,
and examples of, the composition instruction available in
woman's clubs.
The paper presented at that 100th meeting was written
by A. Tolman Smith and titled "Genetic Development of the
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Woman's Movement."

It makes a case similar to vico's that

history moves in recursive cycles, offers discussion
questions, and appends a "Report Upon the Relation of Women
to The Directive Services of Public Schools."

That appendix

provides another example of the argument from accepted
stereotypes that informs the rhetoric of other women's
clubs.

smith offers a chart of the opportunities available

to women to serve or vote on school boards in various
states.

Most states excluded women altogether or made

particular stipulations for their participation in school
board elections.

Florida, for example, allowed widows and

female guardians to vote, Mississippi allowed female heads
of households to vote, and Indiana allowed female property
owners to vote.

smith says the following about those

conditions:
We catch a glimpse here of the underlying
conviction which has given rise to the whole
movement; it begins with a recognition of woman's
right, as the natural guardian of children, to
exercise her judgement in respect to their
education, and ends with the demand for her
service as a public expediency.

(Woman's 28)

Like Blair and Scott, smith points out that the common
rhetorical strategy for woman's organization is to use
accepted premises as a wedge with which to open up
opportunities for larger social action.

That strategy is
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progressive, rhetorical, and learned in woman's clubs.

In

the case of school boards, the argument rests on "natural
law," a woman's role in child rearing.

Once the school

board is achieved, that position became an argument for a
woman's right to vote, hold office, propose legislation, and
execute and interpret the law.
There are other lessons in smith's paper, both in
history and in composition.

More specifically, smith

invites the club to discuss and question the production and
uses of history.

A footnote contains four questions for

discussion set out at the beginning of her essay.

The first

three questions concentrate on lines of study, career, and
intellectual fatigue.

The fourth concerns the production of

women's knowledge in history and rhetoric.

Smith asks, "Is

the current saying that woman's knowledge is intuitive borne
out by careful observations, or does it appear that these
so-called intuitions are the result of observations and
experience?" (Woman's 9).

Smith claims, with this question,

that the premises upon which arguments for a woman's place
in the horne, the university, or the marketplace are not
biologically, psychologically, or even socially constructed
so much as they are rhetorically constructed in the
attention to and the analysis of experience and observation.
Women are not intuitive in the culture and in the club
because of their sex but because of their methods of
observation.
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smith takes these implicit claims further in her essay
when she turns her attention directly to history.

History,

as she defines it, is not the rise and fall of empire but·
"the truth discoverable in the literature of the world from
folk-lore to novel, in the festivities of the world from
snake-dances to charity balls, in the languages of the world
and their imperishable symbols" (10).

History is local and

moves in stages, from the age of wonder, where there is "no
conscious distinction between the object viewed and the
subject" (10), to the age of self-expression where,
according to Smith, IIman's energies are now exercised in the
effort to possess himself of the external, to dominate it,
to reflect himself in and through it" (10), to the third
stage where social problems are addressed through "the use
of finite means on the plan of the infinite" (22).

Smith

suggests that the second, the finite stage, is marked by
science and democracy.

We can progress, but we cannot

transcend.
The vision of wonder available in the first stage is
what allows that transcendence.

This movement through

historical stages sounds quite a bit like the process that
vico discusses in The New Science, but where the impetus for
this movement back or out from the ironic to the metaphoric
stage for Vi co has a Christian context, the movement to
comprehend the infinite in the finite for smith begins in
feminist consciousness. 9

This consciousness as a catalyst
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for movement is what makes this club and most clubs
invisible colleges.

That consciousness comes from

recognizing women's work and success in the public sphere,
for seeing herself as a legitimate observer and agent for
change.

To support that claim, smith offers a discussion of

where women have been successful in the public sphere
(England for example) and where they have not (Germany,
according to Smith.)

The kinds of institutions for

promoting critical and cultural literacies women are
creating for themselves in the nineteenth century, while
legitimized in social stereotypes, offer a varied,
political, and philosophical instruction in composition.
The club members are being asked to read and discuss papers,
to practice and reflect on the construction of social
arguments, to see how observation leads to intuition, and to
theorize about how self and collective consciousness leads
to historical movement.

In a 1902 speech to the Women's

Federation, Catherine Severance said:
When, at an informal meeting of the Friday Morning
Club, a few years ago, each was asked over the
coffee and the cake what she considered the most
remarkable and fruitful discovery of the
nineteenth century, my spontaneous response was
"the discovery of woman by herself".

(Severance

70)
These collective discoveries and the political and
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epistemelogical consequences of them, made in countless
meetings in countless clubs across the United states and the
nineteenth century, are what we .identify here as invisible
colleges.

Where Are They?
Like the six invisible states of the introduction, the
invisible colleges of women's clubs are everywhere, in every
state by the end of the century, many part of the General
Federation of Women's Clubs and reported on by region in
publications of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science.

In the South, clubs are organizing traveling

libraries and putting art in schools (Granger).

In the

Midwest there are some 1300 clubs and 75,000 members by
1906, many involved in bringing "the school and the home
closer together through mother's clubs, child study
societies, and social intercourse" (Sherman 33).

In New

England, clubs are lobbying for better working conditions,
safer food, and essay contests (Ward).

In a 1906

retrospective on clubs, Mary Newberry Adams is quoted as
saying that "the clubs are an 'institution' now, like the
church,--a post-graduate course for college, a rendezvous to
discuss social questions" (Severance 18).

Mary Jean Houde,

an official historian of the General Federation of Women's
Clubs, has pointed out that the GFWC entered the twentieth
century with renewed concern for child labor, working women,
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women of color, libraries, and civil service reform.

She

ends her 1989 history of the GFWC with the motto of both the
first Sorosis club and of the Federation, "Unity in
diversity" to suggest the variety of places and actions
where clubs were involved.
Let's look briefly at New Hampshire as an example of
the variety of clubs and meeting places.

By 1898 New

Hampshire with a population of around 400,000, has somewhere
between 43 and 52 women's clubs as reported in Croly's The
History of the Woman's Club Movement in America.

The number

varies because some sources do not count the nine
Shakespeare societies.

Many were organized to study

history, Dante, art, literature, science, current events,
natural science, and so on.

Concord had a Schiller club.

Manchester has an Historic Art Club, an outing Club, an
Outlook Club, The pilgrims Club, and others.

Exeter,

Concord, and Penacook had Current Events Clubs.

There were

no "History of Sophistic Rhetoric" clubs, but Manchester did
have "The Interrogation Club," and members of most clubs did
present papers, discuss current events, and engage in
parliamentary discussion and debate.

These papers,

discussions, and debates also work to provide a place for
invisible colleges. Clubs are meeting in a variety of
settings and offering a variety of instruction for members.
The Keene Tourist Club, Natural Science Club of Manchester,
and The Outlook Club meet in the homes of club members.

The
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outing Club of Concord spent most of its time either
snowshoeing or bicycling, though they do report plans to
build a club-house outside of town.
other locations as well.

Members are visiting

The XIV Club of Manchester

appoints a rotating committee to pay weekly visits to public
schools to see "if there is anyway in which they can assist
the teachers" (Croly History 814).

The Interrogation Club

cooperates on lectures with other clubs in the city.
At these meetings, women are reading and discussing
papers. The Tuesday Club of Dover chooses a season-long
topic and requires a half-hour paper from each member.

The

Dante Club describes its discussions as "prompt,
enthusiastic, and expressive of individual opinion" (812).
The Schiller Club passed around a round-robin letter for
members to add to, and in doing so "brought non-resident
members into closer communion with the club" (823).

In

addition to discussions as places for clubs to offer
instruction, clubs are also producing year-books, articles,
and journals.

The Friday Club of Littleton argues that

"this club, although unfederated, is one of the most
thoroughly in earnest in the State, and it prints a more
complete year-book than any other" (815).

The Historic Art

Club of Manchester expects every member to produce an
article on the assigned topic which "will be illustrated by
photographs purchased by the club" (818).
Woman's Club produces a club journal.

The Milford

Clubs in New
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Hampshire are also providing places for opportunity and
conversation.

The Current Events Club of Penacook reports

that "most of the members are middle aged, and like others
whose youth lacked the opportunities of today, they are
eager to improve their time for the good of themselves and
others" (814).

The History Club of Portsmouth reports that

their oldest member, Helen Cross Knight, "often gives a
strong connecting link with the earlier history of the
country by recalling the discussions of her father and his
friends as heard in her own childhood," while "the youngest
members are in their thirties, so that members get a variety
of experience and methods of presentation" (816).

And

finally, clubs are promoting themselves as sites for social
action.

For example, The Woman's study Club states that

"one of its objects is to become a social centre of united
thought and action in the town of Whitefield" (824).

Who Are the Students?
The students at these invisible colleges are largely
women who have the time and access to reading and writing
that enables them to meet twice a month to discuss events of
the day, plan philanthropic activity, and organize social
functions.

still, the woman's club movement is neither

exclusively upper class nor as exclusive as colleges of the
same period.
exclusion.

Certainly, clubs practiced various forms of
The Women's Republic Association accepted only
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caucasian women and men.
to limit immigration.

The Loyal Women of Liberty sought

Caroline Severance, identified in one

biography as the "Mother of Clubs," recommended that the
decision whether to admit colored clubs to the General
Federation be left up to State Federations.

Yet there were

also attempts to cross conventional boundaries.

Working

Girls clubs were organized to lobby for equitable wages and
to provide education.

These clubs had to recognize the

demanding schedule placed on working women and find ways to
cooperate within the time available.

The benefits of this

organizational cooperation for Haynes was that "the working
girl has found in co-operation the concentration of force,
and through it commands for herself opportunities for selfimprovement" (10); for L. B. Gachus and the Industrial Art
Club of New York, the benefit from association came in the
form of monthly criticism of a piece of work from each
member (Sorosis Anniversary 74).10
The students in these invisible colleges also vary in
age, and that variation provides opportunity both for
interaction and argument.

Croly, another Mother of the

Clubs, pointed out that the biggest benefits to members from
the clubs were the association with women of various ages
and the opportunities for continued purposeful social action
at any age.

Here is how she put it at the twenty-first

anniversary of the founding of Sorosis, often cited as the
first Woman's Club:
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The life of a woman previous to the existence of
woman's clubs closed generally at the age of
twenty-five.

I remember a remark which was once

made about a lady, upon whom a gentleman was
calling, and who invited him to corne and celebrate
her twenty-fifth birthday.

He replied: "I am glad

to know that you are twenty-five, for I draw the
line there; I never call upon a lady after she is
twenty-five."

The lady answered, "I begin to see

that age has its compensations."

(Sorosis,

Anniversary 25)
We have only to note the compensations for women of various
ages to meet and learn with each other in the discussion of
New Hampshire clubs.

This cross-generational benefit is a

basis for argument as well.

Lucinda H. stone makes such an

argument about woman's clubs and universities in an 1891
speech entitled "A Demand for Women in the Faculties of Coeducational Colleges and Universities."

Using the argument

about the benefits of women of various ages meeting to
write, talk, and study, stone argued that is was not fair to
prohibit women "for the space of four years, from all
association with women who shall stand to them in the
relation of an older, wiser friend or mother, as well as
teacher" (22).

According to Solomon, women made up 35

percent of all undergraduates at the time of Stone's speech
and 20 percent of the faculty.

In 1980 women made up 51
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percent of the undergraduates and 26 percent of the faculty.
The point here, though, isn't how many women were in
positions of power in educational institutions, but what
women were doing in and with the institutions where they did
hold positions of power.

stone, like smith and many other

nineteenth-century rhetoricians, is arguing from social
stereotypes toward cultural change.

She uses the existence

of women's clubs and the common assumptions about young
women's needs for older women's company as mother and friend
to make a then more radical argument about the necessity for
women faculty members at coeducational institutions.

In

other words, universities should provide what clubs already
provide, a community of women students, teachers, and
learners.

What Are The Textbooks?
This argument is true for the textbooks of invisible
colleges as well.

There are plenty of books of

practitioners' knowledge in the nineteenth century about how
to run a woman's club. 11

Those texts include books of

advice about how to write a constitution and run a meeting,
such as Caroline French Benton's The Complete Club Book for
Women; books on why a club should study political economy or
current events, such as Harriet May Mills and Isabel
Howland's Manual for Political Eguity Clubs, which argues
that clubs should subscribe to newspapers such as Woman's
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Journal or Woman's Tribune and study civil government so as
to "obtain, by means of papers and discussions, a fair
comprehension of the great questions of the day" (10-11);
and books on what books to read in the club, such as Augusta
Harriet Leypoldt's List of Books for Girls and Women and
Their Clubs, which suggests meetings that begin with a halfhour's paper and a half-hour's discussion followed by an
hour's informal talk (144).

But I think we should also turn

our attention to texts we would not normally recognize as
textbooks, texts that clubs are writing and texts that clubs
are speaking.
two categories.

I want to divide these additional texts into
The first includes texts that clubs are

reading, writing, and responding to that we would not
immediately identify as textbooks, books on travel,
philosophy, Spain, Shakespeare, capital, clubs, and so on.
The second category includes texts that clubs are producing,
such as minutes, yearbooks, the Women's Anthropological
Society pamphlet on the 100th meeting, collections of
testimonials, and the meetings themselves.

These texts also

provide the instruction in composition available in women's
clubs.
The variety of texts still available from nineteenth
century woman's clubs is overwhelming. 12

Even a cursory

search turns up more texts than we can know what to do with.
The minutes of the executive committee of the Sorosis Club
take up three volumes.

The minutes for the club proper from

180
1868 to 1937 run to 26 volumes in the smith College library
and 5 roles of microfilm in the collection entitled The
History of Women.

The Pamphlets on American History contain

materials from the League of Women Voters, the National
Woman's council, and the Woman's Suffrage Association.
Among the materials on the General Federation of Woman's
Clubs is an eleven-fiche section of materials called,
simply, "General Federation of Women's Clubs Ephemera."

The

collection, mostly from the Wisconsin Historical Society,
contains a varied and accessibly jumbled collection of
addresses to the National Education Association, suggestions
for the formation of clubs, the 1897 officers listing,
letters calling for biennial conventions, state federation
pamphlets, reports from the Paris Exposition Committee,
circulars issued on "Industrial Problems Affecting Women and
Children," biennial reports, reports from various Art
Committees, train schedules for traveling to the biennial
conference in Los Angeles, a bulletin on international
relations calling for letters to senators in favor of a
world court, and so on.

This is just one brief collection

of texts, and while we might identify it as part of another
tacit tradition in writing instruction, this collection and
the countless sources that surround it on archive shelves
and in microform drawers outstrip our abilities to fix it in
some sort of finite version of history.
The texts that clubs are reading and writing vary
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widely.

Some clubs, for instance, were designed to prepare

the members for reading Faust or The Divine comedy.

Many

texts, though, offer advice both directly and indirectly 'on
how to be a club and how to construct knowledge as a club.
still other texts are borrowed from the general culture.
The Manual for Political Equity Clubs offers scripts for
clubs to follow (an example of such a script follows this
section of the essay.)

In one of those scripts, the

president closes a meeting with these words: "The Modern
Newspaper is the greatest educator of the day.

It has been

called 'The People's School'" (Mills and Howland 49).
Newspapers, such as The Club Woman, Woman's Journal, and
Woman's Cycle were recommended by a number of clubs.

Other

clubs turned to workbooks that offer prepackaged topics for
clubs to study.

One example of such a book is the 1893

Topics and References for Travellers' Clubs of Mansfield
Ohio, which sets out an entire season's study of Spain from
October to May (Huggins).

Each session has two or three

papers, a current events speaker, and a critic.

The members

simply have to fill in the names for the various roles and
set the meeting dates.

That text provides both a potential

outline for some other club that wishes to study Spain as
well as an argument about what this Mansfield club is doing
and how to mix current events with historical criticism.
What the club is doing is producing the text itself.

While

the topics are given, the content of the discussions which
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follow those topics is not.

The text becomes a text once

the speakers have spoken, the critics responded, and the
participants discussed.
This is true for texts that Woman's Clubs are producing
at conventions as well.

The Report of the Twenty-First

Anniversary of Sorosis, published in 1890, works very much
like a college reader.

It is both a collection women's

speeches, some ninety in this case, as well as testimony to
the cultural importance of women's clubs in the late
nineteenth century.

The meeting itself makes an argument

about the importance of women's collective action.

This

argument is built on throughout the speeches in the
collection.

M. Louise Thomas, for example, offers this

introduction during the celebration: "It was thought when
Sorosis was first formed that woman's clubs might lead women
to neglect their homes.

Let me introduce you to home-maker,

Marion Harland" (Sorosis, Anniversary 18).

croly argues a

few speeches later that "we take pride in knowing that we
have educated ourselves" (Sorosis, Anniversary 23-24).
The texts that clubs are producing through discussion
vary widely as well, and they often juxtapose convention and
criticism.

The minutes for the Sorosis club show members

learning both how to run a meeting and debating issues of
home, education, business, and art.

In March of 1869, the

committee on "written Themes and Conversational
Disquisitions" is disbanded in favor of a two-meeting
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format, a business meeting and a literary meeting.

One

particular Shakespeare Club reads five plays a year in the
following manner: all the members read one act per meeting;
that reading is followed by a related paper; that paper is
followed by a discussion.

The textbook available to the

club members is not simply Act III of Othello, but the paper
and discussion that frame that act and their reading.
Benton's The Complete Club Book for Woman offers a variety
of programs, including one-day programs on the cost of
living, Robert Burns, Woman and Social Relations, Madonna in
Art, London, Birds, and Education (249-50).

Again, the

texts produced are not simply the papers on London, larks,
or the working conditions for woman;

they include the

discussion that surrounds those papers as well.
particularly true with club talks.

This is

In an essay entitled

"Practical Talks: Their Function," Grace H. Dodge makes this
argument about talks as textbooks:
Lectures, classes, etc., are all valuable, but
they give little opportunity for the development
of individual minds, such as will come from a
lively well-led talk.

The topic taken up one

night will form the subject for thought and talk
for days afterward in the work-room.

In many such

work-rooms the question is asked the club members
by other girls on the morning after a Tuesday of
Friday evening's talk, "Well, what did you talk
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about last night?

What idea did you get?"

the talk goes on.

(29)

And

This claim about talks outside of the meetings helps confuse
the boundaries that we would draw between instruction and
not instruction.

If, as Dodge argues, "the talk goes on,"

then much of what women's club members are doing on the way
to meetings, on the way home, and in the arduous tasks that
face them in the late nineteenth century begin to look like
textbooks and composition instruction.

The conscious

acceptance or creation of that condition is what makes up
the curriculum of these invisible colleges.

What Is The CUrriculum?
I would like to turn now to a discussion of the
curriculum in these invisible colleges and to discuss how
that curriculum constitutes instruction in composition.

The

majority of the women's clubs in the nineteenth century
engaged in what we might call "literacy activities."

Those

activities included paper presentations, discussions,
informal talks, the keeping of minutes, and the working
together to propose and implement social action.

Working

together is what marks the curriculum in the invisible
colleges of women's clubs.

A number of participants in the

nineteenth-century women's club movement remarked on the
collective action that meetings allowed.

Charlotte Perkins

stetson made such remarks in 1896 when she said:
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The essential benefit of the woman's club is that
it trains women in "team" work,--in the great
human force of organization.

Whether the club is

large or small, whether it works for civic
improvement or to understand poetry, its effort is
organized effort, its aim, a common end.
(Severance 18)
That organized effort is what constitutes the curriculum of
invisible colleges.

Whether identified as a literary

society, a library association, a working woman's club, or a
current events organization, women's clubs in the nineteenth
century provide practice and instruction in composition.
That instruction included reading letters from absent
members and supporters to begin the meetings.
something that the Sorosis club did for years.

This is
In an 1893

Report of the Columbian Association of Housekeepers and
Bureau of Information, the authors report that "usually, at
our meetings letters which have been sent to the association
are read, and extracts are published.

Questions are

presented, which sometimes remain unanswered for months, and
the answers may come from a long distance" (7).
Questions 100m large in the composition curriculum of
the women's clubs.

The Query Club of Tacoma had members

write questions on slips of paper and a committee assigned
those questions for members to answer for the next meeting.
A Rochester club used an "Ignorance Book" in much the same
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fashion.

The curriculum also includes assignments to the

members.

The same Rochester club rotates the presidency and

paper assignments alphabetically.
monthly topics to members.

An Ohio club gave out

The Women's Literary Society of

Dunkirk, New York, gave out yearly assignments with the
expectation that members would read widely.

The Manual for

Political Eguity Clubs suggests asking members to come to
meetings "prepared to state one reason for believing in
women's suffrage" (42).

The same manual suggests a

catechism for each meeting where the president asks
questions and the collected members respond in unison.

For

example:
President: Who makes the laws?
Collected Members: Men.
P: Who gave men the right to make laws?
C: Men.
P: Do not the laws concern women?
C: They certainly do
P: Does this seem to you to be right?

Do you

think the women of your state should be continued
in disenfranchisement?
C: It is not right; it is not just.

(17)

These sorts of calls and responses provided members with the
practice of speaking out.

The Manual offers additional

assignments that have members speaking for five minutes on
an issue and engaging in debate with critics of women's
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suffrage.
In addition to short assignments, answering the role
with quotations, and presenting and critiquing papers, club
women also engage in "Practical Talks."

Grace Dodge defines

"practical talks" in 1890 report on Working Girls clubs as
one-half hour discussion followed by five minutes of writing
on slips of paper.

The slips are collected and read, with

the members voting on which comments to keep and discuss and
which to put aside.

These practical talks and progressive

responsibilities also lead to practical questions and
connections.

In a discussion of the move toward Federations

of Women's Clubs, the social Science Club of Kansas and
Western Missouri offered a number of questions about
literary work, talks over papers, and a concern with "What
is the best method of securing fresh, living, spirited,
thoughtful discussions from a full mind, and doing away with
cut-and-dried "prepared discussion?" (Croly, History 106)
This sounds like a discussion we have all had about our
own presentations at writing conventions.

In a report on

the 1890s activities of the Chicago Women's Club, we can see
an interesting connection between practical, literary, and
social activities.

Directly following a discussion on how

the Club responds to George Elliott's Romola, we read that
"the club has engaged in many lines of practical work
One of the first undertakings was to secure the
appointment of women physicians in the Cook County Insane
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Asylum and in that at Kankakee for the care of women
patients" (Croly, History 67).

Directly following that

discussion is a report on the five women the club sent to
petition President Harrison to reinstate the eight women
fired from the Internal Revenue Service by the new
director.
This mixture of movement toward self-sufficient
rhetorical action is echoed in other women's responses to
the progressive curriculum of instruction in composition.
Sarah Doyle's report on the Rhode Island Women's Club
documents the struggles that the club had with encouraging
members to participate in paper presentations.

A systematic

course for papers was laid out and "afternoons have been
devoted to the tariff and free trade, to Russian literature,
to prison reform, to contemporary American art, to civil
service and ballot reform.

Doyle concludes that "no

meetings have been more profitable or more interesting than
these on the members' afternoons" (65).

Whatever the

topics, the curriculum is made up of the active
participation and active work of women in producing members'
afternoons.

To see this more directly, we can turn to The

Complete Club Book where Benton suggests that members can
start with reading a paper, giving a quotation, or putting a
motion.

From there, "she finds she can speak without notes,

or take her part in a debate and hold her own with selfpossession

and dignity.

And that means that she has
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acquired a liberal education" (3).
This curriculum is instruction in composition because
it offers that liberal education in rhetorical selfconfidence and because it helps make those connections
between personal response, social commentary, and rhetorical
action.

It is composition instruction because it resembles

the kind of instruction that we seek to offer in our own
programs and classes.

It is composition instruction because

no matter the topic or stated purpose of a women's club
activity, a powerful result is the attention to how women
are constructed and how they can construct themselves in
language.

It is composition instruction because women's

club members used the available constructions of women to
argue for greater access to the public sphere.

Note how the

Chicago club mixes literary discussion with social
commentary with a collaborative appeal to the US president
to act on behalf of women workers.

The connections to other

women and across boundaries also makes these literacy
activities composition instruction.
A number of nineteenth-century commentators make the
case that clubs allow college students to meet and work with
older women.

That was Croly's argument about the

opportunities that women's clubs provided, the benefits that
the Portsmouth History Club cited, and stone's argument
about the necessity for larger numbers of women faculty at
colleges and universities.

As cited earlier, Mary Newberry
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Adams argued that "The clubs are an institution now, like
the church--a post-graduate course for college, a rendezvous
to discuss social questions" (Severance 18).

The

composition classroom is also an institution, though not
necessarily like a church.

If we define a postgraduate

course as a place where students are asked to reflect on how
they construct and are constructed in language, then many
composition courses in the late twentieth century and many
women's clubs in the late nineteenth century are
postgraduate courses.

If we think about what we want the

best or the most politically conscious classrooms to be, we
might decide that they should be a rendezvous where we might
discuss social questions.
In an 1871 letter to English Women's Clubs, Severance
said that "We seek to give ourselves training in thinking
together and in giving our thought expression" (41).

The

movement toward purposeful rhetorical action also informs
the composition instruction available in Women's Clubs.

An

anonymous speaker on the Friends in Council of Quincy,
Illinois, documents the process of moving from parroting
other sources to speaking for herself.

As she puts it, "Yet

I am not deriding these old days of second-hand work.

They

were a necessary step in the evolution of our club life;
they gave us the habit of expressing ourselves on paper;
they taught us not to fear the sound of our own voices"
(Croly History 59).

Many women speak of the rhetorical
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benefits of their participation in women's clubs,
particularly in regards to confidence.

Here to end this

section is just one example from the Dunkirk, New York,
Woman's Club:
Through the medium of the society, the members
have learned parliamentary usages, and an
appreciation of the benefits to be derived from
business-like ways.

Anyone of them would be able

to conduct a credible meeting.

They are gaining

confidence in themselves, and are less afraid of
the sound of their own voices.

(Sorosis,

Anniversary 99)

Conclusion
Let's turn back to the discussion that begin this
chapter, this question of the point of histories of
composition instruction.

First a return to the recent

Rhetoric Reyiew article by Janet Carey Eldred and Peter
Mortensen.

After discussing composition instruction

available in eighteenth-century didactic fiction, those
authors state that
The spectacular range of literacies arrayed around
Lexington at the turn of the century demands an
accounting, and will no doubt yield strong
evidence of literate and rhetorical practices in
the new Republic quite apart from those we have
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detailed in this paper.

And most likely,

Lexington provides no richer a source than other
locations scattered throughout the country.

(46)

I had two responses to these statements that I think will
serve to end this discussion.
followed by "wonderful."

Those responses were "Uh oh,"

I said "uh oh" to the statement

about Lexington being no different from other locations
because their somewhat chaos-inspired claim reminded me that
I cannot contain, control, erase, or recover a history of
rhetoric.

If Lexington is like any other place, then I

cannot indulge the desire to plant my standard in the "new"
soil of invisible colleges and reclaim this land for the
kingdom of rhetoric, social construction, feminist
historiography, or composition instruction.

The sources

available to researchers in the history of composition
instruction do not expand by exponential dimensions,
doubling at each turn as I claimed in my reading of Gere,
but by fractal dimensions, each site offering up a virtual
infinity of sources.
One of the metaphors we in the humanities have been
happy to borrow, and likely corrupt, from chaos theory is
the concept of fractal dimensions.

Fractals are a

relatively modern or postmodern take on Zeno's paradox,
infinity existing within finite space.

One, for instance,

can make cantor Dust by continually removing the middle
third from a line segment.

A similar trick with a plain, a
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cube, or a triangle can produce a Sierpinski carpet, a
Menger sponge, or a Koch snowflake, a triangle to the sides
of which are attached another triangle a third the size and
so on,13--the point being that a finite space can contain
infinite length.

If we draw a circle around a Koch

triangle, for instance, that circle does not have to expand
to accommodate the infinitely long line of the snowflake.
Like Smith, we can begin to see "the use of finite means on
the plan of the infinite" as well as the existence of
infinite means on the plan of the finite.

Fractal

dimensions describe and allow for an infinity of additional
layers.

This realization/position, described in my "Uh oh,"

can be a bit daunting to a historian in search of focus and
of new places to discover.

Certainly there are identifiable

philosophical traditions, institutional constructions,
individual moments, episteme open to archeological
excavation.

The problem is those worlds are infinite and

not somewhere other but right here with us in Lexington and
other sites around the country.
I said "wonderful" because their claims about Lexington
free us historians from trying to be discovers of those
other worlds and free us to engage in choice.
discoverers.

We are rhetoricians.

We are not

We have some powerful

and exciting means of persuasion with which to speak about
rhetoric in the nineteenth century, including
unity/coherence/emphasis, invention, social-epistemic,
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metaphor, discipline, academic literacy, invention,
ideology, class, women's collective rhetoric, and
composition instruction.

Deciding to see composition

instruction as the spectacular range of action in women's
clubs is one of the means available to us.

Attending to

instruction in writing available and demanded across the
culture of the nineteenth century offers us many other
means.

Seeing composition instruction outside the

institutions may well help us to understand better the
various ways we would like to see it within institutions,
and it may offer us a lens for viewing our own endeavors as
historians.

I said "wonderful" because Eldred and

Mortensen's claims about Lexington free us historians from
trying to be explorers.

We are not explorers.

rhetoricians engaged in choice.

We are

The territory of our

endeavors is not some sort of new world.

Rather, it is the

available means of persuasion and the desire to talk with
each other about those means.
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CHAPTER FIVE

HISTORY AS THE DESIRE TO TALK ABOUT WHAT WE WANT

So then, what are the consequences of an extrainstitutional history of composition instruction in the
nineteenth century?

What happens if, as producers and

consumers of the history of rhetoric, we decide that
informal literary societies, women's clubs, coffee
klatsches, quilting societies, back fence conversations,
hallway conversions, and late night phone calls offer both
instruction in composition and material for the history of
rhetoric?

The consequences of these extra-institutional

sites of composition instruction in the nineteenth century
are both practical and impractical: practical in that they
draw our attention to the varied and exciting work being
done in extramural and extra-public histories of
composition; impractical in that they ask after our
definitions of history and of rhetoric and the instruction
in college composition which those definitions inform.

In

this brief conclusion, I will discuss those consequences for
the history of rhetoric and for instruction in composition.
Before we have that discussion, though, I should like
to say a word about desire in history and about the local
focus I advocated in chapter one and employed in chapters
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three and four.
desire.

Histories of rhetoric are the products of

Histories of composition instruction in the

nineteenth century exhibit a number of desires for the field
of rhetoric and composition.

Among others, Kitzhaber and

stewart want to rehabilitate the rhetorical tradition;
Connors wants to legitimize intellectual inquiry into
composition; Berlin wants to recognize ideology and
reconnect poetics and rhetoric; Johnson wants to see
rhetoric publicly acknowledged; and I want to suggest an
ethical attention to a willfully overwhelming variety.

As

historians we share the desire to see rhetorical action as
dialectical, outstripping disciplinary boundaries while at
the same time offering critique and opportunity for
effective action in the public sphere.
double-voiced.

This desire is

We want to articulate traditions of

rhetorical action outside of and beyond ourselves, whether
in identification with sophists, Scots, or informal literary
societies, and we want to identify and examine evidence that
will continue to interrogate these traditions, hoping that
that interrogation will result in greater equity.
Here are two examples of the double desire.

Susan

Jarratt concludes her article "Speaking to the Past:
Feminist Historiography in Rhetoric" with this sentence: "As
we resist the curricular impetus toward coherence in favor
of an eclectic and variegated historical practice, we
complicate a unified narrative of the past with our own

197

desires for the present and the future" (205).

Our

histories, for Jarratt, continue to question the possibility
of static traditions and received historical knowledge as
they resist coherence.

This continual questioning results

in more complicated, extra-chronological selves, and history
becomes the dialectical process of composing those selves
and desires in what Jarratt would call a "polylog with past
and future selves and others" (205).

History also becomes

the process of bringing that critical variety to the public
sphere.

In "Revisionary History: The Dialectical Method,"

James Berlin admits his own ideological desires when he
says, "My plea for plurality in rhetorical history is then
political.

Awareness that rhetoric and ideology are

inevitably imbricated and that they are pluralistic in their
manifestations will encourage more equitable economic,
social, and political arrangements" (58).

In this

dissertation, with its imbricated chapters on the local
focus, constructions of the nineteenth century, women
college students speaking in polylog with past and future
selves, and women's clubs offering pluralistic
manifestations of rhetoric and ideology, I conclude that we
want rhetoric and histories of rhetoric to make things
happen, including conversations across disciplinary and
chronological boundaries and instruction outside the
institutions where we practice these histories.

We want

histories of rhetoric to make that local instruction
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possible, and we want attention to that local instruction to
enable those histories.
This is a heavy load to put on history, first because
variety does not guarantee equity, and second because
continual complication is difficult to maintain while
coherence is difficult to keep at bay.

As Foucault might

point out, that complication has the tendency to become
recodified, particularly as rhetoric acquires status and
rewards at the University.

There is some comfort though it

the fact that rhetoric hasn't lately (some hundred years of
so) been a particularly coherent fit at the University.

I

want to make a quick case for the benefits of rhetoric's
present position in the academic institution.

That gnawing

trouble with whether and what the content of rhetoric is and
whether or how rhetoric makes the worse case seem the better
has kept rhetoric from becoming entirely embraced and
recodified in contemporary institutions.

Rhetoric is both

largely transparent and without content in the contemporary
university, and there are benefits to that position.
Transparency has left rhetoric partially unsupported and
unattended, and, as a result, freer to perceive women's
clubs as invisible colleges and women students as cultural
critics.

Not having an agreed upon content has left

rhetoric without a department or building of its own at
universities, and has left it with an essentially ad hoc and
rhetorical methodology that allows transgression across
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disciplines, chronologies, taxonomies, and what to other
disciplines would be mutually exclusive theoretical
positions.
This transparency and contentlessness allows the local
inquiry that I suggested in chapter one.

I will not rehash

the discussion from that chapter on the interpretive,
transgressive, and feminist construction of local histories,
but I do want to remind us that rhetoric's own position as
both inside and outside the university works as a metaphor
for the local knowledge of extra-institutional composition
instruction.

students in informal societies outside the

classroom are not immune to the assumptions and ideologies
of the college community; neither are women's clubs members
acting outside the ideological assumptions and material
conditions of their historical period.

still, their

activities outside those institutions, often transparent to
the dominant power structures and seemingly supportive of
those dominant structures, escape the totalizing
recodification.

In this dissertation I have sought to make

a space between the culture and the classroom for extrainstitutional instruction in composition.

It is worth

stating again that the local is not simply the
nontraditional, the nonpublic, the unofficial discourse of a
particular historical period.

We are not simply adding on

forgotten and token representatives of extracurricular
instruction.

Rather, we are attending to rhetorical action
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that always exceeds both the dominant assumptions and our
ability to understand that action.

Recognizing local

knowledge legitimizes the experiences of those past and
future selves so that we might talk in a polylog about what
we want from our histories.

The local is a self-consciously

critical choice to write and read histories of rhetoric for
those past and future selves and others.

This choice and

the examples of it that make up this dissertation have
consequences for history and for composition instruction.
The consequences for the production of history will
likely include renewed critical attention to both outside
sources and the material conditions that surround their
production.

A history of instruction at alternative schools

in the nineteenth century, for instance, might include a
rereading of Bronson Alcott's school and theories through
the work of Catherine Severance, who met Alcott in Cleveland
and borrowed from their association in forming the New
England Women's Club in 1868; Louisa May Alcott, whose
Little Women in 1869 is, in part, a didactic novel about the
ad hoc instruction a group of young women create in the
absence both of institutional instruction and a father,
Alcott; and Alcott's collaborators in his various work as an
educator.

Texts we have been hesitant to call composition

histories or instruction are and will come under closer
scrutiny.

Teachers' journals, for instance, offer a variety

potential sources on teacher education, local school
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practices, and how a sense of community or isolation was
constructed for women teachers.

cinthia Gannett, whose

recent work includes a contemporary study of women's
journals, is currently collecting a bibliography of women's
diaries and working on a guide to researching and writing
about them.

Attention to the contemporary debates in

Congress about the Morrill Land Acts might inform us about
how land-grant institutions offered instruction in
composition and how students at this institutions used the
accepted vocabulary of that argument to lobby for other
kinds of education.
Of course, the consequences include methodological as
well as textual concerns.

We do not simply add more texts

to a theoretically consistent pot.

Histories of composition

instruction might well take as starting points Bahktin's
discussion of the carnivalesque, vygotsky's attention to
social language, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule's
arguments for connected learning, as well as the more
important ad hoc methods that historians invent for the
occasion.

At one point, victor vitanza sees the concern

with recognizing a methodology in the production of history
as the

willful embracing of the charge of making the

"weaker case the stronger" (83).

Vitanza reminds us that

history is not out there in texts but in here in choice and
method.

In that guise he can remind us of Geertz and his

discussion of "Being Here."
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The consequences for the consumption of history are
perhaps of equal interest.

In thinking about the effects of

history on composition instruction, most historians have
assumed that the history, once they have written it, is
static.

The movement occurs in the composition teachers who

ingest that history and change as a result of it--or so
stewart would seem to claim in "Some History Lessons for
composition Teachers."

The local focus, though, recognizes

that teachers change and make history, and that reading is
an active process.

See, for instance, Howard Tinberg on

theory-building in the classroom or Stephen North on the
importance of practitioner lore.

We would benefit as a

profession from books on how to offer resistant readings to
histories of composition.

We do benefit from Bizzell's

taxonomy of research into feminist histories of rhetoric,
whether in our rereading of canonical texts, the search for
women rhetoricians, or the expansion of our definitions of
rhetorical action.

Knowing, for example, that women's clubs

engaged in rhetorical activity outside educational
institutions can help us offer interrogation to the claims
about the gloominess of the nineteenth century, to the
claims about the rhetoric as a publicly acknowledge force,
and/or to the Harvard Reports and the actions of Francis
Child.

Knowing, as Kurt Spellmeyer would have us do, that

we struggle to preserve our "life-worlds against the
imposition of alien values" (271) helps us recognize a place
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for experience in our histories of rhetoric.

Spellmeyer

reminds us that from out of our dissatisfaction with the
codes to adequately explain our experience "domination and
resistance arise--the first as a denial, the second as a
reaffirmation--of everything the codes leave out" (207-71).
The dissatisfaction we find in histories of rhetoric and
composition instruction can have consequences and can lead
to the methodologies of reading those histories that
recognize and affirm our own experience.
There are consequences for particular periods of
history as well.

The nineteenth century isn't going

anywhere, but our conceptions of it are, and they will
continue to change.

Particularly, rhetoric and composition

will both be examined outside of colleges and paired with
other concerns such as the opportunities for women to speak,
the institutional resistance to Native American rhetoric,
instruction offered in slave schools, and the effects of
employment on assumptions about college instruction in
writing.

Assumptions about women, instruction, rhetoric,

and political action will be examined in local textbooks,
spellers, letters, and newspapers.

We have only to look at

a recent Conference on College Composition program to see
much of this work already going on.

What we can conclude

from that work is that history in the nineteenth century
will become smaller and more important.

Johnson's

continental approach in Nineteenth century Rhetoric in North
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America will give way to histories of informal composition
groups at Vassar in 1870, readings of academic novels from
the 1880s, and, say, debates about wealth and social
responsibility in the 1890s.

The implications, though, of

those histories will be larger because the nineteenth
century can provide a place for us to connect or reconnect
these two disparate entities that we call rhetoric and
composition.

Extra-institutional instruction suggests that

composition instruction is larger than we might have at
first thought, and that rhetoric has been more pervasive and
important than we might have at first concluded.

This

conflation is suggested not to reduce rhetoric to a stifling
composition instruction but to expand composition
instruction to include purposeful rhetorical activity.
Another consequence for the nineteenth century is that
it will cease to be used as a devil term by historians of
rhetoric.

We still tend to use nineteenth-century to denote

archaic ideas, bad teaching, unself-conscious ideology, or
poor labor conditions.

A recent example of this shows up in

David Russell's Writing in the Academic Disciplines, 1870~

where his uses "reductive nineteenth-century

assumptions" (299) in a discussion on the lack of
crossdisciplinary research into composition instruction.
Nan Johnson has already begun that process of rehabilitating
of the century in what I have called her continental book.
This gesture toward rehabilitation takes on more importance
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when we recall that she also challenges the classicist
stance in histories of the nineteenth century.

While she is

at some level guilty of doing what she warns us against,
Johnson does warn us that we cannot take the century as all
of a piece, nor use it to make this and the coming century
look like we have arrived.

We can, however, examine it for

what I would call "expansive nineteenth-century examples" of
variety in composition instruction.
The twentieth century isn't going anywhere either, but
we can expect to be writing and reading more varied accounts
of it in the future.

The last chapter of Covino's The Art

of Wondering is an early example of this variety, as is
Russell's Writing in the Disciplines. 1870-1990 and stuart
Brown and Theresa Enos's collections of primary texts and
commentaries on twentieth-century rhetoric, though these
texts spend little time on the material conditions of
rhetoric in the twentieth century.

The variety of events,

movements, and media should keep interested scholars
interested in this century well into the next.

While we

have devoted a lot of rhetoric's time in the twentieth
century to rejuvenation and to more elaborate and often
immaterial definitions of what we mean by the term, we might
also attend to the uncomfortable relationship between
rhetoric and cultural studies, the continued attention that
literary studies offers, and how and where rhetoricians such
as Burke, Weaver, and Booth enter the public sphere.

We can
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also expect rhetoric historians to continue pick up where
speech communication has left off in analyzing public
manifestations of rhetoric in the popular culture.

Readers

can be expected to put up more resistance to received
notions about what rhetoric is and how composition
instruction works.

An example of this is Robin Varnum's

survey of additional histories of twentieth-century rhetoric
in an article for Journal of Advanced composition.

I agree

with stewart in his articles on the English major that we
should be reading histories of composition.

Our

understanding of local instruction in composition can help
us offer resistive readings to Berlin's Rhetoric and Reality
or Connors' forthcoming study of composition rhetoric from
1750 to the present, not because these books are somehow
incorrect but because these resistive readings are
necessary.

Additionally, work from other disciplines that

we do not call history is and will be arguing about the
variety of composition instruction available in the
twentieth century.

I am thinking here of Shirley Brice

Heath's work in Ways with Words, Denny Taylor's arguments in
Family Literacy, and more directly rhetorically books, such
as Cinthia Gannett's Gender and the Journal, and Elizabeth
Chiseri-strater's Academic Literacies: The Public and
Private Discourse of university Students.
The twenty-first century is going somewhere, and those
of us in the field(s) of composition and rhetoric we would
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do well to have bumper-stickers printed up that say,
"Composition Happens," for we can expect the relationship
between rhetoric in the general culture and composition
instruction in institutions to continue to change rapidly.
The debates over the vocational and citizenship mission of
universities are only going to become more serious as the
economic stakes get higher, particularly as universities
address funding shortfalls.

Rhetoric will likely remain

semitransparent in the academy in much the same way that art
is perceived as non-essential whenever the money runs out.
We should also prepare for arguments among the ever larger
group of scholars in composition and rhetoric.

Works like

this dissertation or Russell's book can be seen to argue
against the continued or exclusive presence of composition
instruction in English departments specifically and
universities generally.

It is not my intent in this

dissertation to argue for the abolition of college
composition in the whole or in parts.

But we would do well

to attend to the debates on the existence of first-year
composition taking place at Conferences on college
Composition and Communication--as well as the debate on the
future of basic writing--and prepare for a variety of
manifestations of composition instruction both inside and
outside academic institutions.

We should prepare for this

contingent not the way we might prepare for a relative's
death, with mourning, but the way we might prepare for a new
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research possibility, with conversation.

Rather than

closing off an avenue of professional development, such a
possibility reminds us of the opportunities for research in
composition instruction across the disciplines and outside
in the general culture.
History generally and histories of composition
instruction specifically aren't going anywhere soon, though
our histories can have a tendency to proclaim the millennium
or the apocalypse.

We need continued and varied histories

of composition, particularly given this impulse to get the
last word.

For examples from the more general political

debates of this tendency toward last words, we need only
turn to the publication of and debates surrounding Francis
Fukuyama's jingoistic "The End of History?"

Fukuyama's

thesis, borrowed as he says from a reading of Hegal and
Kojeve, is that history ended with the victory of the
liberal democratic ideology.

The rest of history will be

taken up with responding to anomalous political occurrences
and economic tinkering.

Needless to say, this position that

America has put an end to history--not a new conception
itself at all--was discussed and feted in many of the
conservative political journals.

History, though, is not

likely to end any time soon, particularly in histories of
composition instruction.

We no longer talk about the right

ways to teach writing the way we might talk about the coming
of a messiah, assuming that once a process model or
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collaborative learning or social construction were fully
understood, the rest would be just tinkering.

Instead we

talk about how institutions for composition instruction
limit that instruction, reflect dominant ideologies, and are
transgressed in extra-institutional forms.
I would like to turn briefly to the pedagogical
assumptions of this extra-institutional history, though with
some hesitance.

There are important pedagogical

applications to the claims made here, and I will discuss
them, but I do not want, in discussing them, to suggest that
the pedagogical applications are the necessary end to every
history of composition instruction.

Here again, we inhabit

that in between or overlapping space where theory and
practice imbricate.

We should be able to talk about history

without a teacherly justification, while at the same time we
should be able to offer teacherly discussion without that
talk overwhelming the larger social argument.
I have already mentioned the research outside
classrooms that scholars in education and rhetoric are
doing.

One of the things those of us who are instructors in

composition can do is talk with our students about the
outside research going on in composition.

I always find

composition students both surprised and skeptical to hear
that teachers and scholars across the country come together
at least once a year to talk about them as composition
students.

Institutional histories of universities seem
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strange and self-evident to them.

But in applying some of

the conclusions I draw from studying extra-institutional
composition instruction, I often start with the claim that a
lot of scholars are talking about them.

From there, I might

mention some of the various places where instruction in
composition is offered or studied: obscure textbooks, for
example, slave schools, reservation schools, spelling
conventions, Emily Dickinson's response to rhetoric
instruction, the oratorical tradition; and in the twentieth
century, families, work groups, other classes, women's
journals.

The point of this initial discussion is to

identify and expand historically, professionally, and then
locally on what Russell defines as the tacit tradition.
Once we have shared general experiences about the variety of
composition instruction available, I would ask students to
examine the university as a site for research into
assumptions about composition instruction.

students report

on how they are being taught to compose in biology,
business, sociology, astronomy, and art.

Again, the initial

response is that there is no such instruction, but students
begin to see themselves as field researchers.

From there we

ask after writing done outside the institution.
One place for discussion and analysis of the findings
of these field researchers is the in-class student
publications.

These publications, often collections of

writing from both inside and outside the composition
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classroom, provide the opportunity to see the various
assumptions about writing made across the discipline.

I

have used student publications in composition classes for
about five years, and while I have been nurturing a

grow~ng

skepticism toward our uncritical acceptance of student
publications in the composition classroom, I still believe
they are a useful means for encouraging extra-institutional
instruction.

They may also provide a means for recodifying

the assumptions about writing that we in English departments
want to promulgate.

What I am most interested in, though,

and what I would like to draw attention to with in-class
publications is what we can do with them in the class.
we do is read them.

What

Yes, a student pUblication is nice for

p.r. and something for the students to hold on to, but I
believe it is most important as a text that deserves the
class' attention.

We read it, not as student writing to

workshop, edit, or grade but as a collection of essays over
which to argue, wonder, and talk; and the class becomes not
a narrowly defined English course but a place where we write
and talk about composition instruction in political science,
philosophy, oral history, sociology, art, and so on.

The

text becomes, with the choice of the reader, a historical
one.
The issue that these particular pedagogical
consequences raise is the issue of authority in the
composition classroom and across the university.

By
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encouraging students to examine the rhetorical assumptions
of their other courses, we encourage them to be after
something other that what is presented in those particular
classes.

This is similar to the encouragement I offer

readers of histories of composition instruction and to the
actions of women students and women's clubs in the
nineteenth century.

The goals are similar, find a space

where experience can exceed the instruments for explaining
it.

The danger, of course, is that we simply substitute one

set of power relations for another.

Instead of encouraging

our students to learn political science or physics, we can
pat ourselves on the back as they legitimize our
professional investment in composition instruction by seeing
it everywhere.

This is a danger that we should be willing

to face, even as we resist the tendency for rhetoric to
become universal.
Let's finish here with a discussion of the impractical
consequences of an extra-institutional history of
composition instruction.

These consequences are impractical

because they raise concerns not easily nor exclusively
applied to the production of history nor the teaching of
composition.

An impractical consequence in this pedagogy

and in this extra-institution history is the contention that
human beings are essentially, or rather existentially,
rhetorical, that we use language or are used by it toward
some end, all the time, and that this all-the-time use is
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also already instruction.

We are also constantly faced with

education in rhetoric, much as we are confronted with an
atmosphere that contains a relatively consistent amount of
nitrogen.

This state of affairs is not new.

As I have

already stated, there is a tendency for historians to want
to have the last word, to think that we are at the end or at
a new starting point of an era.

This tendency is shared by

rhetoricians who want to see every act in life as rhetoric
and therefore available to our professional gaze.
is the middle ages.

No time

The problem of course is that the

center has not been holding for some time--not just this
century or sense rhetoric lost its way.
preparadigmatic and contested.

We are perpetually

There was no prepolitical or

prerhetorical age when words meant only what they said, God
was in his/her universe, and all was right with the world,
though spellmeyer would seem to argue in "'Too Little Care':
Language, Politics, and Embodiment in the Life-World" that
there was or should have been a time that our current world
was less vigorously contested.

The idea that we live in

contested times has a longer history than we might assume
from reading histories of literary theory.
The assumption we should be most willing to contest is
that we are the only rhetoricians who have lived in
interesting times.

At the beginning of The Interpretation

of cultures, Clifford Geertz cites Suzanne Langer's
discussion of the process of diminution that new ideas go
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through on their journey from resolver of fundamental
problems to one of many particular methodological
perspectives.

A particular grande idee no longer explains

all things, but, as Geertz points out, "it still explains
something" (4).

This state of affairs, a perspective's

inability to explain everything, to codify experience, can
be seen as a strength.

At some level, we can have more

respect and understanding of a process model of composition,
the Marxist critique, feminism, and social-construction when
we no longer burden those ideas with expectations of
universal truth.

Such should be the case with local and

extra-institutional histories of composition instruction.
They do not explain the entire nineteenth century; nor do
they even account for all the experience that writers and
readers had at even one site.

As Jarratt and others have

warned us, resisting coherence is important and difficult.
We should consciously avoid allowing an interpretive
strategy to full up the available interpretive space because
that process has a tendency to make the past static.
Perhaps the biggest benefit from a local focus in our
histories of composition instruction is the that it reminds
us that this is not the case.
isn't even past.

The past is not static; it

The most important consequence of this

extra-institutional history of composition instruction is
that it serves as a reminder that writers, readers,
students, teachers, thinkers, human beings have been and
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will continue to be faced with communicative desires and
contingent means.

What those collective human beings,

whether Harvard professors, Vassar students, or club members
have done to achieve those desires with those means helps
make up the many histories of composition instruction in the
nineteenth century.
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Notes
1. A number of scholars re-examine history though letters.
Smith-Rosenberg's conclusions about the nature of female
friendships in the nineteenth century are drawn from a
reading of letters. In Farm to Factory: Women Letters,
1830-1860, Thomas Dublin rereads his earlier work on the
shift from a farm to factory economy in New England through
the letters of women mill workers. Virginia G. Drachman
examines the letters of a group of women lawyers in the late
nineteenth century to make claims about community and
professionalization. Linda K. Kerber rereads the early
history of the United states through the experiences of
women as she finds them in women's letters and journals. In
the following quotation, she points out that her history,
like the histories of many feminist scholars, is also a
historiography: "I have treated women's history both as a
subject to be studied for its own intrinsic interest, and as
a strategy by which we can test long-accepted
generalizations about the pastil (xii). A collection of
letters of over fifty years from the Wellesley class of
1908, entitled In Red Hats, Beads, and Bags: 1908 Graduates
sharing Their Lives Through Letters illustrate the continued
interest in connection outside the classroom and in
reflecting on instruction back at college.
2. Quotations from Stone and Brown Blackwell's letters are
taken from Carol Lasser and Marlene Deahl Merrill's
collection of their letters entitled Friends and Sisters.
Most of those letters are available in the Blackwell family
papers in the Library of Congress and in the History of
Women in America microfilm collection.
3. The two reports are written by Vassar President John
Raymond and an anonymous author. Their full titles are
Vassar College. A College for Women in Poughkeepsie, N.Y.:
A Sketch of Its Foundation, Aims, Resources, and the
Development of Its Scheme of Instruction to the Present Time
Prepared by the President of the College, at the Reguest of
the united States commissioner of Education, May, 1873 and
Historical Sketch of Vassar College, Founded at
Poughkeepsie, N.Y., January 18, 1861 Prepared in Compliance
with an Invitation from the Commission of the Bureau of
Education, Representing the Department of the Interior in
Matters Relating to the National Centennial of 1876.
4. Dorothy Gies McGuigan discusses those first women
students at the University of Michigan and Anderson's novel
in A Dangerous Experiment: 100 Years of Women at the
University of Michigan. She includes a chapter which argues
for recognizing both the talent and the accomplishments of
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those early women graduates. To the issue of community, she
states, "They had to prove themselves, had to make good on
the world's terms. All their lives most of the early
Michigan alumnae kept their sense of group pride and
community" (71).
5. According to Susan Miller, this making "place for
themselves in public life" takes on an increasingly written
emphasis as the nineteenth century closes. The growth of
many literacies over a common literacy, this increase in
specialized disciplines and vocations, forced college
graduates to work more directly with and within writing,
making writing, according to Miller, "a way of thinking, not
just a way of preserving thinking for speech" (Rescuing 64).
Though women's clubs did organize around a great variety of
concerns and therefore would support Miller's contention, we
might argue that the attempts by those clubs to share
administrative duties and to study a wide range of topics
were a direct resistance to the isolating consequences of a
growing and varied expertise and the loss of community found
in primarily oral discourse.
6. In 1906, Sarah D. Decker claims there are 500,000 members
"in almost every town and city in our lang, and embracing in
its union in nearly every foreign land" (2).
7. The number 500,000 is small though when compared to the
790,000 10- to 13-year-olds and 960,000 14- and 15-yearolds that General Federation Club historian Mary Jean Houde
cites as working in the united states in 1900.
8. This is not to say simply that colleges are bad and clubs
are good. Susan Miller warns about this kind of binary
thinking in her response to Gere in the February 1994
College composition and Communication. Rather, we need to
be aware of the fact that each of these institutions,
college and club, extracurriculum and curriculum comes into
being for varied reasons and performs different functions.
9. We should not ignore the racist argument that smith
attaches to her argument about stages. She is not hesitant
to label the first stage as "savage" nor ask "What is the
glory of Anglo-Saxon race but the high capacity for this
very transition?" (12). still Smith does offer a powerful
argument for the historical effects of feminist
consciousness.
10. For a discussion of twentieth century versions of
working women's schools see Karyn Hollis' essay on the Bryn
Mawr summer school for working women.
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11. Additional books of advice to clubs include Olive Thorne
Miller's 1891 The Woman's Club: A Practical Guide and
Handbook, The International Council of Women's 1912 pamphlet
entitled What is the International Council of Women?,
Catherine Benedict Burrell's 1913 Woman's Club Work and
Programs. or First Aid to Club Women, Emma Augusta Stowell
Fox's 1915 Parliamentary Usage for Women's Clubs, and Alice
Hazen Cass' 1915 Practical Programs for Women's Clubs.
12. Karen Blair offers a impressive list in The History of
American Women's Voluntary Organizations. 1810-1960: A Guide
to Sources.
13. I borrow these concepts from James Gleick's Chaos.
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