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A B S T R A C T  

The dissertation confronts these dual questions: What theory of 

rhetoric would serve a multicultiural democracy? How might such a theory be 

taught in a first-year composition program? 

I argue that democratic negotiations are rhetorical, as groups vie to 

control definitions of themselves, each other, and the "proper" relationships 

among people, and that rhetoric shapes what people consider to be 

"knowledge" and "truth." Because hidden ideologies influence the rhetoric 

people find convincing, people need methods for reflecting critically on their 

own locatioris. I argue that one method of developing this reflection is to 

seek to understand the positions of oppressed peoples, as those positions may 

reveal assumptions embedded in dominant rhetorical patterns. I also argue 

that a rhetoric for democracy must be conunitted to action, not just self-

reflection and analysis. I call my theory "strong rhetoric." 

In the remainder of the dissertation I consider how to apply strong 

rhetoric in pedagogical contexts, and I perform the kind of self-reflection that 

strong rhetoric demands by noting how my own contexts have influenced my 

theory. 

In chapter two I contemplate the role of a teacher in a democratic 

classroom and offer "liberation morality"— the critique of inequitable 

distributions of power—as a strategy to convince students of the value of 
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strong rhetoric. In chapter three I critique four curricula designed to teach 

civic rhetoric, and I argue that teachers must present ideology as more than 

partisan politics, advocate action as the goal of rhetoric, discuss the limits of 

democracy defined as a public forum, and treat students as knowledge-makers 

and citizens. 

In chapter four, I discuss my involvement in the University of 

Arizona's curriculum revision and make explicit that research and revision 

are integral to strong rhetoric. I also argue that a pedagogy for strong rhetoric 

must confront the tensions of establishing the classroom as "community." 

In chapter five I show how teaching assistants at the University of Arizona 

translated complex rhetorical concepts into essay assignments. Recognizing 

that teachers need to simplify strong rhetoric to present it in a one-semester 

course, I model the analysis teachers might use to determine which elements 

of strong rhetoric to teach. 
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L I Z A R D S  W R I T ( H ) I N G :  A N  I N T R O D U C T I O N  

I have boxes and boxes of the letters, notes, and reports my father 

composed as he developed national family planning programs with his 

colleagues in Africa and Southeast Asia, and I've seen the results. The huge 

billboards lining the streets of Jakarta, the brochures, the speeches all 

persuaded a crowded archipelago nation to re-imagine the "family" it would 

value. The population program in Indonesia is considered a model for the 

world. I came to composition because I was convinced that people who had 

rhetorical power could change things. 

But my impulses for teaching are rooted also in my hometown of 

Winchester, NH, considered one of the poorest villages in the state. The 

stories from there are not unusual, but they are painful—^families living in 

cars because they cannot afford housing, fathers and mothers laid off as the 

local factory shudders into a polluted bankruptcy. And I came because I'd 

heard the stories of these people, my neighbors. As a highschool student I 

had worked with other volunteers in Winchester to publish a town 

newspaper, which continued until just last year. We produced our monthly 

paper to wrest from the nearby, wealthier towns the power to define our 

town. The Winchester Star claimed a different, more positive face for us: a 
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welcoming embrace to newcomers, salutes and thanks to oldtimers, poetic 

reflections on our pastoral life, energetic celebrations of schools, businesses, 

and public servants. 

I believe that language can change things. I want to leam how to hear 

the language of people who choose not to talk very loudly. I ache when I 

realize that so many Americans feel shut out of the politics of their country. I 

want to show people how they can effectively present themselves in town 

meetings, before the school bocird, through letters to their state and national 

Congressional representatives. I am convinced that in composition classes I 

should teach students how to argue international and national issues. I want 

to lead my students to see their role in the class and in society as one that is 

created and that is changeable, to see that their positions are defined through 

language and that, through language, they can effect change. I want them to 

see the possibility for being engaged in democratic action, which I see as an act 

of optimism, an act of faith, an act of care. 

As I have worked and studied in the field of rhetoric and composition, 

I find that while my goals remain the same, nothing is as simple as I first 

thought. I question what kind of "power" writing really offers. Can we really 

change people's minds through writing? This dissertation confronts this 

question: how can we teach students to write persuasively, to engage public 

issues through writing, to believe that they can effect change in the world. 
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when, at the same time, we adhere to what has been called a postmodern 

view that people arrive at their beliefs not through objective, reasoned 

thinking but through complex, jtunbled, fragmented, and intercormected 

perspectives. People's beliefs are lodged deeply in them, resting not on linear 

pillars of "facts" but on unwieldy, jumbled, and bulky collections of emotions, 

experiences, interpretations, and ideologies. How can I teach students to 

research their own beliefs; how can I teach students to persuade others to 

yield their beliefs, when I have come to recognize that beliefs are about as easy 

to let go of as an arm, say, or a kidney? 

Transplanting Belief: A Story of Hope 

Because my friend Emily recently donated a kidney to her father, and 

because the process she went through involved deep thinking, reflection, and 

collecting stories from multiple sources, I know that it is possible to be 

convinced to let go of something we fear we cannot live without (Newmann 

et. al.) But I also know that Emily wouldn't have done this for anyone. She 

did it because she loves her father, because his lack of a kidney was not some 

abstract thing, but an emotion she lived with daily—a worry, a guilt, a fear. 

She did it because, ultimately, she decided that both she and he would be 

better off if she took a risk. She did it because she had the support of her 

sister, Sara, and her mother, Mary. 
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Emily and Sara and Mary and John all feel their kidneys in ways I 

never could; I know this. I seek to wrap myself around beliefs I never 

recognized before, have taken for granted even as they have worked in my 

body, directing the ways I process what is around me. And one of my goals as 

a writing teacher is to encourage my students to recognize what they beheve, 

to locate the ways those beliefs rush through their daily lives. My students 

rarely get the chance to do this, it seems. I like to offer them this place to 

write their stories, to reflect on them, to consider all the narratives of their 

lives that continue to create them. We are all discursive: as Joan Hartman 

points out, we create ourselves as we tell our stories: we choose from the 

many events in our lives and, in so doing, "emplot" ourselves (12). 

I don't presume that this is enough, however. Yes, I wish constantly to 

reflect on my own stories, constantly to wonder about my beliefs, to notice 

with some astonishment when I begin to shed a belief that I had felt for so 

long was central to who I was. But my purpose for this—and my purpose of 

asking students to do it—is for more reason than for individual 

enlightenment. I think looking inward has its purpose; I think it is critical for 

our lives; I don't think it's enough. Emily didn't look inside only to feel the 

constant presence of her kidney. She looked inside because she was thinking 

of other people. She considered her kidney, and she considered her father: on 

dialysis for the past twenty-odd years, his body had already rejected a cadaver 
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transplant, his body was always in danger. She considered her kidney not only 

to know herself, but because it helped her to know him. For what are we, 

after all, if we are not connected to someone else? What are our lives, but 

that we touch other people daily? 

I try to name my beliefs, I try to understand my connections to them, 

and I do this in order to better understand how they are limited by my past 

and my present, by my skin and my heart, by my breasts and my occupation; I 

seek to find out how they contradict each other. And I want to know how 

they intersect with the lives of others. I study all this to learn how to act. I 

believe all writing, all listening, all interactions should bear the weight of this 

question: how can I help create a place in the world "where people of 

difference can thrive?" (Ellsworth, 115). 

Shifting Paradigms: Stories of Possibility 

While no honest self-reflection is easy, I am perhaps less resistant to 

this process because my parents have long modeled it for me. From my 

mother I learn that to get a "right answer"—to get to a knowledge you can 

believe in— you have to hear new ideas as something to take into your body 

and wrestle with, to confront, to accept, to talk about. When my mother 

shakes the miruster's hand after a Sunday service, she says "Thank you," and 

she says, "I am not sure I agree with your depiction of Job," and she says 
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"When I put those parables up against my own life, I still wonder about the 

ethics of things." She constantly compares how what she has learned fits in 

with a view of the world she has, and she doesn't accept or reject things 

without some careful discussion and contemplation. As we bowed in the 

garden, tugging at the johnny-jump-ups that crowded the strawberry plants, 

she would ask me "What do you think about the idea that 'There is a time for 

love and a time for hate?' Is there a time for hating?" 

From my family I learned that I must not only consider how 

knowledge fits in my body, I must also consider how it might clash with other 

bodies. In my family we hardly accept anything without putting it up against 

our own lives or wondering how it might affect the lives of others. My father 

worked on the measles eradication team in western, sub-Saharan Africa. His 

team met thousands of young children, pinched their arms, and vaccinated 

them. When my father was dying, he pinched his own dehydrated arms and 

remembered the thin wrists of these children. "You can tell the level of 

malnutrition in a village by pinching the skin of a few kids," he told me. "If 

the skin sticks together like this, the vUlage is very dehydrated, very ill." 

Most of children he vaccinated were severely malnourished, and in a letter 

he wrote to his superiors back in the US he asked, "I realize that each child I 

vacdnate in this village will now die of starvation. The sub-Sahara can not 

feed these people. What are the ethics of what we are doing? Who really 
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benefits from this world-wide eradication?" Within a few years my father 

switched his specialty to population control. When we returned to live in 

New Hampshire, we were appalled together at the piles of old hamburgers 

tossed into the garbage bin at the local MacDonalds parking lot, at the intense 

consumption and waste of this nation, at the inhumane distribution of 

wealth across the globe. 

So it's no wonder that I came to see teaching and writing as fully 

intertwined with thinking deeply about and listening carefully to other 

people: "good" writers, I have come to believe, have to account for their 

experiences and have to imagine others' lives. We have to present an ethos 

that says, "Yes, I am listening. I know this might be very hard for me to accept, 

but I will try. I swear I will try." I want writers to take on an ethos that does 

not presume a imiversal understanding; I want them to admit the 

particularity in their experience. 

I believe when you write you should sit on the imaginary steps of the 

row house as the twilight is settling and the kids are rxmning up and down 

the block, and down the road a woman leans on the horn to let her date know 

she's arrived. And everyone you are writing about and for is hanging out in 

the summer heat, noticing the stars come out, and they are listening to you 

and wondering if you really understand them. And you want them to stay 
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around. And, in fact, you want them to stay quiet for a while because they 

think that yes, maybe you have it right, and so far you seem to know whaf s 

underneath it all for them, and while you are making them see themselves a 

little differently, it^s not threatening—more something they are allowing to 

happen to themselves quite imexpectedly, the way a lizard must feel as its 

skin begins to peel and it wonders with some amusement what it will look 

like after the transformation, but it doesn't feel a need to fight at this point, 

because we are all lizards, really, and because the summer night is warm and 

everyone is listeriing and the voice you are speaking is caring and sincere and 

your shimmering skin is the rhythm of the evening. 

Is it commonplace, I wonder, to claim that in order to really 

understand an issue, to have a truly informed belief, we must think deeply 

about others? Isn't this what good, critical thinking is all about? Isn't it the 

kind of writing that has been advocated by "educated people" for some time— 

indeed, isn't it precisely how we define an "educated" opinion? Yes and no. 

On the one hand, I agree that rhetors and scholars have, since Ancient Greece, 

been taught to anticipate how others might respond to our arguments. We 

are reminded to look at all sides of an issue before making a decision. Indeed, 

some of the meanest names we can call other people these days center around 

their inability to consider other positions or to reflect critically on their own: 
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"she's a fanatic," "he gave me a knee-jerk response," "they are just parroting 

what they've heard in the media." We worry that students will be 

"indoctrinated"; we moan that our students have bought into a "party line" 

and carmot think for themselves. So, yes, it is somewhat of a commonplace 

in academic circles to demand that we all at least appear to consider all sides 

of an issue before acting. 

What I would like to argue, however, is that really and honestly 

listening to all sides of an issue is not as easy as we might like to admit. To 

embrace this philosophy means loosening our grip on our beliefs. We might 

teeter on the edge of some vast canyon of cynicism, and we fear that we will 

soon stand on nothing, stand for nothing, that we will have no guiding place. 

We are letting go of a lot, because when we really fuUy consider that our 

belief, our knowledge, is constructed differently because of our identities with 

different geography, family, religion, and so on, we are letting go of a sense 

that "knowledge" is something beyond us, out there, fixed, and permanent. 

We are presuming, instead, that we only know the world through our own 

descriptions of it. Our truth becomes a rhetorical, discursive, always shifting 

entity. 

During my father's funeral, which we held outside near the Spring 

flowers he had most recently, most tenderly, cared for, we adults blinked our 
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tears and sought the words to describe this man. We talked of his life, his 

love, his beautiful gifts of stories, how he devoted his full attention to 

whatever was the current task at hand. I sat carefully in my seat, aware of the 

eyes of the crowd on me, and I conjured up as many images as I could: my 

father at the tiller of the outrigger sailboat in Bali, my father trekking down 

the glittery sulfur into a volcano in Java, my father rubbing his handkerchief 

between his thumb and forefinger as he read my very first poems, my father 

studying the spores on the tiny blades of ferns. My three-year old niece 

(named Emily after the one who gave her kidney) thought of none of these 

things. Instead, she squatted in the rich lawn and devoted her full attention 

to the tiny bluets, the purple jump-ups; she made bouquets. She absorbed 

herself in the task at hand. And for the moment I had an outside glimpse at 

our ritual, a sudden question of our method of praise, an instance of seeing 

other options for understanding and living beyond this death. 

When a new perspective—a new paradigm—begins to replace an 

earlier one, we are suddenly in a position to recognize the complexities of 

both. Neither view can remain naturalized; both are revealed as constructs of 

our experience, interpretations, expectations, and so much more. And so, too, 

it happens that when we come to imagine "belief in a new way, as a 

disciarsive fluctuation, we also begin to see how much of our daily actions 

and understandings have been, without our knowing it, rooted deeply in a 
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previously unnamed perception. Coining to see "belief as shifting, 

fluctuating, leads me to new questior\s about writing, and about teaching 

writing, because writing for so long has been, to me, a way to understand my 

own stances, a way to explore others' stances, a way to try to persuade others 

to listen, to act, to behave in particular ways. The arrogance of it is immense, 

isn't it? That I might believe my words can have an influence, can work with 

and against so many other forces to change another person; to change me. 

Teaching Belief in a Postmodern World: What's at Stake? 

Surely all this talk about shifting beliefs is really talk about persuasion, 

a realization of all that it takes to define our world or to convince ourselves to 

act. How can we read books, talk to others, filter through the plethora of 

words available to us in order to make choices? How do we put texts side by 

side, and then enter those texts fully enough to feel in our bodies how they 

resonate and speak to and contradict each other and our lived experiences? 

How can we develop our research methods so that we can create that space 

where we can suddenly see the complexities of our old views and the 

complexities of alternative ones? Doug Brent explains, "In its broadest 

definition, 'research' simply means making contact with other human beings 

by reading the texts they produced, and then updating one's own system of 

beliefs with reference to those texts" (xiv). But this is no simple task. 
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As a composition teacher, these questions make me wonder not only 

about how I can best research and write, but also how I should teach research 

and persuasion in a period when time-honored methods for making choices 

have been called into question. As John Clifford points out, one result of the 

this moment, which he calls the postmodern, is the belief that people are not 

"free" to read texts and then "choose" their stances because we are all not 

individual, isolated subjects. Within a postmodern paradigm, asking 

students to conduct research means asking them to believe they are always 

already embedded in complex belief systems. It means asking students to 

explore not orUy what other people believe, but also why the students believe 

as they do. It means examining how their own world view has been 

constructed; it means examining how different communities have 

corwtructed different "stories." It means asking students to see their readers 

(as well as the authors they read) not just as people who will accept or reject 

their argimient, but as people whose perspectives on issues can help them 

come to a new understanding of their own positions. As students enter this 

"conversation" with their readers, they must listen and look and watch; they 

must consider how all the responses they hear to their own voices might 

force them to rethiiik their original positions. 

John Clifford worries that the traditional strategies we use to teach 

research-based persuasive essays ignore the complexity of the task: when we 
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exhort our students only to write "clear" and "logical" essays about complex 

public issues, we pretend that a solid presentation of the facts is all it takes to 

change a person's mind. We forget the way a belief functions in us—like a 

kidney—filtering our world. We forget that we have come to our beliefs 

through complex experiences and interactions. Beliefs don't land lightly on 

us, small butterflies barely pressing their microscopic feet against our skin; 

beliefs are our skin. 

How can we guide our students both to recogruze the depth and 

multiplicity of competing beliefs and to find effective rhetorical strategies to 

persuade shifting and multiple others to take on a better position or action? 

Can we really ask beginning writers to enter this murky, shifting, intangible 

world? Can we pretend they are not already in it? I worry that if I teach first-

year college students to write persuasive essays that do not explore the 

complex questioris of how we come to believe anything in the first place—if I 

decide to teach as if beliefs were as easy to brush off as butterfly's feet—I will 

lead students to feel they have persuasive power when they actually don't. I 

won't be teaching persuasion at all. I worry that if I teach students to explore 

the complexity of how beliefs are formed, they will feel overwhelmed and 

overshadowed, uncertain how to intervene in a world where pure reason is 

not the master key to unhinging others' positions. 
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I am compelled to take on this task because I believe that teaching 

students to interrogate how beliefs are passed on, accepted, rejected, reformed 

is essential training for citizens in a postmodern democracy. In a modern 

democracy, citizens are thought to act based on reasoned choices over which 

they have full control. It is presumed that they can subordinate their 

particular identities—as women, say, or as Jews, or as Native Americans, or as 

gays—and that they can therefore take an objective look at the world around 

them. In a modern democracy, truth is located outside of people, outside of 

language, and people are to strip themselves of their own uniqueness if they 

are to get close to that truth. This is the process they are expected to engage in 

as they choose the "right" actions. This is the process they are expected to 

engage in as they write about public issues. 

In a postmodern view, however, the world is both more fragmented 

and more connected. In a postmodern democracy, truth is a discursive 

element; it is how we speak of the world to ourselves. Truth gets defined and 

redefined based on our rhetorical choices—choices we may not recognize 

consciously. Therefore, to get a "less false" view of truth, we must examine 

our language, and we must examine what in our own lives makes certain 

rhetorical choices feel more viable than others. A postmodern democracy 

acknowledges, embraces, indeed relies upon the multiplicity of viewpoints 

that merge together to define and redefine our circumstances. Furthermore, a 
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postmodern view of democracy provides more possibilities for oppressed 

peoples to coimter their oppression: no longer must they attempt to 

subordinate their experiences to a fixed truth that has been defined by 

dominant others; rather, they can critique the narrowness of a dominant 

view by drawing on their own discursive perspectives and negotiating the 

definitions of "truths." Speaking and critiquing language become tools of 

democratic practice—ways to voice and to examine how our world is named. 

A postmodern view demands that we encourage all voices to speak, and that 

we encourage aU ears to listen to the multiple narratives swirling around us. 

We need to hear these particular and varied perspectives so that our decisions 

are informed by a self-reflective gathering of views. We need to look for 

those power dynamics that inhibit speak or that inhibit our own listening, 

and we need to contemplate the ethics of our speaking, hearing, and acting. 

Writing about public issues, then, means writing about ourselves, our 

relationships with others, our commitments, our assximptions; it means 

engaging in a complex analysis of the context in which we live. 

Much is at stake in teaching writing in a coimtry that is coming to 

acknowledge its multiple perspectives. We need citizens who voice their 

experiences so that all interests are heard. We need citizens who read those 

experiences critically, considering the power dynamics and ideological 

underpinnings at work. We need dtizeris who read and write while 
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embracing difference. Therefore, composition teachers need a way to speak 

about reading and writing that moves away from a false dependency on 

"objective choices" and offers methods for operating in a world that admits to 

its subjectivities. Teaching writing for a postmodern democracy, as James 

Berlin reminds us, means that teachers must 

take as our province the production and reception of semiotic 
codes and their ideological designs on our formation as subjects. 
Students must come to see that the languages they are expected 
to speak, write, and embrace as ways of thinking and acting are 
never disinterested, always bringing with them strictures on the 
existent, the good, the possible, and the resulting regimes of 
power. (Rhetorics 931 

In other words, we must teach our students to read themselves, to begin to 

examine how language has formed them and how their language forms 

others. The "texts" produced and studied in writing classes are not simple 

words jotted on a page; they are also the students themselves, formed 

discursively as they put their daily varied experiences into words. The "texts" 

are the interactions students create between themselves and others; they must 

study the effects of their definitions. As a composition teacher who values 

writing because of its democratic possibilities, what I seek is a rhetoric 

appropriate to this democracy and a way to teach that perspective to my 

students. This is one of the tasks I undertake in this dissertation. 

As a teacher, I come to the classes I teach with beliefs about what 

writing is, what it is for, whom it benefits, how I should best teach it. I come 

to the classes I teach with theories I wish to implement. But at the same time. 
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I come to my classes with a belief that the particularities of any persuasive 

interaction, including teaching, demand situated responses. As Patti Lather 

and Elizabeth Ellsworth point out, "All classroom practices are situated—that 

is, they take place in institutions, historical moments, cultural and social 

fields, and in response to individual and social constraints that are often 

unrepeatable" (71). When I enter the classroom, I arrive with my theories 

about what I should teach, but I also must examine the pedagogical situation 

carefully in order to test that theory: has the theory accounted for this 

classroom situation? What does this moment teach me about that theory? 

How do these students and the context of this class ask me to redefine my 

terms: democratic? postmodern? writing? teaching? A postmodern rhetoric 

demands an opermess about its own definition. 

In my analysis of a rhetoric for postmodern democracy, I claim that 

composition teachers should apply certain definitions and approaches in their 

classrooms, yet I must also leave room for the particularities of the teachers 

and students. I must allow the situations to influence the theory itself. To do 

otherwise would be "to risk assuming there are 'real' student needs or 

pedagogical responses that can be appropriate and relevant across times, 

places, and social and cultural identities" (Lather and Ellsworth 70). To do 

otherwise risks generalizing about students, teachers, and classrooms and, in 

so doing, risks covering over the very differences that can better inform the 
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theory. Any theory, whether of rhetoric or of pedagogy, draws from limited 

experiences for its support. Thus, any theory must be constantly tested against 

the new and changing experiences it encounters. This is the second task I 

undertake in this dissertation. 

An Overview of Remaining Chapters 

The dissertation confronts these dual questions: 1) what theory of 

rhetoric should a composition program endorse in order to prepare its 

students for the reading and writing practices necessary for a postmodern 

democracy and 2) what kinds of institutional conditions might influence how 

that rhetorical theory is conceived and/or revised? In particular, how do the 

demands of curricular reform, teacher training, and classroom expectations 

inform and revise the theory? The first half of the dissertation draws on 

composition theory to answer these questions, while the second half 

examines the relationship of the theory to its practice: I study the revision of a 

composition course at the University of Arizona in order to provide a 

particular context from which to investigate how the theory would be affected 

by its practice, and I use this investigation to reflect on how my own context 

affected my initial conceptioris of the theory. 

To answer the first question, I draw on the theory of social epistemic 

rhetoric that James Berlin argues for in his last book. Rhetorics. Poetics and 
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Cultures: Refiguring College English Studies. Social epistemic rhetoric, 

Berlin says, "is the study and critique of signifying practices in their relation to 

subject formation within the framework of economic, social, and political 

conditions" (Rhetorics. 77). In other words, social epistemic rhetoric is the 

study of how we define ourselves and oxir relationship to the world and how 

the contexts surrounding us lead to certain rhetorical choices in our 

discursive formations. In the first chapter I explicate Berlin's theory and 

expand on it using the works of Patricia Bizzell as well as feminist 

epistemologists such as Sandra Harding. 

In my version of social epistemic rhetoric, which I call "strong 

rhetoric," I develop four main claims: 

1) language is a process of selection and deflection and, as such, serves to hide 

some perspectives even as it offers others (Burke 45); 

2) we are persuaded not simply because we are drawn to "reasonable" 

arguments, but because apparently outside forces (institutions, ideologies, etc.) 

lead us to feel that some versions of "reality" are more convincing than 

others (cf. Berlin, Clifford); readers must keep this in mind as they evaluate 

others' work; writers must keep this in mind as they evaluate their own 

"beliefs"; and, by extension, composition theorists and administrators must 

keep in mind how academic contexts affect their beliefs about rhetoric and 

pedagogy; 
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3) we can use positions of others unlike ourselves, especially the positions 

others who are oppressed, to help us recognize the powers of otherwise 

hidden ideologies and assumptions that govern dominant patterns of 

thought and speech (cf. Harding); and 

4) writers need to examine carefully the implications which follow from 

their inclusions and exclusions; that is, we need to consider what forces our 

views exert on others. 

Strong rhetoric caUs attention to the power dynamics inherent in 

persuasive situations. Therefore, as I contemplate how to teach strong 

rhetoric, I ask how a teacher might ethically persuade his or her students to 

embrace strong rhetoric. Given the dynamics within a classroom situation, 

the teacher's institutional authority might lead students to acquiesce for the 

sake of a grade. I consider the pedagogical question of authority in the 

classroom in the second chapter. From analyzing the writing of politically 

active scholars, I suggest appropriate persuasive strategies to teach strong 

rhetoric 

Many compositionists embrace social epistemic rhetoric and have 

translated the theory into curricula for composition courses. In the third 

chapter I examine the pedagogy set out by David Bartholomae and Anthony 

Petrotsky in Facts. Artifacts and Counterfacts: Theory and Method for a 

Reading and Writing Course: by Donald Lazere in "Teaching Political 
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Conflicts"; and by Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg in Negotiating 

Difference: Cultural Case Studies for Composition. For each curriculum I 

consider how the authors define social epistemic rhetoric, how successfully 

each definition is translated into its pedagogy, and how each definition 

compares to strong rhetoric. I rely on these curricula to inform my 

understanding of strong rhetoric even as I examine what my theory can offer 

these curriciila. 

Chapters four and five focus on the particular context of the revised 

University of Arizona's first-year composition course in order to study the 

relationship of theory and practice. While the revised University of Arizona 

course was not developed specifically to teach strong rhetoric, I argue that one 

of its essay assignments, called the "contextual analysis," embodies enough of 

the elements of strong rhetoric that it can serve as a model for analyzing a 

context in which social epistemic rhetoric is enacted pedagogically. 

In chapter four, I trace the development of the revised course within 

the University of Arizona curriculum committee. As a member of the 

curriculum committee, I began to develop my theory of strong rhetoric, and 

therefore my theory is influenced by this context. At the same time, because 

my theory concentrates on only one aspect of the revised curriculum, I 

allowed myself to ignore some of the goals of that revised curriculum, goals I 

now recognize were important. Therefore, in chapter four I use the context of 
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the curriculum reform to point out how my theory of strong rhetoric has 

been influenced by this institutiorial context. In chapter five I examine the 

way the contextual analysis essay at the University of Arizona was 

imderstood and taught by graduate teaching assistants, including me, and 

consider the complexity of the concept. The teachers defined the assignment 

in multiple ways, each one revealing a new emphasis. Collectively, the 

teacher assignments, student resporises, and interviews with teaching 

assistants, demonstrate the magnitude—and in the end, the impossibility—of 

teaching the complexity of a theory such as strong rhetoric in a one-semester 

course. I model the kinds of analysis teachers might engage in to recogruze 

how their assignments have reflected part of the theory so that they can 

determine what elements of strong rhetoric might be appropriate to teach in 

their own classrooms. 
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1. 

S T R O N G  R H E T O R I C :  A N A L Y Z I N G  A N D  A C T I N G  I N  

T H E  R H E T O R I C  O F  D E M O C R A C Y  

Rhetoric in its strong definition is a form of action, 
personal and civic as well as academic 

—^Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, Negotiating 
Difference 

In this chapter I draw on composition and feminist theory to argue for 

a theory of civic rhetoric, which I call "strong rhetoric," that I propose as a 

basis for first-year composition pedagogy. Starting from the argument that 

postsecondary education should prepare students for their roles as citizens in 

contemporary American democracy, I contextualize my definition of 

"democracy" and historicize the relationship between democracy and 

rhetoric. Then I explain why composition studies are the appropriate place 

for teaching civic rhetoric. Ultimately, I define strong rhetoric, drawing 

especially on the works of James Berlin and Sandra Harding, and I offer 

strong rhetoric as a way of talking about the reading and writing practices 

necessary for engaging in the rhetorical negotiations that are at the heart of 
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democratic action. I argue for strong rhetoric in this chapter, recognizing the 

dangers of making sweeping claims for any theory, with the intention of 

investigating the theory further in later chapters by considering it from the 

specific context of the composition program at the University of Arizona. 

Democratic Education: Defining the Terms 

While public education in America has, from its begirmings, been 

expected to teach democratic values, there has been little agreement about 

what "democratic values" are. Indeed, "democracy" is a term much bandied 

about and little questioned; it's a word that makes us feel good, ready to rally 

for its cause without stopping to wonder if those cheering beside us envision 

the same "democracy" we do. Therefore, I begin by offering my definition of 

the kind of democracy I consider necessary for a contemporary, multicultural 

American society. 

Like James Berlin, I see democracy as "participation, deliberation, and 

decision making" among citizens that is based on the recognition of 

difference among them fRhetorics 99, 100). In other words, a multicultural 

democracy relies on the active participation of its members in public decision 

making and specifically depends on the participation of minority groups. 

Multicultural democracy goes beyond freedom of speech (although it relies on 

that right), by assuming an equally important right and responsibility to 
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listen. It goes beyond the assumption that "majority rules" by valuing the 

perspectives of minorities—in fact seeking out those views—because "the 

interests and needs of the heterogeneous groups competing for a hearing at 

any moment [should] be taken into account in arriving at decisions" 

(Rhetorics 100). In other words, multiciiltxiral democracy assumes that the 

best solution is not merely that which appeals to most people but, rather, that 

wliich is chosen after ensuring as much as possible that "all interests are 

heard before a commtmal decision is made" (Rhetorics 101). 

A central tenet of this definition of democracy revolves around the 

concept of "choice." Whereas liberal humanists depict citizens as capable of 

rational, objective thought, I align myself with postmodern scholars who see 

citizens as firmly rooted in complex webs of economic, geographic, and 

political affiliations that negate the possibility of purely rational, objective, 

choice. That is, I reject what is a foundation of purely rational inquiry, what 

feminist theorist Susan Hekman describes as the traditional Enlightenment 

"notion of objectivity, that is, the ability of the . . . observer to remove himself 

from what is being observed and to analyze rationally the data he gathers" 

(107). Claims to objectivity, I maintain, overlook the particular histories, 

experiences, philosophies and ideologies that lead an "observer" to find 

certain interpretations more acceptable than others. Claims to objectivity 

overlook the motivations that lead an "observer" to engage in one particular 
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inquiry ratlier than others (Harding Whose Science?). "Choosing," therefore, 

is always suspect, for one must scrutinize one's own location deeply and 

thoroughly in order to determine the multiple influences that guide any 

"choice." Democratic decision making, in the postmodern view, focuses not 

on erasing oneself from the scene in order to judge but, on the contrary, 

demands that one write oneself into the scene with tremendous self-

consciousness in order to examine what leads one to judge. Only after such 

self-reflection does one advocate specific actions. A postmodern democracy 

defines citizens as the intersections of multiple, varied, at times conflicting, at 

times unconscious perspectives. 

Not everyone who promotes education as a tool of democratic 

citizenship agrees on the value of minority opiiuons or that rational decision 

making is suspect. In The Closing of the American Mind, a book that was on 

the New York Times Bestseller List from May to December in 1987 (thirteen 

times as number one), Allan Bloom agrees that education should prepare 

citizens for democratic participation, but he centers his definition of 

democracy on so-called "natural rights," ethical principles that supposedly are 

part of the very nature of things and that can be understood by reason (Hirsch 

100,131). For Bloom, democracy rests firmly on the sense that, by using their 

"common and distinctive" faculty of reason, which is "accessible to all men as 
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men," people can (and should) put aside their particularities and choose 

homogeneous American identities (38). Bloom writes, 

by recognizing and accepting natural rights, men [find] a 
fundamental unity and sameness. Class, race, religion, national 
origin or culture all disappear or become dim when bathed in 
the light of natural rights, which give men common interests 
and make them truly brothers. (27) 

The Closing of the American Mind is subtitled How Higher Education 

has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today's Students. In it. 

Bloom argues that in order for education to train democratic citizens, it 

should concentrate on the "Great Books." Reading these works, Bloom 

argues, will teach students the kind of reasoning necessary for democracy by 

showing them how to discover the "naturally" ethical choices they should 

make. 

But claims about what is "natural" and "reasonable" cannot go 

unchallenged in a postmodern perspective. As Catherine Belsey explains, 

"what seems obvious and natural is not necessarily so. . . . [0]n the contrary, 

the 'obvious' and 'natural' are not given but produced in a specific society by 

the ways in which that society talks and thii\ks about itself and its experience" 

(3). Whereas Bloom claims that certain values are "naturally" good and 

proper, postmodern scholars suggest that Bloom finds those values acceptable 

not because of anything inherent in them but because he has been led to his 

perspective by the way he has been taught to interpret his experiences and, 

more specifically, by the language he has been given to do so. 
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Similarly, the term "reasori" is not neutral; often, what one finds 

"reasonable" is precisely that which fits with that same preset interpretation 

of experiences. "Common sense appears obvious because it is inscribed in the 

language we speak" (Belsey 4). 

What this postmodern analysis reveals, then, is that underlying 

Bloom's apparently neutral call to teach "reason" and "democracy" lies a 

particular political stance. And it reminds us that while many educators 

agree that schools must teach reading and writing to prepare students as 

democratic citizens, the agreement remains only at the surface because the 

parties hold conflicting ideas of how democratic citizens should act. Further, 

many of the arguments that link literacy skills and critical reasoning also 

ignore the conflicting ideas of what a reasonable idea is. Thus, any claim to 

develop a pedagogy that promotes democracy must be tremendously self-

conscious about the ideology that underlies that claim. This is a crucial point, 

and at the risk of appearing to digress, I offer here an historical example of the 

consequences of avoiding such scrutinizing. 

"Democracy" and "Literacy": An Historical Warning 

Before I venture to propose a rhetorical theory for a postmodern, 

multicultural democracy, I first txirn to an historical moment in the early 

push towards American public education, when the discrepancies in political 
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groups' expectations of what constituted a "democratic education" were 

ignored and when neither party interrogated the belief that teaching students 

to read would lead them to reason and that reasoning would lead to specific 

political perspectives. This historical moment serves as an example of how 

such struggles are not only fights for material outcomes but are, as well, fights 

for certain definitions and their political implications. When the political 

definitions remain hidden, it is dangerously easy for one side to appropriate 

the terms of the other. 

The common accoimts of the beginnings of public education in early 

nineteenth century America focus on the campaigns by Horace Marm, a Whig 

from Boston whose educational policies were ultimately adopted throughout 

most of the Eastern states. The push towards public education took place as 

the United States underwent sigiuficant demographic upheaval. As a result 

of both urbanization and westward expansion, states had abandoned the 

prerequisite that voters own property, and thus male, non-slave laborers 

gained the right to vote. Within this context, Marm and others argued that 

the United States government had an obligation to educate its new citizeris 

for that role. 

Usual accoimts of the campaigns for public education tend to leave out 

the working class involvement in the struggle to define what the schools 

should teach and how they should teach it, but the struggle is captured in 
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working class publications such as the Working Man^s Advocate, the 

newspaper of the New York Working Men's Party. The Party was a strong 

force for several years; they founded up to fifty newspapers to speak their 

cause across the new nation (Pessen 43). Their candidates had striking 

political success in the elections in 1829, where they put up ten working men 

as candidates in the New York State Assembly (Pessen 44). 

Both Maim and the New York Working Men's Party made apparently 

identical claims that an expanded reading-literacy would improve the 

democratic nation; both argued that better informed people meant a "better" 

"democratically" governed country. However, the groups had opposite 

visions for what kind of democracy would/should result from the public 

education, as is clear by examining the relationships among the political 

parties. While the Working Men's Parties were encouraged by Andrew 

Jackson's 1828 election, seeing it as proof that the upper class was not by 

default the most fit for public decision making, the Working Men's Parties 

views were, in general, more radical than Jackson's Democratic Party. The 

Democrats advocated a laissez-faire approach, arguing to give people more 

individual freedom, but the New York Working Men's Party wanted 

government to protect the workers from the upper classes. 

The New York Working Man's Party platform, as printed in their 

newspaper. The Working Man's Advocate read: "All children are entitled to 
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an equal education; all adults, to equal property; and all mankind, to equal 

privileges." To separate itself from the agrarian movement, the Working 

Man's Party was quick to explain that the term "property" meant "equal 

means to pursue happiness" ("Our Motto") and that the "equal means to 

pursue happiness" would come about through "equal education." Party 

leader Noah Cook advocated for common, public schools in which all 

children would be taught to read. For him and his followers—the group 

which ultimately made up the majority of the Party—true democracy and a 

shift in the imbalance of power would be effected by universal literacy 

because, once able to read and reason, working class citizens would 

presumably agree with the logic presented in papers such as the Working 

Man's Advocate and use their right to vote to force government to eradicate 

what the Party saw as the inequities of material wealth and the inhumanity of 

factory working conditions. 

The Whigs, meanwhile, had other visions for the role of government 

and citizens in a democracy. As is clear in editorials, the Whigs felt that the 

proper form of democracy was aristocracy, and the workers were a vital part of 

the equation precisely because their work provided the upper classes with the 

leisure time necessary to contemplate and deliberate about public policy. But 

the aristocratic structure was threatened by the expanding suffrage and, as 

historian Robert Church and others point out, the usual forms of social 
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control had been undermined by the expanding cities, immigration, and the 

general geographic movement of families. For example, in the earlier 

villages, people had voted aloud at town meetings, and were thus morutored 

by the upper class and their networks of creditors and landowners who could 

punish a voter who disregarded accepted standards (Church 72). As more 

people migrated to the cities, however, the aristocracy felt their power 

slipping. For the Whigs, the role of government was to ensure that the values 

and expectations of the old regime remained in place. They needed a public 

institution to reach all classes and instill "proper" values. In short, as Ira 

Katznelson says, "schooling was one of the available mechanisms to 

incorporate citizens into the [current] regime and, in this way, to secure 

[aristocratic] authority and property" (50). 

One of the "democratic" values that was threatened by the changing 

demographics was productivity; workers' productivity, after all, provided the 

upper classes with the wealth and time they felt necessary for their own 

involvement in government. The Whigs wanted the goverriment to ensure 

the productivity and economic benefits of the country; that is, they wanted 

the govermnent to support the businesses more directly (Church 63). Thus, 

the Whigs were a economic party who advocated public education to ensure 

that workers would be well trained for the jobs required of them. In his 

educational reports, Horace Marm proclaims that education "can raise more 
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abundant harvests, [and] . . . can build, transport, manufacture, mine, 

navigate, fortify" (82-83). He claims that "An educated people is always a 

more industrious and productive people" (179). 

Both the Working Men's Party and the Whigs had great faith in the 

power of literacy to uphold their versions of democracy. The idealistic belief 

of the aristocracy that learning to read would help to maintain their social 

control relied on the same idealistic belief as that of the majority New York 

Working Men's Party: for the former, the ability to read itself would lead 

people to reason for the status quo, and for the latter, it would lead people to 

reason that the status quo should be overturned. Whiggery goals were passed 

down in the schools not because of students newfound reasoning skills but 

because of the school's "hidden curricula," to use Herury Giroux's term 

(Theory). Despite the Party's hopes, learning to read did not provide students 

with the ability to critique the ideologies embedded in Whiggery rhetoric 

about democracy and citizenship, so when the Party and its newspapers 

folded, there was little to guide working class readers to read from the more 

radical, critical stance. 

Because the leaders of the New York Working Men's Party ignored the 

warnings of radicals like Robert Ower\s who proposed drastically different 

school structures, the Party eventually let the Whigs speak for them to the 

New York legislature, and ultimately. Whig values infiltrated all aspects of 
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schooling. The early school system reinforced values of punctuality and 

respect for elders, and encouraged workers "to accept their lot, if not happily 

at least submissively" (Church 68). Social and moral conventions were 

reinforced through the choices of teachers and the formal disciplinary 

structure. But perhaps most troubling, given the high hopes that the 

Working Man's Parties placed in the literacy movement, the ideology of the 

reading lessons kept poorer students in their place. Learrung to read came to 

mean learning to accept the roles and values that benefited the aristocracy 

because reading lessons were embedded in textbooks and teaching methods 

that taught students a submissive role. 

The McGuffey Readers were the most widely used textbooks; over 100 

million copies were sold since McGuffey's death in 1836 (Church 85) The 

Readers reinforced the values of submissiveness and productivity. The Third 

Reader, for example, reinforced the morals of perseverance, the sin of 

idleness, and the advantage of working hard (See Rippa 151-157). Students 

read in one lesson about George, who is despised for being "idle" and wanders 

about permiless. The lesson reinforces the nineteenth century upper class 

sentiment that status is a reward of hard work and that absence of status is the 

result of lack of virtue. These values contrasted with the views of the 

Working Men's Parties. Compare this lesson to the position of an essay from 

the New York Daily Sentinel: 
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All poverty is not caused by misconduct. A man is often poor 
not because he is less industrious, but because he is more 
scrupulous than his neighbors; because perhaps he will not tell a 
falsehood, or stoop to a dirty trick to get rich. ("Public 
Education") 

This anti-aristocratic reasoning is never promoted in the school texts; the 

only explanations offered are those that reinforce the current matrix of power. 

The literacy teaching methods also created submissive students (and 

workers). Classes performed rote memorization; students were asked 

questions that reinforced a single, dominant reading. For example, after the 

story about George, students are asked, "What must we do to escape the 

disgrace that fell upon George?" (McGuffey in Rippa 155). The books give 

only one "right" ai\swer (avoid idleness) and such content questions are 

placed next to such non-debatable as "how many commas are in this 

paragraph?" (McGuffey in Rippa 155). As Paulo Freire points out, this 

method of teaching makes school "a house in which the students are invited 

to assume a passive attitude in order to receive the transference of the 

existing knowledge without reflection on the very possibility of the creation 

of knowledge" (Davis 66). The method prepares working class students to 

accept their roles as factory workers because, without the encouragement to 

read texts through alternate, multiple ideologies, literacy is reduced to "the 

alienating rationality of the assembly Hne, a mastery without benefit of 

comprehension or political insight" (Giroux qtd in Harper 171) 
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The struggle to define public education in New York in the 1800s 

points to the danger of claiming that learning to read and write, by itself, leads 

to critical thinking, or that critical reasoning leads one inevitably to support a 

particxalar vision of democracy. The lesson is still worth heeding today. Just 

as the humanist AUan Bloom calls for a return to teaching the Great Books 

because he believes they will teach students the values and attitude necessary 

to uphold his vision of democracy, so left-leaning scholars cling to the 

parallel beUef that teaching students to read and write critically will enable 

them to question the status quo. In Academic Discourse and Critical 

Consciousness Patricia Bizzell describes how early in her career she believed 

that by teaching students academic discourse she was teaching them to 

critique dominant ideologies: 

Now I would have said that I was teaching academic discourse— 
meaning to imply something that influenced thinking 
profoundly, even as it embodied stylistic conventions—and that 
I hoped what would issue from the teaching would be the 
development of critical consciousness in students. (Academic 
Discourse 7) 

Bizzell uses the term "critical consciousness" as equivalent to Brazilian 

educator Paulo Freire's term "conscientizacao," which is the awareness of the 

oppressed classes of their active role in maintaining the structure that holds 

them down. Both Bloom and Bizzell invest literacy with the ability to lead 

citizens to reason according to their own ideologically defined sense of the 

"reasonable" attitude towards the world. 
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I have argued that teaching reading and writing does not, in itself, 

promote critical thinking, but nevertheless I assert in this dissertation that 

composition programs have a responsibility, in a democratic nation, to 

promote dvic rhetoric, a way of viewing reading and writing that would 

promote democratic governance. The lesson I learn from analyzing the 

historical attempts to equate literacy and democratic citizenship is not that all 

such attempts are futile, but rather that I cannot rely on appeals to teaching 

"critical literacy" or "reason" in order to ensure that students are prepared to 

act in a postmodern, multicultural democracy. I must carefully investigate 

how definitions of democracy are enacted in definitions of rhetoric; that is, I 

must make clear the rhetoric's assumptions about the relationships among 

language, power, and knowledge, and I must pay special attention to 

underlying messages in any pedagogy used to teach such a rhetoric. 

Democratic Literacy: Rhetorical Negotiations 

In promoting strong rhetoric as a tool for democratic action, I maintain 

that reading and writing are central elements in a multicultiu-al democracy 

because the negotiations inherent in democratic interactions are rhetorical in 

nature. As Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg argue in the introduction to 

their textbook Negotiating Difference, in a country made up of people from 

"virtually every nation in the world," 
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[p]art of [Americans'] struggle has been to conununicate across 
cultural boundaries, and not only to communicate, but to argue 
for rights, to capture cultural territory, to change the way 
America was imagined so that it would include those who were 
newer or less powerful or spoken about but not listened to—in 
short, to negotiate the differences of culture, race, gender, class, 
and ideology, (v) 

Such struggles are rhetorical because the ways we can and do imagine 

ourselves and others are fully caught up in our language practices. These 

struggles to control the definitions of "American" or the images of citizens 

capable of voting are at times physically violent, and at times people resort to 

other forms of force—economic, spiritual, or social—to fight for their 

positions, but nevertheless, we can consider all of these struggles rhetorical 

because "the meaning of each conflict is found in its participants' attempts to 

articulate the positions they were fighting over" (Bizzell and Herzberg 

Negotiating vi). Each position is rooted in the ways that a group names the 

elements of the conflict; differences can be understood by examining the 

coriflicting meanings attributed to certain terms, actions, or moments. In 

other words, the discourse that a person uses is inscribed with his or her 

ideology, which "is not a separate element which exists independently in 

some free-floating realm of 'ideas' and is subsequently embodied in words, 

but a way of thinking, speaking, experiencing" (Belsey 5). A person uses 

particular words to describe what he or she sees, and because of those words, 

he or she comes to see certain parts of a scene and to see them in a particular 

way. Thus, the language shapes the experience, and leads a person to his or 
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her stance in the conflict. This shaping power of language, then, is critical in 

democratic negotiations. 

Strong Rhetoric: A Theory for Democratic Negotiations 

The idea that democratic negotiations are fundamentally rhetorical 

will, I hope, become clear as I outline a theory of rhetoric which is intended to 

provide a way of talking about the reading and writing practices necessary for 

a postmodern democracy. I name this rhetoric "strong rhetoric" for two 

reasons. My first reason for choosing this name comes via Sandra Harding's 

theory of "strong objectivity," which I explain in more detail later. In short, 

she argues that objectivity in its strongest sense comes when people admit 

their subjectivity and examine how they are positioned by the multiple 

discourses around them. Only with this step, she claims, can they claim to 

have a "less false" view of the world. I want the term "strong rhetoric" to 

take on this notion of self-reflection. At the same time, I argue that too often 

postmodern rhetorics stop with the call for people to reflect on their own 

subject formation. I agree that self-reflection is crucial, but I don't think it's 

enough. I want a theory that moves beyond self-reflection and advocates 

action. Therefore, my second reason for choosing the term "strong rhetoric" 

comes via Bizzell and Herzberg. In the quote I include at the begirming of 

this chapter, they state, "rhetoric in its strong definition is a form of action, 



49 

personal and civic as well as academic" (vii). I want strong rhetoric to 

emphasize action, the step we must take after we interrogate our own 

positionality. 

My theory of strong rhetoric is indebted to, and has many parallels 

with, the theory of social epistemic rhetoric that James Berlin developed 

throughout his scholarship, and most fully in his last book. Rhetorics. Poetics, 

and Culture: Refiguring College English Studies. Berlin and I are motivated 

by the same impulse—to develop a way of thinking and talking about 

rhetoric that will be useful for a postmodern democracy. As I develop the 

four main claims of strong rhetoric, I acknowledge those places where strong 

rhetoric and social epistemic rhetoric converge and clarify where they 

diverge. I review the four claims briefly here and then expand on each more 

fully. 

1. Rhetoric is epistemic. As I have already suggested, language is a 

process of selection and deflection and, as such, serves to hide some 

perspectives even as it offers others (Burke 45). Both Berlin and I see rhetoric 

as epistemic and draw on postmodern and poststructuraUst scholarship to 

argue that people's attitudes towards language affect their relationship to 

reality and that discursive conventions shape their perceptions. 

2. Ideology is always already inscribed in rhetoric. Strong rhetoric 

maintains that people are persuaded not simply because they are drawn to 
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"reasonable" arguments, but because the ideologies inscribed in their 

language lead them to feel that some versior\s of "reality" are more 

convincing than others. As Berlin makes clear in his theory of social 

epistemic rhetoric, discursive conventions "offer directives about three 

important domains of experience: what exists, what is good, and what is 

possible" (78), and people's naturalized assumptions about these three 

domains constitute their ideology. Thus, discursive practices have an 

immediate impact on how people perceive and behave in the material world. 

At the same time, material conditions affect people's discursive choices: their 

specific locations in particular political, social, and cultural webs help 

determine how they interpret their relationship to the world and to other 

people. Thus, a theory of rhetoric for postmodern democracy must consider 

the ideological function of language and must therefore remain skeptical 

about how and why citizens hold particular positions. 

3. We can use standpoint theory as a starting point for identifying the 

ideology at work in dominant positions. If a postmodern democracy is 

understood as a site for conflicting rhetorical negotiations, wherein various 

groups struggle to control the terms used in social debates, and if those terms 

are embedded in ideological structures that render the struggle invisible 

because concepts appear so "obvious" and "natural," then how does one 

uncover the ideologies at work in a given moment? Like social epistemic 



51 

rhetoric, strong rhetoric offers a method for analyzing language to expose—to 

the extent possible—the ideologies in it. Berlin's method draws heavily on 

poststructuralist theory and therefore concentrates on exposing the false 

binaries and narrative structures at work in given texts. I find Berlin's 

method useful and appropriate, and I offer yet another method for exposing 

the contested ideologies at work. Drawing on feminist standpoint theory, I 

argue that we can use positions of others unlike ourselves, especially the 

positions of others who are oppressed, to help us recognize the powers of 

otherwise hidden ideologies and assumptions that govern dominant patterns 

of thought and speech. 

4. Strong rhetoric is a form of action. Berlin asserts over and over that 

social epistemic rhetoric is a theory for studying rhetoric and for producing it, 

but it is revealing that when he defines social epistemic rhetoric as "the study 

and critique of signifying practices in their relation to subject formation," he 

leaves action out of his defiiution (Rhetorics 77). Berlin seems to want social 

epistemic rhetoric to go beyond analysis and guide rhetors to intervene in 

rhetorical negotiations, but his theory and pedagogy are slanted heavily 

towards analyzing how people are constructed by the ideologies inherent in 

their language practices. The pedagogy he advocates guides students to reflect 

on their own subject formation and to examine how their subject positions— 

like those in the texts they study—"have been discursively constituted in 
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historically specific terms" (82), but he does not go the next step to encourage 

students to insert their voices into the discursive conflicts that are at the heart 

of democratic action. In my theory of strong rhetoric, I seek to emphasize 

action as much as analysis, intervening as much as reflecting. At the same 

time, with an awareness that we are always already constructed by ideological 

forces that we do not recognize, I argue that writers need to examine carefully 

the implications that follow from their linguistic inclusions and exclusions. 

That is, writers need to consider what forces their terms and other discursive 

conventions exert on others. 

In the remainder of this chapter I develop each of these four claims in 

turn. 

Rhetoric as Epistemic: Reality and/in Language 

As Berlin argues so clearly in "Rhetoric and Ideology," different 

rhetorics define different relationships among language and reality. Whereas 

some rhetorics—neoclassidsts for example—see reality as a separate entity 

which is then captured in language, strong rhetoric, as a postmodern rhetoric, 

views language as a "termirustic saeen," to use Kenneth Burke's useful 

terminology. That is, "even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, 

by its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection of reality and to this 

extent it must function also as a deflection of reality" (Language 45). If we 

accept this view of the relationship between language and reality, then 
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rhetoric itself takes on a prominent and crucial role for preparing citizens to 

analyze critically how their "realities" have been formed linguistically. 

Burke illustrates the concept with the following analogy: 

When I speak of "terministic screens," I have particularly in 
mind some photographs I once saw. They were different 
photographs of the same objects, the difference being that they 
were made with different color filters. Here, something so 
"factual" as a photograph revealed notable distinctions in 
texture, even in form, depending on which color filter was used 
for the documentary description of the event being recorded. 
(Larigu2ge_45) 

Another illustration might help here. In Julia Ferganchick-Neufang's 

recent dissertation on gender-specific problems in composition classrooms, 

she asked survey respondents to indicate how they would define the terms 

"gender specific problems" and "student-on-teacher harassment" and to 

describe any experiences they had that might fall into either category. How 

one defines these terms directly affects what one "sees" going on in classroom 

experiences. Consider a case in which a first-year composition teacher asked 

her students to see her in her office hours and a male student responded 

"How much of you will I get to see?" Teachers who conceive of a power 

imbalance in which students, relying on cultural norms of the subjugation of 

women, undermine the authority of women teachers may "see" this 

interaction as an act of "sexist aggression" (to use Ferganchick-Neufang's 

terminology); in doing so, they might recognize other gestures the student 

had made earlier in the course—gestures that at the time went unnoticed but 
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in the context of the current interaction stand out as significant acts of "sexist 

aggression." The term "sexist aggression" pre-exists for these readers as a way 

to describe this kind of action; it leads them to see this event and previous 

events in these terms. 

On the other hand, teachers who believe that students are always in a 

less powerful position than teachers would not be likely to consider the 

gender of the teacher or the students to be a significant part of the teacher-

student power relation. They likely would not tie the student's comment to 

common cultural attitudes about women. Instead, they might see the student 

as one uneducated in the expected behavior in the academy or they might see 

the teacher as one who cannot properly impose an academic atmosphere in 

the class. The way a person "reads" the events of the class, then, depends to 

some extent on the terms he or she has available; a person knows based on 

the terminology at hand. Expanding knowledge, therefore, depends on 

expanding the terminology a person has access to. 

When we recognize the role that language plays in filtering out what 

we see and do not see in a particular situation, we can see the usefulness of 

examining the terms that we have used to shape our experiences. Language 

is no longer a transparent window on reality; that "reality" is colored now by 

our terms. The window becomes an important object to study in order to 

imderstand what is beyond the window. 
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Some discussions of postmodernism imply that this concept that 

language plays a role in creating our knowledge—that is, the idea that 

rhetoric is epistemic—evolved out of the global economy and technological 

advancements peculiar to the twentieth century, but a more historical 

perspective reveals that the debate over the relationship of language to reality 

is, in fact, a central theme across the history of rhetoric. Indeed, Bizzell and 

Herzberg organize their anthology. The Rhetorical Tradition, around the 

argument that rhetoric is epistemic as they examine "the many definitions 

['rhetoric'] has accumulated over the years and attempt to understand how 

each arose and how each still inhabits and shapes the field" (1). 

As their "General Introduction" indicates, the authors see two main 

historical periods in which the notion that language creates knowledge was 

threatened. The first threat, in the Medieval period, occurred when the 

Church claimed Absolute Knowledge. Because the Church succeeded in 

being seen as the arbiter of what is true or not true, language's only purpose 

could be to promote Church views. "Rhetoric" became equated with 

"persuasion" and "style," and thus, in this period rhetoric is stripped of its 

epistemic powers. "Invention" is urmecessary because Christian knowledge is 

absolute: there are no probables, only "right" answers based on the Church. 

Rhetoric, reduced to style, is seen as pure ornamentation, an addition but not 

a substance (6). 
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The second threat to the "rhetoric is epistemic" argument occurs 

during the shift towards the Enlightenment. Here, truth is said to reveal 

itself through a scientific study of nature, whereas rhetoric merely interferes 

with people's access to nature. For scholars such as Francis Bacon and John 

Locke, language is a problematic, inaccurate, and untrustworthy medium. 

Bizzell and Herzberg characterize the Enlightenment attitude this way; "If 

only stylistic extravagance were curbed [Locke and his successors] say, 

language might be closer to the things it names" (10). In Bacon's view, 

rhetoric is cormected with epistemology, but the connection comes round

about through the field of psychology. According to Bacon, rhetoricians 

should perform scientific, psychological studies to discover people's universal 

and "natural" affinities to particular arrangement, style, and reason and then 

use this scientific knowledge to teach people to communicate more effectively 

(12). 

While those who adhere to the humanist ideology of the 

Enlightermient see reality as external to language and as accessible through 

rational methodology, those who see rhetoric as epistemic talk about the 

Erdightenment project in different terms. It is not that the scientific method 

is "the" method for finding "truth," they would say, but rather that appeals to 

science have become "the" accepted method of persuasion. Framed this way, 

language practices are again seen to construct a particular "reality." And, as 
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Bizzell and Herzberg make clear through their selections in the anthology, 

some scholars interpreted the scientific method as rhetorical even during the 

height of the Enlightenment. As Bizzell and Herzberg introduce the 

selections from Giambattista Vico, for example, they describe the Italian 

scholar as "one of the few in his day to challenge science's claim to 

epistemological superiority" (11). They also include the works of Neitzsche 

who "challenged the self-satisfied assumptions on which scientific knowledge 

appeared to its defenders to rest. What we are pleased to call Truth, says 

Neitzsche (echoing the Sophists), is a social arrangement, not a glimpse of 

ultimate reality" (13). 

The idea that people's immersion in language affects the way they view 

reality is central to a definition of postmodern democracy because, as I pointed 

out earlier, a postmodern perspective is highly critical of claims that citizens 

have "free choice." A postmodern view of language holds that 

language is ... a pluralistic and complex system of signification 
that constructs realities rather than simply presenting or 
reflecting them. Our conceptions of materi^ and social 
phenomenon, then, are fabrications of signification, the products 
of culturally coded sigi\s. (Berlin Rhetorics 58V 

According to this view, the discourses that surround people define how they 

see the world and, therefore, limit the choices they see as available to them. 

Discourse constructs people's perspectives not simply through the 

words that are chosen but also through a whole realm of discourse 

conventions. These conventions control who is authorized to speak and 
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where, what counts as evidence in support of a claim, and so on. For 

example, the discourse conventions in a white, Protestant church indicate 

that the primary voice during the service will be that of the preacher speaking 

from the pulpit. Unless they are acknowledged by the preacher, members of 

the congregation are not supposed to speak and if they attempt to do so, they 

will be chastised by others in the congregation. The discourse conventions of 

a traditional university classroom setting operate much the same way: unless 

the teacher authorizes students to speak, they are expected to silence 

themselves and each other. Students do not recognize other students as 

appropriate speakers, and they usually will not acknowledge each other's 

contributions as valuable unless those contributions are approved by the 

teacher. Such approval is granted when the students offer the "proper" forms 

of evidence. The result of these discourse conventions is that only certain 

kinds of experiences are authorized, and people are trained to mold their 

contributions to fit the given convention. 

As Keith Fort explains in 'Torm, Authority, and the Critical Essay," 

forms have their own kind of meaning. Twenty years ago a 
teacher who conducted a rigidly structured lecture class might 
well have said that his teaching method was "just a convention" 
that permitted learning. We know better than that now. The 
form in which a classroom is conducted is related to what is 
learned and has its own psychological implications in shaping a 
student's development. (173) 

Fort goes on to argue that the forms of essays work in a similar fashion, 

directing the relationship that the author has to reality: "a certain form is 
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chosen (whether consciously or not) so that the self will exist in relation to 

reality and audience in a way that meets the basic needs of the expresser" 

(173). I read the word "chosen" with a postmodern skepticism, but 

nevertheless agree that genre conventions dictate assumptions about who can 

speak, where, and what must be offered as evidence—all elements that 

control what kinds of thoughts and attitudes writers and readers can 

contemplate. 

Not only do discourse conventioris influence the possibilities of what 

is thought and stated, they work invisibly, often touted as simply the "best" 

way to operate within a given context. Although genre forms are themselves 

sites of conflict, the struggle over forms is suppressed by overdetermined 

assertions that certain features are "normal" or "natural." "[T]he 'normal' 

and 'natural,' however, are always historically constituted" and are the result 

of conflicts among different explanatior\s about the principles that are or 

should be embodied in gerures (Berlin Rhetorics 106). As writers use specific 

forms, then, they should make themselves as aware as possible of the 

cor\straints and history of those formal conventions. 

Strong rhetoric begins with the assertion that language shapes people's 

interactions with reality; therefore, strong rhetoric demands that rhetors 

approach their own writing and the writings of others with an eye to 

exposing, as much as possible, how their terms and categories and forms have 
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selected their perspectives. That is, strong rhetoric demands a skeptical 

attitude toward language as it asserts that rhetorical analysis—defined as the 

analysis of how languages construct realities—is an absolutely crucial skill for 

democratic citizens. 

Rhetoric and Ideology 

Another way to talk about the relationship between language and 

perceptions of and expectations for reality is to use the terminology of post-

Marxist theory. According to Luis Althusser, language works together with 

other "apparatiises" to create the ideologies that govern a person's 

perspective. Althusser uses the term "ideology" to mean a "system of 

representations (discourses, images, myths) concerning the real relations in 

which people live" (Belsey 5). It is "not the system of the real relations which 

govern the existence of individuals, but the imaginary relation of those 

individuals to the real relations in which they live" (Althusser 163). People 

often don't recogiuze the distinction between their ideological perspective 

and the "real" world because they are provided with terms and images of 

themselves that obscure the sense that these roles are imaginary ones. For 

example, they can talk about themselves as freely choosing this or that and 

are confronted daily with apparently "free" choices about what to buy, or do, 

or say; therefore, they don't recognize the ways they have been controlled by 

ideological forces. Thus, "ideology suppresses the role of language in the 
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construction of the subject" (Belsey 61) so people assume that their 

perspectives are the "obvious" or "natural" ones and that they have freely 

"chosen" to think and behave in particular maimers. Because they are always 

"addressed" by the ideological apparatuses as if they were free subjects with 

full autonomy, they believe that image. 

According to Goran Therborn, people are immersed in discourses that 

provide directives about what exists, what is good, and what is possible 

(Berlin Rhetorics 78). These ideological consfructs control their relationship 

to others, setting out for them what they notice, what they endorse, and what 

they strive for. "The character of ideology is mental, but its effectivity is both 

psychological and behavioral; its effects are not only rooted in human action 

but also inscribed in human culture" (Giroux Theory 143). The ideologies 

provide paradigms for people's behavior and attitudes. 

While much of this discussion focuses on language—on the terms and 

conventions that carry ideological forces—I cannot emphasize enough the 

very real, material effects of the ideology/language practices. For example, in 

recent national debates about welfare, the term "welfare mom" took on a 

particular meaning derived at the intersection of national attitudes about 

economic productivity, sexuality, and race, among others. Welfare recipients, 

once viewed as hardworking citizens down on their luck and in need of 

temporary assistance, are now defined by the majority of voters as lazy. 
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promiscuous people—usually assumed to be minorities—who feel entitled to 

drain taxpayers' money. The effect of this redefinition is very material: 

welfare funding has been cut. Poor men, women, and children are made 

even poorer. The effect is physical—lack of heat and clothing and food. And, 

as is evidenced by the voting trends across the nation, the majority of voters 

feel no responsibility for the conditions of the poor because their condition is 

seen as the result of their own laziness. My point here is simple: the ability to 

control definitions is powerful and has very material consequences. 

Berlin argues that the only way to "act upon the conditions of our 

experience" is "through discourse, the cultural codes that are part of our 

historical conditions" (Rhetorics_82). According to this line of thought, to 

change material conditions in cases such as the welfare reform bill, one must 

change public policy, and to change public policy one must contend in the 

battle to define the image of welfare recipients. 

I agree with Berlin's assertion, but must first wrestle with a potential 

argument agaii\st it. There is a danger in the move to assert language as the 

crucial factor in affecting people's material conditior\s, because if the struggle 

to control terms is assumed to be most critical in democratic negotiations, one 

might overlook the effect the existing material conditions have on those 

negotiations. Consider, for example, how the feminist cause to change 

women's material conditions is advanced discursively and materially. On the 
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one hand, feminists push to change certain language practices, for example 

pointing out the inappropriateness of calling women girls and successfully 

introducing the new term Ms. into the language to provide a title for women 

that does not link them to their marital status. By changing language 

practices, femirusts hope to redirect the roles imagined for women; ideally, 

the new discursive conventions create new attitudes. On the other hand, 

feminists have pushed to change the material conditions of women's lives by 

providing shelter for women battered by their partners, by suing to end sexual 

harassment from employers, and so on. 

Often I have heard people argue that if feminists really want to make 

changes, they should concentrate on changing the material conditions of 

discrimination and allow the language practices to evolve "naturally" as a 

result of those material changes. The implication is that the "real" results 

come from intervening with our hands and bodies, not from debating an 

abstract concern about the use of the term such as "girl." And this argument 

makes sense, since people can and do use the new terms without having 

changed their attitudes about women. For example, too often I hear people 

use the new terms while calling so much attention to those terms that they 

are revealed as definite constructs—as if these words were somehow 

unnatural while other terms were not. Consider, for example, the effect of a 

person saying, "Hey look at that girl— oh, excuse me, I'd better say 'woman' 
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hadn't I, before someone accuses me of being sexist?" Implicitly, the speaker 

has dismissed the notion that his or her use of the term "girl" could rightly be 

considered sexist; the aside about changing the usage reveals that the speaker 

disagrees with those who struggle to change it. The same result comes from a 

statement like this: "1 went to see that lady doctor yesterday—oops, I guess it's 

not PC to say 'lady doctor.'" In using the term "lady doctor," the speaker 

marks this concept as urmatural because what is assumed as "natural" (i.e., 

"doctors are male") can remain unstated or unmarked (so there is no need to 

say "male doctor"). But again, by calling attention to the "new" rules of 

language, the speaker erodes the chances of the terms being seen as "natural," 

and thus ii\hibits the words from functioning to reinforce the new 

relatioriships. 

Working to change language practices, then, does not guarantee a 

corresponding change of attitude, whereas if speakers already are convinced 

that it is disrespectful to refer to mature women as if they were children or to 

identify women doctors by their gender, then the changes in language would 

follow. Given this reasoning, perhaps feminists (and by extension other 

political activists) should concentrate on changing people's material 

experiences rather than their linguistic ones. For a rhetoric of a multicultural 

democracy, this reasoning suggests that composition and rhetoric classes are 

not reaUy the appropriate places for promoting attitudes necessary for a 
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multicultural democracy because democratic struggles should be understood 

as material, not linguistic. 

Such reasoning, however, overlooks the ideological function of 

language. While it is certainly crucial for political groups to push for material 

changes, these changes will be understood disctirsively, and therefore an 

equally important site for struggle is in the language itself. For example, dvil 

rights workers fought not only for the right to shop in the department stores 

of Birmingham, but also for the recognition that the term "citizen" 

encompasses people of color. Their physical actions called attention to the 

ideological work being done by a term that had assumed a disparity among 

the races and was applied differently to different populations. 

The relationship of the material and the linguistic is further 

complicated by the very real effect of the material context on a rhetorical 

interaction. The context of a rhetorical interaction, whether textual, oral, or 

visual, influences the ways that language is understood. A conversation 

among particular people in a particular context gains its meaning from those 

material conditions; the same words take on different meanings elsewhere. 

For example, read from the view of the 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King's call to 

end police brutality in his "Letter from Birmingham Jail" reads as a rallying 

cry, full of hope and faith in the dvil rights movement. By contrast, read in 

Los Angeles after the Rodney King beating and subsequent acquittals of the 
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police officers. King's words seem hollow, and faith in the power of the Civil 

Rights Act to right the racism in the country feels somewhat naive. Thus, 

rhetorical theory must be careful about making universal claims about what 

particular forms or interactions mean. Rhetorical analysis must begin by 

examining the material context of a situation and by analyzing the historical, 

political, and social conventions and conflicts implied by the setting of the 

interaction. 

The concept of language as an ideological apparatus is crucial to a 

rhetoric for postmodern democracy because it calls into question the power 

attributed to "reasoned" rhetoric in an Enlightenment or humanist paradigm. 

No longer can we assume that we can influence other citizens by presenting 

straightforward, "reasoned" arguments, because we now see that what is 

considered "reasoned" depends heavily on the ideology in which we are 

embedded. We can no longer assume that when we are influenced by others, 

we have chosen fireely based on their arguments, because we lean towards 

certain views and away from others based on the ideology that has 

interpolated us: our ideological stance rules out certain options as 

nonexistent, bad, or impossible and embraces others because they fit within 

the ideological framework. Rhetoric, then, can no longer be simply a matter 

of analyzing or presenting "reasoned" arguments, because "reason" itself 

implies a certain assumption about what exists, is good, and is possible. 
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Rather, rhetoric must encompass particular methods of self-reflection and of 

analysis that will allow us, as much as possible, to be aware of the ideologies 

at work in the negotiations that are central to democracy. 

Methods of Reflection: Semiotics and Standpoint Theory 

The sense that citizens are unconsciously constructed by ideologies 

upsets the humanist picture of democratic governance in which citizens 

deliberate together and choose an action that best serves the majority because, 

if the choices people have are determined so much by their language practices 

and their location in the social and material conditions surrounding them, 

then citizens are not agents who can "deliberate" and "choose." In this 

depressing scenario, society merely reproduces itself and its constant conflicts 

because no one can produce anything outside of the ideologies swirling 

around them. If a postmodern democracy is to be a site for action, then, one 

must confront the difficult question of how to act with an awareness that 

one's actions are embedded in ideologies. Given that language is one of the 

forces that perpetuates an ideology, it also can be a clue that helps citizens 

recognize the ideologies at work on/in/through them. The question, then, is 

how might they access those clues—how might they come to see the 

limitations imposed by the terministic screens they take for granted in our 

language practices? First I describe Berlin's approach, which I also advocate; 
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then I offer an additional method from feminist standpoint theory to 

supplement his approach. 

Berlin's Semiotics for Social Epistemic Blhetoric 

Berlin's solution begins from the assertion that language is always a 

site of struggle. That is, "ideological prescriptions [regarding the nature of 

'reality'] are in continual conflict for hegemony, with the groups in 

ascendance calling on all of their resources of power to maintain dominance 

in the face of continual opposition and resistance" (Rhetorics 86V Therefore, 

he claims, any discursive convention contains within it both the controlling 

ideology and the ideologies it is trying to suppress. In order to "study and 

critique [the] signifying practices in their relation to subject formation within 

the framework of economic, social, and political conditioris" (Rhetorics 77), 

he looks for the key terms within rhetorical negotiations and "situates them 

as functions of coded structures" (Rhetorics 116). 

To identify the ideologies at work in key terms, Berlin draws on the 

theories of anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, Jacques Derrida, and Paul De 

Man. Levi-Strauss is useful to Berlin because he "demonstrated that the key 

binaries of a culture are arranged hierarchically, so that one term is 

privileged, considered more important than its related term" (Rhetorics 591 

Given this, Berlin studies texts within their historically specific contexts and 

seeks out those places where the key terms' shifting definitions offer a 
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glimpse of the struggle they are meant to contain. He then examines the 

relationship of the key terms to their opposites, questioning the implicit 

hierarchies and teasing out the ideological struggles embedded there. 

As he focuses on the "narrative structure" of a text, Berlin draws on the 

deconstructivist theory of Jacques Derrida. The "narrative structure" of the 

text is that which authorizes certain people to act within certain frameworks 

and situates the reader in a particular relationship to this structure. For 

example, in a text about cowboys that is printed in the Wall Street Tournal. 

"the essay employs narratives that at once disparage Wall Street Tournal 

readers because they are urban office workers while simultaneously enabling 

them to identify with the rugged freedom and adventure of cowboys" 

fRhetorics 118). Berlin then asks what function such narratives serve for 

what ideological forces. It is this move that is poststructuralist, because Berlin 

investigates the political effects of the codes in order to disrupt the closure 

that the text implies, a closure that structuralism would have welcomed 

(Rhetorics 124). 

All the while, Berlin concentrates on the historical, economic, political, 

and social context of the text. Certain narratives are authorized in certain 

historical moments, and key terms often shift with a person's political 

affiliations, as was clear in my earlier analysis of the nineteenth century 

struggle for "democratic" public schools. Thus, Berlin considers "the context 
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of the piece, exploring the characteristics of the readership . . . and the 

historical events surrounding the essay's production, particularly as indicated 

within the text" fRhetorics 117). 

According to Berlin, the result of this analysis is a deeper awareness of 

the struggles embedded within a text; its purpose is to discover how a text 

positions its readers so that analytical readers can "then explore their own 

complicity and resistance in responding to this role" rRhetorics 118). In short, 

critical readers use their analysis of the gaps and inconsistencies within the 

texts along with their analysis of the rhetorical negotiations embedded in key 

terms to better understand (as much as is possible) how they have been 

constructed in the discursive practices operating around and through them. 

Feminist Standpoint Theory 

I find useful Berlin's method of collapsing binaries and examirung 

narrative structures within their historical contexts, but in my theory of 

strong rhetoric I wish to expand upon a concept that Berlin leaves unstated: 

the potential epistemological advantage of beginning inquiry from the lives 

of oppressed groups. Berlin acknowledges that much is left out of dominant 

discourses and that the Enlighterunent's humanist legacy has continued to 

reject those positions that cannot be construed as universcils (Rhetorics 71). 

For example, while a liberal democratic education has long committed itself 

to "listening to all voices," the discursive practices of educational and 
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democratic institutions have demanded that those voices fit within a 

imiversalized paradigm. Unless a position can be interpreted as contributing 

"truths as universal certainties," that position is not authorized as a site of 

knowledge (Rhetorics 71). Thus, "the subject positions of certain groups [are] 

simply unspeakable," so the dominant groups in the academy only listen to a 

narrow band of positions (Rhetorics 71). 

If what people can or cannot "hear" is affected by their positionality, 

then the call to "listen" to "all voices" becomes suspect. Nevertheless, a 

commitment to "hear" the marginalized voices in rhetorical negotiations is 

critical for a postmodern democracy because it can be a method for exposing 

the ideologies at work in the dominant discourse. What is needed, therefore, 

is a new understanding of the value of marginalized voices and a more 

sophisticated understanding of what it means to "hear" those voices. This is 

one of the moves that differentiates strong rhetoric from social epistemic 

rhetoric. 

My argument here draws on feminist standpoint theory, which has 

been defined as "the view that women (or feminists) occupy a social location 

that affords them/us a privileged access to social phenomena" (Longino 201). 

Most specifically, I draw on the work of Sandra Harding, who summarizes the 

work of Dorothy Smith, Nancy Hartsock, and Hilary Rose to argue that 

using women's lives as grounds to criticize dominant 
knowledge claims, which have been based primarily in the lives 
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of men in the dominant races, classes, and cultures, can decrease 
the partialities and distortions in the picture of natiure and social 
life provided by the natural and sodal sciences. (Whose 121) 

Standpoint theory is based on an assumption that people who are oppressed 

and who are aware of that oppression are able to recognize the ideologies of 

the dominant group because they experience daily the rupture between the 

dominant position and their own positions. Therefore, if one wishes to 

expose the sexist assumptions at work in the dominant ideology, one should 

begin by examining the differences in the ways women speak about their lives 

and the ways the dominant groups discuss those same moments. 

Femirust standpoint theory focuses on the epistemological advantages 

offered by begirming inquiry from women's positions, but I wish to expand 

the scope here. While the struggle against dominant expectations of women's 

lives is a site where the gap in dominant sexist ideology is revealed, sexism is 

not the only distortion in dominant thinking, and therefore women's lives 

are not the only site from which to view the dominant culture. The works of 

African American, Marxist, and gay rights activists make it clear that there are 

additional, equally important sites of struggle that, when used as the starting 

point of inquiry, yield up the racist, classist, and heterosexist distortions of the 

dominant cultiire—including the dominant feminist culture. Therefore, 

while I turn to feminist standpoint as one model for reflecting back on the 

ideology of the dominant culture, I want to make it clear that I do not see 

sexism as the only distortion in that ideology nor do I see the feminist 



73 

standpoint as the only starting point for correcting that distortion. As 

Harding advocates, we must start from the perspectives of multiple oppressed 

groups: the way to get the least distorted ser\se of the world is to "recognize 

the historically situated character of all knowledge claims and [to seek] to 

have one's own thought permeated with each (oppositional) standpoint" 

(Longino 211). One must study the social and historical conditions that create 

the Others' beliefs "in order to look back at the self in all its cultural 

particularity" (Harding Whose? 151). 

I would like to address one of the major objections to standpoint theory 

here—the concern that standpoint theory is essentialist. Because feminist 

standpoint theory argues that Inquiry should begin from women's lives, 

some critics (Susan Hekman, for example) fear that it relies on an image of a 

universal, "natural" category of "woman" to which all females are supposed 

to belong. Such universal categories are suspect because they ignore the very 

real differences among women and are often used to erase those differences 

from the dominant perspective. It is further suspect because it reinforces a 

masculine/ femiiiine dichotomy as it reifies the feminine position. 

This argument misimderstands femirust standpoint theory, which 

does not rely on an essentialist notion of "woman." Rather, it sees the 

category of "woman" as a construct. The epistemological advantage of 

women's lives comes not from some Lmiate, natural quality of all women. 
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"not from a spedal relation to nature, but from [women's] dual position as 

subject/object in the texts of ruling" (Longino 207-8). Even those feminist Like 

Sara Ruddick or Lorraine Code, who argue for the epistemological advantage 

of women who physically care for other human beings, sfress that the 

epistemological advantage arises not from some iimate "womanly" quality 

but from the experiences the women gain performing as caretakers, a role 

commonly attributed to women in Western cultures. 

Harding responds to the critique of essentialism by making clear that 

the claim to begin inquiry from women's lives does not mean that all 

women's accounts of their experiences are to be embraced wholeheartedly as 

"the truth." Women's lives are mediated in language just like everyone 

else's, and are shaped by social relations. Feminists have to learn a specific 

language in order to expose sexism. Furthermore, "women (feminists 

included) say all kinds of things—misogynist remarks and illogical 

arguments; misleading statements about an only partially understood 

situation; racist, class-biased, and heterosexist claims—that are scientifically 

inadequate" (Harding, Whose 123). Standpoint theory does not suggest that 

women are less susceptible to distorted world views than other people. What 

is valuable as a way of exposing distortions is not what individual women say 

or do. What is valuable is the theory and insight that comes from examining 

research questions with women in mind; what is valuable is "the 
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subsequently articulated observations of and theory about the rest of nature 

and social relations—observations and theory that start out from, that look at 

the world from the perspective of, women's lives" (Harding, Whose 124) 

A second critique of standpoint theories is harder to dismiss and raises 

critical questions about how the theory can be applied. Harding argues that 

"the least distorting thought is that which begins from as many life situations 

as are constructed as Other by mainstream discourses" (Longino 211) and the 

least distorting thought is that which examines the historical and social 

conditions that lead the Others to their beliefs (Harding, Whose 149). As 

Helen Longino points out in her review of Whose Science? Whose 

Knowledge?. Harding gives "few directions" as to how one might gain access 

to this epistemologically advantageous site. Is it possible for people outside 

certain cultural and historical groups to ever "have one's thoughts 

permeated" with Others' beliefs? Longino explains it this way, 

I cannot produce thought from the life situations of women in 
India, although I can produce thought that takes their point of 
view and research as seriously as theirs takes my own. However 
much I and they inform ourselves about one another's life 
situations we can neither share nor escape our social locations 
unless we materially dismantle them, and even then we cannot 
escape our histories. (211) 

If we admit that we ourselves are situated in webs of ideologies that have 

coristructed us, we caimot presume simply to walk off the web and into 

another: the threads are sticky and they will trail along with us whether we 
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notice them or not. Longino seems to make it clear that Harding's goal of 

"strong objectivity" is impossible to achieve. 

I am not convinced, however, that the goal of strong objectivity is to try 

to climb out of one's own web and into Others' webs. Rather, I see its purpose 

as finding a way to look back into one's own web and see the ideological 

threads that are otherwise invisible to us because we are standing on them. 

Harding stresses this goal in her essay "Overview: Towards a Philosophy of 

Perspectives" from the anthology CEn^Gendering Knowledge. Her central 

question in this essay is an echo of Longino's concern. Harding asks, "Is it 

true that only the oppressed can generate knowledge? That one can 

contribute to the growth of knowledge only out of one's own oppression?" 

(105). Her answer throughout the essay is "no." "The Standpoint Theorists," 

she argues, "do not intend the understandings generated by these approaches 

to research to be available orily to members of the groups whose social 

situation some particular Standpoint analysis privileges" (104). How, then, 

can people of different standpoints access the potential knowledge in other 

positions? 

In Whose Science? Whose iCnowledge? Harding emphasizes that an 

aspect of the femiiust position that gives it potential epistemological 

advantage is that "women's perspective is from the other side of the 'battle of 

the sexes' that women and men engage in on a daily basis" (126). In other 
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words, "knowledge emerges for the oppressed through the struggles they 

wage against their oppressors" (Whose 126). To impose itself fully, the 

ideology of the dominant culture must be overdertermined; that is, to 

persuade subjects of the inevitability and naturalness of a particular concept, 

that concept must be reinforced at multiple sites. Struggling against the 

ideology reveals those sites. Therefore, if feminists challenge sexism on one 

front, they are bound to feel backlash from the multiple systems in place to 

keep the practice invisible. At the same time, if feminists succeed in 

upending one sexist practice, they may find others behind it continuing to 

perform the sexist function. In this way, knowledge about the dominant 

culture comes about through struggle. "Only through such struggles can we 

begin to see beneath the appearances created by an unjust social order to the 

reality of how this social order is in fact constructed and maintained" (Whose 

127). 

Because a standpoint is not something to be had just by claiming it— 

because it is, in fact, is a result of participating in a struggle with the dominant 

ideology—then a standpoint is available to those people who genuinely 

engage in such a struggle. This is Harding's argument in "Overview: 

Towards a Philosophy of Perspectives." People who wish to take on a 

standpoint different from their own must choose (additional) marginal 

identities and "willfully refvis[e] to do what the culture at the center expects 
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them to do" (107). If members of the dominant culture want access to the 

standpoint knowledges, they must do more than read and study the works of 

people of oppressed groups; they must go beyond an academic engagement 

with the material: they must engage with the dominant culture in ways that 

will expose the oppression at work. In a passage worth quoting at length, 

Harding explains the difficulty and necessity of taking on roles considered 

"perverse" by the dominant culture: 

My intention here is to make it both harder and easier to become 
a perverse identity. It will be harder, because I must undertake 
difficult tasks all by myself in order to effectively generate 
antiracist insights. I carmot just repeat what women of color 
have said. I have to educate myself about people of color, their 
struggles and their cultures. I have to study my own ignorance 
as well. ... I have to study white exploitation, domination, 
oppression, and privilege. .. If the process is not painful, I 
probably am not doing it right. ("Overview" 109) 

The way to recognize the power of the dominant ideologies, according to 

Harding's standpoint theory, is to put oneself in opposition to it and feel its 

response. 

Before leaving this discussion of standpoint theory, it is necessary to 

expose a weakness in the terminology so far. While Harding clarifies in her 

later work that the epistemological advantages of feminist standpoint theory 

have their parallel in the standpoints of other oppressed groups, her 

argument obscures the obvious point that oppressed groups generate 

multiple and at times corxflicting interpretations of that oppression. There 
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are dozens of femiiusms, and each theorizes sexism in a different way because 

each begins its analysis from the lives of different groups of women: 

liberal feminism from the lives of women in the eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century European and American educated 
classes; Marxist feminism from the lives of working-class 
women in nineteenth- and twentieth-century industrializing 
societies; Third World feminism from late twentieth-century 
Third World women's lives. (Harding, Whose 123) 

The task of actively taking on a standpoint, then, is fremendously complex, 

because it means investigating the struggles and debates among the members 

of oppressed groups as they produce multiple theories about their 

experiences, and it means educating one's self about the history and context of 

these struggles. One cannot merely look up one theory and tout it as the 

method for seeing the dominant culture for "the" perspective of that 

marginalized group. Instead, one must do the much more difficult and 

important work of locating that theory within a matrix of other theories 

generated by the groups and fry as much as possible to understand the various 

contexts that created those multiple views. The sfruggles among 

marginalized groups' theories will reveal multiple ideologies within the 

dominant culture. The task is clearly a never-ending one, as it must be an on

going process to educate oneself as much as possible by studying and engaging 

in debates at multiple sites. As Harding points out, the goal is never to 

achieve a "frue," or entirely ideology-free view of the world, for such a task is 

impossible. Rather, the goal is to achieve "less false" views of the world. 
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Standpoint theory is a iiseful tool for strong rhetoric because it offers a 

method for self-reflection. Like Berlin's methods of looking at the language 

to reveal its false hierarchies and ideological narrative structxires, standpoint 

theory exposes the hidden ideologies of the dominant culture. In order to 

identify those ideological constructs that have influenced their own ways of 

interpreting democratic negotiatioiis, citizen-rhetors need to examine 

positions from the perspectives of multiple marginalized groups, and they 

need to take on those perspectives not only by researching the theories 

generated from examining the lives of those groups but also by engaging in 

their struggle against oppression. Doing so will provide new language 

practices, new rhetorics, new realities. 

Acting in the Interplay of Language, Power, Belief 

Berlin's social epistemic rhetoric focuses on analyzing how subjects are 

interpolated in discourse practices. He provides a methodology for rhetors to 

examine texts (their own and others) in order to expose the ideologies at work 

there so that they can reflect on their participation in the ideologies. As I 

explained earlier, Berlin wants social epistemic rhetoric to lead rhetors "to 

negotiate and resist these codes.. . to bring about more democratic and 

personally humane economic, social, and political arrangements" (Rhetorics 

116), and the majority of his book and his description for teaching emphasizes 

methods of self-reflection. By implication, the work of reconceiving one's 
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relationship with dominant ideologies, and of recognizing how one may 

have consciously or unconsciously contributed to upholding those ideologies, 

is considered a form of action, since shifting one's ways of talking about the 

world is critical to changing that world. 

As my previous section on standpoint theory makes clear, acting in 

struggles against domination is an additional method for exposing ideologies, 

for helping one recognize the gaps between marginalized people's lived 

experiences and the terminology available in the dominant culture for 

discussing those experiences. Taking an active part in working to persuade 

others to examine their discourse and adjust it to accommodate multiple 

minority experiences serves as a tool for educating oneself about how one's 

own discourse is flooded with dominant ideologies. 

I want to emphasize, though, that it's not enough to engage in such 

democratic negotiations simply to know one's self better. It feels arrogant and 

selfish to join the causes of oppressed groups for the sole purpose of learning 

more about who I am. The reason I want to understand as much as possible 

how ideologies are interpolated within me is so that, as I engage in the 

rhetorical negotiations central to democratic governance, I am better prepared 

to argue for positions that are more equitable. A rhetoric for postmodern, 

multicultural democracy must see its ultimate goal as acting on behalf of that 

democracy. Strong rhetoric, therefore, must not only analyze rhetorical 
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negotiations at work, it must not only examine how such rhetorical 

interactions define particular, ideology-laden roles for its citizens, but it must 

also demand that rhetors insert themselves into the conversation and work 

to affect public policy. Strong rhetoric is a form of action because it provides 

methods for shifting one's own awareness of the ideologies of our own 

discursive practices, a shift that results in actively re-seeing the world. Strong 

rhetoric is also a form of action because it demands that people act rhetorically 

on their new perspectives; it analyzes the negotiations central to democratic 

struggles and it participates in those struggles. 

Taking Strong Rhetoric into the Composition Qassroom 

So far I have relied on theories in rhetoric and feminist studies to 

develop my theory of strong rhetoric. I have outlined the rhetorical needs of 

a postmodern, multicultural democracy and designed a theory of rhetoric to 

meet that challenge. In the remainder of the dissertation, I confront the 

pedagogical question of how to teach strong rhetoric in composition courses. 

If strong rhetoric is a tool for engaging in the rhetorical negotiations central to 

a multicultural democracy, then college classrooms are appropriate places for 

teaching it. 

Up to this point, however, my methods have contradicted my 

argimient. A central claim of the standpoint theory upon which I have 
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drawn so heavily is that remaining in the fairly abstract arena of theory is 

dangerous because it allows one to overlook the particularities of people's 

lives. Therefore, I examine the particularities and ideologies of pedagogical 

contexts not only because I wish to present useful methods for teaching strong 

rhetoric, but also because the particularities of pedagogical contexts provide 

new opportunities for re-seeing the assumptions embedded in strong 

rhetoric. 

Thus, the remaining chapters of this dissertation will engage two 

questions simultaneously: how might teachers attempt to introduce the 

theory of strong rhetoric in their classrooms? And how do the pedagogical 

concerns and contexts redefine and expand the theory of strong rhetoric? I 

begin this analysis in the next chapter by examining how the institutionally 

constructed teacher-student relationship potentially undermines the goal of 

teaching democratic rhetorics. 
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2. 

T O W A R D S  A  R H E T O R I C A L  A U T H O R I T Y  F O R  

T E A C H I N G  S T R O N G  R H E T O R I C  

The greatest trick the devil ever played was convincing the world 
he didn't exist"—The Usual Suspects 

I argue that college composition students should be taught to use 

strong rhetoric to participate in public issues, and I do so with an awareness 

that my definition of strong rhetoric promotes a specific definition of 

democracy, one in which minority positions are valued because they help 

reveal the ideological frameworks of dominant views. As I advocate teaching 

strong rhetoric, I recognize that it sets forth a particular civic role for the 

writers who use it—in this case for the students who are taught to use it. I do 

not mean to imply that students who use strong rhetoric will take particular 

and predictable positions in political debates, because I recognize that citizens 

who value minority positions still disagree about how to respond to the 

inequities they see. The research methods implied by strong rhetoric will not 

in themselves lead to specific stances on issues of welfare, affirmative action, 

or other public policy concerns. Nevertheless, I do acknowledge that the 

methods implied by strong rhetoric promote certain relationships among 

citizens: according to this view, a majority opinion is not always a "least 
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false" opinion and minority positions are useful for bringing people closer to 

"less false" perspectives. Not everyone agrees that this is the best 

relationship among citizens or that minority opinions should be treated as 

having a potential epistemological advantage. Strong rhetoric, therefore, is 

not politically neutral. 

Speaking about strong rhetoric as political is dangerous if I wish to 

promote it in required first-year composition courses because the pervasive 

attitude about all education is that teaching should be neutral. When 

teachers identify a purpose for a writing course that goes beyond teaching 

formal features of writing—beyond advising students of "proper" paragraph 

construction, "standard" grammar rules, and "logical" organization, for 

example—those teachers often are accused of not teaching writing but, rather, 

of using the writing course as a forum to impose their own political views 

onto their students. Consider the uproar when such a course was proposed at 

the University of Texas—Austin in 1990. While Linda Brodkey served as 

Director of Lower Division English, the curriculum committee developed a 

first-year composition course called "Writing about Difference." The course 

analyzed multiple public documents to understand how shifting definitions 

of terms covild explain and justify inequitable treatment of particular groups 

(Brodkey 228). In particular, students were to analyze legal documents, such 

as the Civil Rights Act and the Bill of Rights. 
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Publicity about the course spurred a outcry in the national media. 

George Will attacked the curriculum in the Washington Post, and multiple 

national publications lambasted the course as an example of what they 

considered dangerously wrong in liberal universities. In 1995, Heather 

MacDonald referred disparagingly to the debate in The Public Interest and 

Will reviewed her piece in order to take a new swipe at writing teachers who 

promote "multiculturalism" instead of teaching "proper grammar." Will 

objects to classrooms being used for "political indoctrination" and to 

professors who teach students to view America as an oppressive culture that 

subordinates various victim groups. He claims that high school and college 

graduates are illiterate because, instead of teaching grammar and style, writing 

instructors talk about "how language sUences women and blacks." Will 

would prefer writing instruction as training in Standard Edited English and 

what Heather MacDonald calls the "objective measures of coherence and 

correctness" (5). 

WiU and MacDonald are either ignorant of or unconvinced by 

arguments that what has been defined as "standard" or "proper" or "logical" 

forms of writing are not inherently "clearer" or more "coherent," but instead 

cire forms more familiar to those in power. Standard Edited English is not 

necessarily a clearer way of presenting information across the board; in many 

cases it is preferred because it is the language practice of people in power. If 
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others wish to earn the respect of the people in power, they must learn to 

"walk the walk and talk the talk"; they must speak in the manner that their 

targeted listeners find most acceptable. By doing so they yield to the current 

power dynamics, however, because the dominant group has not had to learn 

how to value others' contributions. By ignoring or ridiculing the relationship 

between language practices and oppression. Will and MacDonald reaffirm a 

definition of "literacy" as the ability to assimilate to the dominant group. 

They suggest that teachers have only two choices: to teach about oppression or 

to teach the rules of "proper" English. But there is another option: to teach 

about the silencing powers of language while teaching the rules of "proper" 

English; to call attention to the politics of phrases like "objective measures of 

coherence and correctness" while explaining to students how to "pass" in the 

dominant discourse community. 

Brodkey and the UT-Austin curriculimi met with brutal resistance 

from inside the field of composition as well, and the questions raised by 

compositionists reveal different assumptions about the relationship of 

teaching, language, and power. In response to the proposal, Maxine Hairston, 

former Chair of the national Conference on College Composition and 

Commurucation and Brodkey's colleague at UT-Austin, declared the syllabus 

unpalatable and antithetical to the purpose of composition classes. In 

"Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching," printed in the May 1992 College 
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Composition and Communication. Hairston rallies compositionists to resist 

what she sees as a dcingerous "exploitation" of composition by "political 

zealots" (192) who put "dogma before diversity, politics before craft, ideology 

before critical thinking, and the social goals of the teacher before the 

educational goals of the student" (180). Hairston feels that the fundamental 

goals of a writing class are jeopardized when teachers impose a political slant 

that demands that students explore issues of oppression. 

According to Hairston, the field of composition had a consensus about 

the best ways to promote good writing. Within that model, classes focus on 

students and their own writing, and essay topics arise out of students' 

experiences. Through the use of student-centered workshops, students 

experience low-risk envirorunents, feel encouraged to take chances, and gain 

both competence and confidence in their work. Hairston feels that 

introducing political content to a writing course jeopardizes these goals. 

When a teacher introduces his or her own political views into the class, 

Hairston asserts, it becomes impossible for students to hold real and honest 

discussions: their awareness of the teacher's ultimate power in the class forces 

them to choose their academic survival (that is, their grades) over real 

discussioris. Furthermore, Hairston fears that students would be required to 

write on teacher-directed themes; their own passion and motivation for 

topics would be shoved aside to make room for the teacher's interests. In 
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addition, she feels that the issues the "political teachers" choose to introduce 

are too complex to be treated in a writing class. She fears that writing teachers 

will move beyond their areas of expertise. 

Hairston makes it clear in her article that she is not averse to the 

political goals these "radical" teachers have. She, too, would like to see an 

end to racism, sexism, and the other forms of oppression the teachers 

champion. She feels, however, that some of these messages can come across 

through student-centered, process-oriented pedagogy. For example, she 

believes students will come to recognize and value diversity as they work 

collaboratively with their peers. Because students come from varied 

backgrounds, she contends, all they need is a safe environment where they 

can talk freely and honestly about their own concerns and experiences. In 

addition, the nature of "good writing" will lead students to an awareness of 

diversity, because they will need to analyze readers' positions in order to 

address them. These solutions naively assvmte that because students are 

ostensibly "equals" in the classroom, they will be willing and able to talk 

freely and honestly about difficult issues; she assumes that students leave all 

their biases at the door and that they do not experience any forms of racism, 

sexism, or other discrimination from their peers. 

Hairston's response to the "Writing about Difference" curriculum is 

important because she makes a move that is common in discussions about 
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"political" writing courses, a move that advocates of courses addressing the 

ideological nature of rhetoric must learn to confront. Courses with political 

content, she implies, will explore the question of oppression and 

victimization and therefore will not deal with questions of writing. Like 

MacDonald and Will, Hairston argues as if the political readings of the course 

are its most critical element, and as if students and teachers will discuss the 

political issues without putting them in the context of concerns about 

language and writing. In fact, the political readings are merely an overt 

medium for talking about a larger concept; the idea that all linguistic practices 

are embedded in ideologies, and that ideologies are perpetuated in all forms 

of discourse. Indeed, if Berlin or Brodkey were to teach a co\irse using 

readings that Hairston had chosen, they probably would draw out the 

rhetorical constructs that make those texts ideological as well. 

Both Hairston and Brodkey want their composition courses to train 

students to read and write well enough to engage in public conversatior\s, but 

they have different ideas of what it meaiis to "engage." The different 

approaches to composition courses, as I suggested in the previous chapter, are 

based on different attitudes about "democracy." Most people who advocate 

teaching composition because it contributes to democratic practice define 

writing instruction as teaching the rules of grammar, the proper form of an 

essay, those abstract concepts of coherence, unity, and development, logical 
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(linear, hierarchical) development for the single idea and so on. Rather than 

teach students to analyze these standards, the thinking goes, instructors 

should teach everyone to coriform to them, as Alan Gribben explained in the 

Chronicle of Higher Education: "If you really care about women and 

minorities making it in society, it doesn't make sense to divert their attention 

to oppression when they should be learning basic writing skills" (qtd in 

Brodkey 232). As Linda Brodkey says in her analysis of national pundits' 

expectations for formalist writing courses today, their vision of teaching 

writing amounts to teaching students the good manners expected of the 

upper and middle-class. 

These visions of the purpose of a writing course come out of the ideal 

of a liberal democracy: in this view, "democratic" education means providing 

equal opportunities for everyone to gain access to the dominant group. An 

alternate view of "democracy" is one in which everyone has equal 

opportxmity to form those controlling standards. In such a democracy, the 

domiiuint standards can no longer be upheld as "natural" or "best," but must 

be examined according to their function in sifting out whose views can be 

heard. When writing teachers come to their classes with the goal of preparing 

students for this kind of democratic practice, then it is impossible to teach 

writing without examining the political implications of theories of rhetoric. 

For scholars who see language as always already imbued with multiple social 
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and institutional forces—who see words as Burkean "terministic screens" 

that focus our attention and therefore exclude other perceptions, and who see 

larger ideological screens that limit our interpretations of what we "see"—any 

in-depth class discussion about "writing" blends together social. Linguistic, 

and political analysis as well. Within this framework, rhetorical analysis goes 

far beyond determining what "choices" the authors have made; rather, it 

examines what choices were made for the authors by the larger cultural 

context. Further, it examines the intended and unintended effects—the ways 

that language hides one meaning even as it offers another. 

Hairston suggests that teachers who teach writing with a political slant 

must ask whether they are imposing their political thinking onto their 

students, and in so doing she suggests that teachers who do not discuss 

politics are not imposing their political thinking on their students as well. 

But, as Berlin makes clear in Rhetorics. Poetics, and Culture, "no set of 

signifying practices can lay claim to a disinterested pursmt of transcendental 

truth; all are engaged in the play of power and politics, regardless of their 

intentions" (77). In A Teacher's Introduction to Composition in the 

Rhetorical Tradition. Ross Winterowd delineates composition into camps 

which each present certain argvunents for the relationship between language, 

people, and power. For example, in Romantic Rhetoric, "imagination 

(genius, creativity) replaces invention" and as a result, writers are thought to 
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either have talent or not, as "true writing" is said to be bom from deep 

contemplation of one's self, not from any sort of social activities that 

stimulate thought and reflection. The result of this defined relatior\ship 

between language, writers, and "truth" is that some people were said to have 

the ability to write well and others were thought of as lacking that ability and 

lacking any possibility of acquiring it. Such a philosophy leads to a certain 

type of language education (similar to many MFA writing programs today) 

that concentrates on giving writers the space and time to "find their voices." 

Romantic Rhetoric, Winterowd warns, tends towards a radical 

individualism; if genius and talent are personal traits, there is little attention 

given to the social and interactive nature of meaning-making. Thus, even 

the romantic image of the writer up in an ivory tower is not politically 

innocent: it too is engaged in the play of power and politics. Hairston cannot 

accuse others of bringing a political slant to their views of writing and writing 

classes without also acknowledging that her process and student-oriented 

approaches to writing constitute a romantic notion of rhetoric that itself has 

political implications. 

Given that every composition course is guided by a theory of rhetoric 

that itself has ideological underpiimings, Hairston's question should not be 

"should a teacher be political in his or her teaching?" but rather, "should a 

teacher tell the students that his or her definition of rhetoric has ideological 
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implications?" Once an instructor acknowledges that strong rhetoric 

constitutes a political view of language, how might he or she teach that 

rhetoric in a way that persuades—rather than coerces—students to accept 

strong rhetoric as a useful way to view language in public discourse? To help 

answer this question I turn to Patricia Bizzell, whose concept of "rhetorical 

authority," whUe problematic for required first-year composition courses, is 

helpful for discussing the dilemma. Then I analyze articles by politically 

active scholars to identify some rhetorical strategies that might be effective for 

persuading composition students to embrace strong rhetoric. 

Patricia Bizzell on Rhetorical Authority 

While I am skeptical of Hairston's implication that some classes are not 

"political," I cannot dismiss her fear that teachers might abuse the authority 

of their position by demanding the political allegiances of their students. The 

power dynamics of the classroom situation provide a context for discussions 

that is unlike most interactions. Teachers are endowed by their institutions 

with certain authority: they are assumed to be experts in their field, with 

certified traiiung, and they likely have years of experience. Students choose to 

attend a certain educational institution, and they may even choose the course 

they wUl take, but once in that course they are obliged to follow the demands 

of the Instructor in order to receive a grade, recorded permanently on their 
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transcripts to indicate (theoretically at least) their level of acquired skill in the 

subject area. Teacher-student interactions are always framed by the teacher's 

institutional authority, the students' need for a grade, and by the teacher's 

power to determine what that grade should be. These factors prohibit 

students from challenging the teacher; to do so would undermine the 

structure of the institution in which they are invested, because most 

institutions justify the teachers' authority based on their knowledge of the 

subject taught, not on their teaching abilities per se. Also, to challenge the 

teacher might risk the "good" grade students need at the conclusion of the 

semester. Students are excruciatingly aware of this and play the game 

carefully. 

This dynamic is troubling for teachers who wish to teach without 

coercion, who wish to engage in real exchanges with their students, diving 

into discussions where both students and teacher give and take and respond 

honestly about issues that matter to them. Consider the dilemma of a teacher 

who is convinced that strong rhetoric is the best vision of language and 

power relationships for democratic interactions and wishes to convince her 

students of this as well. She could choose to present strong rhetoric as "the" 

rhetoric for democracy, never acknowledging the disagreements surrounding 

it. But to do so would hide the politics of her choice in a manner that is 

ethically questionable: she would not give her students the opportuiuty to 
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choose to disagree with her, because she would have hidden the fact that a 

choice had been made in the first place. On the other hand, if she tells her 

students that she believes in strong rhetoric herself and considers it the best 

rhetoric for democracy, she will be uncertain whether her students agree with 

her simply because she is the teacher. Conversely, they might appear to agree 

but secretly question her, and they may be unwilling to challenge her because 

she is the teacher with the power of grades. What is the teacher obliged to say 

about why she chooses to teach firom a certain definition of rhetoric, and how 

should she share her choice so that students will be persuaded but not 

coerced? 

In her essay 'Tower, Authority, and Critical Pedagogy," Patricia Bizzell 

confronts this question. The dilemma arises, she suggests, because we have 

too narrow a definition of "authority"; we should not assume that 

"authority" is always negative. Bizzell explains what she sees as three 

different uses of authority, which she calls coercion, persuasion, and 

rhetorical authority. 

Abdicating authority and using it coercively are two sides of the same 

coin. In the former, the teacher pretends to turn over the reigns and simply 

ignores those elements of the classroom situation that reinforce his or her 

authority—the fact that he or she is getting paid by the institution, the fact 

that he or she must turn in grades, and so on. The teacher pretends to have 
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no preferred definition of rhetoric, even as he or she chooses readings and 

makes assigiunents based on an underlying rhetorical philosophy. In this 

situation students cannot react to the choices imposed on them because they 

are never made aware of those choices: the effect is a somewhat subtle 

indoctrination. Likewise, the teacher does not need to reexamine his or her 

position from the students' point of view, because the teacher has never 

admitted teaching from a particular perspective. 

On the flip side, in the situation of coercion, the teacher does armounce 

his or her allegiances but still does not offer students a way to resist those 

allegiances. The teacher forces the student to act in ways that benefit the 

teacher—the student must change but the teacher doesn't. Bizzell's example 

of coercion is this: "The teacher [imposes] standards of good writing on the 

students... [that] will not really help [the student] to become a better writer 

but will only test to see whether [the student] is already a member of [the 

teacher's] elite group" (56). It is tempting for teachers to see their students as 

objects, as vessels in which to pour knowledge. Especially when one has 

strong ethical and moral reasons for embracing a particular form of rhetoric, 

one may be tempted just to say, "Here is the best definition of rhetoric; this is 

the best way to operate." But to do so derues, obviously, that these students 

are people and that their potential resistance to a concept like strong rhetoric 

comes from their own positions within a complex set of interlocking 
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experiences and ideologies. To pronounce strong rhetoric as "the best" relies 

on teachers' institutional power, not on the merits of strong rhetoric itself. It 

enacts the way knowledge is used by people in dominant positions to silence 

others—that is, the gesture simply declares a thing to be "best" without 

revealing how or why or who benefits from this declaration, and the 

declaration is to be believed primarily because of the control exerted by the 

person who declares it. In the case of a teacher advocating strong rhetoric, the 

gesture is hypocritical, because the teacher is silencing the voices of students 

while simultaneously professing a rhetoric that explicitly values the voices of 

people who are in less powerful positions. 

A better solution is persuasion, in which the participants meet as 

equals and, as Bizzell puts it. Person A can exercise power over Person B 

"orily if B is convinced that doing as A suggests will serve B's best interests" 

(56). Teaching through persuasion might be ideal, in that it means students 

and teachers can have real discussions and that teachers will enter into their 

students' thinking in order to attempt to persuade them, making the teaching 

more of a collaborative enterprise. But there are of course many problems 

with this concept, not the least of which is the concern that teachers and 

students can never really meet as equals, given the institutional apparatus 

that grants teachers particular powers over students. Bizzell's concern, 

however, is not with this inevitable problem but with another: teaching 
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through persuasion is not always adequate "to the task of moving students in 

the direction of [her] own left-oriented political goals" (57). She wants to 

persuade students, but she does not want to have to pause before every task 

she assigr\s to gain the students' cor\sent to perform that task. The continual 

process of persuasion is inadequate because when students resist tasks that are 

uncomfortable—which might be often, if students are asked to confront 

difficult questions about their own ideologies—Bizzell has no recourse to 

make them attempt the task except to fall back to coercion. She wants to have 

it both ways, and so she proposes to gain "rhetorical authority." 

To gain rhetorical authority in the classroom, teachers first persuade 

students that they are on the students' side and gain students' consent to do 

the assigned activities, even if some those activities are uncomfortable or 

even if the outcome is not entirely dear to them. Bizzell stresses that the 

persuasion must come first, and it must be honest in the sense that teachers 

must go into the negotiation willing to have their views changed. In other 

words, the teacher can't just assume that he or she knows what is best for the 

students; rather, the teacher must consider students' perspectives seriously as 

he or she justifies her decisions about the course. 

Bizzell suggests that teachers assure students that their interests are 

linked by engaging in an open discussion of their goals as liberatory 

educators—goals to end oppression, to examine the power dynamics even in 
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classroom situations—and by finding the cormections between their "own 

historical circumstances and those of their students, to suggest that their 

joining together in a liberatory education project will serve all of their best 

interests" (58). What this means for teachers who wish to promote strong 

rhetoric is that teachers need to discuss openly how and why they define 

democratic practices as they do, and, in turn, why they see strong rhetoric as 

necessary for that democracy. They need to put their reasons for teaching 

strong rhetoric on the table, along with arguments others might make against 

the choice, and by so doing provide students with the larger context for their 

teaching. 

BizzeU suggests that once students are convinced that teachers have 

students' interests at heart, students will grant teachers the authority to guide 

a semester-long experience in analyzing, critiquing, and producing rhetoric 

from this viewpoint. I am not so certain that students will be fully convinced 

that liberatory educational goals are in their best interest, but nevertheless, as 

I explain in more detail later, I consider Bizzell's attempt towards rhetorical 

authority in teaching to be the most ethical way for teachers to acknowledge 

their political locations and still teach what they believe in. 

BizzeU points out that true rhetorical authority is difficult to achieve in 

a classroom setting. A teacher, as a teacher, can not enter the dialogue on the 

equal footing required for collaborative persuasion. A teacher's authority in 
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the classroom gives his or her beliefs and values heavier weight, so that 

students who want to get good grades may feel a pressure to mimic what the 

teacher beUeves or to avoid those subjects altogether. (I remember a first-year 

student announcing to a composition class that his father had iristructed him 

always to take the teacher's side in political issues in order to get better 

grades.) This is true even if a teacher states explicitly that he or she is not the 

students' primary audience and that students should direct their essays to a 

third party of people who need to hear them. As Peter Elbow points out so 

clearly in Writing with Power, in academic situations the bare truth is that 

the teacher is likely to be the only person who actually reads the essay. 

Students know this. Thus, in teachers' attempts at persuasion, the context 

surrounding the exchange leaves teachers to hover on the edge of coercion. 

At Holy Cross College, where Patricia Bizzell teaches, writing courses 

are electives, and this context makes achieving rhetorical authority somewhat 

more possible than for most composition teachers. In an elective course, the 

student can drop out if he or she is not convinced to give the teacher 

authority. The structure of required composition courses doesn't allow for 

that option. Students often cannot drop one section and pick up another 

without a lot of bureaucratic running about; thus, the bureaucracy of the 

setup may compel them to stay and submit rather than to stay because they 

are convinced. 
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Bizzell's discussion of authority is complicated for another reason as 

well. She refers to Elizabeth Ellsworth and bell hooks as models of teachers 

who can, she feels, rely on this kind of authority in their teaching. (While 

she feels Ellsworth describes an unsuccessful class in her article, "Why doesn't 

This Feel Empowering?" Bizzell argues that the possibility for using authority 

was evident in Ellsworth's description of her class.) Ellsworth's course was 

armounced as a course on fighting racism; hooks teaches women's studies 

courses and, even when she teachers literattire courses, her ethos as a 

feminist and black activist precede her into the classroom. These contexts 

suggest that students entering these teachers' classes are sympathetic to issues 

of power and oppression or, at the very least, that they expect the course to 

concentrate on these questions. 

As composition teachers, however, we are in a different position: in 

first-year composition classes students usually do not expect to critique 

language or literature by the standards of power or oppression. They usually 

do not expect composition courses to be political; rather, they want hands-on 

advice about how to write acceptable essays for their other classes. 

Composition teachers, therefore, have additional challenges if they are to gain 

a kind of rhetorical authority to teach strong rhetoric—they must first 

persuade students that rhetoric is political, that a useful purpose for first-year 

composition is to be trained to engage in democratic negotiations, that a 
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useful definition of democracy is once which values minority perspectives as 

tools for reassessing dominant views, and finally that strong rhetoric is a 

appropriate rhetoric for meeting the rhetorical challenges of that democracy. 

No doubt, setting up one's rhetorical authority to teach strong rhetoric 

will take a great deal of classroom time. The fear about taking on such 

discussions in writing classrooms is exemplified by Hairston's article and in 

the December 1995 College Composition and Communication article, 

"Seeking Common Ground: Guiding Assumptions for Writing Courses" by 

Denise David, Barbara Gordon, and Rita Pollard. David, Gordon, and Pollard 

echo Hairston's caution when they propose that "Because writing is the 

subject of a writing course, teacher and student talk will focus on writing. 

When teachers talk to students, they will speak as experts on writing and not 

some other subject" (526). They state explicitly that "as soon as the 

development of a students' writing ability is no longer the primary objective 

of the course, as soon as it becomes simply one of many objectives, the course 

is no longer a writing course" (525). Would taking the time to engage in 

questioris about democracy and about the political nature of rhetorics stretch 

beyond the boundaries of what a writing course "should" be? 

When I think of the alternatives, I can't help but answer "no." It is 

important to provide students with the context of the rhetorical philosophy 

that guides a course, because not to do so denies students the mearis to 
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analyze how any rhetoric serves political purposes and, instead, prepares 

students to work within political systems without recognizing that they are 

doing so. Once students have some recognition of how writing courses and 

particular definitions of rhetoric function within a larger context, then the 

writing and evaluation that they engage in during the course can be 

understood within that larger framework. 

Some might argue that a teacher who provides students with political 

justifications for teaching certain materials and methods in a course runs a 

greater risk of "indoctrinating" his or her students than a teacher who doesn't 

raise such issues for discussion. After all, when a teacher explains why he or 

she defines democracy or rhetoric in a particular way, students might be 

coerced because of the power structure to accept that definition as well. But 

such a response ignores two important factors here. First, for a teacher to gain 

rhetorical authority, he or she must enter into real discussions in which 

others' opiruons are considered thoughtfully and thoroughly. Therefore, a 

teacher who raises such questions must paradoxically believe strongly and 

believe loosely. That is, the teacher must believe deeply enough to advance 

the argimient passionately, and loosely enough to admit that the particular 

experiences and backgrounds that the students bring to the discussion might 

uproot some of the foimdations of the argimient and cause the teacher to re

evaluate. A teacher who believes so passionately that he or she carmot see 
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students as potential sources for expanding, changing, or discarding a view 

should not expect to gain the rhetorical authority to teach that view. Of 

course, there will always be teachers who abuse their power and use the 

classroom for one-way transmissions of their beliefs, but these teachers 

carmot be said to have gained rhetorical authority for their actior\s. 

Second, the fear that such discussiorts will coerce students to the 

teacher's viewpoint ignores the fact that by presenting his or her position 

along with the disagreements about that position, the teacher provides the 

students with much more meaiis to reject the position than if the teacher did 

not discuss the context of the class, but rather allowed his or her definitions of 

rhetoric and assumptior\s about the purposes of writing courses to guide the 

reading and writing assignments of the course. When I was an 

undergraduate English major, I mastered the New Critical approach to 

literature, but I had no concept that my approach was one of many 

possibilities: I saw it as "the" way to analyze literature. Because I was only 

presented with one method, and because no one ever contextualized that 

method or justified teaching it, I myself never questioned it. It wasn't until I 

entered graduate school and learned about other methods of literary analysis 

that I was able to put New Critical ar\aiysis into a larger context and evaluate 

how it served to define readers, writers, and literature. If people are 

concerned about students being "indoctrinated," then they should encourage 
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teachers to reflect upon and discuss with their students the context of and 

implications of their approaches to the material they teach. 

Therefore, despite the problems with teachers claiming rhetorical 

authority in required composition classes, I believe that composition teachers 

must make every attempt to gain rhetorical authority in the classroom and 

must provide systems for reflecting as much as possible on the impact of their 

institutional authority. In order for students to have any chance at fully 

engaging with the ethical questions of rhetoric, teachers must "teach the 

conflicts," to use Gerald Graff's words—they must expose the controversy that 

surroimds their teaching and they must explain to students why they choose 

the stand they do. And while it is possible that students might still yield to 

their teachers' definitions because of fear of poor grades or because to do so 

simply is easier than engaging in difficult discussions, trying to teach based on 

rhetorical authority is more ethical than teaching based on coercion and more 

practical than teaching based on continual persuasion. Equally important, 

using rhetoric to persuade students to accept strong rhetoric forces teachers to 

cor\stantly assess that rhetoric in new and changing contexts; it offers more 

chances for the teachers' theory of rhetoric itself to expand and adjust based 

on the interactions with new audiences and authors and their particular 

backgrounds and ideologies. 
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What kinds of rhetorical strategies might teachers use early in a course 

to persuade students to accept strong rhetoric? Which moves, while tempting 

and persuasive to femirust and other politiccilly active scholars, will not be 

persuasive for those students who come to our classes with solid investments 

in foundational views of language, knowledge, and power? 

Beyond Coercion: An Analysis of Activist-Scholars 

To discover potentially useful rhetorical strategies, I turn to the 

anthology (En)Gendering Knowledge, a collection of essays that promotes 

"feminist social construction" and that argues for political action. As the 

editors explain, the authors in the anthology challenge "the use of sex-gender 

ideologies to justify things as they are and the harm caused by knowers who 

disclaim responsibility for the consequences of the knowledge they produce" 

(2) and, they seek "to redeem [fully their] capacity as agents to act as well as to 

know otherwise, to intervene in the world as well as the academy, to have an 

effect" (6). I choose this anthology because its authors work within a dilemma 

that parallels the one I have outlined above. As feminists, these scholars 

wish to challenge the universalizing and dismissive moves often used by 

dominant groups when they simply declare a thing to be "true" or '1?est" or 

"natural" and do not reflect on the coi\sequences of that declaration. As 

feminists, these scholars argue that what is true and right is socially 
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constructed. But they cannot stop there: they not only want to promote social 

construction, they also want to advocate particular "right" ways of acting and 

being. That is, they are not content with debunking the myths of universal 

truths and values and leaving it at that. Instead, they want to debxink the 

myths of universal truths and values and then to justify, using other 

methods, what actions should be promoted. This position parallels those of 

educators who wish to put forward admittedly political theories in their 

classrooms without falling back into authoritarian methods of persuasion. 

As I survey these essays for potential rhetorical strategies to use to 

promote strong rhetoric in first-year composition classes, I am imagining 

using these strategies in a first-year composition course at the University of 

Arizona. As a large, state institution, the University of Arizona attracts a 

diverse student population and the majority of these students is required to 

take two semesters of composition, the first of which focuses on writing about 

public issues. While I have taught a few retiirriing students in this course, 

most of my students have been eighteen- or nineteen-years-old, most are 

fi:om Arizona or California, and about three quarters of my students are 

white. Most of my classes are split fairly evenly between men and women, 

and very few of the students consider themselves feminists. Even those who 

rally behind other Liberal causes tend to recoil from this "f" word, believing 

that feminists are radicals who hate men and who continue to complain 
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about a gender inequality that these students don't believe exists anymore. 

Many of the white students and some students of color believe that racial 

discrimination has ended too, and they explain often that their high schools 

were integrated, that they have friends from diverse racial and ethnic groups, 

and that they are blind to skin color. Most of the students come to my classes 

with a cvurrent traditional view of rhetoric, believing that they should learn a 

prescribed essay form, the basics of Standard Edited English, and a writing 

process that they can march through to arrive at a "proper" essay. Few 

students see writing as epistemic. Few see anything political in rhetoric. To 

gain the rhetorical authority to teach strong rhetoric to these students, I must 

first convince them that definitions of rhetoric are political and then 

persuade them that strong rhetoric is a useful and ettiical method for 

engaging in democratic negotiations. 

I mention the specifics of the University of Arizona students I have 

taught because they are the audience I seek to persuade. I realize that not all 

university students are like those at the University of Arizona, just as I 

realize that I have made some generalizations here that hide the uniqueness 

of many of my students. It is the particularity of my audience that makes me 

evaluate possible strategies with a critical eye, as I realize that strategies that 

might appeal to me as a feminist and as a white woman who wishes to end 

aU forms of oppression might not appeal to my students. 
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The authors in (En)Gendering Knowledge advocate particular action 

even as they acknowledge that they view the world partially from their own 

location. Thus, their situation is somewhat parallel with to those who would 

advocate strong rhetoric. After analyzing several essays I have identified 

some of the strategies the feminists use. Although I delineate the strategies 

separately, it is important to note that none of the writers uses only one 

method. The need to persuade others to see knowledge as constructed and to 

act based on partial understandings of the world is so strong that these 

authors draw on multiple persuasive tools to make their claims. I have 

found three general strategies: 1) a hierarchical view of stances, where the 

author's view is seen as superior and people who do not hold this view are 

seen as ignorant; 2) a claim for the importance of personal experience, with an 

assumption that a true understanding of one's personal experiences will lead 

to a particular political awareness and political stance; 3) arguments of 

morality—that is, an assertion that one view is more ethical than other views 

and that "proper" action should be based on concerns for ail humanity. A 

common technique within this final category is to analyze positions according 

to how they maintain power relations and to argue that positions that 

dominate others are immoral. 

As a white woman conunitted to liberatory politics, I value these essays 

for the ways they convince me to more closely analyze my own actions and 
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for the ways they encourage me to take political stances. But I come to these 

articles trying to see them from other eyes. I come to discover how I might 

use these authors' strategies to convince my students to value strong rhetoric. 

I find the first two of these strategies are most tempting for teachers and least 

effective with students; the third holds more promise. 

Hierarchies of Ignorance/Awareness 

A common way to argue for a particular political outlook (and as I 

have shown earlier, strong rhetoric is a political view) is to establish a 

hierarchy of "awareness." This is true in theories of epistemology even as it 

is true in theories of rhetoric. Some scholars who embrace social 

constructionism, for example, readily accept the assumption that their view 

of knowledge and reality are more "mature" than any other. Consider, for 

example, the much cited works of William Perry and of Mary Belenky, Blythe 

Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger and Jill Tarule: these authors delineate sequences 

of intellectual development which end in "Committed Relativism" (for 

Perry) or "Constructed Knowing" (for the authors of Women's Ways of 

Knowing^ Many who advocate this view rely on the developmental mode as 

a rhetorical move. Janice Hays, for example, states that we should try to 

change students' thinking because "more intellectual complexity is better 

than less" (153). This claim that social construction is the highest intellectual 

position makes it easy to dismiss others as less educated or less aware and to 
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assume that with more information and more reflection they will see the 

truth of our position. (It is especially easy to do this when these "others" are 

our students.) Let me briefly show examples of this strategy at work in an 

essay by Boruiie Zimmerman. 

In "Seeing Reading, Knowing: The Lesbian Appropriation of 

Literature," Zimmerman describes a way of reading that she calls "perverse" 

because it goes against the original intentions of the text. As a lesbian, she 

says, she reads literature differently and is acutely aware of the heterosexist 

assumptions of texts and criticisms. She wants to clarify, however, that she 

does not view heterosexists or racists as conspiring agaiiist other groups; 

rather, she understands their actions as a result of ignorance about the other 

groups. She says, 

I believe that feminist inquiry must see that such [heterosexist] 
narrowmindedness is the product of ignorance, not malice, and 
that, as lesbian scholars articulate both a lesbian perspective and 
a critique of the heterosexist perspective, most unreflective 
thinkers will change and adjust their own vision of the world. 
(97) 

Zimmerman's view is not unusual among academics—after all, most 

teaching institutior\s are designed around the notion that teachers should 

state what they know and students should adjust their thinking based on the 

new information. For Zimmerman, the best views are the ones that are most 

complex because they have examined their original positions from a variety 

of other perspectives. She assumes that these "narrowminded" people 
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adhere to her assumption about how "best views" are formulated and won't 

be threatened by the expectation to adjust their views. While it is true that 

most social constructiorusts would be willing to consider such a change, 

logical-positivists (like Allan Bloom, for example) will not admit that a new 

perspective should force them to consider changing their views. As both 

Sandra Harding and Lorraine Code point out, logical-positivists do not 

believe that the particular positions of the knower should make any 

difference in the acquisition of "knowledge." 

While the ignorance/awareness dichotomy is seductive, we will 

recognize its arrogance as soon as we hear the same logic come from an 

adversary. In the "Advisory" in the beginning of his book The Way Things 

Ought to Be. Rush Limbaugh suggests that the only reason liberals don't 

advocate his conservative philosophy is that they don't yet have enough 

information. Once they have the information, they will have to take his 

view: 

For those of you among the Liberal Elite who take a stab at 
reading this book, be forewarned. Everything in this book is 
right and you must be prepared to confront that reality. You can 
no longer be an honest liberal after reading this entire 
masterpiece. Throughout the book you will be challenged, 
because you will actually be persuaded to the conservative point 
of view. Whether you can admit this in the end will be a true 
test of your mettle as a human being, (xiv) 

Limbaugh parodies leftist language here, pointing out the false logic of the 

assumption that the liberal position is the epistemologically superior one. 
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When teachers assume that students don't advocate the same positions they 

do because students have not had access to the right information or have not 

reflected enough on the material that they do have, teachers risk making this 

same arrogant leap. Strong rhetoric is a complex, useful theory, but simply 

stating that it is the "best" and the "most sophisticated" will not make it so. 

Strong rhetoric is a view that endorses political positions, and we must 

acknowledge those political positions when we advocate it. 

The Personal Is Political 

In feminism, the call that the "personal is political" assumes that at 

some level all people experience the political inequities of sexism, and this in 

turn leads to a second strategy for advocating feminist action: to look inward 

to personal experiences. The assumption here is that when one truly 

compares personal experiences against the external knowledge provided by 

the dominant culture, one will recognize the distortion of the dominant 

views. Within feminist arguments, then, a persuasive strategy is to tell 

people to examine their own life experiences. 

When the goal is to persuade students to value strong rhetoric, 

however, the call to "look inward" will be useful only if people can reflect on 

experiences that involve political inequities caused by particular definitions 

of rhetoric. If students reflect on situations where they were made 

uncomfortable by others' assumptions about the proper relationships among 
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language, power, and people, they might come to recognize times when a 

rhetoric was used to control them. For example, a student might have been 

told he or she didn't have what it takes to be a writer by a person who held to 

what Ross Winterowd would call a "romantic" definition of rhetoric, which 

holds that writers are born with certain "talents" that can be nurtured but 

never taught. As a result of this view of rhetoric, the student might have felt 

discouraged about writing, seeing the alleged inadequacy as permanent and 

irreversible. On a larger scale, the definitions within romantic rhetoric of an 

authentic voice or a universal experience select which ideas can be expressed 

and which people can be heard. 

It might be possible for students to find examples of personal 

experiences with rhetorics that will help them recognize its political nature. 

But the real problem with the "personal is political" strategy, however, both 

when used for promoting femirusm or for promoting strong rhetoric, is that 

in order for people to recognize the political significance of certain personal 

experiences, they must already be able to talk about personal experiences as 

political—that is, they must already be able to recognize how politics might 

work within certain gendered or rhetorical interactions. Let me explain this 

further by retuniing to the arguments of feminist scholars. 

When Bormie Zimmerman describes how she reads as a lesbian she 

enacts this personal/political strategy. She places her own experiences with 
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literature against the assumptions about literary criticism that have been 

handed down in the discipline. She uses her own experiences to critique 

those assumptions. Recognizing that her style of reading is a political act, she 

calls it "perverse" and encourages others to "read perversely" as well. Sandra 

Harding tells us that acknowledging such "perverse identities" in oneself is 

an "advantage, epistemologically" ("Who" 103). When we claim a "perverse 

identity," we can more readily recognize the cracks in claims to universalism, 

because we are those cracks. We ourselves are what is left out of the 

traditional paradigm. 

Naomi Scheman suggests that an acknowledgment of the personal is 

precisely the tool that upsets traditional epistemologies. She tells us 

When people are empowered to speak in their own voices, out 
of their own bodies, lives and communities, and not as 
impersonators of the privileged, the tools of thought are 
transformed. Truth becomes a goal of ever broader coalitions, 
the hallmark of knowledge shareable by more and different 
particular others, for more and different political ends. (197) 

Her references to the body here resonate with the claims of French Feminists 

like H^ldne Cixous who caU for women to "write the body": once again the 

willingness to abandon what others have told us and truly examine and 

validate our own experiences is seen as the way to transform our perspectives 

on reality and, ultimately perhaps, suggest the proper actions needed to 

change reality itself. 
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It woxild be dangerous to assume that the move to examine and affirm 

the personal would, in itself, account for the transformation. A woman 

reflecting on her experience may not recognize the patriarchal forces around 

her; an Anglo reflecting on her experience may not recognize how she 

participates in the racism around her. Chris Weedon writes. 

Many feminists assume that women's experiences, unmediated 
by fiirther theory, is the source of true knowledge and the basis 
for feminist politics. . . [But] it is not enough to refer 
unproblematically to experience. . . [W]e need a theory of the 
relation between experience, social power, and resistance. (8) 

As all of these authors imply, and as Chris Weedon tells us overtly, reflection 

on personal experiences must be accompanied by some analytical tools for 

understanding those experiences. This point is made especially clear when 

we talk about personal experiences with rhetorics, rather than with gender or 

racial discrimination. In order to recogi\ize that a particular experience enacts 

a certain rhetorical perspective, people need to know how to recognize a 

rhetorical perspective in the first place. Otherwise, they will explain the 

experience in other terms, perhaps buying into the very ideologies they are 

expected to critique. When authors call for people to use their personal 

experience as a way to begin to traiisform knowledge, they assume that their 

readers already have tools for recognizing those experiences in political 

contexts. Thus, the call to examine personal experiences applies to women 

who are feminists, or, as Joyce A. Joyce says, "African Americans who are 

undeniably Black" (170), or students who are already rhetoricians. 
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Like the call to seek out additional information to end one's 

"ignorance," the call to turn inward and claim those personal experiences that 

are not respected in the traditional structures turns out to be a confirmation 

for people who are already "converted." At best it is a helpful framework for 

people who are already willing to see the world differently and wish to hear 

how others' reflections on experiences have given them political and 

personal insights. But the key is that people must enter this dialogue willing 

to consider reshaping their imderstandings of their experiences. Simply 

looking at personal experiences will no more help a person critique the 

dominant culture than giving her more information will ensure that he or 

she "rises" to the "right" political view. Both of these strategies will, 

however, help people who already espouse a certain view to reaffirm their 

positions. In order to lead new people to see rhetoric as political and strong 

rhetoric as a useful democratic tool, we need an analytical theory for 

interpreting the personal and external knowledge they gather. 

Liberation Morality and the Analysis of Power 

The strategy I find most common and most persuasive in essays by 

political activists who critique dominant ideologies is what I call "liberation 

morality," a claim to morality that proposes positions and action based on a 

concern for others and a self-reflective analysis of whose interests are being 

served. This strategy is used prominently in Joyce A Joyce's essay, "Black 
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Woman Scholar, Critic, and Teacher: The Inextricable Relationship Among 

Race, Sex, and Class," an argument for a literary aesthetic that is useful for 

making parallel arguments for strong rhetoric. 

Joyce cirgues that literary aesthetics are never "neutral," and she seeks 

an aesthetic that is admittedly political in that it specifically seeks not to 

oppress. In her effort to promote a politically conscious Black Aesthetic, she 

argues that "the white power structure privileges how a literary work is made 

over what is said, because it is not politically advantageous for the hegemony 

to provide disturbing accounts of oppression that in turn would provoke the 

oppressed into thinking about and acting to secure their liberation" (169). For 

Joyce, it is crucial to embrace an aesthetic which recognizes literature not as a 

mere "idea" but as a "means of survival, a record of Black lives lost in the 

Middle Passage, in the cottonfields on plantations, in swamps, in back alleys, 

and on dty streets, and [as] a means of spiritually empowering those of us 

who understand the need to rally around the goal of transforming society" 

(166). 

Joyce develops several key strategies in her essay. First, she argues that 

her goal in the essay is to seek to end the oppression of all people. Quoting 

Paulo Friere and others, she argues that oppression dehumanizes all 

involved in it, the oppressors and the oppressed; therefore, ending 

oppression is for the benefit of all. Likewise, proponents of strong rhetoric 
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can and should make clear that the purpose of strong rhetoric is not only to 

provide space for quieted voices to be heard, but also to provide a way for 

dominant groups to reflect on their own experiences. Second, she elaborates 

on the political nature of supposedly "neutral" literary aesthetics, denouncing 

in particular any suggestions that overtly political work cannot be literary 

precisely because it is political or that form is irJierently more valuable than 

content. Joyce is careful to expose how different aesthetics are useful for 

different political goals. 

Finally, in her critique of traditional defirutions of "literature," Joyce A. 

Joyce pronounces as immoral their inherent exclusion of other groups' ways 

of writing and ways of knowing. She sees "the welfare of human beings" as a 

primary concern in her work: "My sensibility is that of a humanist, not a 

scientist, and my intellectual, analytical, emotional, intuitive, and pedagogical 

values arise from my concern for the welfare of human beings" (164). This 

stance allows Joyce to reject traditional aesthetics because of their exclusion 

and to advocate a particular course of action. Joyce examines which aesthetics 

and which actions will be most inclusive. Liberation morality proposes that 

one Ccm. choose actions and ideas by selecting theories and actions that will 

not restrict or harm people. To make such selections, one needs to analyze 

situations according to relations of power. 
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If teachers are to rely on liberation morality to help establish the 

rhetorical authority to teach strong rhetoric, they will need to talk about 

rhetoric in terms of its power to include and exclude people from the 

proverbial Burkean parlor room. Like Joyce, they should emphasize that 

discussions of rhetoric are not simply discussions of ideas for ideas' sake, but 

rather that they have real-world consequences: these are struggles about 

people's lives, not just so-called "academic" debates. 

If teachers are to begin from students' experiences, as Bizzell suggests 

they should, then discussions should focus on the rhetorics that have gmded 

students' formal and informal writing instruction in the past. The analysis 

should question; Whose voices are the loudest within this definition? Who 

is included and excluded from participating? How? Who benefits? Every 

rhetoric wiU be scrutinized according to its context: Who promotes it? What 

is the larger context of that promotion—in what institutions is it upheld? On 

what assvimptions is the rhetoric based? How do cultural or institutional 

powers affect the interaction? 

The class discussions that ensue would revolve around the concerns 

that sfrong rhetoric is meant to address, in particular the need to examine the 

ideologies underlying particular claims in order to understand their 

effectiveness and the need to find methods of including the perspectives of 

minorities as much as possible. Like Joyce, teachers wiU need to expose the 
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hypocrisy of those who argue that teaching rhetorics (or any subject, for that 

matter) can be politically neutral. Of course, the ways teachers choose to 

categorize rhetorics and the kinds of political elements they reveal in those 

rhetorics will be influenced by the teachers' own ideological and political 

stances—this is inevitable, and it is not lost on students. Teachers who 

announce their affiliations, who provide methods for students to recognize 

the affiliations of those who remain silent, and who offer students a language 

with which to analyze rhetorics will give students a start on the materials 

they can use throughout their lives to evaluate the effects of rhetorics on 

everyday life. 

Teacher's relationships with their students and the marmer in which 

they deal with the politics of their teaching are just one element in designing 

a pedagogy for teaching strong rhetoric. As I have tried to demonstrate in this 

chapter, teachers who seek to promote strong rhetoric must do so by first 

reflecting on their own positions as teachers and on the dynamics of power 

within the classroom, and they must make their choices as explicit as possible 

for their students. Gaining the rhetorical authority to teach strong rhetoric is 

a problematic and perhaps impossible task; nevertheless, it is the best option 

for teachers who wish to acknowledge their own positions as teachers and 

citizens as they teach. The attempt to gain rhetorical authority exposes the 
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power and political dynamics of a classroom, and therefore is the most ethical 

approach, and teachers can rely on strategies of liberation morality to attempt 

to gain that authority. In the following chapter I analyze foiir curricula that 

profess to teach civic rhetorics to determine how teachers might proceed once 

they have gained rhetorical authority by. 
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3. 

T O W A R D S  A  P E D A G O G Y  O F  S T R O N G  R H E T O R I C :  A  

S U R V E Y  O F  C O U R S E  D E S I G N S  

Our [writing teachers'] focus .. .has shifted from the self 
that writes to the sources of that self—the social, cultural, 
and historiceil conditions by which selves, or "subjects," 
are formed, and which make particular acts of writing 
possible. 

With this shift in focus from the private to the 
social has come a shift in the purpose of writing 
instruction: teachers who once invited students to master 
or to transcend the strictures of written discourses now 
call upon students to participate critically in the discourses 
that shape their lives. Pedagogies that once aimed at self-
actualization now aim at soci^ traiisformation. Here lies 
the key source of contention in the composition 
community, the issue upon which all our polemics turn. 
For while we might agree in principle about the socially 
ameliorating potential of a curriculum that empowers 
student writers across the cultural spectrum, we are by no 
means in agreement about what teaching practices might 
best be put to this end, or indeed, whether a composition 
coxirse should be used to this end at all. 

—Patricia Sullivan and Donna Qualley, Pedagogy 
in the Age of Politics 

It should be obvious from the preceding chapters that I am not the first 

to claim that rhetoric is ideological. Many scholars in the field of composition 

and rhetoric have discussed the ways that various rhetorics enact different 

political ends—consider, for example, the work of Ross Winterowd, Sharon 

Crowley, John Clifford, David Bleich, and Miriam Brody, to name a few. 
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Fewer scholars have written about how such an observation might affect 

writing instruction. What might it mean to teach a composition course that 

addresses the idea that rhetorics are ideological and that teaches students to 

look for the ideological conflicts in the discourses they encounter? How 

might one go about teaching this to students in required first-year 

composition courses? 

Several composition scholars have taken up this question and 

proposed curricula to teach students to view language as a coristruct, as a 

medium that shapes the way people see the world. In this chapter I survey 

four courses that take on the question of ideology and language, analyzing 

them to determine which, if any, of these pedagogies are useful for teaching 

strong rhetoric. I examine the pedagogies proposed by David Bartholomae 

and Anthony Petrotsky in Facts. Artifacts, and Counterfacts: Theory and 

Method for a Reading and Writing Course. Donald Lazere in "Teaching 

Political Conflicts," James Berlin in Rhetoric. Poetics, and Cultures: 

Refiguring College English Studies, and Patricia Bizzell in her book Academic 

Discourse and Critical Consciousness and her anthology. Negotiating 

Difference, which she co-authored with Bruce Herzberg. All of these scholars 

propose their courses as methods of teaching students to recognize how 

language practices are not neutral or inevitable but instead serve to promote 

various world views. Lazere, Berlin, and Bizzell explicitly refer to their 

courses as teaching critical dvic literacy; Bartholomae and Petrotsky don't 
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define tlieir purpose in terms of civic rhetoric, but they do argue that they 

wish to help students "question the institutional forces that institute the 

normal by marking or excluding the deviant" (6) in order to allow students 

to reimagine themselves and to claim an authority for their readings of the 

world. In other words, they want to teach students a similar critical attitude 

towards language that Lazere, Berlin and Bizzell do, even though they don't 

call it a "dvic" attitude. 

The goal of teaching strong rhetoric is to prepare students to engage in 

the rhetorical negotiations that are central to a multicultural democracy and 

to provide students with a perspective on language that will enable them 

both to participate in and to critique the conventions of public decision 

making. It would seem to follow that the curriculum for strong rhetoric 

would include readings from public, political documents or analyses of public 

media such as TV or newspapers, which are all examples of the rhetorical 

negotiations affecting democratic governance. By examining the ideologies at 

work in particular texts and their contexts, students can glimpse the 

complexity of democratic negotiations as work. Lazere, Berlin, and BizzeU all 

start with this assumption and their course texts are speeches, editorials, 

magazine articles and the like; Berlin includes poetic texts as well. 

Bartholomae and Petrotsky, on the other hand, design their pedagogy around 

academic discourse. Their students read a range of texts from different 

academic disciplines. There are particular advantages to focusing on 
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academic discoiirse in a course about the ideological nature of rhetoric, and I 

wish to examine these first. In the end, however, I argue that it is most useful 

to draw from contemporary and historical documents as the texts for a course 

in strong rhetoric, and I analyze the pedagogies put forth by Lazere, Berlin, 

and Bizzell to evaluate how a composition course in strong rhetoric might 

draw from such texts. 

Academic Writing and Ideological Analysis: Bartholomae and Petrotsky 

In Facts. Artifacts, and Coimterfacts. Bartholomae and Petrotsky 

provide the theory and the syllabus for a college reading and writing course. 

Their goal for the course is to teach students to view reading and writing as 

constructs, "artifacts" that are created by authors in particular settings and that 

contain within them the expectations and conventions that define certain 

roles for their authors and readers. Bartholomae and Petrotsky want students 

to question the "apparent inevitability" of writing (8) and to see texts as the 

result of particular ideological assumptions. As a result of this new attitude 

towards language, they hope, students will see how they can claim an 

authority to compose "readings" of their worlds: they will be empowered to 

enter into the conversations around them. 

As I summarize the course that Bartholomae and Petrotsky propose, I 

consider the particular context in which the covirse was developed, as that 

context has an obvious bearing on the course's design and focus. Then I 
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consider the differences between this context and the context that might 

surround a first-year composition course in strong rhetoric in order to 

determine what elements of Bartholomae and Petrotsky's course might be 

useful and what elements might run counter to a pedagogy of strong rhetoric. 

Basic Writing at the University of Pittsburgh 

Bartholomae and Petrotsky develop their curricula in response to a 

particular institutional need and for a particular kind of student. In 1977, Bob 

Marshall, the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of 

Pittsburgh, asked Bartholomae and Petrotsky to "design a course for the 

increasing number of students who were imprepared to do the work of the 

standard curriculum" (qtd in Bartholomae and Petrotsky ii), unprepared, that 

is, for "the textual demands of college education" (4). Unlike other 

institutions' response to underprepared students, the University of Pittsburgh 

was "unwilling to define its students" as unskilled or remedial, because, as 

Dean Marshall explained, 

to do so would be destructive not only to the students but to the 
college itself (in the latter case by allowing the faculty to assume 
that the only measure of quality work was that which they took 
for granted on the basis of what they saw in themselves, or in 
young people who were, more or less, versions of themselves), 
(qtd in Bartholomae and Petrotsky, ii) 

Within a context that valued marginalized students as people who could 

potentially improve the uiuversity, Bartholomae and Petrotsky developed a 

reading and writing course in which students would "learn to compose a 



129 

response to their reading (and in so doing, to learn to compose a reading) 

within the conventions of the highly conventional language of the 

liiiiversity" (5). That is, students were to understand their reading and 

writing as "a struggle within and against the languages of academic life" (8). 

Because they were charged to design a course for "basic writers"— 

students grouped together specifically because of their unfamiliarity with the 

conventions of academic discourse—Bartholomae and Petrotsky had to 

address academic conventions within their course. That is, the way the Dean 

defined the audience Bartholomae and Petrotsky were to reach dictated the 

course's emphasis: the students had to be brought up to speed in the area of 

their weakness because they were defined by that weakness. At the same 

time, however, the Dean's awareness of the potential patronizing effect of the 

label meant that Bartholomae and Petrotsky had to develop a course that did 

not merely reinforce the marginalizing label but instead helped students to 

reflect critically on the label and its implications. Thus, Bartholomae and 

Petrotsky's course concentrates on making students aware of the discourse 

they use and how their language use cormects to academic discourse. 

In brief, the course revolves around a series of readings, followed by 

students' written responses and discussions of those responses. The students 

use both the readings and their own experiences to develop terms and 

structural frameworks for analyzing the material. They seek to become 

"experts" of the theme they study (the course theme given in Facts. Artifacts. 
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and Counterfacts is the study of growth and change in adolescence), and they 

accomplish this through reading and analyzing others' texts in a way that 

helps them view how knowledge is constructed and argued in the academy. 

That is, they theorize about adolescence after reading each other's responses to 

several fictional and autobiographical accounts (written by student colleagues 

and by professional writers), and then they compare their theories to those of 

scholars in other disciplines, examining not only the differences in content 

but also in presentation. 

Every reading is really a re-writing, the authors point out. To help 

students recognize how institutional forces define the rhetorical situations of 

readers-as-writers, Bartholomae and Petrotsky begin with the assumption that 

"all readings are misreadings" and declare that the important question is 

"whose misreadings matter"? The focus of the course, then, is not really the 

given theme (adolescence, say), but rather the moves a reader-as-writer must 

take to translate the "facts," materials given to him or her, into "artifacts," 

their revision of these materials: "the subject of our students' study, then, is 

their own discourse—their representations of the class's common material, 

the key terms and structures of their discussions and essays, the contexts they 

represent and imagine" (8). And the pedagogy of the course is 

"counterfactuality," the "motive to alter those artifacts, to reject their 

apparent inevitability" (8). 
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The pedagogy is built on rounds of reading, writing, and discussion in 

which the focus on inquiry is not on what those authors meant, as if there is 

some single right interpretation, but rather on what those authors mean to us 

as students and teachers with particiilar histories. The focus is on how the 

interpretations of those authors shift according to the readers, the 

juxtapositions of texts, and the frameworks readers use to re-write the texts 

for their own purposes. The course outlined in Facts. Artifacts and 

Counterfacts uses six books including works of literature, nonfiction, 

autobiography, psychology, and sociology, along with a seventh text compiled 

mid-semester from students' narrative reflections on their own adolescence. 

Students also are required to read four additional books of their own 

choosing. During and after reading these texts, students write responses 

prompted by a series of teacher questions. These questions cover a broad 

range of activities, from selecting and justifying significant events to 

connecting the frameworks offered by the texts to students' experiences. 

Teaching Strong Rhetoric Through Academic Discourse 

It might appear, from my description so far, that Bartholomae and 

Petrotsky's context of teaching basic writers is so different from the goals for 

teaching strong rhetoric that I have set up a strawman (or two) when I say 

that their course is not a good model for sfrong rhetoric. But Bartholomae's 

other articles about teaching writing and reading suggest that he sees his 
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course as doing more than teaching academic conventions and that, in fact, 

he believes a focus on academic discourse is the most appropriate way to teach 

students about the relationship between ideology and rhetoric, which is one 

of the goals of strong rhetoric. 

Let me review briefly the tenets of strong rhetoric and then I will 

explain how Bartholomae Links his pedagogy with similar goals. As I 

explained in chapter one, strong rhetoric makes four basic claims: 1) rhetoric 

is epistemic. That is, language is a process of selection and deflection and, as 

such, serves to create particular ways of viewing the world. 2) Ideology is 

always already iiiscribed in rhetoric. Strong rhetoric maintains that people 

are persuaded not simply because they are drawn to "reasonable" arguments, 

but because the ideologies inscribed in their language lead them to accept 

some versions of "reality" as more convincing than others. 3) In order to 

expose—^to the extent possible—the ideologies in language, strong rhetoric 

argues that we can use positions of others unlike ourselves, especially the 

positions of others who are oppressed, to help us recognize the powers of 

otherwise hidden ideologies and assumptions that govern dominant patterns 

of thought and speech. 4) Finally, strong rhetoric is a form of action: that is, 

strong rhetoric demands that writers engage in the rhetorical negotiatioris of 

democracy. It demands that citizens do more than analyze and reflect upon 

issues of language and power, because such personal reflection only 

ir\fluences individuals and does not do much to ii\fluence social policy. 
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A pedagogy for strong rhetoric, as I suggest in chapter two, must 

persuade students that discourse conventions are rooted in ideologies, that 

democratic practices demand a particular kind of discourse, and that strong 

rhetoric can provide useful guidelines for approaching democratic 

negotiations. Furthermore, in order for teachers to gain the rhetorical 

authority to teach strong rhetoric, they must discuss their liberatory goals 

with their students and acknowledge the very power dynamics in the 

classroom that make achieving that rhetorical authority difficult. That is, as 

teachers they must be aware of and constantly reflect on the power dynamics 

in the classroom. Furthermore, given the assertion of strong rhetoric that 

people in less powerful positions have potential insights about the more 

powerful group, teachers must consider students as capable of contributing to 

the knowledge-making that happens in the classroom. 

In "Writing with Teachers: A Conversation with Peter Elbow," 

Bartholomae makes it clear that one of his main pedagogical objectives is to 

make students "aware of the forces at play in the production of knowledge" 

(66). This position is aligned with strong rhetoric: Bartholomae wishes to 

reveal language as a construct in itself, an epistemic force, and he wishes to 

reveal the how institutional forces and power dynamics influence which 

language is heard and what claims are considered "true." And for 

Bartholomae, a focus on academic writing is the most ethical and effective 

way to raise these issues. Although Bartholomae may have been led to his 
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pedagogy because he was told to design a course to prepare University of 

Pittsbvurgh's basic writers to enter academic discourse, in his more recent 

arguments, he suggests that the course design is most appropriate for all 

classes that concentrate on questions of language, power, and ideology. 

There is much controversy these days about what "academic writing" 

actually is and whether there really is any such thing, and Bartholomae is 

careful to define his perspective. He clarifies that he is not talking about 

teaching academic discourse in terms of the specific conventions expected by 

different disciplines—of identifying, for example, the kinds of evidence 

accepted in sociology or the kinds of ethos most appropriate in articles about 

molecular biology. Bartholomae acknowledges what many have already 

pointed out: the kinds of writing produced within any discipline are multiple 

and diverse, and the kinds of writing produced in the academy are so 

numerous as to defy being lumped under one heading. Instead of talking 

about "discourse" as "particular discursive practices and how they are 

reproduced or policed within academic disciplines," Bartholomae explains 

that he is proposing a course that examines "sites, possible scenes of writing, 

places, real and figurative, where writing is produced" ("Writing" 65). Thus, 

he examines "the scene of writing as a discursive space" ("Writing" 66). 

Bartholomae makes the distinction in order to be able to talk about academic 

writing without suggesting that all writing in the academy fits within a 

certain framework. That academic writing includes a broad variety of styles. 
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he reminds us, does not mean that writing in the academy does not exist It 

does, and the specific academic context influences the writing. What 

Bartholomae wishes to focus on is the effect of the institutional context. 

One big reason Bartholomae gives for arranging courses around 

questions of academic writing is that he considers it the honest thing to do. 

Talking about writing in the academy enables teachers to gain a more credible 

sort of rhetorical authority, he claims (although he doesn't use Bizzell's 

terminology.) In "Writing with Teachers," Bartholomae explains, "[T]here is 

no writing done in the academy that is not academic writing. To hide the 

teacher is to hide traces of power, tradition, and authority present at the scene 

of writing" (83). The academic context for the writing students do in our 

classes is always there, whether we tell students to write for themselves or to 

write for outside audiences. And the academic context influences how 

teachers respond to the texts students write, even if teachers tell themselves 

that they are responding purely as members of the audiences students have 

targeted in their writing. Thus, it woixld be an act of bad faith to teach a 

writing course at a university without calling attention to the institutional 

forces at work in defining what can be said or written in that course. He says 

this quite plainly: 

I want to argue that if you are teaching courses in the university, 
courses where students write under your supervision, they can't 
not do it and you can't not stand for it (academic writing, that is) 
and, therefore, it is better that it be done out in the open, where 
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questions can be asked and responsibilities assumed, than to be 
done in hiding or under another name. ("Writing" 63). 

A second reason Beirtholomae considers academic writing to be an 

appropriate focus for teaching a critical awareness of rhetoric is because, he 

says, "there is no better way to investigate the transmission of power, 

tradition, and authority than by asking students to do what academics do" 

("Writing" 66). For Bartholomae, the message of academic writing is that 

our writing is not our own, nor are the stories we teU when we 
tell the stories of our lives—they belong to TV, to Books, to 
Culture and History.. .. Students write in a space defined by all 
the writing that has preceded them, writing the academy 
insistently draws together: in the library, in the reading list, in 
the curriculum" ("Writing" 64). 

Thus, according to Bartholomae, the academic context insists on the view of 

language and rhetoric that strong rhetoric would promote—one that sees 

writing as always already guided by its context. Furthermore, he argues, any 

attempts to teach writing in an academic context without calling attention to 

the impact of that context smacks of a desire for writing beyond institutional 

forces—a desire antithetical to the kind of self-reflection and skepticism 

necessary for attempts to identify those iiistitutional forces. Bartholomae says 

courses that do not discuss academic writing overtly represent "an expression 

of a desire for an institutional space free from institutional pressures, a 

cultural process free from the influence of culture, an historical moment 

outside of history, an academic setting free from academic writing" 

("Writing" 64). Instead, students should 
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do what academics do: work with the past, with key texts. . 
working with others' terms. . .; struggling with the problems of 
quotation, citation, and paraphrase, where one version of a 
student's relationship to the past is represented by how and 
where he quotes [another author] ("Writing" 66). 

Meaningful discussions about the difficulties of all of these tasks reveal the 

relationships between students and authors, writers and readers, and "the 

network of affiliations that constitute writing in the academy" ("Writing" 66). 

When I consider his advice in light of a course in strong rhetoric, I 

agree that speaking specifically about the academic context of writing is a 

useful step in gaining rhetorical authority, and that doing so promotes a 

reflection about context that is an important frame for such a course. I also 

agree that the academic context provides a useful focus for speaking about 

institutional conventions and the ideological forces that influence writing 

choices. And, while I am not convinced that academic writing is the best 

focus for a course in strong rhetoric, as Bartholomae suggests, I do recognize 

that there are practical advantages to designing a course in strong rhetoric 

around the topic of academic writing. All first-year composition students 

must negotiate the demands of the academic institution, and therefore the 

academy is the one thing teachers can be certain that all their students have in 

common, even if students' relationships to the institution differ. Thus, a 

focus on the academy as a site for writing provides a common content for 

discussioris of power and language. This is more than a simple convenience. 

Teaching students to analyze the rhetoric of institutions in order to discover 



138 

the ideologies embedded there demands a lot of in-depth class discussion and 

guided analysis, so it is useful if all the students in a class can investigate the 

same institution. 

A second practical reason to focus a course on academic writing is 

because of institutional pressure to design composition courses that wUl 

prepare students to write in their other university courses. First-year writing 

courses are "supposed" to teach students to negotiate the demands of 

academic discourse, so a course that professes to take on that subject (even if it 

does so critically) will be more accepted by administrators and those national 

pundits (like George Will) who scrutiruze higher education than would 

courses that take on more explicitly political topics. If instructors can teach 

strong rhetoric under the name of academic writing, they are less likely to 

encounter the kinds of backlash and interrogation that greeted the 

composition program at the University of Texas—Austin when they 

proposed the "Writing about Difference" course I described in the previous 

chapter. This strategy, of course, relies on tlie assumption that those who 

oppose "political" teaching will not recognize that a course in academic 

writing can also be a course that exposes the political biases of such writing; as 

such, it is a somewhat duplicitous strategy. 

I can not in all honesty advocate designing a strong rhetoric course 

around academic writing based on the reason that doing so would make it 

easier to slip the course past its potential detractors. Therefore, I must 
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consider whether a course that analyzes academic writing really is the best 

way to "investigate the transmission of power, tradition, and authority," as 

Bartholomae claims. Ultimately, I find that the answer is no. When I return 

to Bartholomae and Petrotsky's course syllabi, I find that despite 

Bartholomae's claims in his other writing, and despite Dean Marshall's initial 

claim that the university needs to value the perspective of marginalized 

students, Bartholomae and Petrotsky's course does not actually value the 

students as potential knowledge makers; rather, it teaches students to change 

their ways of writing and thinking for the academy. 

Bartholomae's solution to the inequities of the ideological forces that 

have excluded some people from academia is to give those students access to 

the university. His approach is to examine students' work with an eye to the 

moves they have made to approximate academic writing and to reflect those 

choices back to them. It is apparent in his essay "Inventing the University" 

that Bartholomae is impressed by the attempts that novice writers make to 

sound like academic writers, and his pedagogy is designed to recogriize and 

reward students for these attempts while explaiiung to the students how such 

attempts are received by academics. 

When I asked students in a sophomore composition class to read 

"Inventing the University" several years ago, some students found his tone 

patronizing. They felt he was making fun of the basic writers he quoted, and 

while I don't consider his intent malicious, Bartholomae does treat some of 
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the student essays with bemusement. As my students helped me recognize, 

Bartholomae's attitude belies a lack of reciprocity in the teaching context. 

That is, Bartholomae can think of the students bemusedly because he 

assumes they eventually can and should adjust to the expectations of 

academic writing. If he considered the students' resistances as not only signs 

of their lack of familiarity with the academy but also as potential signs of their 

resistance to or alienation from that academy, he could not discuss basic 

writing "errors" with such an avuncular tone. To see students as potential 

knowledge-makers, Bartholomae would have to heed the advice of Paulo 

Freire: 

It is not our role to speak to the people about our own view of 
the world, nor to attempt to impose that view on them, but 
rather to dialogue with people about their view and ours. We 
must realize that their view of the world, manifested variously 
in their action, reflects their situation in the world. Educational 
and political action which is not critically aware of this situation 
runs the risk of either "banking" or of preaching in the desert 
(77) 

Bartholomae wishes to open the doors of the academy and to provide a 

sort of training ground to prepare those students who might otherwise fail. 

The problem with this approach (one that Kermeth Bruffee advocates as well) 

is that "it indubitably smacks of liberal social agendas, which ordinarily try to 

right the immediate wrong without analyzing the more powerful, hidden 

relations that produce it" (Crowley "Reimagining" 195). In "Reimagining the 

Writing Scene: CurmudgeorUy Remarks about Contending with Words." a 
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concluding chapter of an anthology that contemplates composition from a 

postmodern perspective, Sharon Crowley reflects on such criticism. She 

writes, "That Bartholomae is characterized [by authors in Contending with 

Words] as a l^ad guy' is ... curious," Crowley tells us, "because his theoretical 

impetus derives precisely from his poststructural suspicion of individual 

authority" (194). In other words, Bartholomae takes on a poststructural 

skepticism about writerly "choices," arguing that those choices are 

determined by ideological contexts rather than by individual writers' free will, 

but in his pedagogy he acts as if students simply make wrong "choices" in 

their writing because they aren't aware of what the "right" choices are. He 

concentrates on revealing the expectations of the academy and, when he 

explains basic writers' choices, he describes how those choices "fail" in the 

academic context without considering how they might serve as examples of 

resistance or as alternatives to the academy. It is surprising, given his own 

emphasis on institutional and ideological forces in language, that 

Bartholomae's pedagogy is so unidirectional. His intent to train students to 

write like academics overshadows what I consider to be a more important 

goal of critiquing the ideologies of language practices and of viewing students 

as sources of knowledge-making. 

The criticisms of Bartholomae's curriculum suggest that, if one were to 

design a course in strong rhetoric by focusing on academic discourse, one 

would need to ensure that the ciurriculum analyzed the ideological influences 
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on both academic and "non-academic" writing, pointing to the consequences, 

both good and bad, of that setting. The result, ideally, would be a case study of 

writing in the institutional setting of the academy, a case study that would 

serve as a model for analyzing power and ideology in other contexts as well. 

If the course did not provide a way for students to make this leap, this 

extrapolation from the academic context to the public, political one, then the 

course could not be said to teach strong rhetoric. 

As can be seen in Bartholomae's pedagogy, a course that focuses on 

academic writing treats students as students and emphasizes that role for 

them. It defines the teacher-student relationship in terms of inclusion and 

exclusion from the academy. As a result, the sense of students as ritizpns is 

downplayed. Students are not asked to view their writing or their 

interactions in the class through the lens of civic responsibility. It is for this 

reason that a course that focuses on academic discourse is not appropriate for 

teaching strong rhetoric. I agree with Bartholomae that examining writing 

within the context of the academy is useful and important for making 

students aware of institutional forces at work, but I am concerned that a 

course in academic writing would lead students to see themselves and their 

writing primarily from that perspective. Instead of emphasizing that one 

reason for higher education is to prepare citizens for their roles in democracy, 

a course in academic writing makes the question of citizenship secondary and 

suggests that students learn academic writing for its own sake. 
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Public Writing and Ideological Analysis: Lazere, Berlin, and Bizzell and 

Herzberg 

Donald Lazere, James Berlin, and Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg 

seek to teach students a civic rhetoric to prepare them for their roles in a 

democracy, and to do so they have designed curricula that analyze the 

ideological, rhetorical elements of public texts. Lazere's pedagogy is outlined 

in a College Composition and Communication article. (By an interesting 

choice of the editor, Lazere's article follows Maxine Hairston's argument 

against "political" teaching.) James Berlin details his course and provides its 

theoretical background in Rhetorics. Poetics. Cultures. Patricia Bizzell 

describes her course at a theoretical level in several articles and in her book 

Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness, and she carries through on 

her pedagogical goals in Negotiating Differences, an anthology that she edited 

with Bruce Herzberg. 

Rhetorical Schema of Political Texts: Donald Lazere 

Although Lazere's pedagogy is described quickly in an article, rather 

than thoroughly in a book as is true for Berlin and Bizzell, I discuss his 

pedagogy here because I suspect that his is a common approach for teachers 

who work with political, public texts in their classrooms. His "rhetorical 

schema" for working with public texts are designed to help students recogiuze 

and identify some of the ideologies within those texts, and the handouts he 
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includes are useful. He helps students identify magazines as liberal or 

conservative, for example, and guides students to see the common rhetorical 

patterns different political parties rely on. However, the pedagogy is imbued 

with a liberal view of ideology in that he proposes the schema with the 

assumption that, by using the proper tools, students will be able to get beyond 

ideology into some "bias-free" place. The pedagogy does not offer enough 

tools that guide students to reflect critically on their own ideologies. 

Lazere argues that composition teachers shoiild teach "critical civic 

literacy" (195); that is, they should "teach a more complex and comprehensive 

rhetorical imderstanding of political events and ideologies" (195). 

Composition teachers who avoid discussing the influence of ideology in 

writing neglect the kinds of critical thinking necessary for advanced writing 

and, he says, lead to a "failure of responsibility in the English profession to 

emphasize those aspects of composition that bear quite legitimately on the 

development of critical dvic literacy" (195). The "primary aim" for 

composition teachers, he argues, "should be to broaden the ideological scope 

of students' critical thinking, reading, and writing capacities so as to empower 

them to make their own autonomous judgments on opposing ideological 

positions in general and on specific issues" (195). Lazere argues explicitly that 

such analysis is the province of a writing classroom because, he says, we can 

offer students a "rhetorical framework quite different from anything students 
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are apt to encounter in political science or other social science courses" (195, 

emphasis in original). 

Lazere offers an outline of a four-unit course as an example of how to 

teach students to recognize ideological moves in the texts they read. He limits 

his discussion of ideology to issues of political partisanship along a 

continuum from left-wing-radical to right-wing-conservative and he teaches 

students to identify common rhetorical patterns for these groups. The four 

units of his course are "Political Semantics/' "Psychological Blocks to 

Perceiving Bias/' "Modes of Biased and Deceptive Rhetoric/' and "Locating 

and Evaluating Partisan Sources." (He uses the terms "partisan" and "bias" 

interchangeably; both are seen as evidence of ideologies at work.) 

The study of political semantics involves "analyzing the role of 

definitions and connotative language in the social construction of racial and 

gender identity, and other issues in which control of definitions functions as 

a form of social power" (197). Thus, students wrestle with the relationship 

between rhetoric and the material powers that control people's lives. Further, 

students examine the equations different groups assume among terms—the 

enthjonemes at work for various political affiliations. Ultimately, students 

compare the terms available in discussions of United States politics with 

those of other countries to recognize the limitations (inclusions/exclusions) 

of these linguistic concepts. 
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To explore psychological blocks to perceiving biases, students examine 

"culturally conditioned assumptions, close-mindedness, prejudice and 

stereotyping; authoritarianism, absolutism, and the inability to recognize 

ambiguity, irony and relativity of point of view; ethnocentrism and 

parochialism; rationalization, wishful thinking, and sentimentality"(200). In 

this unit, Lazere introduces students to psychological studies about prejudice 

and intellectual development, and he provides handouts to guide students to 

examine authors' vantagepoints, affiliations with institutions, and the 

semantic patterns that reflect the biases and blocks listed above. 

Likewise, to help students identify modes of biases and deceptive 

rhetoric, Lazere offers glossaries developed as students examine the hidden 

assumptions in key words. They then work from their texts and another 

handout to draw conclusions about the common rhetorical patterns of 

various groups. They study the political affiliations of various newspapers, 

magazines, and publishing houses and rely on this information to determine 

writers' vantagepoints. 

By the end of the course, students develop annotated bibliographies to 

analyze multiple viewpoints and rhetorical patterns. Then they are asked to 

evaluate "which sources have presented the best-reasoned case and the most 

thorough refutation of the other side's argument" (202). 

Lazere's pedagogy focuses a great deal on texts by other authors. This 

distance may prevent students from reacting with defensiveness as they are 
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asked to analyze the biases and assximptions underlying political perspectives 

to which they adhere, but it also suggests that the most important aspect of 

civic literacy is the ability to analyze others' ideologies. From the analysis of 

multiple positions, students should recognize that examining an issue from 

various viewpoints will help them to see better the hidden ideologies in each, 

and in this sense the curriculum is somewhat ciligned with the goals of strong 

rhetoric. It doesn't go far enough, however, in exploring how the differences 

of power among the various viewpoints might affect how one reads them. 

The pedagogy focuses explicitly on the ways that language selects and 

deflects viewpoints and helps students see the connections between political 

affiliations and rhetorical patterns; this is its great strength. Nevertheless, 

Lazere's final assignment seems to undercut much of the power of the 

previous analysis because he implies that students can transcend ideologies 

and biases once they leam how to identify them. While Lazere makes clear 

several times in his article that he does not consider it possible to arrive at an 

"uiibiased" opinion and that ideology permeates aU rhetoric, his pedagogy 

culminates in an analysis of "best-reasoned" cases and does not specifically 

require students to perform a reflective analysis of the ideological iiifluences 

in their own work. The assumption seems to be that by identifying the 

patterns elsewhere, students will be able to recognize and avoid typical 

rhetorical patterns and political semantics in their own work. But it is of 

course impossible to avoid political semantics altogether. The final unit. 
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therefore, needs to account for the difficulty of writing with an awareness that 

ideology imbues all language, needs to gmde students to reflect on the 

implications of their assertions, and needs to offer models and alternatives 

for this negotiation. 

The Ideological Construction of the Self: James Berlin 

If Lazere's pedagogy fails in that it does not offer enough methods for 

self-reflection, Berlin's fails in that it does only this. Berlin wants to teach 

students to examine how "sigiiifying practices" construct different subject 

positions. He contends that signifying practices (of speech, film, texts, 

gestures, and so on) construct particular subject positioris and that signifying 

practices are at the center of democratic negotiation. I take this to mean that 

when groups argue for different positions in public negotiations, they do so by 

positing specific roles for the players involved, and that these roles are 

suggested explicitly and implicitly through the language practices they use. 

The subject positions are dictated by the various ideologies at play, ideologies 

that control what a person thinks exists, is good, or is possible. 

Berlin directs his pedagogy towards the initial step in this line of 

reasoning, and he describes a lower-division course titled "Codes and 

Critiques" whose "main concern," he says, is 

the relation of current signifying practices to the structiure of 
subjectivities—of race, class, sexual orientation, age, ethnic, and 
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gender formations, for example—in our students and ourselves. 
The effort is to make students aware of cultural codes, the 
competing discourses that influence their positionings as 
subjects of an experience. (Rhetorics 116) 

Berlin makes it clear throughout his book that his larger concern is "to bring 

about more democratic and personally humane economic, social, and 

political arrangements" (116). 

"Codes and Critiques" is divided into six imits, one each on 

advertisement, work, play, education, gender, and individuality, topics that 

represent "the points at which [students] are now engaging in negotiation and 

resistance with the culttiral codes they daily encounter" (116). Within each 

unit, students read a variety of texts on the topic, from historical documents 

to literary works. Within these texts, students identify the key terms and then 

examine how those terms function within the larger coded systems of the 

audience of that particular historical moment. The analytical method is to set 

the key terms against their binary opposites and to examine where in the texts 

the meanings shift. Throughout the analysis, students consider the 

implications of the hierarchical nature of binaries. 

In addition to examining the texts within their contexts, students 

examine the "narrative structures" that surround the terms. That is, they put 

the key terms within the culturally coded stories and note the patterns of 

behavior deemed appropriate for people in given situations. Students then 

analyze the conflicting expectatioris of the ciilturally coded stories. 
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At the end of each unit, having rhetorically analyzed the texts in this 

manner, students are asked to turn the analysis on themselves and to ask 

about the effect of an important cultural code on their own lives. In the unit 

on television, for example, they explore their reasons for preferring one 

program to another by examining the kinds of viewers the shows have asked 

them to become: they "investigat[e] the class, gender, race, religious, and 

ethnic codes that they have been encouraged to enact" (124). In the uiut on 

work, 

students choose some feature of their work experience or their 
observations of cultural codes regarding work—in the media for 
example—that has been of particular personal experience. The 
students then locate points of conflict and dissonance in the 
cultural codes discovered, along with their ideological 
predispositions. (129) 

Throughout the course, students "discuss the culturally coded character 

of all parts of composing—^from genre patterns of organization to sentence 

structure" (130). Berlin's pedagogy thus goes beyond Bartholomae and 

Petrotsky's in that Berlin's students reflect on the "consequences of meaning" 

that result from the expectations of academic writing as weU as other contexts. 

They are "made aware of the purposes of these codes, both practical and 

ideological" (130). Ultimately, in "Codes and Critiques" students reflect on 

the formation of their own subject positions, coming to better understand 

how their daily "choices" and "preferences" are bound together with cultural 

ideologies, and how those cultural ideologies are presented rhetorically. 
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Berlin describes his course in terms that parallel many of the tenets of 

strong rhetoric, and his description is worth quoting at length: 

[A]n important objective of this course is to prepare students for 
critical citizenship in a democracy. We [Berlin and his teaching 
assistants at Purdue] want students to begin to understand that 
language is never innocent, that it instead cor\stitutes a terrain 
for ideological battle. Language—textuality—is the terrain on 
which different conceptions of economic, social, and political 
conditions are contested, with consequences for the formation of 
the subjects of history, the consciousness of the historical agent. 
We are thus committed to teaching reading and writing as an 
inescapably political act, the working out of contested cultural 
codes affecting every feature of experience. (131) 

Berlin's pedagogy does teach students strong rhetoric as far as it goes, but I 

don't believe it goes far enough in preparing students for their active 

participation in the rhetorical negotiations of democracy. "Codes and 

Critiques" introduces students to the sense of language as a construct, and it 

teaches them to examine the ideological elements at work in that construct. 

UrUike Bartholomae's pedagogy, Berlin's pushes students to examine the 

consequences of "codes" such as academic writing. Unlike Lazere's pedagogy, 

Berlin's leads students to reflect on their own subject formation and the 

ideological influences there, and it does so without suggesting that students 

can escape entirely from those influences. The course at present does not 

address the potential epistemological advantage of minority views, but such a 

focus could be incorporated into the analysis of the cultural codes by using the 

works of minority writers to help "break" the codes of the dominant group. 

The aspect of strong rhetoric that is not apparent in Berlin's course, and the 
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aspect that cannot be easily remedied by adding onto the current pedagogy, is 

the sense that students should use strong rhetoric as a form of action. 

Because Berlin focuses his analysis on subject formation, students 

leave the course having written at least six essays in which they reflect on 

how their own sense of self has been constructed by their experiences with 

multiple ideologies and cultural codes. Students are not expected to resolve 

of the conflicts among the cultural codes they live by, as such a task is 

considered too complex. I agree with Berlin that such a resolution is beyond 

the scope of a one-semester course, but I am uncomfortable with a course that 

ends with students' self-reflection. Admittedly, subject formation is a critical 

aspect of ideological formations: subjects are interpolated by cultural codes so 

that they believe themselves to be operating independently and, therefore, do 

not examine their contexts too carefully. In this respect, Berlin's course is 

crucial in pushing students beyond a sense that they have true freedom of 

choice. 

What concerns me about Berlin's pedagogy is that the focus on self-

analysis and subject formation suggests that if people understand themselves 

well enough, then democratic change will occur. Berlin argues that the 

"larger purpose" of his course is to "encourage students to negotiate and resist 

these codes—these hegemonic discourses—to bring about more democratic 

and personally humane economic, social, and political arrangements," but 

the pedagogy does not lead the students to act for these changes (116). Self 
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awareness and reflection are important when negotiating political conflicts, as 

they can help a person consider what has influenced his or her preferences for 

certain positions, but it is useful because it serves the larger cause of bringing 

about more humane arrangements. Knowing oneself simply for the sake of 

knowing oneself is not useful for creating democratic change. Rather, it feeds 

into the individualism already prevalent in American oilture that suggests 

that if each person improves him or herself, social problems will disappear. 

In this way, individualism undermines the need for group efforts and social 

critiques of the ways that racism, sexism, and other discriminations are 

embedded in institutions and cultural codes. To be fair, one of the units in 

"Codes and Critiques" analyzes the concept of "individuality," and it is 

possible that Berlin addresses these concerns within that unit. However, the 

larger structure of the course, in which each unit culminates in a self-

reflective essay, serves to reinforce a message that self-reflection is the 

ultimate goal. A course in strong rhetoric needs to go beyond self-reflection 

and promote action for larger, democratic goals. 

Negotiating Differences: Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg 

Patricia Bizzell's pedagogy seems most aligned with the goals of strong 

rhetoric. She wants her "teaching to have political impact and [she wants] 

schooling in general to work for radically democratic ends" ("Power" 67). She 

is committed to addressing questions of power relations within democratic 
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negotiations. In addition, she wants students to reflect on their own 

positionality, and she sees this self-reflection as necessary not only for 

students' own self-awareness but also so that they can form political 

allegiances with others to end oppression. Although she doesn't speak 

specifically about the potential epistemological advantages of minority 

positions, the anthology she and Bruce Herzberg edited makes it clear that 

minority positions are needed if readers are to recognize what is hidden in or 

left out of dominant accounts. 

A potential problem with Bizzell's pedagogy, as it is interpreted in 

Negotiating Difference, the anthology she edited with Bruce Herzberg, is that 

defiiiing democratic coriflicts as public rhetorical negotiations hides some of 

the larger ciiltural and material forces that prohibit some people from ever 

meeting pubUcly, in person or on paper, to engage in such negotiations. 

Another problem is this; while Bizzell iiisists on the need for students' self 

analysis in order to promote social justice, the apparatus in Negotiating 

Difference does not move students towards such action. These points make it 

difficult to embrace Bizzell's pedagogy for strong rhetoric without some 

qualifications. I will first describe Bizzell's pedagogy as it is interpreted in the 

anthology Negotiating Difference and in her book Academic Discourse and 

Critical Consciousness and then will consider these critiques further. 

According to Bizzell and Herzberg, "the need to negotiate the 

differences among cultures is perhaps the most pressing rhetorical challenge 
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in American civic life today" ^Negotiating vii). Their anthology is designed 

to explore those rhetorical challenges by providing historical examples. The 

authors deliberately choose Mary Louise Pratt's term "contact zone" as an 

organizing element in their book, as the term acknowledges the power 

dynamics involved in historical sites of contention. Bizzell and Herzberg 

provide six case studies—public texts from six "contact zones" such as first 

contacts between Puritans and Native Americans, the debate over slavery and 

the Declaration of Independence. Within these case studies, they present 

rhetorical negotiatioiis in which the writers struggle "not only to 

communicate, but to argue for rights, to capture cultural territory, to change 

the way America was imagined so it would include those who were newer or 

less powerful or spoken about but not listened to—in short, to negotiate 

differences of culture, race, gender, class and ideology" (Negotiating v). 

The book is designed to guide teachers and students to "analyze 

original documents so they can understand historical circumstances, 

positioris taken and refuted, audiences addressed and rhetorical strategies 

employed" (vii); and in its apparatus, the authors "ask readers to locate 

themselves in the systems and institutions that are the sites of debate" (vii). 

For each of the six case studies, the authors provide an historical overview, 

documents from speakers on multiple sides of the debate, texts of law or 

policy, and a series of potential research projects and suggested writing 

assigrunents. The case study on the contact between Puritans and Native 
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Americans, for example, includes an historical summary that examines the 

terms "Puritan" and "Indian," provides an overview of Native American 

culture in New England in the 1600s, and surveys different key moments in 

the interactions among the two groups with care to present the buried 

accounts as alternates to the dominant one. The unit then focuses on 

primary texts, including excerpts from the history texts of dominant English 

settlers; excerpts and essays from English writers who provide alternative 

accounts; speeches, flyers and book excerpts from Native Americaris; and 

eight legal documents, treaties and petitions. All this material, with the 

exception of one nineteenth century historical overview, were written in the 

mid-to-late seventeenth century. The texts speak to each other and attempt to 

account for or discredit other views in order to define the interactions among 

Native American and the white settlers. 

The questions after each reading ask students to synthesize, compare 

and contrast, assess, and debate with the authors. They ask students to 

analyze how speakers account for and use the voices of others; how authors' 

rhetorical strategies appeal to particular audiences or exclude others; where 

accounts differ and how the less powerful speakers in the debates insert their 

less familiar views. The suggested assigrunent sequences at the end of each 

case study ask students to apply the rhetorical strategies they've identified to 

their own situatioris; to parody the voice of dominant groups from the 

position of the less powerful groups; to examine how conflicting accounts 
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present "facts" and "support"; to write an autobiography and reflect on what 

views are included and excluded; to examine the ways authors interpret the 

events in their accounts and discuss the nature of such analysis; and to 

consider students' multiple perspectives. 

Bizzell and Herzberg provide a structure of reading that provides 

students with a closer look at historical moments of conflict and, as such, 

offers what Henry Giroux calls "dangerous memories"—examples of times 

when less powerful groups inserted themselves into the public dialogue and 

to some extent succeeded in shaping the course of that dialogue. As such, 

Bizzell and Herzberg provide students with examples of rhetoric in which 

authors acknowledge complex contexts and influences and still find ways to 

take action. Through the text's apparatus, Bizzell and Herzberg make clear 

the ways that each account is a selection and deflection because of the terms 

used. The historical overviews cue students to recognize the institutional 

forces at work in the texts. In the Native American/Puritan case study, for 

example, the editors explain the influences of Calvinism and the structure of 

tribal culture, and they point to the difficulties of reconstructing Native 

American accounts because many of those were passed on to us through 

white interpreters and missionaries. And by asking students to reflect on their 

own accounts, they guide students to examine the implications, inclusions, 

and exclusions in their own perspectives. 
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Because of the juxtaposition of the readings, and because of the 

apparatus provided, the text demonstrates how viewing the dominant 

readings from the perspectives of the less powerful groups reveals the hidden 

assumptions and ideologies of the dominant groups. In many of the case 

studies these assumptions come to the fore quickly because they are not only 

juxtaposed to the readings of marginalized groups but are also at odds with 

the assumptions of current dominant positions. The distance provided by the 

historical view makes the ideological analysis more accessible. Ideally, 

students would be able to transfer the analytical methods to contemporary 

versions of these debates. 

In compiling the anthology, Bizzell is committed to providing a reader 

that does more than simply provide multiple sides of an issue. She writes in 

The Tournal of Basic Writing. 

I do think we have perhaps been a little inclined to take it for 
granted that if the available material is pluralistic, then left-
oriented or liberatory goals are bound to be addressed. Yet we 
often leave the choice and handling of this material to students, 
with the result that they are often stimningly successful at 
normalizing or defusing material that we might have thought 
was politically explosive. ("Power" 66) 

BizzeU critiques Bartholomae and Petrotsky's anthology Ways of RpaHing 

because the apparatus treats "each writer as a philosopher grappling with 

decontextualized questior\s such as the nature of education in the abstract." 

("Power 67). Such an arrangement, she says, "leaves the student's 

acquaintance with resources for resistance to chance," and therefore might 
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leave him or her feeling "little urgency about the student's becoming an 

active resister, a politically alert or critically conscious citizen" (67). 

In contrast. Negotiating Difference is organized around Pratt's concept 

of "contact zones." Pratt, a scholar of comparative literatiire and Spanish and 

Portuguese, developed this concept in her lecture "The Arts of the Contact 

Zone," which was delivered as a keynote address at the Modem Languages 

Association Literary Conference in 1990. She uses the term "contact zone" in 

describing an interaction between an Andean, Guaman Poma, who in 1613 

wrote a twelve hundred page letter to King Philip of Spain in both Spanish 

and Quechua, providing an indigenous account of Peru to counter the 

dominant accounts offered by Europeans. A "contact zone," Pratt explains, 

refers to "social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each 

other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as 

colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are Lived out in many parts of 

the world today" (182-83). Bizzell and Herzberg interpret the term this way: 

a particular cultural cor\flict in which the contending groups 
have unequal power. The typical contact point is bounded both 
historically and geographically. Within the zone, the 
contending groups must negotiate not only their political and 
social differences but also the very concepts of difference or 
otherness that each applies to the other. Each group must 
develop effective rhetorical strategies for communicating both 
within and across cultural boundaries, taking into corisideration 
its position of relative power in the conflict. (Negotiating v') 

In their introduction to teachers, Bizzell and Herzberg highlight the power 

dynamics that surround political struggles, and they want students to 
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examine these dynamics as a critical part of the rhetorical analysis. The 

evidence of the power struggles, they suggest, will be apparent in the 

rhetorical choices the authors have made in their texts, and they include 

lengthy sections of historical backgrotmd for each of their units. They identify 

the power dynamics among the participants in the historical moments they 

investigate in order that students can rely on this contextual information as 

they study how authors negotiate that dynamic in their texts. 

Pratt's description of the Andean writer suggests additional aspects of 

"contact zones" that are not evident in BizzeU and Herzberg's anthology. It is 

not at all clear that Guaman Poma's letter to King Philip was ever received by 

him, or that it can be corisidered part of a "rhetorical negotiation." Guaman 

Poma's version of history was articulated, but it was not necessarily heard. 

The context of the times meant that his version could be ignored, while King 

Philip's version, drawn from the accounts of European coloruzers, could be 

perpetuated. The question arises then: how many "rhetorical negotiations" 

never happen because one party in the "negotiation" can not be heard? 

Furthermore, who is left out of the picture if the forum of rhetorical 

negotiation is one of public interaction? 

As BizzeU herself reminds us at the end of Academic Discourse and 

Critical Consciousness, feminists who embrace the concept of "democracy" 

today are excruciatingly aware of the ways the term has excluded the work of 

women in the past. Carmen Luke reiterates this in "Feminist Politics and 
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Radical Pedagogy." Because "democracy" has referred most often to "public" 

spaces and actions, it has overlooked the ways that the public sphere has 

relied upon the subjugation of women. While women are pleased to have 

earned the right to vote, for example, this public right does not significantly 

dismantle the imbalance of power in many households. Furthermore, by 

privileging public work and speech, the concept of "democracy" overlooks 

the material contributions of women who work in the household. A man 

who goes to civic meetings and writes letters to political representatives is 

said to be politically active, while the woman who takes care of his children 

while he does so is not recognized as providing a critical service that has 

enabled his (and not her) participation in that forum. Furthermore, the 

concept of public democracy overlooks the ways nonpublic speech contributes 

to both the continuation of and the resistance to oppressive interactions. A 

society built on the concept of promoting public discourse has not pushed 

itself far enough: people can be given equal rights under this rubric of 

"democracy" and still be oppressed. 

Any anthology of public texts, then, risks promoting a version of 

democracy and of "rhetorical negotiation" that ignores the material and 

cultural forces that allow only some people to participate and only some 

issues to be raised in the pubUc forum. It is, after all, possible to be 

rhetorically smart and still not be able to enter that public dialogue. At the 

same time, the framework risks ignoring the non-public ways that some 
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others contribute to maintaining that public forum. In short, any pedagogy 

that depends on readings of public texts risks presenting a view of democracy 

that ignores the power dynamics around that very forum. Bizzell explains 

that she wants a pedagogy "whereby everyone's access to rhetorical authority 

[can] be realized" ("Academic 293), and this is an important goal, but to 

accomplish it her pedagogy must reflect more critically on the effect of its 

public, textual focus. 

Bizzell and Herzberg are committed to raising questions of power and 

writing, but I maintain, their analysis could go a step deeper. Similarly, they 

address the need for students to reflect self-consciously on their own subject 

formation, but their solutions here should be examined more thoroughly. 

Bizzell shares Berlin's interest in guiding students to recognize their own 

"positionality," that is, how they have been positioned by various cultural 

codes to embrace the values they have. But Bizzell takes this self-analysis a 

step further than Berlin does, in that she defines a larger purpose for it— 

students should come to recognize their connections with others. Drawing 

on Linda Alcoff's concept of "positionality," she argues that people can come 

to recognize how they have been positioned within "a moving historical 

context" of interpretations fAcademic 288). For example, a woman can come 

to see how the concept of "woman" has been constructed and she can "study 

the process of interpretation [and] also to take exception to those meanings 

[she] finds threatening to her physical and mental well-being and to fight for 
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the promulgation of meanings more conducive to [her] self-interest" 

(Academic 289). And, as Berlin does, BizzeU acknowledges that a person 

always is at the intersection of multiple cultural interpretatioris: she is a Jew 

and a woman, a man and an African American, a student and a lesbian, and 

so on. 

For BizzeU, this sense of having "several Alcoffian positions" is an 

epistemological advantage that allows people to form alliances with each 

other. It is for this purpose that she encourages the self-analysis. She 

explains. 

As a teacher, I would like to try, on the one had, to encourage 
students to explore the historical rootedness of their own several 
Alcoffian positions. . . . Students can be encouraged to see 
themselves as moral agents whose authority to make judgments 
of their own and other's actions is historically contingent, but as 
[Steven] Mailloux says, no less real for all that. 

On the other hand, in the process of pursuing these 
historical researches and examining their own positions, I want 
to help students discover heretofore unrealized points of contact 
with the interests of groups to which they do not belong, and 
moral commonalities with other positioris. (Academic 292) 

While it is important to forge alliances and to develop empathy with other 

groups by reflecting critically on the multiple parts of oneself, there is of 

course a danger that such cormections will be made superficially. A white 

woman who has been discriminated against because of her gender and a black 

man who has been discriminated agaii\st because of race can empathize to a 

certain degree, but beneath the surface, the contexts and implications of each 

kind of discrimination make it ridiculous to assume that either can truly 
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understand the other's experience. The push to recognize multiple 

positionality is useful, however, in helping students recognize how 

contradictory and cor\flicting views can exist simultaneously, and how 

important it is, therefore, to examine positioris on various issues with an eye 

to that complexity. 

Finally, Bizzell's pedagogy, like Berlin's, stops short of advocating real 

political intervention. Bizzell and Herzberg want their pedagogy to further 

liberatory goals. Presumably, the cormectior\s students forge from examining 

their own "several Alcoffian positions" allow students to engage in political 

action to further democratic goals. Students who use Bizzell and Herzberg's 

anthology will examine the ways that "Americans may be said to be uruted 

with people by a common experiment in negotiating difference, in living 

with people who are very different from ourselves, whoever we take 

'ourselves' to be, and in recognizing the humanity of these others" fAcademic 

293). But in the end the apparatus does not encourage students to use their 

writing for change on a larger scale than by increasing their own 

understanding of particular historical or contemporary sties of contention. 

Surely the kind of analysis required by the assigrunents and comparisons of 

readings demands a very active reader; none of the research kits or writing 

assignments, however, advocate that students use their writing to work for 

change on a larger scale than by increasing their own understanding. The 

products of their rhetorical project, it seems, remain academic in that students 
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are not guided to apply their newfound rhetorical literacy to voice themselves 

in contemporary debates. 

Implications for a Pedagogy of Strong Rhetoric 

My analysis of these three courses leads me to recognize several 

elements that are crucial to a pedagogy for strong rhetoric: a course in strong 

rhetoric must 

• treat students primarily as citizens, rather than students; 

• make it clear that there is more to the concept of ideology than partisan 

affiliations, and examine the ideologies of various institutions, including 

the academy; 

• lead students to be self-reflective, recognizing that they are influenced by 

multiple and competing cultural codes, but should not posit self-analysis 

as the final goal of study; 

• discuss rhetoric as an element of democratic negotiations while making it 

clear, at the same time, that having public negotiation as the forum for 

democracy limits how we view the concept of citizenship 

• at all times treat students as knowledge-makers, whose resistance to the 

material of the course might offer insights about the nature of the 

classroom and the ideologies of that material. 
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Each of these points has been discussed fairly thoroughly in this chapter, but I 

will review the arguments quickly here. 

Treat students primarily as citizens, rather than students. 

A course in strong rhetoric must view students first as citizens. In this 

way, it cannot be designed primarily to train students to write as academics, 

although this training can be provided under the rubric of learning about 

how the conventions of a particular institution affect what can and cannot be 

said within that context. A course that does not treat its students first as 

citizens risks sending the message that education does not serve a larger 

democratic purpose. 

Make it clear that there is more to the concept of ideology than partisan 

affiliations, and examine the ideologies of various institutions, including the 

academy. 

It is tempting to teach a course about ideology by concentrating on the 

ideological distinctions that are discussed most commonly in our media, such 

as the difference between "Democratic" and "Republican" or "liberal" and 

"conservative" values. But a course in strong rhetoric, while it might begin 

here, must go beyond this level of analysis because students must come to see 

that ideology permeates all discourse. Partisan ideology is pervasive but not 

completely so, and students need the tools to recognize some of the other 

frameworks used to set out other preferred expectations for citizenship and 

the relationships among people, language, and reality. 
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Lead students to be self-reflective, recognizing that they are influenced 

by multiple and competing cultural codes, but must not posit self-analysis as 

the final goal of study. 

The pedagogies proposed by Berlin and by Bizzell and Herzberg both 

emphasize that students should reflect critically on the formation of their 

own subject positions. It is useful and important to provide students with 

opportimities to examine how they have been formed by various and 

conflicting cultural codes, because without this critical self analysis, students 

will not recognize the necessity to consider their own values and choices as 

sites suffused with ideology. 

It is critical, however, that such self-analysis is not seen as entirely 

possible. In other words, students should not be led to assume that by using 

certain heuristics, they can expose all the ideologies at work in them (or in 

something else). Rather, the pedagogy should reinforce the sense that when 

we recognize some of the ideologies that interpolates us, others remain 

hidden to los. In fact, we must move into a new ideological framework in 

order to recognize the old one. 

It is also critical that such self-analysis not be the ultimate task of the 

course. Students should engage in such reflection during the course, perhaps 

at several prescribed moments, but they should not be asked to reflect on their 

subject formation as their culminating work. Rather, self-analysis should be 

presented as a necessary step in taking responsible action. 
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Discuss the rhetorical nature of public democratic negotiations while 

making it clear, at the same time, that having public negotiation as the forum 

for democracy limits how we view the concept of citizenship. 

It is useful and important to provide students with texts of democratic 

rhetorical negotiations—speeches, articles, letters, laws, and so on—because 

the object of a course in strong rhetoric is to teach students to view such 

documents critically and to insert themselves into the public dialogue by 

contributing their own texts to the public discussion. But the idea of that 

democracy is a public activity must itself be held up to scrutiny, and the 

course should expose how the public/ private split serves to hide some and 

exclude other contributions to democracy. As they study public documents, 

students should examine the larger context to determine which views have 

been silenced precisely because the conversations were required to be public. 

At all times treat students as knowledge-makers, whose resistance to 

the material of the course might offer insights about the nature of the 

classroom and the ideologies of that material. 

Finally, it is important to reiterate that in a course on strong rhetoric, 

students must be seen as knowledge-makers. Within the classroom dynamic, 

students are placed by the institution in a less-powerful position, and, as such, 

their perspectives about their education often remain hidden. Teachers must 

keep themselves receptive to student perspectives, and must consider 

students' contributions as a potential source for revealing the ideologies that 
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guide the teacher's pedagogy, whether the teacher has previously recognized 

tiiat ideology or not. This is not to say that the student is always right, or to 

simply reverse the "banking education" model that presumes that the teacher 

is always right. Rather, I want to stress that teachers see students as people 

whose experience of the classroom and academic environment is different 

enough from the teachers that their perspectives can serve to reveal aspects of 

that environment that teachers may overlook. 

Professing a pedagogy for teaching strong rhetoric in a composition 

program and actually implementing one in an institutional setting are wildly 

different enterprises, I know. Because strong rhetoric demands that I consider 

the institutional pressures and contexts as they influence my definitions and 

expectations, I must examine a particular institutional context in order to 

further understand how pedagogical and administrative influences affect 

such a concept. Therefore, in the remaining chapters I examine the 

implementation at the University of Arizona of a first-year composition 

program that seeks to broaden the way "rhetorical analysis" is defined and 

taught, and I simultaneously reflect on how this context influenced my 

theory of strong rhetoric and on what this context suggests about how to teach 

such a theory. 
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4. 

C U R R I C U L A R  R E F O R M  A T  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  

A R I Z O N A :  R E - V I E W I N G  A  C O N T E X T  O F  S T R O N G  

R H E T O R I C  

[W]e do not set out to prescribe actual situated pedagogies 
that we expect educators to replicate in their own practice. 
Rather, we want to offer educators contextualized analyses 
of actual classroom dilemmas and demonstrate the 
strategic understandings that situated analysis makes 
possible. We want to contribute to the repertoire of 
interpretive tools available to educators as they define for 
themselves what is important about the situatedness of 
teaching practices and how to construct practices that are 
responsive and appropriate to their particular contexts of 
struggle. 

—Patti Lather and Elizabeth Ellsworth, "This Issue" 
Theory Into Practice 

In Language as Symbolic Action. Kenneth Burke examines Edgar Allan 

Poe's essay "The Philosophy of Composition" which "purports to be an 

account of how Poe went about the writing of his poem, 'The Raven'"( 25). In 

the essay, Poe writes as if he first devised certain principles of poetry and then 

relied on those principles to compose the poem. Burke suggests that the 

poetic theories were devised after the poem was written and during Poe's 

reflection on the process, and Burke posits that the terministic screens of 
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critical writing affected Poe's analysis of his own composing process. Burke 

writes. 

In the nineteenth century (and today insofar as we are still in the 
remains of that century) the spontaneous thing to do always was 
to treat questions of essence, or logical priority, in terms of 
temporal priority. Thus, the historidst style of expression led 
[Poe] into a quasi-temporal or quasi-narrative way of stating a 
relation between poetry and poetic principles, though this 
relation actually is not temporal at all. The principles of 
composition "come first" in the sense of logical priority. Their 
formation may or may not, and most often decidedly does not, 
come first in the sense of temporal priority. 

I keep Burke's words in my head because I recognize that the temptation for 

me as I write this dissertation is to presume that I have always looked at 

teaching writing from the perspective of strong rhetoric. The truth is that my 

theory of strong rhetoric developed slowly, and it developed out of my 

interests in critical and feminist pedagogy, my teaching in the composition 

program at the University of Arizona, my service on a curricular 

development committee to revise the first-year composition course there, 

and the intersection of all of these things and a series of interviews with first-

year composition teachers. 

All of these factors led me to my theory of strong rhetoric, but in the 

tradition of critical writing, I presented my theory of strong rhetoric in the 

earlier chapters as if I had developed it primarily in response to theoretical 

works, such as those of James Berlin, Patricia Bizzell, and Sandra Harding. 

These authors did help me to articulate my thoughts, as I re-viewed my 
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theory in light of their contexts and their experiences. But my previous 

chapters do little to expose howj began thinking about strong rhetoric in the 

first place and why I insist on connecting my theory to a pedagogy for first-

year composition. Therefore, in this chapter I provide a larger context for my 

work by describing the composition program at the Uiuversity of Arizona, the 

curricular changes, my part in them, and their effect on my theorizing. 

My pxirpose in reviewing the particulars of the University of Arizona's 

English 101 course is to properly situate myself and my theory and therefore 

to expose, as much as possible, how that location enhances or constrains the 

theory's usefulness for this and other contexts. I consider this step crucial in 

developing the theory further, not just so that others can look at my work 

and see those places where strong rhetoric might or might not apply in their 

own situations, but also so that I can test the theory against those very 

experiences that sparked it. The rhetoric of theory-making is such that it 

easily carries itself away, wrenching from the world of actual students, 

teachers, administrators, citizens, and daily interactions into a realm of what 

is possible and ideal. It begins by contemplating the concerns of the present, 

but slips off slowly and steadily into a place of "what-ifs." Certainly I have 

tried to root myself by comparing various theories to my experiences as a 

writer and a teacher and by contemplating how particular people in particular 

settings might be situated by my theory. But in my earlier chapters I left 
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much of my own history of thinking hidden, and it is time to examine what 

has been tucked into the margins of earlier pages. 

I began this project by studying the program at the University of 

Arizona (this chapter being one of the first I worked on, albeit in a decidedly 

different form than you see now). As I now review the history of the 

curricular changes and my involvement in them, I do so with the intent to 

consider (as much as is possible) perspectives and problems I may have 

forgotten or ignored as I was drawn by the rhetoric of theory-making to 

compile a cohesive, logical solution. I return to where I began in order to 

consider how I might accommodate or assimilate earlier concerns and 

experiences into that theory. 

In reviewing the history of the University of Arizona program and my 

experiences serving on the committee that revised the English 101 

curriculum, I now recognize how concerns that were central in the 

curriculum revision have affected my theory of strong rhetoric. While I 

served on a committee to revise the English 101 course at the University of 

Arizona, I began contemplating a theory of rhetoric that would be appropriate 

for teaching the complexities of democratic negotiations. Eventually, as I 

pursued my theory, I surrounded myself with the works of scholars who 

examine the cultural place for composition curriculum, and in response to 

them I emphasized how rhetorical analysis should be seen as an analysis of 
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oilture and context as much as an analysis of text. But as I return to the roots 

of this theory in the curriculum revision at the University of Arizona, I see 

that I examined only one of three key parts of the revised composition course, 

despite the fact that while I served on the committee I felt passionately that all 

three elements were crucial for the course. In writing about my theory, I have 

stressed a revision of the term "rhetorical analysis," tugging on the term so 

that it expands to incorporate methods of self-reflection and ideological 

critique. But as I began this project I agreed with my fellow committee 

members that a first-year composition course should emphasize research and 

revision as much as rhetorical analysis. In this chapter, I first reconsider why 

research and revision are equally important elements of a first-year 

composition course (for I still think that they are) and whether a course based 

on strong rhetoric might also emphasize these skills. 

Second, the committee's justifications for using a "community" theme 

in the revised course call my attention to the contrasting purposes for 

including self-reflection in first-year composition curricula. The committee 

was initially in agreement that the course should invite students to examine 

their own community affiliations, but there were different reasor\s for 

endorsing this focus. At some times, the committee valued it because it was 

seen as a way to invite otherwise silenced voices into the classroom; at other 

times the community focus was said to introduce the general concept of 
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discourse communities; and at least one member wanted the theme to 

provide the necessary context for teaching social epistemic rhetoric. The 

community theme ultimately shifted so that students were asked to study 

"issues" rather than community affiliations per se. The committee made this 

adjustment because the community theme appeared to be undermining the 

sense of the classroom as a safe place. This aspect of the course development 

raises some questions about the self-analysis required of strong rhetoric and 

whether that emphasis can be maintained in a first-year composition 

curriculum. Therefore, I describe and analyze the responses to the 

"communities" focus and consider the implications of the shift. 

Before I discuss these points in more depth, I first review my research 

methods for this chapter. 

Method and Research Materials 

Since my purpose for reconstructing the development of the English 

101 course at the University of Arizona is to help me reflect on the 

development of my theory of strong rhetoric, my primary method of analysis 

in this and the next two chapters is self-reflection. I was involved in the 

curricular changes at many levels—as a GAT (Graduate Teaching Assistant), 

as a graduate student in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English, 

as a member of the curriculum committee, as an editor for A Student's Guide 
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to First-Year Composition, as a writer. By examining my roles in the 

curriculum change, I can make explicit those factors that pushed me to think 

of strong rhetoric in the terms in which I have presented it earlier: as a 

rhetoric for multicultural democracy that should be taught in first-year 

composition programs. 

An equally important purpose of reconstructing the history of the 

English 101 course is to test my theory of strong rhetoric against those 

concerns that initially sparked it and to determine whether it addresses the 

concerns I had as I worked with other teachers to revise the curriculum. I 

realize that as I developed my theory, I focused on particular concerns and 

ignored others, selecting from my experiences those which fit best with my 

theory. If I am to test the theory against a broader history of the course, I must 

rely on more than my memory. Therefore, I have compiled multiple 

additional sources to force me to re-examine the context of the curricular 

change. I seek out those instances when my own vision of the project at the 

time obscured my ability to understand when other perspectives had 

presented themselves. 

I interviewed the course director who headed the curriculum 

committee, one committee member, and four teaching assistants who have 

taught the revised course. I also collected memos, sample syllabi, and 

rationales written by those instructors who piloted the first versions of the 
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course. Finally, I examined essay assigiunents and student responses in the 

Student^s Guide. 

I analyze these materials to find particular concerns and issues that are 

useful for re-evaluating strong rhetoric. That is, I use them to jog my own 

memory and remind myself of decisior\s I made along the way, "choices" 

which I might not otherwise recognize as being integral to my theory. I also 

rely on these sources in an attempt to reconstruct what others brought to the 

course development, and how I may have incorporated or rejected others' 

views without recognizing those choices at the time. 

Chronology of Events 

Because the course changes happened over a period of three years, it 

may be useful to have a chronology of events in order to locate my various 

research materials. Here is a brief time table: 

FaU 1991 Dr. Stein recruits curriculum committee members to review 
the course and develop syUabi for pilot studies. 

Spring 1992 Curriculum committee meets and conducts pilot studies. 
Fall 1992 Pilot studies continue; I join the committee. Coirunittee 

members write "Course Rationales." 
Spring 1993 Stein wins approval for the revised course from CP AC, the 

Composition Program Advisory Committee. 
FaU 1993 The revised curricixlum is taught to incoming graduate 

teaching assistants as the standard for the course, and Stein 
presents the syUabus to experienced GATs as an alternative 
that they may use. Guide editors begin incorporating the new 
curriculum into the textbook 

Fall 1994 The Guide includes changes meant to reflect the new 
curriculum. 

FaU 1995 I begin conducting interviews and gathering research materials 
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for this study. 

Curriculum Revision Committee 

Much of my research material is gathered from notes and handouts 

from the curriculum committee and the pilot courses. In the Fall of 1991, Dr. 

Victoria Stein, who was the Course Director for English 101, invited 

interested English faculty and graduate teaching assistants to serve on a 

curricula committee to revise the course. Based on our reputations as strong 

teachers, she selected Barbara Cully, Robert Kaplan, Jim Earley, Sheila Kineke, 

Patricia Youngdahl and me to serve on the committee and to conduct pilot 

studies. Stein served as head of the committee. A full-time facility member, 

she was finishing her dissertation at the time, a cognitive study of reading-to-

write sfrategies of young writers. She was the only member of the committee 

who did not conduct pilot courses to test the curriculum. Barbara Cully, 

whose background includes an MFA in Creative Writing from the University 

of Iowa, is a Teaching Advisor (TEAD) who is responsible for training and 

supervising graduate students to teach English 101 and 102. She taught two 

semesters of the pilot course. Robert Kaplan, who also taught two semesters 

of the pilot course, served on the committee while he was a GAT in the 

Literatxire program. He had already earned an MFA in the Creative Writing 

program at the Uruversity of Arizona. Both Jim Earley and Sheila Kineke 



179 

were GATs in Literature. In Fall 1992, Patricia Youngdahl and I both joined 

the project as GATs in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English. 

In the Fall of 1995 and Spring of 1996 I interviewed two committee 

members. Dr. Victoria Stein and Barbara Cully. I also interviewed Dr. Tilly 

Warnock, the director of composition during the development and 

implementation of the new course. She along with Composition Program 

Advisory Committee (CPAC), approved the revised course as one that 

experienced graduate students could choose to teach in Fall 1993, and she 

supervised my revision of A Student's Guide to First-Year Composition to 

ensure that the textbook reflected the curricular changes. 

In addition to interviews, I collected the syllabi for the pilot courses of 

Spring and Fall 1992. In the early Fall of 1992, the committee members who 

were teaching pilot courses each wrote "Experimental 101 Plan Rationales" 

explaining their approaches for the coming semester; I have examined these 

as well. I also rely on handouts distributed to CP AC to win approval for the 

course and on handouts distributed to the graduate teaching assistants in Fall 

1993 to introduce the new course design. 

I did not interview members of CP AC (though I served on that 

committee during the period when the new course was developed), nor did I 

interview Dr. Thomas P. Miller, who had been the Course Director for 

English 101 prior to Dr. Stein. These interviews might provide additional 
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insights about the development of my own hidden assumptions for teaching 

composition. 

A Student's Guide to First-Year Composition 

A Student's Guide to First-Year Composition, is designed specifically to 

introduce students to the composition sequence at the University of Arizona. 

The Guide was my primary source for models of teacher assignments and 

student essays. I was the Guide editor from 1993-1995 (for the 15th and 16th 

editior\s); I wrote the sections of the Guide that first described the revised 

English 101 course in Fall 1994. 

The first audience for the Guide is the composition students, but it 

serves many other purposes as well. As a description of university 

composition covirses, it is sent to all high schools and community colleges in 

the state. The Guide is edited yearly by graduate teaching assistants in the 

Composition Program. It has developed from a seventy-six page explanation 

of the logistics of preparing manuscripts, along with collections of "superior 

freshman essays" and a description of the grading scale (in 1980) into a 

collection of teachers' assigiunents and sample student essays with teacher's 

comments (in 1988). In 1989 the Guide began including examples of students' 

writing processes and rationales of the courses and the essay assignments. 

Because the Guide relies on student essay models and sample teacher 

assignments, it lags behind the course changes by at least a year in order for 
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the editors to collect the material that covers the range of assignments that 

GATs teach. Fxirthermore, when the new coxorse was introduced, experienced 

GATs were not required to follow the new syllabus, and therefore the 1994-95 

Guide includes assignments for both the earlier and the revised curriciilum. 

The Guide, while it is used explain the course to incoming graduate 

teaching assistants, and while it relies on assignment sheets and essay 

submissions from teachers who implemented the course design in previous 

years, was not written in conjunction with the curriculum design committee. 

Rather, I wrote the sections in the 94-95 edition and described the new English 

101 from my own experiences teaching the pilot courses and from my own 

perceptions about the goals laid out by the committee. The Guide chapters 

were then approved by Dr. Stein, as the Course Director for English 101, and 

by Dr. Wamock, the Director of the Composition Program; as such they 

represent some consensus among the three of us. However, as Barbara Cully 

pointed out in an interview, the Guide's presentation of the course does not 

represent the course that all the committee members' envisioned. Therefore, 

the Guide can not be taken as the codification of the curriculum committee's 

work. 

In turning to all these sources, I sought materials that were printed or 

distributed during 1991-1993, when the committee was developing the course. 

The interviews, however, were conducted in the Spring of 1996 and, 

therefore, reflect the hindsight granted by three years of reflecting on the 
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course's implementation, as well as by the changes in composition theory that 

offer new language and frameworks for talking about the course. The English 

101 course is being revised again in 1996. 

The Composition Program at the University of Arizona 

The composition program at the University of Arizona is a large one 

which teaches upwards of four thousand students a semester. The majority 

of classes (75 %) are taught by graduate teaching assistants in English, who are 

themselves students in the fields of literature, creative writing, second 

language acqmsition and teaching (SLAT), and rhetoric, composition, and the 

teaching of English (RCTE). 19.4 % of classes are taught by adjuncts; and 0.6% 

are taught by full-time faculty. Undergraduates are required to complete six 

credit hours of composition, and students are placed in appropriate course 

levels based on written placement exams which they complete during their 

orientation. The majority of students are placed in the English 101 and 102 

sequence—the average over the last five years has been 67%. 26% of the 

students are required to take an additional course, English 100, to prepare 

them for academic writing; 4% are placed in an honors sequence, English 103 

and 104. The smallest percent, 3 %, are permitted to apply AP credit towards 

three units of the requirement if they take an intensive, one-semester 

composition course, English 109. 
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According to the Statement for Composition Program Philosophy, 

(revised by CP AC in 1992), students who complete the six credit composition 

requirement should be able to 

• compose texts, using processes of discovery, evaluation, and 
revision, that show a clear awareness of the strategies most 
important for their rhetorical situations. Furthermore, they 
will understand the rhetorical expectations of academic 
audiences. 

• analyze the rhetorical strategies at work in a variety of 
complex texts. 

• think critically about academic and public issues as well as the 
language conventions defining and surrounding those 
issues. 

• review a range of popular and scholarly texts to arrive at an 
informed opinions of a topic, as well as to support persuasive 
intentions of their own. 

The curricxila for the first-year composition courses are developed by 

volunteer committees who work under the supervision of the respective 

Course Directors. Each course must be officially approved by the Director of 

Composition and the Composition Program Advisory Committee (CPAC), 

which is made up of the Director of Composition, two Course Directors, two 

members of the University Composition Board, two representatives from the 

Teaching Advisors, two representatives from the English graduate student 

union, and an undergraduate. 

Graduate Teaching Assistants are trained in a year-long preceptorship 

program, during which they teach English 101 and English 102. After this first 

year, they may teach other courses in the composition program, and the 

training for those courses is under the discretion of the Course Directors. In 
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my experience, it consists of three or four meetings prior to a semester to 

review old syllabi. During the GATs' first year of preceptorship, they are 

taught the sequence of main essay assignments for the English 101 and 102 

courses. For example, in the revised English 101 curriculum, all GATs are 

required to teach the Personal-Exploratory Essay, the Contextual Analysis 

Essay, the Persuasive Essay, and the final in-class examination. Beyond these 

assigrunents, GATs are free to develop their ov^n lesson plans, reading 

assignments, conference schedules, and to determine (within a given range) 

what grade percentage each assignment is given. They are expected to grade 

according to certain standards enforced by their Teaching Advisors (TEADs), 

but they are not required to use a particular grading rubric. 

During their first year of teaching, GATs are supervised closely by 

Teaching Advisors. They meet weekly with TEADs and other new GATs to 

prepare for upcoming assigrunents, discuss concen\s about grades, debate 

pedagogical concerns, and listen to invited speakers. TEADs visit new GATs' 

classes twice a semester to evaluate the quality of teaching, and they read a set 

of GATs graded essays to ensure that a fairly uniform grading standard is 

consistent with the program expectations that are set out in the Guide. GATs 

also complete mid-semester self-evaluations, which they discuss with their 

TEADs, and the TEADs prepare final reports that assess the GATs 

performance. 
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The year-long preceptorship is designed to provide GATs with the 

support they need to teach in the University of Arizona program, and it is 

designed to ensure some uniformity across the course sections. At the same 

time, the philosophy of the program under Tilly Warnock, who served as the 

Composition Program Director from 1991 to 1994, was to encourage GATs to 

"teach from their strengths," that is, to draw on their own strengths from past 

teaching and from their various graduate programs as they design their 

lesson plans for the main essay assignments. The Composition Program thus 

attempts to provide a fairly wide latitude for its teaching assistants while 

maintaining a consistency such that aU students who complete the 

composition requirement can be said to have achieved the goals laid out in 

the philosophy statement. 

English 101, Old and New 

Before 1991, English 101 at the University of Arizona was designed as 

"a specialized English course to traiismit rhetorical theory" (Stein). The 

course was orgaruzed around five separate units; Personal Narrative, 

Rhetorical Analysis (primarily an analysis of ethos, logos, pathos in a single 

text). Expository Project (often an oral presentation). Documented Inquiry 

(where students were expected to take a position on an issue), and the final 

exam, in which students wrote one of these types of essays in-class (see the 

1990-91 Guide). However, between 1991 and 1993, the composition 
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curriculum for English 101 was revamped. In Fall 1993 the revised course 

was introduced to the graduate teaching assistants as an alternative to the 

earlier curriculum, and by 1994 the revised course was modeled in the 

required textbook for the course, A Students Guide to First-Year 

Composition. As such, it became the "standard" curriculum for the course, 

the one taught to incoming GATs and available to experienced GATs, 

although it was never required that all GATs teach this version. 

In the revised course, students write about one issue all semester, 

addressing that issue first in a Personal Exploratory Essay, then in an essay 

called a Contextual Analysis, and finally in a Persuasive Essay that draws 

from the first two pieces. They complete a final examination similar to that 

in the earlier course; some instructors include a midterm as well. The 

middle, Contextual Analysis Essay collapses two categories from the previous 

curriculum—the Rhetorical Analysis and the Expository Project. It attempts 

to redefine "research" for the first-year composition course as a way of 

"listening to the voices" of the "key players" involved in an issue, analyzing 

the rhetoric of those voices, and presenting a critical analysis of the 

interactions among these "key players" (Stein). Not surprisingly, given the 

complexity of the analysis demanded and a simultaneous ambiguity about the 

terms used to define the assignment, this middle essay has been the most 

difficult to teach in the new English 101 curriculum. (After two years in the 

official curricula, there is still little consensus among the graduate teaching 
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assistants about what the essay should "do" or "look like." I discuss teachers' 

conceptions of the assignment in the chapter five.) 

When the new course was described to the GATs who would teach it. 

Stein focused on what she considered the three key elements of the course's 

transformation: greater emphasis on research, greater emphasis on revision, 

and a more complex definition of rhetorical analysis. Many of these changes 

were implemented by having students choose one issue and study it by 

writing about it throughout the course. That is, they wrote their Personal 

Exploratory essay about their own experience with the issue, then completed 

additional research and prepared a Contextual Analysis, and then finally 

researched their own rhetorical situations and produced a Persuasive Essay 

taking a stand on the issue and addressing specific and appropriate audiences. 

For each essay, students completed two drafts. They also wrote a mid-term 

and a final in-class examination. Within this set-up, the entire semester 

became one continuous process of revision, research, and rhetorical analysis. 

As I understood it, this progression was designed to reinforce a sense of 

research and writing as complex endeavors and to provide students with 

enough time to collect and reflect on the kind of research necessary to write 

meaningful arguments about national or local issues. Students were 

encouraged to see themselves as sites of research during the self-reflection of 

the Personal Exploratory essay, and to branch out in the Contextual Analysis 
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essay to explore multiple other sites of research, from interviews to surveys to 

library research. 

At the same time, the coiurse was designed to reinforce a sense that 

good writing required a lot of revision. The progression of essays and the 

reduced number of main essays meant that students would have more time 

to think over their work, to reflect critically upon it, and to revise it 

substantially. The links among the assigrunents meant that students would 

view "completed" texts as steps in a larger process of thinking and writing 

through their ideas. 

Finally, the course was meant to promote a new version of "rhetorical 

analysis." As I explain in more detail later, the term "contextual analysis" 

was introduced to emphasize that rhetorical analyses needed to examine texts 

in their contexts—contexts of individual writers and readers as well as the 

larger local and national conversations that surrounded the issue of concern. 

It was Stein's hope that the concept of "rhetorical analysis" would permeate 

the entire course, being introduced early on in relation to how students might 

present their Personal Exploratory essays, and acquiring complexity as the 

semester progressed so that by the end of the semester students would 

recognize how rhetorical analysis could be applied at all stages of writing and 

research. 

When I first began to look at the University of Arizona composition 

program, I was interested in studying the Contextual Analysis Essay because 
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its complexity interested me. The essay seemed to me to fulfill multiple goals 

in teaching writing: to provide students with opportunities for complex 

research, to guide students to analyze the contextual factors surrounding each 

"text" that they studied in their research, to emphasize the need for in-depth 

analysis as part of argumentative writing, and to help students see 

themselves as active readers and as situated readers who were aware of their 

positionality as they read. It is hard for me, I must admit, to know how many 

of these goals I would have articulated as I began this project several years 

ago, just as it is hard to know if I would have used this language to explain 

them. But I do know that I felt that this assignment was extremely important 

for teaching research and writing as more than simplistic and cursory 

collections of quotes patchworked into a loose argumentative quilt. 

The fact that I began my research focusing on the Contextual Analysis 

essay is significant because it has a direct impact on the way I framed my 

theory of strong rhetoric. In particular, it meant that I focused my theory on a 

question of how one might define "rhetorical analysis" and I did not spend as 

much time on the two other main elements of the new course, research and 

revision. I consider this point next and then go on to explore other ways that 

my theory was influenced by my participation with the curriculum revision 

committee. 
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The Place of Analysis, Research, and Revision in Strong Rhetoric 

A Focus on Rhetorical Analysis 

I started my research by asking how I and other GATs understood the 

Contextual Analysis essay and how it might be taught. I wondered how I and 

other GATs defined the term "context" and tried to determine how students 

were taught to critically examine that context. Thus, despite my eventual 

assertion in my theory of strong rhetoric that rhetors need to take action and 

intervene in public negotiations, the body of my early research zeroed in on 

questions about the pedagogy of teaching analysis: how were students taught 

to view others texts critically? What kinds of contexts were pointed out for 

them as significant to the texts' meanings? How were students taught to view 

themselves and their relationship to the texts? Did students reflect on their 

positionality as readers and writers? These questions were important to me 

because they were ones I wrestled with as I tried to translate what I 

understood to be the revised course and the contextual analysis essay 

assignment into a chapter in the Guide. 

In earlier versior« of the Guide, the concept of "rhetorical analysis" 

had been presented as very text-based: students were not asked to consider the 

contexts in which texts were produced except to identify the audience. Texts 

were discussed as somewhat isolated monologues, not as voices in larger on

going conversations. The rhetorical analysis assignment had been introduced 
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into the Guide in 1990 with Roger Gilles' description of the essay as "an 

important step toward developing a critical awareness of some of the 

complexities of human conunvinication" (101). For Gilles, rhetorical analysis 

involved answering these five questions: 

• first, what is the message being communicated? 

• who is the "target" audience for this message? 

• how is the message communicated? what strategies did the 
communicator employ to get the message across? 

• were the strategies well-chosen (for this audience, and in this 
situation) or could the message have been better 
communicated by using different ones? 

• finally, is the message effectively communicated to the 
intended audience? (102). 

While Gilles' description of rhetorical analysis does mention the context in 

which a piece is written, this point is included only parenthetically ("for this 

audience, and in this situation"), and it is left implied in the list of purposes 

for the unit: "identifying a 'message' in a social 'text'; explaining how that 

message is commuiucated; evaluating the effectiveness of the 

commurucation" (104). Instead, Gilles introduces students to the three 

appeals, "the logical, the ethical, and the emotional," that "work together and 

separately in almost every piece of human communication" (102). He 

emphasizes the importance of studying carefully the effectiveness of different 

types of communication, but he does not discuss how the effectiveness of one 

text depends on other elements of the context; what other texts have been 
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produced about this topic, what community affiliations the audience might 

have, what underlying ideologies the author might tap into, and so on. 

Discussions among committee members led me to recognize that such 

a narrow interpretation of the analysis hid the relationship between 

rhetorical analysis and research. Students rarely performed this analysis to 

evaluate the texts they relied upon for their expository or argumentative 

essays. Despite Gilles' assertion that "The beauty of rhetorical analysis is that 

it can change the way you view the world. . . . Rhetorical analysis can help 

you vote, buy, pick a friend, and choose a book. It's an important, useful 

talent" (103), students did not appear to recognize how rhetorical analysis 

might be useful beyond the second essay assignment. The committee wanted 

to change that by defining rhetorical analysis more broadly. 

The way I understood it, the committee defined rhetorical analysis as a 

study of how contexts—community affiliations, on-going conversations, 

etc.—affect authors' choices and how authors' choices affect those contexts. 

Although I did not articulate it this way at the time and certainly carmot 

speak for other members of the committee, in my definition, contextual 

analysis rests on two interrelated analytical moves. On the one hand, a 

researcher studies the context of an issue in depth in order to better recognize 

the rhetorical strategies at work in a text. By studying the context, one can 

understand why an author might choose a particular term, the implications 

of certain analogies, and so on. On the other hand, a researcher gathers some 
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of this the information about context by closely analyzing the rhetoric of texts. 

By noticing the use of a particular term and tracing its evolution across 

several texts, for example, the author can piece together some of the history of 

a given controversy. Thus, the analysis required for thorough research is 

recursive and must emphasize both textual and contextual moves. If 

students could see texts as part of this larger conversation, the thinking went, 

they might recognize rhetorical analysis as a tool for evaluating the material 

they gathered for their research. By looking at multiple sources and 

comparing the rhetorical techniques used, students ideally would gain a better 

overall sense of the issue and would understand the various texts within the 

context of the larger discussion. 

To emphasize the distinction between the earlier text-based analysis 

and this broader level of inquiry, the committee coined the term 

"contextualized analysis" to refer to the more complex analysis. The problem 

with introducing a new term, however, is that it implies that the new concept 

is separate from the earlier one; in this case it denies the intercormection 

between "context" and "rhetoric." While the term "contextualized essay" 

helped to broaden the scope of the analysis essay, the fact that it was presented 

as something new—something that was not rhetorical analysis—meant that 

for many teachers, the emphasis on text-based analysis was dropped 

altogether. Teachers taught the essay as a kind of collection of research in 

which students studied the broader scope of an issue without tying that 
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analysis back to concerns about how those issues were represented in the 

rhetoric of the texts themselves. 

The confusion was exacerbated because at times the committee 

members and GATs referred to the recursive process of contextual/textual 

analysis as "rhetorical analysis." The difficulty of emphasizing the 

distinctions between the old and new views of rhetorical analysis without 

sacrificing their interdependence is evident in my descriptions in the revised 

Guide. I presented the two forms of analysis as complementary, but listed 

different purposes for the two kinds of analysis. In a section called "'Real Life' 

Uses for a Contextual Analysis," I gave this scenario; 

You are on a committee on gang violence in your school. 
Tonight, concerned parents are gathering to consider possible 
solutions to the gang problem. You are supposed to present a 
contextual analysis to give the parents a solid overview of the 
issue. You need to acquaint them with the explanatioris 
different groups offer about why gangs form, and you want to 
familiarize them with the main spokespersons for the various 
positions. To prove that your perceptions are accurate, you wUl 
have to identify how these people present themselves in various 
articles or books. Finally, you must point out how the 
conditior\s at your particular school fit into this larger debate. 
Since the purpose of the meeting is to find a solution, you will 
not present one yourself. Rather, you will set the stage so the 
parents and committee members will see the various angles of 
the issue and will understand what to keep mind during the 
ensuing discussions. 

I provided a second scenario to distinguish the "Real Life Uses for a 

Rhetorical Analysis": 

Your committee has finally decided on a particular solution to 
the gang violence problem in your school, and they are meeting 
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one last time to plan strategies for how to present their plan to 
the public. Everyone has agreed that a letter-writing campaign to 
local newspapers would be the most effective way to get the 
word out. You may need to remind the writers of the 
community's various positions on the issue—you might present 
some model essays and show your committee how these would 
be received by the various groups in the community. You want 
to guide the ^scussion so your committee members will 
recognize which kinds of writing will be most effective in their 
own letter campaign. (151) 

While I thought about the two kinds of analysis as "really a matter of 

degree ... because the two kinds of analysis are intertwined" (149), I set out 

distinct purposes for them and implied that each method was useful in a 

different part of the writing process: contextual analysis, apparently, is 

something done early on to understand an issue and rhetorical analysis, 

apparently, is something done later to decide how to write about it, or even 

after the fact to evaluate how well the writing was done. 

My chapter continues in this manner, asserting that the concepts are 

intertwined—students shoxild perform rhetorical analyses of texts to 

determine their larger context, contextual analyses to help understand the 

rhetoric in texts— yet later distinguishing the two as having unrelated 

purposes, with distinct analytical methods. For example, I included an 

explanation of "Organizational Choices for the Contextual Analysis" from 

TEAD Annie Barva that lists the main body of the essay as "Present one 

viewpoint, plus analysis and reactions. Present the next viewpoint, plus 

analysis and reactions. Present the next viewpoint plus analysis and 
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reactions. Repeat as needed" (153). But, on the other hand, instructor Gail 

Shuck's advice for "Getting Started on a Rhetorical Analysis Essay," tells 

students that the body of the essay should "Look at the various strategies the 

communicator used to get the message across to this audience. Look at details 

of language (repetition, metaphors, tone, etc.), different types of appeals, 

visual aspects (if appropriate) and the orgar\ization" (155). 

The problem I had in capturing a sense of the contextual/rhetorical 

analysis essay is a result of some ambiguities I had never resolved. Those of 

us on the curriculum revision committee never discussed what multiple, 

recursive processes might be demanded by this assigriment. We did not 

answer important questions of method: How does one extract a sense of 

context by reading multiple texts on an issue? What does it take to extract a 

sense of an author's position by examining a text in comparison to (one's 

growing understanding of) the context? These were the questions (and 

contexts) that were foremost in my mind as I began to contemplate my theory 

of strong rhetoric. 

My experiences on the curriculum committee and as a Guide editor 

had led me to wrestle with questions of what contextual analysis was and 

how it might be performed. My attempt to write the Guide chapter defining 

and offering useful methods for performing contextual/rhetorical analysis led 

me to concentrate on defining that term, and eventually I developed my 

theory of strong rhetoric to account for the kind of analysis I wanted that 
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assignment to accomplish. These experiences, therefore, were the impetus to 

coristruct a theory of rhetoric that would delineate a relationship between 

texts and contexts, between language and material realities. As I studied and 

read other scholars' discussions of context, I came to believe that it was critical 

to examine ideologies as contexts as well. This background, then, helps to 

explain why I began to focus almost exclusively on the question of rhetorical 

analysis, even though the committee had listed two additional important 

aspects of the course—research and revision. 

As I explained briefly before, by concentrating so intently on defining 

the rhetorical analysis I wanted to teach in a first-year composition course, I 

ignored the ways that the revised course in general, and the contextual 

analysis assignment in particular, had been considered crucial for teaching 

two other elements of writing as well: research and revision. I turn now to 

these two elements, for each summarizing the committee's reasons for 

promoting it and then considering whether a first-year composition course 

based on strong rhetoric should do the same. 

A Focus on Research 

The question of research methods was crucial to the curriculum 

committee, as I recall it, because there was a sense that the kinds of writing 

students were producing did not reflect the complexity that the committee 

expected from them. My experience teaching backed this up: too often I had 
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students who sifted through dozens of sources and chose only those that said 

what they already believed. They ignored accounts that conflicted with their 

own stances and sometimes distorted quotations as they tried to fit them into 

their own essays. Students viewed research as a matter of confirming their 

own opinions rather than as an opportunity for testing or developing those 

opinions. Furthermore, students did not examine their sources critically. I 

recall one student writing about why women should not be allowed in 

combat positions who dted Phyllis Schaffley as proof that women agreed with 

him: he did not know that his feminist critics would not view Schaffley as 

their representative. Many graduate teaching assistants complained that their 

students produced "patchwork" essays, in which they stitched together 

assorted quotes from their sources without examining the ways the sources 

interacted with each other. (See, for example, the advice Teaching Advisor 

Carol Nowotny-Young's gives to graduate teaching assistants about how to 

avoid these patchwork essays in the 1994-95 issues of the Teacher's Guide to 

First-Year Composition, an in-house publication for University of Arizona 

composition instructors.) The revised course, I hoped, would provide 

students with more opportunities and more methods for researching more 

carefully. 

One problem with the earlier course was that much of teaching of the 

research component had been delegated to a rather ineffectual workbook. 

Students were expected to complete a library skills workbook three-quarters of 
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the way through the course. The workbook was an exercise designed by the 

uruversity librarians as a way to acquaint first-year students with library 

resources and to introduce research methods. The students were required to 

purchase a workbook from the library, complete exercises by finding certain 

texts and resources, and turn in the completed workbook to their composition 

teachers. The workbooks were graded by librarians and returned back to 

students via the instructors. 

Drawing on the research methods they gleaned from that book and 

from class discussions, students were to collect materials for their 

documented inquiries (often group projects) and then later rework that 

material into documented arguments. Research, then, was relegated to the 

final quarter of the course and was limited to library resources. Students did 

not have the time to fully evaluate their texts; they did not have the time to 

perform multiple levels of research. In short, research was presented mostly 

as gathering rather than analyzing sources. 

The library skills workbook created problems at a number of levels. On 

a practical level, thousands of first-year composition sections students were 

required to complete the workbooks at roughly the same time, and therefore 

the sources needed to answer the workbook questions were often in use, 

misplaced, or damaged. The workbooks also created an administrative 

nightmare. Students with incomplete or missing grades for the library skills 

portion of the composition course were given grades of "incomplete" in the 
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course, a policy implemented, it seems, to force students to view the 

assignment as a significant part of the course. In Fall 1991, hundreds of 

students were awarded incompletes in English 101 because of incomplete 

workbooks. In some cases the students hadn't done the assignments; for 

many others, however, the incompletes were a result of mix-ups in the huge 

amount of record keeping required. Not surprisingly, the composition 

program heard many complaints about this system from teachers and 

students and parents. 

Perhaps most importantly, the workbook was not effective 

pedagogically. It introduced students to some of the library resources, but did 

not provide useful training in research methodology. It showed them how to 

find things, but not what to do with them or how to determine if what they 

found was especially useful for their projects. The library skills program did 

not successfully teach research skills, and the curriculum committee sought 

alternatives. 

One solution to these practical concerns was to encourage students to 

view "research" in broader terms, and to rely on community rather than 

library sources. The committee decided to encourage students to conduct 

interviews. Whereas in the 1992-93 Guide. "Research" had been narrowly 

conceived as library/textual research, I included guidelines for conducting 

interviews in the 1994-95 Guide. The committee also suggested that students 

be taught to view the popular media—^TV shows, films, newspapers, .etc.—as 
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research, material. Thus, in the Guide's model essay assignments for the 

second "contextual analysis" essays, students are instructed to find sources 

from outside the library: interviews, movies, music, and so on. 

The solution was backed as well because it meshed with contemporary 

trends in composition theory—the sense of rhetoric and research as 

epistemic. In order for students to see research as a "heuristic for opening up 

a sense of a subject and going deeper," Stein explains, the committee decided 

that the research component of the course could not wait until the end of the 

semester. The concept of "research" needed to be expanded not only to 

incorporate different kinds of sources (interviews, surveys, observations), but 

also to involve more complex processes of evaluating those sources—a 

broader definition of analysis—that would be introduced from the begirming 

of the semester. 

One reason that students did not invest much time in analyzing their 

sources, according to Tilly Wamock, was that the research they did felt 

disconnected from their lives. Students often chose topics that were in the 

news—abortion, gun control, animal rights—because they knew that these 

were "issues"; they rarely chose topics they felt compelled to wrestle with 

personally. "[The question] 'Who am I?' is a matter of research" Warnock 

stresses, and ties with a similar concern that in the late 1980s was voiced in 

women's studies; how do we situate our knowledge and our lives? How 

much of our knowledge comes from our positions as women, for example? If 
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knowledge is not "objective" and "universal," how do we claim a truth for 

our own perspective? Personal experience, she explains, is a site for research, 

a source for research, and it affects research. 

Before the curriculum revision, the idea of integrating research with 

personal questions had not been incorporated into the teaching of research in 

the 101 curricula. From 1991 to 1993, the Guide uses the same description of 

the first essay ("Self-Exploratory Essay"): "a blend of story and essay about a 

significant experience" (1991, 26). The purposes of the assignment are given 

in terms of what should be produced in this essay ("Portray a subject with 

vivid, significant detail; reflect upon the significance of an experience; select 

and arrange detail to clearly demonstrate significance to readers") but not in 

terms of the larger reasons why people might conduct this kind of writing or 

how the writing in this unit connects with the other essays in the course. 

Guide editors began to talk about the personal essay as a form of research in 

1993-94, when D. R. Ransdell tells students that "This essay will give you the 

opportunity to write something of personal experience, to start developing 

your own writing voice, and to consider ways to use your own experiences as 

a basis for more formal projects." (72, my emphasis.) Note, however, that the 

purpose of writing is not to conduct research into one's own experiences but 

to collect experiences that can later serve as the beginning of further research. 

The new oirriculum design, as I understand it, broadens the sense of 

what sources can be counted as research, as is evident in the revised 
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descriptions of the first essay and in the examples of what kinds of research 

projects students could engage in. In the 1994-95 Guide. I described the "self-

situated" essay (which I renamed the 'Tersonal Exploratory" essay to 

highlight the sense of exploratory research) this way: "We ask that you write 

about your own experiences in order to tap into the knowledge you already 

have. We consider this a research paper, but instead of looking elsewhere for 

information, you are the information source, the starting point" (124). 

Begirming with this notion of "research" for the first paper and then 

expanding that definition for the second essay by turning to interviews, 

popular media, as well as library sources meant that students devoted an 

entire semester to collecting and analyzing research materials. It also meant 

that students ideally would be writing about issues that had roots in their 

own experiences. 

Redefining "research" in these ways and having students write about 

an issue connected to their lives also helped resolve some administrative 

concerns about intellectual property issues; thus the institutional context also 

may have provided impetus to choose this solution for revamping the 

course. In 1992, the Dean of Students published a revised policy for 

plagiarism, and excerpts from this were printed in the 1993-1994 edition of the 

Student's Guide. The change was a result of more formal legal approach by 

the University because of increasing legal issues and threats to the status of 

higher education. Students had sued the University because of grading 
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practices, for example, and the University began to evaluate and revise those 

policies that might be attacked. It is not dear that there were increases in 

plagiarism at the time, but the new attention to the policy made more visible 

those cases that did arise and heightened the concern about them within the 

composition program. 

Discussions in GAT training focused on identifying and preventing 

plagiarism in the argumentative essays. As the last papers of a semester and 

usually the ones most heavily weighted in the grading scheme, these were 

the papers most likely to be plagiarized. The requirement to write a 

documented argioment as the final essay assigrunent in English 101 had been 

consistent since 1985; therefore, successful essays from previous years could be 

acquired. Given the size of the composition program (with approximately 110 

to 120 sections of English 101 offered each fall), students who wanted to cheat 

had good odds that their teacher would not have seen or heard about the 

original essays that they now turned in as their own. TEADs warned GATs to 

be cautious if students arbitrarily changed topics between the third 

(expository) and fourth (argumentative) units. The curriculum committee 

designed the new course to discourage such last minute shifts. Having 

students study one topic all semester, and asking them to begin their inquiry 

with a personal narrative exploring their own experience with that issue, 

made it much more difficult to pass off plagiarized pieces. 
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The concerns about plagiarism, while in the air at the time, were not 

the driving force for the curriculum revision. Rather, they led the committee 

to value those solutions which addressed this problem along with others. 

And plagiarism itself was imderstood as raising some theoretical concerns. 

Not all the cases involved such clear-cut cheating as one student turning in 

another writer's work. More often, students did not dte all their sources or 

did not identify when they were specifically using another author's words. 

Such actions, when considered within a growing acceptance of the sodally 

constructed nature of knowledge-production, led to bigger questions about 

authorship. As. Warnock explains, questionable plagiarism cases make those 

in the composition program ask what counts as knowledge, and how do we 

construct any knowledge without dting everything? If we are, in fact, socially 

constructed, then can we make any statement without a dtation? How do 

published authors negotiate this? Can we trace the appropriation and 

development of certain ideas through texts, even when the authors' don't 

specifically acknowledge those sources? The committee sought to integrate 

these questions of "authorship" into the redesigned course by focusing on the 

relationship between writing, knowledge-construction, and academic 

conventions. 

In my theory of strong rhetoric I take on some of these more theoretical 

questions, defining one's own positionality as an important site for research 

and demanding that writers reflect on how that positionality affects their 
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interpretation of other sources. I argue that writers must explore how their 

own ideology affects their readings and writing, and how others' ideologies 

affect their writing, and how all of these things affect what is coimted as 

"knowledge" in a particular context. In this maimer, much of my theory 

takes on questioris of how one should analyze the research materials one 

finds. But what I have realized after reconstructing the concerns that led the 

committee to focus on research is that my discussions about teaching strong 

rhetoric have not addressed the questions of how to gather soxirces and how 

to evaluate them. Can and should a course in strong rhetoric have a research 

component in which students are expected to gather their own collections of 

sources? If so, how should such a process be taught? 

One of the GATs I interviewed felt that teaching research methods was 

beyond the scope of a first-year composition course: 

I'm not sure it has to be the freshman composition teacher's 
responsibility to teach research methods. I think that should be 
something that is covered in another course, or it could be the 
responsibility of every teacher who teaches freshman level 
students. I don't know why it falls on our shoulders in addition 
to teaching a very complex skill such as rhetorical analysis. We 
had to spend a lot of classes just looking at texts [and noting how] 
this writer brings in ethical appeals in this way, and this writer is 
using more [of another appe^]. All of that analysis has to be 
taught and studied and practiced. And then to dump the 
research stuff on top of liiat is really a heavy heavy load. [Kraly] 

A heavy load it is. But, I must ask, what is the consequence of not teaching 

research methods? Are they integral to strong rhetoric? Are teaching 

research methods, in fact, a necessary part of teaching strong rhetoric? 
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When I consider the four tenets of strong rhetoric that I laid out in 

chapter one, the coruiection to research methods is not apparent: 1) rhetoric is 

epistemic; 2) ideology is always already inscribed in rhetoric; 3) we can use the 

perspectives of oppressed peoples to imderstand better the ideology of 

dominant views; and 4) strong rhetoric is a form of action. Let me be more 

explicit now about what kinds of research methods a first-year composition 

course based on strong rhetoric might require. 

Given the first two tenets—that rhetoric is epistemic and that ideology 

is always already iiiscribed in rhetoric— strong rhetoric requires that writers 

perform investigative research in order to discover their own and others' 

terministic screens. That is, they must compare their own ways of speaking 

about an issue with others' ways of speaking to try to make visible the 

implications of their rhetorical choices. Thus, strong rhetoric requires 

research methods that will expose writers to the views of others who think 

and speak about the issue differently. Likewise, tenet three implies that 

writers need to conduct research about oppressed and oppressor's views in 

order to discover the terministic screens which mark dominant ideologies. 

The purpose of research in strong rhetoric goes beyond what is usually 

given in first-year composition textbooks as the purpose of research—to 

collect information to serve as evidence in support of a specific thesis. Thus, 

the process of conducting research for strong rhetoric is more involved. 

Writers must not only gather materials from multiple sources, they must 
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research the context of those sources. They must not only seek out multiple 

positions on the issue, they must examine whether the authors of those 

pieces provide dominant or alternate readings of that issue. And they must 

be sure that they have sought out the positions of oppressed groups—^people 

who might not necessarily be represented in traditional media. At all times, 

they must reflect self-consciously about their own process of reading and 

researching. Teaching students how to track down and evaluate the materials 

they need to create self-reflective, pro-active strong rhetoric is a "heavy load," 

no doubt. But if one is to teach students to act through strong rhetoric, then 

one must teach them to work through the kinds of difficulties and ethical 

concerns that arise when conducting such research. 

Having said that, I do not mean to dismiss Kraly's observation about 

the difficulty of teaching research and analysis in first-year composition. She 

has drawn me to question my own insistence that strong rhetoric be taught in 

first-year composition. The background of my research—my experience on 

the curriculum committee, my work editing the Guide, and so on—pushed 

me to consider my questions in terms of first-year composition. I began my 

project wondering whether it were possible to teach contextual analysis in 

first-year composition, and I developed strong rhetoric in the hope of 

answering that concern. This background suggests a possible blindness, 

however; I have been reluctant to consider that it might be impossible to 

implement such a course for first-year composition students. In chapter five I 
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look more closely at the problems and concerns that GATs experienced while 

teaching the assigrunent in order to revisit this question more operiiy. In the 

meantime, I return to the iiistory of the course development to consider the 

relationship between strong rhetoric and the third key element of the revised 

English 101 course, revision. 

A Focus on Revision 

Judging from the Course Rationales and the observations of both Stein 

and Cully, the committee members brought different and specific concerns to 

the table with them as they began to contemplate a revised English 101 course. 

Robert Kaplan and Jim Earley wanted a course in which students could speak 

from their own positions within particular communities and could examine 

the effects of their positioris on their language use; thus, Kaplan and Earley 

contributed to the revised course by emphasizing rhetorical concerns about 

situated knowledge and authorship—concerns that I picked up and made 

central in my theory of sfrong rhetoric. Barbara Cully's primary concern, on 

the other hand, was her sense that an artificial writing process had been 

promoted in the earlier coiirse design. She talked about this in terms of the 

falseness of teaching "unit-based" courses. 

In the editions of the Guide from 1990 to 1993, the term "unit" was the 

orgaruzing principle of the course: the table of contents read "Unit One: Self-

Exploratory Essay," "Unit Two: Rhetorical Analysis" and so on. According to 
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the Cully, this "unit driven" nature of the course hid the relationships 

among the various forms of writing students were asked to do. Although the 

expository and argumentative essay were usually organized around the same 

topics, the division of writing into "units" led teachers and students to 

conceive of the essays as separate enterprises. A student could presumably 

write a personal narrative on anorexia, a rhetorical analysis of a television 

commercial, and a documented inquiry on affirmative action policies and all 

the while not recognize the ways that personal narratives and rhetorical 

analyses could inform the argumentative writing, and visa versa. According 

to Stein, Robert Kaplan and Barbara CuUy sought a course that was "more 

organic" and that recognized that "the writing is all intertwined. They 

wanted the essays to talk to each other." 

Cully came to the committee having just taught an Advanced 

Composition course in which students engaged in a semester-long project. 

As Cully describes it, in that course students study the "essay" as a form and 

learn the work it can do culturally: "From reading a lot and doing rhetorical 

analysis,. . . [students] get a feel for the essay form like a building, a place to 

Uve for a while and feel its potential as a vehicle for cultural ideals" she says. 

Cully's students began writing their own works after they understood how an 

essay might function— "what short pieces of prose ^ in the world." Students 

spent the rest of the semester developing one, extended work. The time 

allowed her students to concentrate on "layers of rhetorical strategies and 
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revision," she explains, and "gave students a strong investment in the 

project." 

The unit-driven English 101 course denied this kind of immersion in 

reading and writing. It kept them from what Cully considers a quintessential 

moment in becoming a writer: "What is missing in 101 is a total immersion 

and falling in love with a particular written form, the essay, as a vehicle for 

discovery, a place to get certain, cultural work done, to play with the idea of 

making a contribution" (Cully). The unit-driven model fails, Cully says, 

because the course becomes teacher-centered, with students seeking to 

duplicate a particular form dictated by the teacher without recognizing the 

purposes of such forms or of writing in general. Such a design is the 

antithesis of the "spirit of a composition course," Cully asserts. 

Both Cully and Stein attribute Cully's interest in abolishing the unit-

driven course to her experience as a creative writer. According to Cully, she 

and Kaplan taught writing courses "perhaps as creative writing rather than 

composition." For Cully, the creative writing "spirit" of her course came 

through her attempts to engender a sense of passion about language in her 

students. "Writing [should come] out of love, desire, wanting to imitate and 

aeate: people want to be able to do what they see happening on the page [of 

admired authors]: intoxication, and immersion, love affairs with language." 

Stein and Cully agree that the unit-driven nature of the course 

discouraged revision. Although the composition program had in 1990 
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adopted Lisa Ede's Work in Progress, a rhetoric which endorses drafting and 

revision, the time frames allotted to each "unit" did not allow students to see 

revision as a "powerful intellectual process" (Stein). Under the old syllabus, 

students usually had about three weeks to interpret an assignment, study 

models, write a draft, and revise that draft. The committee felt the new 

course should emphasize revision as a mode of learning. Stein, whose 

scholarly area of expertise is cognitive analysis of revision strategies, "wanted 

students to experience the richness of revision as a rhetorical activity." To 

accomplish this, she felt, students would need to "live with a topic" for more 

than three weeks. 

The course design that was adopted in 1993 attempts to do away with 

"units" by asking students to focus on a single issue throughout the semester. 

As Stein explains in the Overview of the course, distributed in Fall 1993 to 

introduce the course to GATs, 

In this version [of the course], students pick an issue with which 
they have personal experience, and explore it in-depth over 
three essays. The three essays allow for increasing complexity in 
their understanding of the topic, and are designed to build upon 
each other. Ideally, elements of the first and second essays will be 
found in the third and final essay. For the first, students write a 
self-situated essay, in which they explore who they are in 
relation to the topic. . . For the second paper, they write a 
contextualized essay: How has public discourse/language affected 
our understanding of the issue? . . . The third essay is an 
argument for action around the issue. . . In writing the various 
versions of this paper, students will have to learn about the 
elements of the essay—narration, exposition, persuasion—and 
their final essay should contain all elements. (3) 
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The "one-issue" focus of the course was intended to convey the sense of 

revision as an on-going process and make the links among the kinds of essays 

clearer. I carried this idea forward in the 1994-95 Guide: 

The final essay is a culmination of all the writing and discussing 
you [students] will be doing in the semester: it will demonstrate 
your own concern for the issue, it wiU indicate that you 
understand the "conversation" that others are already having 
about the issue, and it will prove that you have a clear sense for 
the writing techniques that are most persuasive for your readers. 
115 

However, despite the attempts to emphasize the connections among 

essays and to highlight the revision process, the new course still retains its 

unit-driven organization. According to Cully, the revised course "recuperates 

the negative features of the earlier 101" because it is still taught as a unit-

driven course. "That's how if s delivered" to GATs in their teacher-training 

and to the students by GATs. Cully feels that because the essays are presented 

as three different types of writing—narrative, expository, persuasive—each 

essay is treated as distinct; what is lost is the concept of "the essay" as a more 

general form that can be adapted to do various kinds of work. Discussions of 

the purposes of different modes of writing get subsumed, hidden beneath the 

teacher-dictated defiiutions of the structures the different essays shovild take. 

In the end. Cully says, the new course provides the potential for teaching the 

interconnectedness among essays, but the design is easily co-opted by 

pedagogy that emphasizes form over purpose. 
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To teach true revision, then, the impetus for digging back into an essay 

in order to make significant changes must arise because the writer has come 

across new information and new methods of looking at that information so 

that the old essay no longer accomplishes its goals. That is, the push to revise 

must come because the writer sees problems in the earlier version, not simply 

because a teacher has dictated that the essay must be put into a new form. A 

course developed around the four tenets of strong rhetoric would promote 

revision in this new sense. Because the ultimate goal of the strong rhetoric— 

to act in the national or local conversatior\s, and to act based on critical self-

reflection and analysis of power dynamics— is consistent throughout the 

course, students will be striving for this in all of their essays. As students are 

taught each of the tenets of strong rhetoric, they will recogi\ize the reasons for 

returning to their earlier pieces to make them more complex. Once they are 

aware that power dynamics influence knowledge construction, for example, 

they may be see how their position could be revised to account for this. 

A related problem with the unit-driven course is the implied hierarchy 

of the progression of the essays, which begin with a reflection rooted in 

personal experience and end with an argument. In both versions of the 

English 101 course, the grading scale is weighted more heavily towards the 

end of the course. This implies that persorial writing is not as important or as 

difficult as argumentative writing, that the real significant writing in the 

course is the argiunentative piece. I am reluctant to reinforce a notion that 
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argument is more important than reflection, but neither would I want to 

promote self-reflection as the ultimate goal of the course, as if self-reflection 

itself were an end in itself. I criticized James Berlin for such a course design 

in the previous chapter. These problems would be avoided if the overall 

pedagogy is rooted in strong rhetoric. After all, the kinds of self-reflection 

demanded by strong rhetoric are extremely complex and demand as much 

research and analysis as any argumentative piece. If analysis is taught as a 

method for producing more complex self-reflection, and if argumentation is 

understood to be a task of self-analysis as well as a form of action, then the 

progression doesn't undermine the importance of self-reflection but, in fact, 

bolsters it and provides a larger purpose for it: to help writers determine what 

actions they might take. 

The key is to ensure that the various methods offered in the course are 

not presented as distinct, unrelated processes that yield distinct, urirelated 

essay forms, but rather as an accumulation of processes that all lead to more 

and more complex writing for the same goals: to better understand oneself 

and one's relatioriships to others so that one can act responsibly for them. 

Thus, I would not distinguish among the essays as the results of different 

goals, but rather as multiple processes that are all necessary for achieving the 

same goal. I would no longer call them "Personal Exploratory Essay," 

"Contextual Analysis Essay" and "Argimientative Essay," but rather would 
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call the first "Strong Rhetoric through Self-reflection/' and the second and 

third both "Strong Rhetoric through Self-reflection and Rhetorical Analysis" 

"Cominxmities" and 'Issues"; Themes for First-Year Composition 

The curriculum committee initially developed a revised English 101 

course around the theme of "community/' and while the reasons for this 

focus were never listed explicitly, I have reconstructed three purposes for it by 

analyzing the pilot course syllabi, the pilot instructor's "Course Rationales" 

and the material Stein gave to GATs to introduce the course. The 

commuiuty focxis was valued for 1) creating a safer place for students to speak 

from positions of authority, 2) introducing the concept of discourse 

communities, and 3) modeling the social-epistemic relationship between 

discourse commimities and knowledge-making. I will discuss each of these 

purposes in more detail below. I do so because the questions raised by the 

community focus are important for teaching strong rhetoric. For one thing, 

the context of the community theme demonstrates how other goals and 

expectations influence the implementation of a pedagogy: although the 

community members thought they had a common vocabulary, the 

differences in their perceptions are clear in the pedagogies introduced 

through the pilot courses. A second implication is this: one of the difficulties 

committee members encountered was that mainstream students felt 

alienated by the commimity theme because they felt that they had no 
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community. How, then, might one teach such students to reflect on their 

own positionaiity? 

Community Theme One: Student Voice and Diversity 

Given the pedagogy in the pilot courses, the most prevalent 

justification for focusing on the community theme was that such a focus 

could be an invitation for students to "be themselves" in their classes—it 

could create a safe place for students to reflect on what they brought to the 

university. As Stein remembers it, "Jim Earley especially wanted students 

and teachers to be able to bring who they were to the classroom. Therefore, 

we decided to center on the issue of commimity and use ourselves as 

examples of negotiating among these interrelated groups we belong to." Cully 

agrees: the community focus came from a desire to give students "permission 

to speak and write from who they were. . . (The old) English 101 was rigid, not 

a place yet for writing with cultural identity, voice, situating oneself in the 

university, audience, etc." 

Thinking about the course's community focus as an invitation for 

diversity dovetailed with the goals of another English Department 

committee. Robert Kaplan, Barbara Cully, and Rudy Troike, Chair of the 

English Department, had in 1991 formed an ad hoc committee on Lesbian and 

Gay concerns—a committee now called the Committee on Lesbian/ Gay/ 

Bisexual Studies. In 1991 the ad hoc committee's goals were "to create a 
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gay/lesbian theory course and to open other areas of the curricula to gay 

student issues" (Cully). The current mission statement of the group is to 

"promote scholarship and education on Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual issues at the 

university and in the greater Tucson community." According to Cully, 

neither she nor Kaplan felt that the old English 101 curriculum was open to 

gay student concerns. "Robert thought that using the theme of 'commuiuty' 

would give lesbian and gay students—along with other cultural groups— 

entry and permission to claim identity in the classroom" (Cully). 

Thus, one purpose for including the commimity theme, it appears, is 

that doing so provides students with an opportimity talk about their own 

experiences, giving them a particular kind of authority to speak in the class. 

Cully felt that the community theme helped her students to see purposes for 

writing that went beyond merely completing the tasks for a course. She wrote 

in a memo of Spring 1992, "Using the notion of community as a central 

concept has allowed me to bring life to the rhetorical triangle from the 

beginning of the course, even for writers who are largely inexperienced and 

who bring scant motivation to the enterprises of first-year composition" 

("Expectations, Dreams and Reflections"). 

This invitational purpose for the community theme is illustrated in a 

list of ten questioi\s that were distributed by Stein in a memo in December 

1991 with a suggestion that instructors in the pilot courses have students 

freewrite about the questions and read their responses aloud so that students 



219 

"get introduced to each other slowly and safely, everyone is given a voice, and 

they get a variety of models of how people approach thinking and writing 

about this" (Stein "Memo re: Diversity 101" 2). Cully printed the questions in 

her syllabus; Kaplan and Earley relied on the questions to begin specific 

discussions of "community" in the first days of class. The questions include: 

1. What is a community? 

2. What communities do you belong to (gender, religious, racial, 
social, sexual orientation, economic, physical, political and so 
on)? 

3. What are some stereotypes about one or more of these 
communities? 

4. What bothers you about these stereotypes? 

5. What are you proud of in your community? 

6. What are you ashamed of? 

7. In what ways to you feel separate from the mainstream? 

8. What is something you would like others to know about your 
commiinity that you think they do not know? 

9. What problems or issues exist in your commur\ity? [This 
question is included in Cully's list but not in Stein's original 
memo] 

10. What can we do to make this class into a community? 

In addition to developing an atmosphere of opermess in the classroom, a 

purpose of these questions, it appears, is to get students talking and thinking 

about their own affiliations and what they might want to say about those 

affiliations to others. In other words, the questions serve as a kind of pre-
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writing exerdse to invite students to explore their own lives for possible 

topics for reflective and argumentative essays. They are similar to a pre-

writing exercise I included in the 1994-95 Guide: "Make a list the multiple 

groups you belong to. You can define 'groups' in a variety of ways. Think of 

groups you are part of voluntarily and also those to which you belong 

whether you like it or not" (118). This activity follows two other pre-writing 

exercises—writing a list of memories and writing a list of beliefs; all are 

options for finding an issue to explore through the course. 

Community Theme Two: Discourse Communities 

A second purpose for the community theme is to introduce the idea of 

discourse communities and to teach students to recognize how language 

shapes a commimity and marks its insiders and outsiders. This purpose is 

apparent in Robert Kaplan's syllabus for his Spring 1992 pilot covurse. He 

explains to students: 

We will be focusing here on the subject of communities—both 
yours and other people's—and how those commimities are 
shaped by language. What constitutes a community? How do 
they get created? How do you communicate to someone within 
your community? How do you communicate to someone 
outside your commimity? How do people talk about 
communities that they don't belong to? 

In Kaplan's Spring 1992 syllabus, the second essay focuses on two texts aimed 

at a particular community, one written by a member of the community and 

one written by an outsider. 
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Jim Earley's course is arranged around students' relationships with 

commumties. His syllabus talks about the essays this way: "Step One: Locate 

yourself within communities."; "Step Two: Communication within and 

between communities"; "Step Three: Communities deal with issues and 

communicate to create change." According to his Fall 1992 Rationale, in his 

students' first essays, they reflect on a time when they feel their lives were 

affected by how language was used. His students perform "a thorough reading 

of an author, Nancy Mairs, whose focus is the negotiation of private and 

public in the personal essay. . . . During the first four weeks, the class will 

discuss these ideas and write personal essays which wiU focus on a time when 

language affected our lives." 

According to these descriptions, the courses used the theme of 

community to introduce students to the idea of discourse communities—the 

sense that different groups talk in different ways, and that talking in different 

ways creates communities. As Stein wrote in a 1991 memo recapping the 

committee's discussions, "We want to create a thematic superstructure— 

creating communities—that keeps the focus on exploring issues around 

diversity, and creates in the students an understanding that they are creators 

and consumers of community" ("Memo re Diversity 101" 1). 
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Community Theme Three: Social Epistemic Rhetoric 

The notion of discourse communities is a part of social epistemic 

rhetoric, but social epistemic rhetoric takes the idea of discourse communities 

a step further and asks how the language of particular community affects 

what they cor^sider to be "knowledge." For Stein, as is clear from her 

"overview" of the course presented to GATs in Fall 1993, the community 

theme was supposed to teach this larger concept. Stein writes. 

Research on literacy forms the theoretical base for [the new] 
English 101. Rhetorical theory describes the complex negotiation 
between writer, reader, and text that is at the heart of making 
meaning. It explores the ways in which texts are formed by a 
writer's purpose, situation, and audience, focusing particularly 
on the ways in which language and knowledge are shaped by 
social factors. ("Overview," 1; my emphasis). 

Her descriptior\s of the essay assignments call up social epistemic rhetoric as 

well. In conducting their research. Stein writes, students are to "explore, 

though writing, the ways their own experiences have affected their 

understanding of [the topic]" (Overview 1). In the contexualized essay. Stein 

offers as one of the guiding questior\s; "How has public discourse/language 

affected our understanding of the issue?" (Overview 3). Here, she points to 

the relationship between language and knowledge; she is asking students to 

examine the effects of terministic screeris. The purpose for studying 

commimity affiliations, then, is not to make the classroom safer for those 

students so much as to help students reflect on their positionality. 
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These three purposes are not necessarily at odds with each other, but 

the relationship among them remains ambiguous in the various committee 

documents. Because the purposes weren't spelled out, it is likely that the 

committee members didn't recognize that they intended the same pedagogical 

move to accomplish different things. Thus, when the community focus 

created some problems for one of the goals, the committee shied away from 

using the community theme at ail, even though it might still have been 

useful for achieving the other goals. The first purpose for the community 

theme—to invite students who might feel left out to join the conversation— 

was called into question because some of the student population felt excluded 

by it and because others did not feel the atmosphere of a first-year 

composition classroom was safe enough for those discussions. 

Resisting "Community: Problems of Identity and Trust 

After the first semester of pilot studies, the committee discussed the 

dangers of making the community focus explicit. According to Stein, one 

problem was that "students in the mainstream had a hard time identifying 

themselves as a community." Apparently, when teachers used the ten 

community questions and invited students to speak from their own 

experiences within particular commuruty affiliations, the attempt backfired 

when mainstream students did not recognize that invitation. BCaplan wrote 

in a Fall 1992 memo. 
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I'm trying to distinguish between an implicit focus and an 
explicit focus. I think communities works well as an explicit 
focus, especially for minority students who are, by and large, 
much more aware of themselves as people on some kind of 
larger sodocultural landscape than the majority of incoming 
white, middle- and upper-middle-class UA freshman. I realize, 
of course, that that's a generalization, but I also think that there's 
some truth to it. Not that that's a reason to do way with the idea 
of communities. I think it's an important concept, and 
important one to teach to students. But, given the student body 
that we have during the regular academic year ... for me, it 
works better as an implicit focus rather than an explicit one. 

The "mainstream" students' responses expose an assumption 

underlying the first goal for using the community theme: the ten community 

questions implicitly equate "community" with "minority." Consider, for 

example, questions seven, "In what ways to you feel separate from the 

mainstream?" and eight, "What is something you would like others to know 

about your community that you think they do not know?" A student who 

does not feel a rift between his or her opinions and the general political 

climate would conclude that "community" refers only to minority 

populations. The idea of inviting students who have felt like "outsiders" to 

claim an authority in the composition classroom by writing about their 

"outsider" experiences assumes that the population in a first-year 

composition class will be made up of people who consider themselves 

minorities. Not all the students in an average English 101 section at the 

University of Arizona would define themselves that way. 
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Furthermore, even if students do find ways to talk about themselves as 

members of commuruties, they might not consider the composition 

classroom a safe place to discuss those affiliations. Cully writes about using 

the community questions in her Spring 1992 pilot section. 

For this particular group, and for me, those questions brought an 
intimacy and an intensity in our first class meetings that ended 
up having some reverberations later. Both my students and I 
felt we'd said too much too soon to strangers without the 
requisite trust necessary for such disclosure. What happened 
after those discussions was a kind of shutting down. . . . From 
now on I will start a class, 101 or otherwise, in the way I feel 
most comfortable. I like to lead with texts (not just questions for 
discussion).... I feel that a carefully chosen group of readings 
could bring in the community theme at the begiiming without 
the danger of leading the group or instructor into the 
insecurities and self-consciousness that threaten the light humor 
and fun that is crucial to the success of the first-year classroom. 

Early and explicit use of the commuruty questions, it appears, can undermine 

the goal of establishing the classroom itself as a community. 

As a result of these concerns about the community focus, the pilot 

instructors agreed that the theme should be an implicit, rather than an 

explicit, part of the course. When Stein presented the course to the GATs, 

then, the given theme was not "corrununity" but rather "issues." Students 

were to study issues, first by discussing their own relationship to the issue, 

then by analyzing how different commuruties might speak about those issues, 

and finally by taking a stand and arguing about the issue. 

One can see how some of the purposes from the community theme 

have carried over. In the first essay, for example, students might reflect on 
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how their own community affiliations affect their knowledge of an issue and 

the rhetoric they use to describe it; in the second essay they might study how 

the discourse conventions of different groups affect what they "know" about 

the issue, and so on. But such connections may not be apparent to GATs who 

don't know the background of the community theme. Furthermore, the 

solution to teach "issues" may solve the problem of expecting too much 

disclosure from students too early in a course, but it does not address the 

question of how mainstream students might be taught to see themselves as 

embedded in a particular (dominant) community. 

Implications for Strong Rhetoric 

Recounting the history of the curriculum committee reminds me of 

classroom concerns that must be addressed in a pedagogy of strong rhetoric. 

For one thing, it points out the very practical difficulties of teaching those 

who don't identify themselves as minorities to see themselves as located in 

particular communities. For another, it suggests that demanding the kind of 

self-reflection that is part of strong rhetoric might not be appropriate in the 

context of a first-year composition class, where students may not feel safe 

enough to expose themselves to such a degree. 

Because of the hegemonic effect of being affiliated with those in power, 

students in the dominant group may see their position as "natural" or 

"normal" and therefore as the "usual." Given this natvuralization of their 
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position, they believe there is nothing for them to speak about when asked 

what makes them stand out. In their position, they don't stand out—in fact 

they can't stand out without first questioning the power dynamics of the 

natviralization that has made them feel as if they are the norm, the standard 

against which others are measured. This is true also for those who identify 

with the status quo, trjdng to be part of that group even though their 

background might be different. It is for this reason that the community 

questions that the committee used met with some resistance from these 

students: the questions presented the concept of "community" as if it were 

something that set people apart from the mainstream. 

The process of revealing to students the ideologies that have made 

them accept the dominant position as standard is painful, and meets with 

much resistance. Nevertheless, I consider it tremendously important that a 

course in strong rhetoric take on the challenge of leading all students to 

reflect on their situatedness. I recognize that such a task will make a 

classroom imcomfortable at times, and that therefore it might interfere with 

the goal of providing a "safe" or "risk-free" atmosphere. While I do believe 

that a teacher can create an atmosphere of inquiry where students will be 

more inclined to wrestle with such questions, I don't believe that a teacher 

should attempt to smooth over moments of discomfort or disagreement. 

Rather, I agree with bell hooks in Teaching to Transgress that when students 
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take on such important tasks as critical self-reflection, the discomfort they feel 

is an inevitable part of the learning process. 

Having said that, I must consider the second concern raised by the pilot 

studies. As Cully points out, the risk demanded by such self analysis is not 

just that students wUl confront difficult questioris about themselves, it is also 

that they are expected to do so surrounded by people whom they don't know 

and whom can't be sure that they can trust. Even though students are 

surroimded by student peers, the relationships are not automatically those of 

equals. Students don't leave their cultural biases at the door, so some 

students are accorded (and assume) more power than others in the classroom. 

In teaching strong rhetoric, then, instructors must recognize that the 

classroom cannot be risk-free, and that students are likely to find the analysis 

expected of them to be uncomfortable. More importantly, teachers must 

strive to distinguish as much as possible whether students' resistance stems 

from their discomfort in discovering ideologies that they previously took for 

granted or from sharing those discoveries with their classmates and teachers. 

Therefore, although they should provide students with opportunities to 

reflect on their situatedness, teachers should not demand that all such 

analysis be shared publicly. 

Finally, the evolution of the community theme points out how 

multiple purposes become embedded within particular teaching strategies. 

Although Stein considered community theme to be a method of teaching 
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social epistemic rhetoric, the theme was justified for additional reasons—to 

invite diversity, to create classroom commuruty, and to introduce the general 

idea of a discourse community. When the theme was implemented in pilot 

studies, the teaching strategies supported these other purposes but did not 

delve into epistemic nature of rhetoric—did not, that is, consider how the 

languages communities use can affect what they count as knowledge. One 

reason for this, I would argue, is that the purposes became intertwined and 

were knotted together under the term "community." Once the idea of the 

community theme was embraced, the committee stopped discussing their 

reasoris for implementing it, and the distinctioris among the purposes 

blurred. The most prevalent reason for the theme—to invite diverse voices 

into the classroom—then became the guidepost for the theme's effectiveness 

and no one stopped to examine how effectively the various teaching 

strategies met any of the additional purposes. 

By returning to some of its early roots, I have been able to point out 

how the context in which I formed my theory of strong rhetoric affected it. 

For one thing, my focus on analysis was instigated because of my work on the 

committee and on the Guide, where I wrestled with questions of definition 

and analytical method. That focus meant that I left out two very important 

aspects of a course in strong rhetoric: the concepts of research and revision. 

Teaching research methodologies is crucial for a course in strong rhetoric 
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because the theory demands that writers seek out diverse responses and 

contextual backgrounds. The process of research and self-analysis is an 

integral part of strong rhetoric. Likewise, strong rhetoric is built on the idea 

that all writing is re-visioning, that writers must return to their works over 

and over, armed with new insights from their self-analysis and research. 

Finally, the responses to the community theme of the English 101 pilot course 

point out that the first-year composition classroom is not always a safe place. 

The discomfort of confronting questions about one's own ideologies is hard 

for students, and teachers must be prepared to teach in an environment 

where students might be hostile to such internal analysis. At the same time, 

the students in such classes are not necessarily equals even if they are peers, 

and teachers must be aware of the power dynamics among students. 

In this chapter I have looked at the development of the revised course 

in the curriculum committee; in particular I have examined the syllabi, 

course rationale, and responses to the pUot studies. These sources have 

helped me to identify how my theory of strong rhetoric developed as a 

response to the curricula, and this in turn has allowed me to tease out 

concepts that were buried in the theory. In the next chapter I examine the 

curriculum's contextual analysis essay. I study how the contextual analysis 

assignment was taught by GATs and explain what the implementation of the 

contextual analysis essay reveals about the pedagogy required to teach a 

complex rhetorical theory such as strong rhetoric. 
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5. 

T E A C H I N G  C O N T E X T U A L  A N A L Y S I S :  S O M E  

P E D A G O G I C A L  C O N C E R N S  F O R  S T R O N G  

R H E T O R I C  

In the preceding chapter, I reviewed curricular changes at the 

University of Arizona because my theory of strong rhetoric began out of my 

involvement with the ciirricuiinn revision committee and I wanted to reflect 

deliberately on the effect that such a context had on my theory. As I explained 

in that chapter, my interest in developing a rhetorical theory that accounted 

for the relationship between contexts, rhetorics, and knowledge was sparked 

by my attempts to understand how the contextual analysis essay of the revised 

curriculum might be defined and taught. By reviewing the course 

development, I was able to see how my disciission of strong rhetoric had 

emphasized analysis but did not account for research and revision, and I was 

then able to articulate how these two elements of writing were integral to 

strong rhetoric and necessary for a composition course that taught it. 

Reviewing the course development also demoristrated how a course designed 

around the theme of "community" might simultaneously emphasize and 

obscure the self-reflective tenet of strong rhetoric. 
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In this chapter I return again to the English 101 course at the University 

of Arizona; this time I focus on pedagogical questions that spring from 

interpretations of the contextual analysis assignment, concerns that are 

equally critical to a pedagogy of strong rhetoric. The contextual analysis essay 

is an especially useful site for contemplating questions about strong rhetoric 

because the assignment, as I have come to understand it, tried to accomplish 

two goals: to teach students to research an issue critically, recognizing the 

nuances of the positions and their ideological underpiimings, and to 

recognize how the relationships among those positions are revealed 

rhetorically in the various texts. In other words, the contextual analysis 

assignment parallels several tenets of strong rhetoric: it promotes a sense that 

to better understand the underlying assumptions that people hold on an 

issue, one should examine multiple (if not necessarily minority) positions on 

the issue, that ideology is always already embedded in rhetoric, and that one 

can recognize the intricate relationships among the participants in an issue by 

examining their terms. Thus, understanding how teachers have attempted to 

teach all of these elements of contextual analysis—and how they have chosen 

among those elements—is useful for those preparing to teach the more 

complex theory of strong rhetoric. 

In addition, the evolution of the contextual analysis assignment is a 

useful site for investigating issues relevant to strong rhetoric because it 

demonstrates the difficulty of introducing a new, complex concept of rhetoric 
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into an existing composition program. By tracing my own responses to tJie 

contextual analysis assigrunent, I point out how my own backgroimd and the 

institutional history of the composition program led to my evolving ideas of 

purpose the assignment. If composition programs are to try to teach strong 

rhetoric, which professes some of the same concepts that Stein sought to 

implement in the contextual analysis essay, then program directors and 

teachers must be able to reflect self-consciously on their own understanding 

of the theory. I present my background with the contextual analysis essay, 

then, as a model for how directors and teachers might accomplish this. 

I recognize that the teachers (including me) whom I consult in this 

chapter did not set out to teach the contextual analysis essay as a lesson in 

strong rhetoric. I recognize also the conceptions of "contextual analysis" as 

we taught it differ from the definition I have arrived at after working through 

my theory of strong rhetoric. Nevertheless, looking at how we teachers and 

our first-year composition students have wrestled with the concept of 

"contextual analysis" imcovers a question that I hinted at in the previous 

chapter: can a concept as complex as strong rhetoric be taught in a first-year 

composition course? If not, what aspects can be set aside, given the needs of 

the students and the time constraints of the coiirse? 

I review my research methods for this chapter first, and then examine 

the each of these concerns and their implications for teaching strong rhetoric. 
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Methods and Research Materials 

In this chapter I rely on four main sources of information: 1) reflections 

on my own teaching contexts, my essay assignments, and the essays student 

wrote in response to those assignments; 2) teacher assigrunents and student 

essays from the 1995-96 and 1996-97 Guides: 3) a survey of GATs who were 

teaching or had taught English 101 at the University of Arizona; and 4) four 

in-depth interviews with GATs. I depend most on my reflections, and I use 

the Guide and the interviews to help me situate my experience within the 

larger composition program and to help me consider alternative teaching 

methods and the purposes behind them. The survey, as I explain below, 

yielded a poor response rate but served to prepare me for the interviews. 

I focus on my own experiences with the UA composition program—in 

the last chapter, I concentrate on my participation with the curriculum 

reform committee; in this one I examine my experiences teaching the revised 

English 101 course—because, as I explained earlier, doing so forces me to 

reflect deliberately on the context out of which I developed my theory of 

strong rhetoric. When I reconstruct my purposes for designing particular 

assignments or commenting on essays in particular ways, I am reminded of 

additional goals of a first-year composition course that I hadn't considered as I 

developed my theory of strong rhetoric. Furthermore, as I do so I am 

reminded of the constraints and opportunities provided by that context. I 
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turn to my teaching to consider how, when it comes to applying complex 

theory pedagogically, I have had to simplify that theory in order to teach it in 

a one-semester course, and I extrapolate from that how I might be forced to 

simplify strong rhetoric. 

Reflecting on my own experiences is not enough, however. I rely on 

the Guide and on my interviews to test my recollections. I rely on them as 

well to provide alternatives to my choices, alternatives that I can examine as 

potential solutions for the concerns I have raised. Finally, I turn to these 

additional sources to contemplate some concerns about teaching that I never 

addressed in my own classrooms. To give a fuller context for my research 

materials, I next provide some background on my own teaching and the other 

research materials I have used. 

My Teaching Experience 

My training as a writer began in creative writing programs. My 

undergraduate major included creative writing, and I have an MA from the 

Johns Hopkins Writing Seminars and an MFA from the University of 

Arizona Creative Writing program. My experience as a creative writing 

student was to bring poems and listen silently as my peers and instructors 

advised me about how to improve them. In those classes we rarely talked 

about the process of revision and even more rarely discussed our invention 

processes. We instead reacted to each other's products. The writing pedagogy 
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was rooted in a Romantic image of a "writer" wliose talents were given and 

would be enhanced mostly through practice; the atmosphere was fairly 

competitive, with a sense that writers whose works didn't "succeed" probably 

didn't have the right talent or dedication to begin with. (In one of the 

graduate programs, rumors spread that some students were on "secret" 

probation because some faculty felt they might not be talented enough to 

succeed in the program.) 

In retrospect, I see that I brought this isolationist attitude about writing 

with me when I taught at community colleges, which I did for three years 

prior to teaching at the University of Arizona. At the community colleges, 

the prescribed curriculum was to teach the essay modes (narration, 

description, comparison and contrast, how-to/process and so on.) Relying on 

the textbooks I was given, I presented each mode individually. I never talked 

about the larger purposes of each mode or about how the professional essays 

we read combined multiple modes to make their arguments. Rather, I 

viewed each product in isolation, just as I had viewed each of my poems as 

separate products. I rarely discussed invention or revision strategies, and I 

rarely discussed concerns about audience or purpose. I treated students' 

essays just as I had treated my own poetry: as a matter of capturing insights 

and writing them down. The purpose of doing so was to create something 

artistic, something to be admired by discriminating readers. 
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I also had some experience with high school teaching in a summer 

program for gifted and talented youth, called the Johns Hopkins Center for 

Talented Youth. There I taught high school and junior high school students 

to write personal narratives (Writing 1) for five summers. In 1991,1 taught a 

new course (Writing 2B) designed to examine the power of language in 

society. 

Of all these courses, the Writing 2B course dealt most closely with the 

kinds of philosophical questions I addressed in my theory of strong rhetoric: 

in it we deconstructed different "texts" in society—movies, TV shows, 

magazines, as well as essay—to reveal how they perpetuated particular 

cultural narratives. It is not mere coincidence that I began teaching this 

course in the summer of 1991, after I had taken my first graduate course in the 

rhetoric. In that "Teaching of Composition" course I was introduced to 

composition pedagogy and some rhetorical theories, and so began to approach 

my classes from this perspective. I began to see writing as a process, and I 

began to teach that writing was not an end in itself but a process by which 

authors accomplished work in the world. 

I began teaching at the University of Arizona in the fall of 1991, when I 

officially joined the RCTE program. I was trained in the department's 

preceptorship program to teach the earlier design of the English 101 course, 

which I taught twice before joining the curriculum committee and piloting 

the new course. As I explain in more detail during my reflections later in the 
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chapter, my experiences as a RCTE graduate student heavily influenced my 

approach to that course: as I researched audience theory, I designed my essay 

assignments to make audience a central element. 

A Student's Guide to First-Year Composition 

In this chapter I rely on the Guide for models of teacher assignments 

and student essays; I use these to help me reflect on the choices I and others 

made to make the complexity of the revised English 101 course manageable. 

The model essay assigiunents in the Guide are chosen by Guide editors from 

among those submitted by teachers. As such, they are authorized by the 

Guide editors. Course Director, and the Director of Composition Program to 

represent the expectations for the essay. The model student essays I examine 

are direct responses to the teacher assigiunents. Students usually submit their 

essays at the encouragement of their instructors, and Guide editors then 

choose those essays that they feel best model the assignments. Thus, the 

essays printed in the Guide reflect some corisensus among teachers, students. 

Guide editors and the Director of Composition about the successfulness of an 

essay. Instructors further assign these essays to their students to represent the 

kind of work expected, so the essays serve as a type of assignment sheet in 

themselves. 
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The Survey 

I recognize that not all GATs consider the Guide representative of their 

understanding of course. Therefore, I worked with Dawn Haines, a fellow 

graduate student and first-year GAT, to design and distribute a two-page, 

twelve-question survey to graduate teaching assistants who had taught 

English 101 at the University of Arizona (see Appendix A). We distributed 

our survey to GATs, TEADs, and adjuncts who were teaching any English or 

composition course in Spring 1996, because all of these teachers had been 

required to teach 101 in their initial year in the program, and we wanted to get 

a serise for how the course was described by those who had taught it before 

and after the new curriculum was introduced. 

Most of our questions were multiple choice with space for respondents 

to include additional one or two sentence clarifications of their choices. 

However, for four questions which I considered most important for our 

research, we provided space for short ariswers (about a paragraph of response 

each) because we wanted to examine the terms teachers used. These four key 

questions are: 

• What do you mean when you say "contextual analysis"? 
• In your opinion, what kinds of "real world" situations (if any) lead a 

person to write a contextual analysis? 
• In your own work as a graduate student/writer do you write any 

contextual analysis essays? 
• In your own work as a graduate student/writer, do you use any of 

the methods or concepts you teach in the contextual analysis part of 
the course? 
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We distributed the survey to over one hundred GATs in February 1996. 

In April, we sent the same survey a second time to GATs whose students had 

submitted contextual analysis essays to the Guide essay contest, an annual 

contest that awards minimal cash prizes and potential publication in the 

Guide for the "best" essays submitted for each first-year composition course. 

A total of twenty-one surveys were returned over the semester; two of these 

respondents did not answer any of the questions and one referred to the 

English 102 syllabus instead of English 101. 

The eighteen survey respondents had taught English 101 or its 

equivalent an average of 3.4 times, mostly at the University of Arizona. (In a 

few cases instructors indicated that they'd taught a similar course at other 

colleges or universities.) The respondents had taught "contextual analysis 

essays" (however they defined that term) a total of thirty times—that is, each 

on average had taught the essay less than twice, with one respondent 

indicating that she gave it as an "option" only, and two respondents 

indicating that they never taught "contextual analysis" but taught "rhetorical 

analysis" instead. (I explore what they mean by these terms later.) 

If the survey had been less time-consuming to fill out, we probably 

would have had a better response. However, we felt that the format of short 

answer and multiple choice with space for clarification was necessary because 

we did not wish to limit the respondents to our terms and our perceptions of 
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the assignment or course; this would have happened had we made the 

survey straight multiple choice. In addition, my experience as a previous 

Guide editor and as a member of the curriculum revision committee may 

have influenced people's responses: that "official" relationship with the 

composition program may have made some GATs reluctant to respond, even 

anonymously, for fear that a purpose of the survey was to assess how 

"successfully" their teaching matched some hidden defirution of the 

assignment. More likely, however. Dawn's and my unofficial status as a 

graduate student researchers gave the survey less urgency, and GATs who 

were already bogged down in teaching fifty or more students while taking two 

or three graduate courses did not have the time to do what amounted to a 

favor for us. 

The Interviews 

Obviously, because the survey response rate is so low, I can not make 

grand claims about the attitudes within the composition program toward the 

assignment or GATs' interpretations of the assignment. Rather, I use the 

eighteen responses to confirm a diversity of interpretations of the 

assignment. There appears to be no consensus about what the essay should 

look like or if teachers agree about key concepts or structures for the 

assignment: the assignment is molded according to each teacher's context 
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within his or her graduate program and according to the students' needs and 

classroom contexts. 

From the survey respondents, I chose four GATs who were willing to 

participate in more in-depth interviews. I chose one GAT from each of the 

English department programs: Barbara Heifferon from Rhetoric, Composition 

and the Teaching of English (RCTE); Sarah Prineas from Literature (Lit); Chris 

Sullivan from Creative Writing (CW); and Kris Kraly from English Language 

and Linguistics (ELL). One of the GATs, Barbara, was a first-year teacher who 

was participating in the required preceptorship training at the time. The 

other three were experienced GATs; Chris had been in the 1994-95 

preceptorship, and Kris and Sarah had been in the 1993-4 preceptorship. All 

of them, therefore, had been trained in the UA program after the revised 

course had been implemented. I selected GATs whose responses to the survey 

represented different approaches to the assignment because I wanted to 

determine whether the range suggested from the short-answer surveys was 

accurate, or whether they were using different terms to describe essentially 

the same kind of analysis and product. 

I conducted all four interviews within two weeks in May 1996. I met 

with each of the four GATs individually—^with Sarah at her house while her 

infant daughter napped, in time stolen from her preparation for preliminary 

exams; with Kris and Chris each in the bright but stark GAT offices at the 

University, where we were at times interrupted by other GATs used to 
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striking up office conversations; and with Barbara at a nearby coffee house as 

we munched on delicious salads and swirled the steamed milk in our coffee 

mugs. 

I taped the interviews, which lasted from one to two hours each. In 

the interviews, I asked the GATs to clarify how they saw the relationship 

between "contextual analysis" and "rhetorical analysis" and asked them to 

define those terms. Using their responses to the survey as a starting point, I 

asked them how they performed what they called "contextual" or "rhetorical" 

analysis in their own writing. I also asked them to describe essays they had 

read anywhere that they felt were models for these assignments. Mostly, I 

asked them to describe the kinds of lessons they used to convey different 

features of the essay—its research component, its analytical component, and 

its relationship to other essays in the course. A list of my general follow-up 

questions is provided in Appendix A. 

The interviews were staged as conversations. I knew all of the GATs I 

interviewed. I had collaborated with two of them—^with one to write an 

essay, with another to present a panel at a major composition conference. 

The other two I knew as acquaintances. All the GATs knew me from my 

work on the Guide and from various presentations I had given dioring 

preceptorship. If they asked, I explained my general research interests, which 

at that point were not developed cohesively as "strong rhetoric" but, rather. 
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were questions about the kind of analysis taught in first-year composition 

programs. 

Swirling in Context: Reflections on a Process 

As I began to write this chapter, as I poured over my research notes and 

thought about my conversations with Sarah Prineas, Chris Sullivan, Kris 

BCraly and Barbara Heifferon, as I replayed my interviews with Barbara Cully 

and Vicki Stein, I felt overwhelmed. I wanted to look at all of the 

information I'd piled in front of me and draw conclusions about what caused 

teachers' varioias interpretations of assignments, to explain how all my 

multitudes of information about the teachers, students, and composition 

program fuimeled together at some particular moment to cause this essay or 

that lesson. I remember a description of chaos theory that talked about how a 

butterfly flapping its wings in a particular place at a particular time eventually 

would contribute to some major event miles away, and as I began this project 

I felt my role was to trace the chain reactions, follow the pulse of those wings 

as they caused a leaf to shimmer, that in turn caused an acorn to fall, that in 

turn caused an oak tree to grow precisely there, and so on until I could 

explain how so many factors in the context of the Uruversity of Arizona 

program might have led to particular conceptions of the contextual analysis 

essay. I kept imagining aU the factors in the environment—teachers' 

experiences outside of the University and within it, their experiences as 
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undergraduate writer-researchers, their philosophy of teaching, their life 

goals. 

As I analyzed my materials, the most interesting questions appeared on 

the edges of the information I had. Thus, the research blossomed in row 

upon row of outward-extending petals, a flower that never stopped growing. 

In short, I discovered one of the great dangers and difficulties of analyzing 

contexts: the task is large and unwieldy; it grows so big so quickly one cannot 

see it all at once. 

I was tempted to lay out snippets from my interviews and surveys, 

amass a bouquet of voices and hope that some beautiful and coherent design 

would appear as a reader glanced at the bright colors from above. I was 

tempted to keep on talking and asking and collecting data: all of my material 

seemed so limited. "Did you ask the right questions?" I scolded myself. "The 

whole context of your questionnaire has affected the responses you got. How 

can you know whether what you have is really the important stixff?" GAT 

Mark Williams made me aware of the swirling anxiety I brought to my task 

when he wrote on the survey, "A problem I have had with writing is that I 

haven't limited the context under exploration. I tend to roam across too 

much landscape without stopping and concentrating on one particxilar area." 

It is this very difficulty, I realize now, that makes teaching "contextual 

analysis"—and the kind of in-depth, interrelated, recursive research 

demanded by strong rhetoric—next to impossible. The central question 
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becomes how to limit the very definition of "context" so that one can pause 

and analyze a manageable amount of material. And one must do so. Not to 

do so is to give in to those critics who argue that once we see the world as 

constantly moving and fragmented, as a huge swirling collective which can 

never be fully known, then we never can and never will take action within 

that world. Yes, the context that swirls around any issue, any question, any 

situation is limitless, and so the quest to know that entire context is likewise 

never-ending. But one has to pause and decide, "I have enough information 

now to guide my current decisions. Knowing what I know, I now must take a 

stand, must stake my claim. I must be humble in my assertions, believing 

them to be accurate based on the context I recognize but vmderstanding that 

ultimately, with new iiiformation and new perspectives, these views may be 

further modified and developed." 

In chapter three, I critiqued James Berlin's pedagogy arguing that the 

self-reflective, analytical process cannot be the endpoint of strong rhetoric 

because it relies on an individualist notion that the way to improve the social 

inequities in the country is to invite each person to look inward. If everyone 

in the country began to examine the contextual influences on their own 

ideologies, we'd have a lot of reflection but not necessarily any changes in the 

institutional and cultural forces that perpetuate social inequities. Rather, as I 

explained in chapter three, collecting knowledge and self-awareness are 
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useful to strong rhetoric because they are steps in a larger process of social 

action. 

All of this is to say that the difficult heart of the contextual analysis 

essay and the parallel recursive research process of strong rhetoric is deciding 

how to limit the context, is believing if s OK to stop collecting information 

and start reflecting on the information available, is balancing a humility that 

says "I don't know it all" with a desire to act that says '1 know enough to start 

to intervene; I can learn more as I reflect on my actions." 

The pedagogical context reveals this very move in action: teachers and 

students in the revised English 101 course have been forced to take the 

general ideas about "context" and "analysis" and mold them into concepts 

that are manageable for essays written in three to six weeks of a college 

semester. The choices the teacher and student have made reveal the multiple 

layers of a concept. Furthermore, the ways the teachers and students limit 

their definitions of context and analysis reveals how the goals of this 

assigrunent compete with other goals of a first-semester writing course. 

Ultimately, the ways that teachers talk about the relationship between 

"context" and "rhetorical analysis" and their decisions about what to 

emphasize in their lessons, reveals the kinds of choices strong rhetoricians 

must make in order to act, and act with humility. 

In reviewing my experiences teaching "contextual analysis," I recognize 

that one strategy I adopted to make the concept of "context" more manageable 
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was to think about context in terms of audience. Initially, my undergraduate 

training in writing New Criticism led me to think of audience in universal 

terms: rhetorical appeals could be evaluated based on how they would affect 

me—a representative reader. During my preceptorship training I shifted to 

thinking about "targeted" audiences: rhetorical analysis revealed the context 

of an issue because we could evaluate a text's effectiveness for its intended 

readers. This logic, I see now, was slippery. Ultimately, after sharing teaching 

methods with other teachers and reading more rhetorical theory, I 

envisioned context by imagining the multiple audiences of a text. I describe 

these three stages (and the contexts that led to them) in more depth below. 

This progression of strategies for limiting the bulky concept of 

"context" raises an important pedagogical question. I came to understand the 

complexity of "contextual analysis" by first working through various 

understandings of "rhetorical analysis." Is it necessary to teach these more 

limited versions of rhetorical analysis first, to provide a basis for a more 

complex understanding of the intertwined relationship between rhetoric and 

context? If students don't begin as I did, with a background in New Critical 

analysis, could they progress in a different fashion through this material? 

Have other teachers, with different educational and teaching histories, found 

ways to teach the rhetorical nature of "context" without walking students 

through the steps I went through? This is the first pedagogical concern that I 

take on. 
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My second concern stems from my pedagogical focus on student's 

ability to analyze their own rhetorical situations. In my assigiunent sheet for 

the contextual analysis essay, I see now, teaching students to evaluate their 

own rhetorical situatioris interfered with teaching them to analyze the 

relationship between multiple audiences, textual features, and context. I am 

committed to teaching students to consider their own rhetorical situations as 

writers in and out of the academy, and so feel my assignment is appropriate. 

But how might course in strong rhetoric teach both analysis of the context of a 

public issue and detailed attention to students' own context? Can it? How 

does this additional pedagogical purpose fit with the theory, and what does 

the analysis of my teaching assignment and students' essay suggest about the 

possibility of teaching this material in first-year composition? I examine this 

in the latter section of this chapter. 

Coming to Context: A Personal and Institutional History 

I have taught "contextual analysis" for five years, but the essays I've 

taught have all been dramatically different. My conception of what a 

"contextual analysis" should be shifted through the years because of my work 

in the composition program, and my own studies, writing, and interactions 

with other teachers. I recount here my history of definitions for the 

assignment, along with the personal and institutional contexts that I consider 

significant influences on these definitions. Recognizing how these contexts 



250 

have influenced my definitions allows me to see how I might branch into 

alternative perspectives and, therefore, into teaching practices that would 

teach such complex research-oriented, reflective, textual analysis without 

necessarily progressing through the steps I did. Finally, all of this reflection 

allows me to consider whether and how the concepts of "context" and 

"rhetorical analysis/' which are central to a theory of strong rhetoric, might be 

presented effectively in first-year composition courses. I begin by recounting 

my history with the term "rhetorical analysis," since it was the term I 

encountered first and the concept I used to ground my later definition of 

"contextual analysis." 

The model I first used to understand "rhetorical analysis" drew on my 

experiences as an undergraduate English major and on my training in the UA 

preceptorship program. From my undergraduate braining in English 

literature and creative writing, I thought of analysis in a New Critical sense. 

In New Criticism, analysis of Uterary works is drawn from the texts 

themselves. In an attempt to get away from the kind of historical, 

biographical criticism that had previously found the meanings of works in 

factors outside those works. New Critics argued that literary criticism should 

examine how the features of the texts evoked particular themes and effects: 

they studied the literary strategies. As an undergraduate English major, and 

as an imdergraduate and graduate student in creative writing I was trained to 

approach literary works this way: we never asked about the history of the 
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author, the texts' relationship to other texts, or other factors. We looked at 

the poems or stories in front of us, and we picked out features of those stories 

that we could thread together into an argument about its internal message. 

When I learned about rhetorical analysis, I applied this approach as 

well. I limited my analysis to what I considered as the effects of key rhetorical 

strategies. Although I had not read him at the time, my attitude was similar 

to Edward P. J. Corbetfs, as he writes in the introduction to his 1969 

Rhetorical Analysis of Literary Works: 

If rhetoric is the art of making judicious choices from among 
available resources, there must be some norms or reference 
points to guide decisions about the best choices. These reference 
points in rhetorical criticism are . . . subject-matter, genre, 
occasion, purpose, author, and audience. When a critic asks why 
an author did this, in this order, and in these words, and 
aiiswers his questions in relation to one or more of these 
reference points, he is probably operating as a rhetorical critic, 
(xxvi-xxvii) 

Like Corbett I was sensitive that a potential pitfall of rhetorical criticism (as of 

most literary criticism) is the difficulty of judging how an audience will react 

to a work. If a critic bases his or her assessment on personal reactions, "the 

result could very well be [a] kind of impressioriistic comment" (xxi); one 

person's resporise cannot speak for everyone. I didn't want my students to 

write "reader response" papers in which they spoke only of their individual 

relationships to the texts they read. "On the other hand," Corbett reminds us, 

" the attempt to measure the actual response of a particular audience to a 
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literary work runs the risk of falling into a rather tenuous kind of 

subjectivism" (xxi). 

Corbett's answer is to limit rhetorical analysis to those features in a text 

which, he feels, "are capable of producing an effect of a certain kind on an 

audience" (xxi): these he lists as the classical topics, and the various iiistances 

of logical, ethical, and pathetic appeals. Although Aristotle scrupulously lists 

the different effects appeals have on different audiences, I taught Aristotelian 

concepts as if various rhetorical elements have fairly predictable results with 

all readers. To put it differently, I thought about rhetoric as if authors could 

make uiuversal appeals that would move all readers in the same way. 

I was relying here on my own undergraduate training in writing 

literary criticism. I knew then that I was not supposed to write in the first 

person, because I was supposed to be making larger claims about the work 

than teUing its effect on me. But at the same time, I only knew how I had 

reacted to the texts and what conclusioris I had drawn about the effects of the 

writing based on my responses. In order to write critical essays, then, I 

replaced each "I" in my writing with "the reader" and boldly claimed that my 

respor\se was representative of the general, educated audience. This strategy 

had been rewarded by good grades and academic prizes, so I felt justified in 

passing it along to my own students. 

The notion of the "universal reader" had been supported in my 

creative writing studies, where we assumed our readers were all universal 



253 

and commented on each other's work in workshops as if we could represent 

all readers. But the view was questioned in my rhetoric and composition 

studies. Instead of "the reader," I learned to say "the targeted reader." It took 

me a while for this change in terminology to sink in and have an effect on 

my process of arwlysis. For a while, I simply substituted the name of the 

targeted group and still relied on my own responses to the texts as the proof 

that it would have such an effect. When possible, I tried to find a connection 

I had with the targeted reader, so that I could talk about "our" reactior\s; the 

plural first person pronoun fit snugly with my sense that I could speak for 

these people. I used this strategy, for example, in Spring 1990 when I analyzed 

an article from Freshman English News for the "Teaching Composition" 

course I was taking: I explained that "we teachers" would Listen without 

rancor as "we" read I. Hashimoto's biting but humorous "Razzle-Dazzle in 

the Classroom or Where Do We Go While the Band Plays On," a blast at 

teacher-scholars who made theoretical claims about writing and writing 

pedagogy. In retrospect, I see the arrogance of assuming that all writing 

teacher-scholars would respond as I did. Nevertheless, using "we" this way is 

a habit I still fall into, because I often seek an intimacy with my reader that 

comes from assuming we have the same goals and interests at heart, and it's 

easier to assert that intimacy with a pronoian than to do the real work of 

creating our cormections. 
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When I wrote critical analysis papers in college, it was not fair of me to 

assume that all readers responded to texts as I did, and now it would be 

equally arrogant and naive to assume that all the GATs in the UA program 

thought about rhetorical analysis as I did. However, my analysis of student 

essays and teacher assignments across several issues of the Guide confirms 

my sense that many in the department shared these definitions for rhetorical 

analysis. 

The preceptorship training I received in 1991-1992 when I began 

teaching at the University of Arizona reinforced my view of rhetorical 

analysis as a kind of New Criticism that focused on writing strategies and 

their cormections to a targeted reader (whose identity one could discern from 

textual cues.) The purpose of the rhetorical analysis assignment, as I 

understood it, was to teach students a new way of reading, to teach them that 

authors make deliberate choices in their writing. The section of the Guide 

that dealt with the rhetorical analysis essay displayed the same ambivalence 

about the relationship between "targeted" and "universal" audience that I 

had experienced. 

In the 1991-92 Guide (the one we used when I was trained in 

preceptorship), the rhetorical analysis section tells students to look at "an act 

of commurvicatLon" and ask, among other things, "who is the 'target' 

audience for this message," "were the strategies well chosen (for this audience 

and in this situation)," and "is the message effectively communicated to the 
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intended audience?" (47). The purpose in this vision of the assignment is for 

the student to give an essay a thumbs up or thumbs down based on how the 

student feels the author has addressed a particular audience. Presumably, the 

evaluative methods will carry over into their own writing, and they will be 

able to assess the effectiveness of their own work. 

The model essays in the Guide promote a notion of universal readers. 

A model essay by Cathy Sadler, for example, states an author's effect on "the 

reader," treating the reader as a universal concept. Student Edip Yuksel 

narrows the field only slightiy in his model rhetorical analysis; he invents a 

figure called "John" to represent the "average American reader" and then 

explains John's reaction to a piece of junk mail. These essays are included 

despite the advice earlier in the section that students should consider "who is 

the 'target' audience for the message." 

A shift begins to happen in the next edition of the Guide, in which the 

students are given more direction about how to identify a target audience. 

The student essays in that edition include paragraphs in which the authors 

describe the targeted audiences for the articles they analyze. Student Jeff Boyd 

writes on an essay by Mark Wicclair: 

"Feminism, Pornography, and Censorship" is a symposia-style 
essay written by Mark R. Wicclair. The essay responds directly to 
'Tomography, Oppression, and Freedom; A Closer Look," 
written by Helen Longino. . . .When considering the audience 
for this essay, we must first look at Helen Longino's [text]. She is 
a feminist philosopher and her essay. . . is primarily directed 
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toward other feminists and in a more general sense anyone who 
has an interest in the subject. (75) 

The analysis then slips back into discussions of the essay's effect on "us," 

without differentiating how that effect is important for feminists, per se, but 

the audience paragraph does suggest that the teacher (and the program) 

encouraged students to view rhetorical strategies as affecting different groups 

differently. Still, the purpose of rhetorical analysis here is to evaluate the 

effectiveness of texts. 

When the course was revised so that the second essay became 

"contextual analysis" instead of "rhetorical analysis," I still relied on this 

definition of "rhetorical analysis" and tried to make it accomplish a new goal 

I'd set out for the assigiunent: to provide a broad overview of an issue. The 

contextual analysis essay was introduced into the ciorriculum as a 

combination of two essays that had been the middle essays of the earlier 

course—the rhetorical analysis essay and the docvimented inquiry. I collapsed 

the two earlier essays into one, which I saw as a documented research paper 

whose method of research would be the rhetorical analysis. The purpose of 

"contextual analysis," I thought, was to get an overview of an issue, to paint 

in broad strokes who was involved in the issue and why. 

I believe that my early difficulty teaching contextual analysis stemmed 

partly from the disparity between the purposes I'd set out for the assigiunent 

and the process I proposed to achieve that purpose. I thought the contextual 
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analysis assignment should provide an overview of an issue by evaluating 

the effectiveness of individual texts for universal or homogeneous audiences, 

but I never laid out the logic of how knowing the effectiveness of several texts 

would help a researcher build a sense of the context that influenced the entire 

issue. I never asked whether there were, in fact, better methods for 

understanding the scope of an issue—its participants, their values, their 

impressions of each other—than analyzing the effectiveness of particular 

texts. I tried to teach without acknowledging this tension. 

Those of us who began teaching the revised course in Fall 1993 were 

embedded in this history as we began to teach the "new" "contextual analysis" 

essay. Even those GATs who arrived afterwards were affected because their 

training was led by TEADs and GATs who had taught the earlier course. 

Certainly they were affected by my editorial decisions on the 1993-94 and 1994-

95 Guides, because I chose student essays that mirrored my vision of what the 

product should look like. I describe one such essay in some depth to give a 

more concrete sense of how I had come to define the assignment. In both 

editions of the Guide I included Kristine Rodriguez's essay "Life, Liberty and 

Due Process," which she wrote for Marion HoUings, a veteran GAT. HoUings 

commends the piece because the author "was able to stay out of the debate 

herself and focus on evaluating the effectiveness of the rhetoric in her 

documents" (1993-94 ed., 191). 
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In "Life, Liberty and Due Process," Rodriguez analyzes the effectiveness 

of two pamphlets on animal research, one by People for the Ethical Treatment 

of Animals (PETA) and one by the Association of Professors of Medicine 

(APM). Rodriguez's stated purpose is not simply to imderstand the 

effectiveness of the rhetorical moves in the texts, but rather to use this 

information to take a position on the issue. She writes in her introduction, 

"We can better understand the complexity of the debate by analyzing 

brochures produced by each side. By studying how each group attempts to 

persuade us, we can better evaluate the strengths of each position" (175). 

However, by the end of the essay it appears that her claim to "analyz[e] the 

complexity of the debate" is misleading. The real purpose, it seems, is to 

decide which of these two authors to agree with. She does not bring in 

additional sources to clarify the positioris of these authors; nor does she 

examine additional sides in the debate. Rather, she examines the level of 

credibility offered by PETA and APM and makes a decision that APM's 

position is "more plausible." (181) 

Rodriguez first examines the PETA brochure. She briefly explains who 

PETA is and what they wish to persuade their readers ("the adult reading and 

voting population") about. She then examines how the brochure appeals to a 

range of American values (health, money, and civil rights) and how certain 

terms play on emotional appeals. She also points to places where PETA loses 

CTedibility by not citing sources or by making sweeping generalizations. She 



259 

assumes that all readers will respond to these rhetorical choices the same way, 

and that Americans have predictable and homogeneous beliefs about health, 

money, and civil rights. The second half of the essay repeats this process of 

introducing and analyzing the APM brochure. As a result, she reveals much 

about the values and assumptions of the two groups, and her main argument 

is that APM is more credible to a generic reader—presumably someone like 

herself. She decides to favor a pro-animal testing stance. 

Rodriguez appears to have imderstood the assignment as choosing two 

texts written for the same audience, evaluating the techniques the authors 

use to try to appeal to a general audience, and explaining why one texf s 

rhetorical appeals are more credible than others. Despite her claim to provide 

an overview of the issue, Rodriguez's essay enacts the composition program's 

earlier definitions of rhetorical analysis: her real purpose is to choose based 

on the effectiveness of various rhetorical appeals, and implicitly she places 

herself as the intended audience for both brochures. 

I am no longer satisfied with this definition for "contextual analysis." 

The justification for writing essays like Rodriguez's now seems to fall in a 

crack between two disparate purposes: to provide background information 

about an issue (the purpose of a research report) and to assess the 

effectiveness of one or more texts (the goal of a rhetorical analysis). Likewise, 

the reasons for teaching the contextual analysis seems dissolve into another 

chasm: on one side, to teach students to examine an issue in its broad context 
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so that they can position themselves within that debate, and on the other 

side, to teach students writing and reading techniques that will allow them to 

assess the effectiveness of their own and others' work. 

In the revised curriculum for English 101, these multiple purposes 

became superimposed on one assignment because the assignment took the 

place of two earlier essays in the course (the documented inquiry and the 

rhetorical analysis). Once again, the unit-driven (and therefore product 

driven) nature of the course obscured the relationship this essay to the others 

in the sequence. The contextual analysis essay was presented as a product, 

rather than as a process students could go through in order to prepare for 

writing the persuasive essay. The reasons for writing and teaching the essay, 

while useful individually, become so tangled with each other in the 

contextual analysis essay that, I fear, none is really presented weU. 

Implications for Strong Rhetoric 

The above history of the contextual analysis assigriment at the UA 

illustrates how institutional and personal factors influence the way teachers 

enact a curriculum, and this is an important point to take into consideration 

when implementing curricula based on strong rhetoric. The curriculum 

committee tried to make the distinctior\s among the old and new visioris for 

the assignment by renaming it. But as teachers, we needed to know what to 

teach on Monday morning, and so we relied on our earlier lesson plans to try 



261 

to teach this new concept. I thought I was teaching a new kind of essay, and it 

wasn't until I began to sense a disparity between what I thought a contextual 

analysis should do and what I thought rhetorical analysis could accomplish 

that I saw that my vision for the assignment was only slightly modified from 

the New Critical rhetorical analysis I had taught before. 

The institutional and personal history reveals another point as well 

that needs to be taken into account when implementing strong rhetoric in a 

curricula. When the purposes for an assignment become complex and 

multiple, as this assignment did and as strong rhetoric most certainly 

demands, teachers and students will find ways to make that complexity 

manageable. They will re-conceive of the project in terms that they feel they 

can teach and/or write in the time frame allotted. Thus, the decisions to talk 

about contextual aimlysis in terms of New Critical rhetorical analysis can be 

seen not as a failure on my part to fully understand the potential complexity 

of the essay assignment, but also as a strategic maneuver to break a complex 

idea into smaller segments and teach those. 

One of the GATs I interviewed, Kris Kraly, who was a GAT in ELL, felt 

that teaching research methods and rhetorical analysis together was too much 

for a one-semester course, and she deliberately downplayed the research 

method in order to provide what she saw as more important—teaching New 

Critical rhetorical analysis. Sarah Prineas, a GAT in Literature, felt that 

"pragmatically, students would never find enough sources" to develop a 
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complex contextual analysis, so she limits their focus of study to two or three 

main voices in a debate. She defines the purpose of the assignment as 

analyzing those factors that influence how an issue is seen and heard, and 

explains, "Ideally, context would be the whole stage, all the props and all the 

scenery and all the players, but [in my classes] it's usually just the two main 

characters in the issue, or the two groups that are opposed to each other, and 

how they are relating to each other." In other words, she felt that 

pragmatically she could not teach students to consider the full breadth of 

factors that would affect an issue, and instead she concentrated on teaching 

them to examine a small number of those factors more closely. 

Without a doubt, strong rhetoric professes a complexity of ideas, and a 

pedagogy for strong rhetoric would have to be constructed to account for the 

limits of a one-semester course. Even as the teacher's conceptions of the 

assignments would be affected, perhaps uncorisciously, by their institutional 

and personal histories, it would also be affected, consciously or not, by what 

they saw as the possibilities for presenting those assignments in a first-year 

composition class. 

In a pedagogy for teaching strong rhetoric, teachers would be caught in 

a bind similar to those I encountered while teaching contextual analysis, 

because the multiple goals overlap. Teachers of strong rhetoric must design 

assignments so that students learn how to research background material and 

draw up a comprehensive overview of the issues they study, how to track 
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down the main participants in a controversy, how to examine the 

relationships among the various groups who are debating the issue, how to 

evaluate the context of their own writing and how to determine which 

rhetorical choices will be most effective for their own readers. In addition, a 

teacher of strong rhetoric must design assignments to demonstrate how 

groups' language choices affect their interpretations of events and therefore 

how rhetoric is epistemic. 

In the next section, I consider other ways that I and other teachers tried 

to re-conceive of the contextual analysis assigrunent so that we could 

reconcile some of these multiple goals and jettison others. In other words, I 

continue to examine how we chose to limit the definitions of "context" and 

"contextual analysis" so that the project could be taught more manageably. I 

then consider how these pragmatic choices might have an impact on a 

pedagogy of strong rhetoric. 

Defining Rhetorical Analysis as a Process for Determining the Overview of an 

Issue 

To reconcile the multiple goals of the contextual analysis assignment, 

some GATs have offered new definitions for the ambiguous concept of 

"context." The new definitions and the assignments that spring from them 

limit the ways the teacher and students can talk about the rhetorical 

negotiations involved in an issue. What happens, for example, when the 
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primary purpose of the essay is seen as developing an overview of an issue? 

How do teachers combine this primary goal with others? What is left out of 

such a course? What is gained? I consider these questions by examiriing the 

way I and another GAT, Chris Sullivan, redefined the assigrunent. 

My Assignment: Multiple Readers 

For me, my next shift in defining the contextual analysis assignment 

was triggered by my growing interest in audience theory. In a Spring 1992 

rhetoric seminar I had come across two articles that struck me. First, Michael 

Halloran's article "On the End of Rhetoric, Classical and Modern" convinced 

me that the audiences writers address are not homogenous and therefore 

Aristotelian rhetorical principles carmot be adopted uncritically today. 

Second, Walter Ong's essay "The Writer's Audience is Always Fiction" 

persuaded me that writers don't address audiences but rather invent them by 

imagining particular readers and providing textual cues for those readers. 

Readers then pick up on the cues and take on the prescribed roles, he argues. 

I was no longer comfortable talking about a "general reader": the 

notion didn't show students how to make the necessary rhetorical choices to 

write effectively for particular audiences. I grew increasingly uncomfortable 

talking about targeted audiences too. In writing about public issues, I realized, 

students would have to address multiple readers, readers with various and 

conflicting views about the subject at hand. Looking at published writing in 
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which the authors negotiated these multiple audiences would help students 

begin to see how this dance was done. 

This in itself was an important goal, but in order to teach students 

research methods and to prepare them to enter the conversation about the 

issue they were studying, I wanted to connect this new awareness to a method 

of constructing a broader understanding of an issue. Ultimately, I began to see 

that the rhetorical moves required to address the multiple readers could be 

considered the textual evidence of the broader context of the subject under 

investigation. In other words, I created a more tangible cormection between 

the process of rhetorical analysis and the purpose I'd assigned to contextual 

analysis. Studying an author's attempts to write to multiple readers could 

provide a general overview of an issue. 

While I still felt it important for students to critique the effectiveness 

of their own writing, I no longer wanted them to write rhetorical analyses in 

which they offered thumbs-up or thumbs-down assessments of how other 

essays might fare with their primary audiences. Rather, I felt the purpose of 

rhetorically analyzing texts could be to discover how an author wrote to 

multiple audiences and to use that information to recor\struct an overview of 

the relationships among those debating that issue. 

I redesigned my contextual analysis assignment in Spring 1994. In it, I 

asked students to find a text that dealt with the issue they had chosen to study, 

to summarize who was involved in the issue, and then to analyze how the 
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author responded to the multiple expectations and values of the other 

groups. I used Dr. Martin Luther King's "Letter from the Birmingham Jail" as 

an example of an essay one might analyze and implicitly defined "context" as 

the range of political responses to the text. Here is a segment from my 

assigrunent sheet: 

In order to be sure that your audience imderstands why Dr. King 
wrote his letter, you would explain the ways different political 
groups viewed Dr. BCing's push for Civil Rights in 1963. Ideally, 
you would determine the atmosphere in Birmingham itself: 
what was the position of the group that invited Dr. King to 
Birmingham? What was the position of the clergy who wrote 
the letter denouncing the demonstration? Did these white 
clergy represent the opinion of most white residents at the time? 
(1995-96,171) 

When I taught this assigiunent I suggested that this background make up 

only the first two to five paragraphs of the essay; the rest was to be devoted to 

an analysis of how the author considered this context when deciding how to 

develop his or her own argument. In describing the hypothetical essay on 

"Letter from the Birmingham Jail," I wrote. 

Once you had researched and presented the larger context of the 
letter, you would analyze the choices Dr. King made, showing 
your own readers how he accounted for that context as he wrote 
his argument. In this way, you would guide your readers to 
evaluate how Dr. King reached the many political groups in his 
one letter. 

My assignment might be visualized this way: 
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Ideally, an essay based on this model would examine how the text was 

positioned in relation to each group involved in the debate. The essay, in a 

sense, exists at the intersection of the inner and outer circles; it reveals the 

complexity of the issue by examining the rhetorical moves an author has 

made to speak to multiple readers. An underlying assumption is that all 

texts, whether they specifically say so or not, are available to the entire context 

of multiple readers and that an analyst must examine them not only 

according to their intended audience but also from the perspective of the 

additional readers. OrUy by considering all of these responses can one 

understand the multiple issues of the debate. 

In the revised assignment, I wanted to stress that an author had to 

negotiate various groups' multiple perspectives of the issue. Such an 
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approach would push students beyond what I considered to be a limitation of 

the earlier model. When students examined how essays appealed to either 

targeted or universal readers, they did not have to pause to examine the 

conflicts among those readers. Asking students to analyze how an author 

negotiated with multiple readers would push students to recognize how the 

text could be seen as a snapshot of the issue: the author's choice of terms, of 

examples, of metaphors, and so on could be seen as his or her attempt to 

appeal to all the people involved. 

I hoped that the revised assignment would push students beyond the 

kind of essay that Kristine Rodriguez wrote about the credibility of PETA and 

APM's brochures on animal testing, which I described earlier. Rodriguez 

evaluates the texf s effectiveness for a generic American reader, but she 

doesn't explicitly examine how PETA or APM account for readers who hold 

conflicting views. Likewise, in the 1996-97 Guide. Tom Louden's essay on the 

Florida Everglades evaluates how the appeals of the National Parks 

Federation and the sugar farmers would reverberate with the public and 

Congress, but he only implicitly examines each text from the perspective of 

the other group to uncover the central differences in their interpretations of 

the issue. 

The semester I introduced this revised assigimient, one of my students, 

Melissa Poulson, turned in an essay on sex education that I considered 

exemplary and which I printed in the 1995-96 Guide, along with my grade and 
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comments, as a model of an A paper. The kind of analysis I expected for this 

essay involved a recursive process. On the one hand, students would need to 

recognize cues within the texts in order to leam more about the relationship 

between the author and the multiple readers. That is, the textual cues would 

reveal who was involved in the issue and how the author characterized 

them. On the other hand, students would need to know enough about their 

issue to recognize when authors made strategic moves to address the others 

involved in the issue. My assignment sheet concentrated on this second 

process, and Poulson's essay does too: after she provides an overview of the 

multiple groups involved in the issue, she picks out those writing strategies 

that she considers useful for multiple readers. 

In her essay, Poulson writes directly to her audience, whom she 

imagines as others who want to implement sex education programs in their 

local high schools. Her essay coaches them on the rhetorical appeals they 

might use in their own attempts to persuade the school community to 

promote sex education. Her purpose is stated up front in the essay, "It is 

essential that we reach the audiences involved in this issue and help them 

see the need for sex education in schools. We will achieve this by using 

certain strategies that will be effective corisidering our audiences" (97). 

Poulson delineates several groups involved in the issue, first naming 

"four central audiences that we need to target. These audiences are the 

students, the parents, educators, and those in power or control of schools. 
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including the elected officials, from city mayors to the President of the United 

States." In a sophisticated move, she then redraws the lines, explaining, 

"Even the different audiences have opposition within their group [;] for 

example, not all parents are in agreement on this subject "(96). She then 

groups the three adult audiences into two categories according to their 

positions on sex education: 

There is one group of adults who hold the "throw in the towel" 
view that concedes, with value-free resignation, that having sex 
is normative teen behavior and the most adults can do is teach 
young people how the sperm meets the egg, throw out condoms, 
and hope for the best (Shapiro 56). The opposing group is 
labeled the "stop it" group. They see the solution as scaring 
teens into premarital chastity with horror stories of shame and 
disease (Shapiro 56). This second group looks at education as a 
contribution to the problem of teen pregnancy, and that it strips 
away values and parental authority. (96) 

Poulson identifies the multiple groups involved in the issue and recognizes 

the assumptioris and values they bring to their positions. She recogiuzes also 

that in order for an argument to be effective with these audiences, one must 

take their various and conflicting views into account. In the rest of her essay, 

she refers to several articles on sex education that she feels have successfully 

addressed these various groups. 

However, the demand to reach these multiple audiences breaks down 

in the essay as she prescribes the successful strategies her readers might use to 

reach the "throw in the towel" and the "stop it" groups simultaneously. 

Poulson begins talking about how strategies might appeal to a universal 
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audience, despite her earlier distinctions among the readers' assumptions and 

values. Her analysis of rhetorical strategies becomes somewhat superficial. 

She advises readers to "include a compromise in our solution/' and cites 

Joycelyn Elders' proposal to stress abstinence while offering information on 

birth control. She suggests offering statistics to prove that lack of sex 

education is a problem, and draws on Faye Wattleton's observation that "the 

US has the highest teen pregnancy rate of developed coimtries" (98). Finally, 

to reach students she suggests relating personal experiences, and describes an 

article by Barbara Kantrowitz which profiles her eighteen year old daughter 

and one-year old granddaughter. Poulson's choices of strategies to offer her 

audience are appropriate in that presenting an open-minded ethos, offering 

statistics, and relating personal narratives are often persuasive writing 

strategies, but she does not discuss the cormection between the authors' uses 

of these strategies, the multiple audiences surrounding the issue, and the 

multiple and at times conflicting values of those audiences. For example, she 

foregoes discussion of whether Faye Wattleton's position as former head of 

Planned Parenthood would affect the "stop it" group's willingness to believe 

her statistics. 

In my comments on Poulson' essay I recognize that while ideally she 

would have addressed the needs of each audience group, it would be a lot to 

ask in the few weeks allotted to the assignment. 
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If you had twenty pages for this essay, you could really break 
down the strategies according to your two kinds of 
classifications—i.e. governmental people who have 'value-free 
resignation,' parents who have value-free resigrwtion,' etc. 
because its seems that the appropriate strategies would vary 
depending on both their position on the issue and their relation 
to it. I recognize, though, that given the length you had to work 
with, such an organization would be impractical. 

I could say that Povilson did not go into the "proper" amount of audience 

analysis in this essay because she misimderstood the assignment, but I think 

there's more to it than that. The kind of recursive analysis that I sought in 

this assigrunent is time consuming and difficult; there simply wasn't enough 

time for it and Poulson strategically shifted her analysis from particular 

audiences to general audiences in order to limit the scope of her task. The 

assigrunent, as I have presented it, may be simply too big to accomplish fully 

in one assigrunent of a one-semester course. There is a second problem with 

my assigrunent as well. 

This assigrunent defines "context" as "multiple audiences," and while 

the concept works for the examples given—the "Letter from the Birmingham 

Jail" and an appeal for sex education in schools—the concept is effective only 

when students work with texts where the author speaks to multiple readers 

and where the author's relationship with those readers is one of peers. When 

students choose texts that have targeted a homogeneous audience or where 

the relationship between the author and that audience is as teacher-student, 

doctor-patient, or some other arrangement where one person is considered 
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more kiiowledgeable or powerful than the other, then the assignment breaks 

down; the process of analyzing audience does not offer a very clear overview 

of the context. A quick example from another student's essay will illustrate 

this. 

Jill Bowman was also in my Spring 1994 English 101 class, and I also 

chose her essay to include in the Guide, along with my corrunents and grade 

(a B). Bowman chose to write about domestic violence. Her contextual 

analysis essay begins with vivid images of abused women and quickly lists a 

number of reasons that women choose to stay in abusive relationships. She 

then begir\s to analyze an article about how to end abuse, explaining. 

Many women stay in an abusive relationship because they do 
not Imow that help is available. Michael Winerp's article in the 
New York Times. "When Men Hit the Women They Love," is 
an example of what outside help can do for a relationship and is 
unique because it offers more of a man's perspective than a 
woman's. 

She then explains the strategies Winerp employs to attract and persuade his 

readers—abusive men—to get counseling. 

In her rhetorical analysis. Bowman draws on her research about 

abusive partners to explain why certain moves might appeal to abusive men. 

Her essay does a good job showing targeted rhetorical appeals. But the 

relationship between this text and a larger debate over how to end domestic 

violence is absent. Her contextual overview provides multiple (but not 

necessarily conflicting) reasons for why women stay in abusive relatior\ships. 
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Her rhetorical aiialysis deals with a text written for men, convincing them to 

stop abusing. Neither of these sections, then, defines domestic violence as an 

issue with conflicting interpretations of definitions, causes, or solutions. In 

the first section there is no dispute about why women stay; in her second 

there is no dispute about whether men should stop beating their partners. 

Her two sections are separate, so the rhetorical analysis does little to expand 

upon the context of the issue. 

Bowman's response to the assigrunent reveals fairly clearly that the 

kind of analysis I required in this essay will or\ly illuminate an issue if that 

issue is defined as a controversy about the interpretation or definition of 

certain material conditions. In order for this issue to be illuminated through 

rhetorical analysis, the debate could be based on conflicting explanations 

about why domestic violence continues. How do the various people interpret 

the actioi\s of the participants? Alternatively the issue could be defined 

according to conflicting views about how to get abusers to stop. Again, how 

do the people define the solutions? With either new focus, the issue becomes 

defined as the interaction of experts who argue among each other about the 

causes/effects/solutions to the problem. The experts read each others' 

interpretations of the problem, and they debate it in kind. 

However, if we are to examine the relationship of the experts talking to 

the abusers or victims, we must consider other aspects of context that affect 

the rhetorical situation. Do the power differences between the "experts" and 
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the "participants" inJiibit the participants from offering their own perceptions 

of the situations, or are they able to articidate the differences between how 

they see themselves and how the experts see them? How might each group 

(victim/ abuser/ and variety of counselors) define the what makes up 

"domestic violence"? In Bowman's essay, she assumes that the expert 

(counselor) has accurately identified the abuser and victims in ways that they 

will accept, though she does not turn to texts by these people to confirm her 

assumptions. 

Ultimately, Bowman's essay points out that for this assignment to 

work—that is, for the process of analyzing audience appeals to contribute to 

an understanding of the dynamics of an issue—students must choose texts in 

which the authors have viewed the issue as having conflicting 

interpretations. In her essay, studying the rhetorical choices Winerp makes as 

he addresses couples of domestic violence tells us how he interprets the 

causes and effects of the violence in their relationship, but the analysis does 

not reveal a complete sense of the context of the issue because his view is 

never compared with others. Furthermore, Bowman's example raises 

questioris about the power dynamics among the participants; we must 

consciously define issues in terms of the struggle to control definitions. 

In my assignment, I attempt to limit the larger task of discovering the 

interrelationships between texts and their contexts by focusing the assignment 

on a single text. I attempt to define rhetorical analysis as the analysis of those 
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textual features an author uses to address multiple audiences, and I say that 

the purpose of such analysis is to better understand the relationships among 

the groups who are involved in the issue. My assignment, however, still 

demands more than fairly can be required of a student in a one-unit 

assignment. Furthermore, it implicitly limits the kinds of texts students can 

analyze. 

As I review my assignment, I am struck again by the coriflicting pulls of 

the task. On the one hand, I desire to find a way to teach students to examine 

the full context of their issue—the players, the stage, the props, and the entire 

location of the playhouse, to use Prineas' metaphor. But I also recognize that 

context itself is always deferred, expanding, and infinite. My process in this 

chapter has been to identify the context I had set for the assignment and then 

to examine the limitations of that context. This too seems to be a critical step: 

part of knowing a context is knowing what that concept includes and 

excludes. 

If one were to teach strong rhetoric, one would be caught in this same 

web. Strong rhetoric demands the kind of attention to contexts that I've 

described: the need to investigate an issue from multiple angles, and the need 

to reflect on the limitations of the angles one has chosen. It demands an 

attention to language, because it claims that all reality is conveyed through 

terministic screens, and it seeks to recognize how those terms include and 

exclude particular perspectives. Thus, the teacher of strong rhetoric would 
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have to consider just these questions about how to usefully talk about the 

relationship between context and rhetorical analysis. 

Before I further consider the implications of this assignment for strong 

rhetoric, I analyze another contextual analysis assigrunent to see how another 

teacher has tried to limit the definition of "context" to make it workable for 

his class. 

Characterizations: Analysis for Overviews 

Chris Sullivan, a graduate student in Creative Writing, was trained in 

the GAT preceptorship program in 1995-96, and when I spoke to him, he had 

taught the English 101 course and the contextual analysis essay once. 

Sullivan defined the goal of contextual analysis as "surveying the discussion, 

sort of getting an overview and getting a big picture." He defined "context" as 

"anything that's outside the text that affects the way you read" or the stuff [a 

person] needs in order to make sense of a [text]." 

When he presented contextual analysis to his students, he chose not to 

refer to the analysis as "rhetorical analysis." He wanted to distinguish the 

analysis from the more traditional definition of the term, which he described 

as "looking at writing under a microscope and seeing the different strategies 

authors use to create an appeal. .. looking at tactics." In their essays, he says, 

"I didn't want [students] thiriking about each author they listened to in terms 

of what appeal they were trying to make, because it just got too muddy. And I 
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didn't want them to do any type of rhetorical arwiysis in their paper." He 

defined the purpose of the assignment as opposed to this kind of analysis, as 

"presenting the big picture instead of presenting each author's tactics. 

To get a sense of the "big picture," Sullivan told his students to analyze 

the texts on an issue by presenting two main paragraphs about each side. In 

the first paragraph, they would introduce the author and explain his or her 

affiliations and perspectives. In the second paragraph they would explain 

how the rest of the groups involved in the issue saw the first group. For 

example, in an essay discussing sex education, a student would introduce a 

member of Plarmed Parenthood and explain her affiliations and viewpoints. 

Then the student would explain how other people involved in the issue— 

say, the Christian Coalition, the State School Board, and so on—would 

characterize that Planned Parenthood member. 

Sullivan explained that students have to rely on a variety of sources. 

His structure demands that students examine how the participants in the 

issue define themselves and others, and this in turn provides the general 

overview of the context. The assignment assumes that the groups listen to 

and respond to each others' work, and that each group's own perspectives 

affects how it sees and defines the others. 

SuUivan's decision to uncouple the terms rhetorical and contextual 

analysis allows him to break free from the historical background of the term 

and to re-conceive the process needed for gaining a sense of the context. He 
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also limits the idea of "context" by the process he sets out. Context, according 

to his assignment, is the sum of groups' awareness of and characterization of 

each other. Sullivan's assignment posits that the central disagreement of an 

issue always is rooted in how the sides see each other. For an issue like gay 

rights, for example, a great deal of the controversy surroimds the way gays are 

depicted. 

In our essay assignments, Sullivan and I conceive of the idea of 

"context" in different ways. I limited the "context" students needed to analyze 

to the values and assumptions of multiple readers of a text on the issue being 

studied. Sullivan limited "context" to the values and assumptions different 

groups had about each other. In each case, the assignment works for those 

issue in which the main contention is located in these particular contexts. 

But it wouldn't work for other issues, where the main contention is located 

elsewhere. For one issue the debate will reveal itself in the different key 

terms used to describe the initial situation (i.e. 'fetus" vs. "unborn child,") but 

for another, the sides might rely on the same terms but mean different things 

by those terms (as when both the Christian Right and gay rights advocates talk 

about "family values"). For still another, the contention will center on how 

certain people are defined (as in Sullivan's model), for another, the conflict 

will occur in definition of what makes up a "proper" solutions, and so on. 

And, of course, in many issues the conflict can be located in multiple places. 
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In the English 101 course design, each students is encouraged to explore 

an issue that has personal experience. Therefore, in any given class, students 

could be working with issues whose main points of contention are located in 

different and divergent sites in the context. This raises a pedagogical problem 

for teachers. There is no simple schematic that will direct students to the 

particular location of the controversial definitions within their issue. 

Teachers have to steer students to consider those issues whose main site of 

contention exists within the limited sense of context they have set up, or they 

have to steer students to redefine their issues in such a way that the 

controversy is located in the given aspect of context. For example, when I 

suggested alternative ways for Bowman to describe the issue of domestic 

violence, I proposed that she might discuss how various psychologists had 

talked about the issue with each other, because my assignment scheme didn't 

account for power imbalances or informational texts. 

As teachers work to limit the scope of context, then, they need to be 

conscious of how that limitation affects the kinds of material students will be 

able to work with successfully in the course. Furthermore, they need to 

recognize when their definition of "context" remains too large to be analyzed 

in the time allotted to the assignment. Because I had not recogruzed the 

magnitude of the task I had set up, the responsibility of limiting that 

complexity to make it manageable shifted to my students, and I was not able 
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to offer them advice about how they might choose to restrict the scope of their 

projects. 

One reason that I had difficulty recognizing how I had limited the 

scope of "context" was that I had interwoven this goal for the assignment 

with another. As I explained earlier, my studies in audience theory had led 

me to think about "context" in terms of an author's multiple audiences. It 

also led me to speak to my students more directly about their audience needs. 

I began to require that they choose particular primary audiences for their 

writing and that they imagine the particular rhetorical situations in which 

their work would be required. I explain this goal for assignment below. 

Teaching Students to Assess Their Own Work through Rhetorical Analysis 

As I explained earlier, my assignment asked students to research the 

context surrounding the issue, choose a single text concerning an issue, and 

then indicate how that text speaks to the others involved in the issue. My 

hope was that by conducting a thorough analysis of one piece, students would 

have the tools at hand to read the rest of their research material critically and 

to arrive at a solid understanding of the issue. But I had a second purpose for 

the assigrunent as well: I wanted the analysis to prepare them to enter the 

conversation themselves by making them aware of rhetorical strategies 

available to them when they tried reach multiple and often opposing 

audiences. 
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While the first part of my assignment sheet stressed the relationship 

between an author's context and the rhetorical choices he or she might make 

to accommodate the values and expectatior\s of his or her multiple readers, I 

explained my second purpose by providing what I considered "real life" 

reasons for writing such analytical essays. To explain how contextual analysis 

might be useful outside the academy, I imagined situations in which readers 

would need to know the rhetorical strategies of authors, and I identified such 

possible readers in my assigrunent sheet; 

Your purpose for this analysis will be to guide your readers to 
recogrvize the rhetorical strategies an author has used and to help 
them see whether those strategies were appropriate, given the 
larger context of the issue. Your readers should be people 
interested in learning about these strategies; they may be people 
who have been misled by the manipulative techniques the 
author used, or they may be people interested in writing about 
the issue who need your analysis to help them recognize which 
techniques to use or avoid. 

I hoped that this focus on audience would help students identify the pvirpose 

of the assignment as analyzing the rhetoric of a text, not simply recounting its 

content. As I found from students' responses to the assigrunent, the 

emphasis on their own imagined rhetorical situations did not always 

complement the goal of offering an overview of the issue. 

In retrospect, I see that my emphasis on imagined scenarios for this 

essay interfered with my goal of teaching students to analyze the rhetorical 

moves and author used to approach his or her multiple readers. I return to 

Melissa Poulson's essay to demonstrate this point. As I explained earlier. 



283 

Poulson wrote about the need for sex education in high schools and coached 

her readers to choose appropriate rhetorical strategies for persuading the 

other groups in the debate, whom she lists as "students, parents, educators, 

and those in power or control of schools, including the elected officials from 

dty mayors to the President of the United States" (1995-96 Guide. 97). 

Poulson establishes a clear relationship with her audience (whom she 

defines in her cover sheet as "others who agree with me that we need to have 

sex education in schools" (100) and gives them clear reasons for reading her 

analysis. She states her purpose up front in the essay; "It is essential that we 

reach the audiences involved in this issue and help them see the need for sex 

education in schools" (97). 

After explaining to her audience just what kinds of groups they will 

have to address in their campaign for sex education in schools, Poulson offers 

a few strategies for them to use. To persuade all of the readers, she says, 

writers should "include a compromise in our solution" and should cite 

statistics. To reach the students in particular, writers should include personal 

experiences. For each strategy, Poulson provides an example from published 

articles: a compromise suggested by Joycelyn Elders, statistics from Faye 

Wattieton, and a story by Barbara Kantrowitz. 

Poulson does a good job speaking directiy to her audience, but this goal 

may have kept her from examining the relationships among her sources and 

the groups she wants to target in her sex education campaign. In order to 
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explain the strategies her audience should use in their own writing, Poulson 

provides examples from various texts, but she does not pause to analyze how 

those texts would be interpreted by the various groups who oppose sex 

education. She doesn't question, for example, whether groups opposed to sex 

education would be convinced by the statistics Faye Wattleton uses. 

The requirement that Poulson speak directly to an imagined audience 

as she analyzed an issue may have interfered with the depth of her analysis, 

but given the amount of time available for writing such an essay, it may not 

have been possible for Poulson to accomplish both goals. Once again, the 

complexity of the assignment appears to be too much for the time allotted to 

it. 

All of the assigrunents I have described for the contextual analysis essay 

emphasize different goals for the assignment. When we emphasized New 

Critical rhetorical analysis, Kraly and I (in my early days teaching) led students 

to look at writing as a collection of choices made by authors to accommodate 

their readers. The purpose was to teach students to consider the effects of 

language choices. Although a course in strong rhetoric would also emphasize 

those rhetorical "choices" over which an author may have less control, strong 

rhetoric would promote this goal of teaching students to look at language 

rather than through it. When we emphasized an analysis of multiple 

audiences or group characterization, Sullivan and I (in my more recent days 

teaching) wanted students to create an overview of an issue by demonstrating 
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the relationship among some of the participants. Here we stressed the need 

to research a context in order to be better informed about an issue. Finally, 

when I asked students to imagine the rhetorical situations for their own 

analysis and argumentation, I emphasized students' need to analyze their 

own positions as writers. All of these goals, expressed through at least three 

different assignments, are necessary to a course in strong rhetoric. 

Implications for Strong Rhetoric 

In my earlier chapters, I stressed that a theory of strong rhetoric should 

emphasize analysis and action. For citizens to act in democratic, rhetorical 

negotiations, I argued, they need to be able to analyze the broad context of an 

issue, including the ideological contentions underlying different groups' 

perspectives and the ways those perspectives are inscribed in their rhetoric, 

and they need to be able to reflect critically and with humility on their own 

situatedness. I have said repeatedly that the purpose for such analysis is to 

determine how to act. Ideally, then, a course in strong rhetoric would teach 

students to perform complex analysis in order to determine an appropriate 

action, and it would teach them how to negotiate the multiple audiences they 

woiold need to approach in order to take that action. 

Many of these tasks could theoretically be taught through the essay 

progression in the revised English 101 course. Beginning with a personal 

exploratory essay could emphasize the need to be self reflective; ending with a 
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persuasive essay that advocates action emphasizes tliat the purpose of 

analysis and self-reflection is to leam how to act; and in the middle, 

researching and analyzing the rhetoric of various groups involved in the 

issue would help to throw light on students' location within and against the 

others involved, provide them with a broader understanding of the stakes of 

the issue, and give them a chance to develop strategies for approaching that 

audience. 

As I have conceptualized my theory of strong rhetoric, I have no doubt 

been influenced by the course design at the University of Arizona, and I have 

struggled to understand how many of the tenets of strong rhetoric might be 

taught as a sort of contextual analysis essay, the middle one in the sequence. 

As I explained earlier, the contextual analysis assignment replaced two essays 

in the earlier curriculum—the rhetorical analysis paper and the research 

paper— and therefore the institutional history of the course placed a burden 

on the assignment to be both an introduction to rhetorical analysis and a 

documented report. My involvement with this assignment as a teacher. 

Guide editor, and member of the curriculum committee, compelled to try to 

conceive of an essay that could teach rhetorical analysis and teach students to 

do the research required for a documented report. 

I have been tempted to view the English 101 essay sequence as a model 

for teaching strong rhetoric, but my analysis in this chapter of the complexity 

of this middle assignment suggests that this essay cannot serve the multiple 
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tasks that strong rhetoric would require of it—at least not at the University of 

Arizona. Furthermore, my analysis suggests that the three-part, personal-to-

analytical-to-persuasive sequence of assignments might not work for strong 

rhetoric either. Teaching only the complex blend of analysis and research 

could easily take the whole semester, leaving no time for personal writing or 

calls to action. If it may not be possible to teach the full complexity of strong 

rhetoric in a first-year composition course, then how should program 

directors and instructors choose from among its tenets which to promote? 

While I consider my theory of strong rhetoric to be crucial for writers 

engaging in responsible political action in a multicultural democracy, and 

while I would like to see it taught in first-year composition courses so that 

students will recognize the responsibilities they have as citizen-rhetors, I can 

not, in good corisdence, tell others how to design a composition course to 

teach strong rhetoric. 

I do not wish to define a pedagogy for teaching strong rhetoric, because, 

as I have demonstrated in my analysis of the University of Arizona's course 

revision, curriculum design must take institutional history into account. For 

me to prescribe some generic course would be to deny the importance of 

context, to ignore the ways that the institutional settings, the curricular 

histories, the teaching histories, and the student bodies of different schools 

and different composition programs must be considered in devising and 

presenting such a course. 
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In this dissertation I have tried to make clear how all of these factors 

have influenced my theory of strong rhetoric. I have also described how my 

experiences teaching at the University of Arizona could have an impact on a 

pedagogy for strong rhetoric. I offer this background and this analytical 

method to others as they work to incorporate strong rhetoric into their 

programs. I take my cue here from Patti Lather and Elizabeth Ellsworth, 

whose reflections in Theory Into Practice, which I used as an epigram to 

chapter four, are worth repeating here: 

[W]e do not set out to prescribe actual situated pedagogies that 
we expect educators to replicate in their own practice. Rather, we 
want to offer educators contextualized analyses of actual 
classroom dilerrunas and demonstrate the strategic 
understandings that situated analysis makes possible. We want 
to contribute to the repertoire of interpretive tools available to 
educators as they define for themselves what is important about 
the situatedness of teaching practices and how to construct 
practices that are responsive and appropriate to their particular 
contexts of struggle. 

My dissertation offers an example of how theorists can reflect on their 

own institutional and personal backgrounds and can consider the impact of 

that background on the theory. Furthermore, I offer an example of how those 

who propose pedagogies might consider the institutional and pragmatic 

constraints of their proposals by studying similar programs in action. I also 

provide an example of a teacher who considers her personal backgrounds to 

understand how her conceptions of assignments are framed by her 

experiences as a students, teacher, and scholar. 



My theory of strong rhetoric is complex and, as I have demonstrated in 

this chapter, it is difficult if not impossible to capture that complexity in 

lesson plans and essay assignments for first-year composition. The 

responsibility to limit the scope of the theory lies with individual teachers 

who will have to study their own personal and institutional contexts to 

understand how they have been led to imagine their courses and how those 

histories might influence their understanding of strong rhetoric—how they 

hear the theory, and how their own backgrounds offer new insights to it. 

Ultimately, they will need to determine which aspects of the theory are useful 

for their classes. As they practice and teach strong rhetoric they will, I hope, 

study themselves, their teaching, and their students to further improve the 

theory and to help the rest of us understand how to act and how to reflect on 

our actions. 
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A  F I N A L  G L A N C E  

Early in the morning the contractions wake me up. I turn over in bed 

and wonder what this means, an odd feeling, everything tightening around 

me, pressing. I wake up my husband and we stare at each other. 

"You have to stop pushing," the midwife says. 

"Why!" I snap. I have no control over my abdomen; it clamps and 

releases and I tense every muscle in my body, hoping somehow the pain will 

dissipate and spread into a dullness I can tolerate. I am yelling as loud as I 

can, as if the pain could sweep out of my dry mouth and dissolve into the 

dim light. 

"You have to stop pushing," she tells me "Or you will tear. Here is the 

head." 

"I can see an ear," Eric tells me. "A little tiny blue ear." 

Some perfect wet person is placed on my chest. 

"If s Jake," Eric says. "HeUo, Jake." 
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I sit with Jake in my arms and listen to the radio, and the rich coimtry 

of Taiwan has offered the poor country of Northern Korea millions of dollars 

to house its nuclear waste. 

I sit with Jake in my arms, and he happily sucks on his fingers and 

studies the blue trash bags outside my window, and he doesn't know yet that 

a man has beaten his wife, smashing her face over and over again into their 

tiled entryway, or that a judge would later erase his conviction so the man 

could join a coimtry club. 

I sit with Jake in my arms and wonder. How he will come to 

understand himself, the passport he was given at birth, a lovely white boy 

who, God help me, will never want for food or warmth or love. I want to 

teach him to give of himself, to know his privilege without assuming it, to 

recognize his responsibility to others. 

I want to model for him how to listen, how to lean forward with his 

whole face and chest, to hear what is said to him, to take it in, to consider. I 

want him to know somehow when to throw up a protective wall of denial 

and disregard, and know when to scratch that wall so thin that he can see 

something through it. I want to leam how to talk about belief—about coming 

to know so fully that you can act, about coming to know so loosely you can 

listen. I practice this listening and acting every day with family, colleagues, 

students. When the time comes for me to teach him, I will be ready. 
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I write this dissertation out of a sense of urgenq^ and responsibility. I 

write because I want to believe that the teaching I do can make a difference, a 

palpable and significant difference, in the climate of political debate in the 

United States. I want to believe in the possibility, however farfetched some 

may consider it, that we as democratic dtizerxs can create a place for the kinds 

of heart-wrenching, difficult reflection and action that is necessary to create a 

more equitable country. 

I am conscious of the drama I am creating here, and I don't apologize. I 

think of the kind of soul-searching it takes for me to engage honestly with 

others about issues that matter to me, and I know that in those moments I 

feel the edges of myself like paper cuts, rasping against a world that has 

broken into my skin and made me hurt. I feel as if I am both throbbing and 

insignificant, as if I might disappear because my connections to what I 

thought was right and true and real have begun to rupture. It is a most 

difficult place, this place of learning. 

A colleague says, "Leave it to the PhDs to investigate the implications 

here, I will just teach and go on doing." But I can't do that, don't want to do 

that. It matters too much to me that I know the effects of my actions, that I try 

to understand what I am contributing to the world by this word, that gesture, 

this assignment, that grade. I need to know that I am acting with as much 
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integrity as I can. I need to know that I am modeling the kinds of interactions 

I want around me. 

The guests on Geraldo scream at each other. A woman spits into the 

microphone that they are aU immoral indecent scum, and the audience 

erupts in applause. The guests blink and dig deep into their throats for the 

insulting rebuttal. 

Rush Limbaugh laughs and hoots; he calls the President a few choice 

names. 

I remember standing outside of the Brookline Plarmed Parenthood 

Clinic, feeling the invigorating power of a movement, shouting with the 

women around me, laughing at the slogans written on the signs across the 

barrier, caught up in the swirls of virtue. I am here to defend women. I am 

here so that tomorrow and the next day a woman can walk into this clinic 

and make her own choice about her body and her life. I am giddy in the 

power of language and politics inside of me; I tiiink we can win this fight 

today. I feel so awfully right, so sure I am standing on the best side of that 

barrier. As I begin to walk away I see a woman deep in conversation with a 

man. And I hear her speaking my side and listening to him speak his. And it 

is intimate, their heads together and quiet, surrounded by so much chaos, like 
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two lovers meeting in a cafe on a busy street but they don't notice the traffic or 

the sirens or the street vendors calling. And the couple disagree but are not 

shouting. And they feel strongly but have no slogai\s. I pause to hear how it 

is done. Two other women pause with me, women I don't know but shouted 

with, and they notice too and they hear the man and they shake their fingers 

and chant what I had chanted a minute before and the woman looks betrayed, 

looks startled, looks angry and the man withdraws and crosses back to his side 

of the red tape and what was accomplished here? 

I want a way to talk through the barriers. 

I look for models, mentors, bell hooks calls for women of different 

races, nationalities, religions, sexual preferences, abilities—for diverse groups 

of women to sit together and talk about their worlds. This is the only way, 

she says, that women can begin to develop a political solidarity. But she 

realizes the difficulty, the danger, the exhaustion of all of this, and recalls 

what has happened before: 

Though the call for sisterhood was often motivated by a sincere 
longing to transform the present, expressing white female desire 
to create a new context for bonding, there was no attempt to 
acknowledge history, or the barriers that might make such 
bonding difficult, if not impossible. When black women 
responded to the evocation of sisterhood based on shared 
experience by calling attention to the past of racial domination 
and its present manifestations in the structure of femirust theory 
and the feminist movement, the white women initially resisted 
the analysis. They assumed a posture of iimocence and denial (a 
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response that evoked memories in black women of negative 
encounters, the servant-served relationship). (102) 

We cannot forget our histories. We cannot pretend that we have left our 

ideologies at the door, that we can ever enter a "safe" space that does not have 

the marks of culture, history, pain, betrayal. Rather, we must find a way to 

acknowledge these and to still keep learning from each other how to act. 

hooks explains. 

If revitalized feminist movement is to have a transformative 
impact on women, then creating a context where we can engage 
in open critical dialogue with one another, where we can debate 
and discuss without fear of emotional collapse, where we can 
hear and know one another in the difference and complexities of 
our experience, is essential. . . . When we can create this woman 
space where we can value difference and complexity, sisterhood 
based on political solidarity will emerge. (Teaching 110). 

I want this woman space. I recognize, as hooks does, that such discussions are 

hard and wear people out: that the persistence required to push past denial 

and through anger is exhausting, that we need to "trace the roots [of our anger 

and hostility], understand it, and examine possibilities for transforming 

internalized anger into cor\structive, self-affirming energy we can use 

effectively to resist. . . domination [and dominating] and forge mearungful 

ties" with each other (109). 

I want to believe that this kind of rhetorical negotiation could happen 

with groups concerned about the rights, responsibilities, and needs of women. 

I want to believe it could happen with groups concerned about the rights, 

responsibilities, and needs of people of color, of gays and lesbians, of the poor. 
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and the homeless. I imagine the kind of disorienting pain that woixld 

envelope a group of citizens sitting down together as they expose themselves 

to multiple new rhetorics about these issue that concern them. I want to offer 

a rhetoric as a tool for such discussions: a kind of speaking-researching-

reflecting that demands that we take on a terrible responsibility and humility 

as we attempt to improve the world, not just for ourselves but for others. 

This is why I want to speak of strong rhetoric; this is why I want to teach it. 

I have tried to make this dissertation model many things. Like Karen 

Fitts and Alan France, I believe that "teaching rhetoric requires 'modeling' 

political advocacy," and therefore I want this dissertation to take a stand. I 

want to claim the vision I have for a civic rhetoric, and I want to persuade 

others to promote it as well. 

I want to show the complex process of self-reflection and analysis in 

process, to demonstrate how one person might reflect back on the contexts of 

her learning and teaching and living to determine how she has included and 

excluded alternate perspectives as she looks out at the world. I want to show 

how such self-reflection as it is bound with a desire for action. 

I believe strongly that as citizens we must engage in this kind of 

analysis, but I must tell you that it was hard to write this. Not just because it 

is difficult to examine one's experiences and notice not just what is there but 

what is missing, to recognize the moments when I took a particular path in 
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the woods when other options were available, to try to shake my head hard 

enough to become aware of the lenses in front of my eyes that have shaped 

my vision. It is hard to reflect, and it is hard to talk about that reflection 

knowing that many, many more factors have affected my views than I can 

possibly know or say. These things are hard but there is more. 

It was hard for me to write this because I am doing so in the academy, 

in an institution that for so long has defined "research" as "objectifiable." 

The idea that anything can be objective, that I might be encouraged to write 

and research as if my life and my work has no effect on my research, this 

grates against my understanding of the world. The question of objectivity 

permeates deep into our selves. If we believe in "objectivity," aren't we 

saying, "I am pissed off that I have a body that constrains me from the frue, 

omnipotent view of the world"? Aren't we saying "Damn these eyes and 

these ears and my mother and the fact that I have to walk around in this skin 

and with these breasts. If only I could throw off my body like a pair of 

sunglasses and suddenly experience a true world"? I reject that. I want to 

embrace my body. I want to say, "Wow! The world is beautiful from this 

perspective. I can feel the wind on my face and remember how I first learned 

about the gentle touch of wind. And I can listen to you and your experience 

of wind and it helps me to understand better how I take in the world. And 

the more people I listen to, the better I will understand myself and the wind 

and others. I don't want to strip away my body, I want to add your body to it." 
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So yes, writing and reading, talking and listening: these are all intimate. They 

are about putting our bodies together and being changed. 

But as much as I believe that we must expose and examine the contexts 

in which we arrive at our theories, because those contexts have shaped the 

theories so thoroughly—as much as I believe that we need more models of 

this process—another belief rattles against my fingers as I write, scolding me 

for being so self-indulgent. "Gracious me," I say to myself, "of course self-

reflection is part of every scholar's process, but to base so much of your 

research on your own experiences is just sloppy work. How can you make so 

much out of your process of thinking? The product is the thing, you know: 

the theory is all. Stop mucking it up by supposing anyone cares how it was 

conceived." 

Thaf s the crux of it, you see. The theory-product has too long been the 

thing, severed from its incubation inside particular people and places and 

times. The theory-product, left to its own devices, pretends to be an orphan— 

worse, pretends to be self-created, sprimg out of the very foundation of itself, 

aloof and so perfectly self-sufficient as to have needed no nurturing womb. 

In truth, any theory-product bears its lineage, and that lineage is critical to 

understanding its usefulness—its possibilities and its limitations. 

In this dissertation I sought to demonstrate that a theory must be 

mistrusted, deprived of its prized aloofness. Its umbilical scars must be 
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exposed and prodded and reflected upon. At the same time, I sought to 

demonstrate that such mistrust is also a Utopian move, an assertion that 

despite the impossibility of stripping a theory from its heritage, we can 

understand the attempt as a resting place in our believing process. 

I began by offering my proposal; a theory of strong rhetoric to serve the 

rhetorical negotiations of a multicultural democracy. I made four main 

claims: First, rhetoric is epistemic because language acts as a terministic screen 

that controls what we believe exists and what we consider significant. A 

second and related claim is that our rhetoric is always already caught up in 

ideologies. Third, one way for us to come to understand the ideologies and 

terministic screens that we take for granted in our lives is to listen to the 

perspectives of oppressed others. Finally, the kinds of difficult analysis and 

reflection demanded here must serve a purpose beyond self-knowledge; 

analysis is important as a step towards action. 

Having stated my theory of strong rhetoric, I began to examine that 

theory from a variety of contexts. Any theory reveals different aspects of itself 

when it is placed in different envirorunents and asked to serve different 

people. In chapter two I considered how strong rhetoric might be taught in 

first-year composition classrooms. In the light of the classroom context, I 

concentrated on how strong rhetoric might resolve questions of power 

differences. Recognizing that teachers can never divest themselves of the 

power granted to them by the institutions in which they work, I argued that 
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teachers of strong rhetoric must make those power dynamics explicit and part 

of the subject of their classes. Furthermore, I argued, teachers can use 

students' desire to end power inequities to persuade them to learn to study 

and apply strong rhetoric. 

Student-teacher dynamics are only part of any classroom situation. In 

chapter three I began to examine how various course syllabi might affect 

strong rhetoric. I studied the syllabi and pedagogical theory of rhetoric 

scholars who claimed to teach writing in order to prepare students to engage 

in democratic discussions. After analyzing the curricula proposed by David 

Bartholomae and Anthony Petrotsky, Donald Lazere, James Berlin, and 

Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, I determined that a course in strong 

rhetoric should treat students primarily as citizens, rather than students; 

should make it clear that there is more to the concept of ideology than 

partisan affiliations, and should examine the ideologies of various 

institutions, including the academy; should lead students to be self-reflexive, 

recognizing that they are influenced by multiple and competing cultural 

codes, but should not posit self-analysis as the final goal of study; should 

discuss rhetoric as an element of democratic negotiations while making it 

clear, at the same time, that having public negotiation as the fonmi for 

democracy limits how we view the concept of citizenship; and finally, at all 

times should treat students as knowledge-makers, whose resistance to the 
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material of the course might offer insights about the nature of the classroom 

and the ideologies of that material. 

In chapters four and five I focused on the composition program at the 

University of Arizona, the context in which I began to develop my theory of 

strong rhetoric. In chapter four I recount the curriculum revision there that 

sparked my desire to develop a process for analyzing the complex interactions 

of public controversies. By reflecting back on this context, I recognized how 

my theory ignored a critical element—the sense that beliefs are constantly 

revised as a result of on-going research. The curriculum committee initially 

proposed that the revised course be organized around the theme of 

"community," and through examining the underlying reasons and conflicts 

surrounding this theme I argue that a course in strong rhetoric must teach 

students methods for reflecting on the ideology of their own lives and that 

teachers must reconceive of their sense of what a "safe" classroom might be. 

In chapter five I study writing assignments and student essays to 

evaluate the various goals that are superimposed on the analytical essay 

assignment in the revised composition course, and I describe the various 

methods that teachers (including me) have used limit the scope of the 

complex goals of that assignment. The difficulty of defining and teaching the 

contextual analysis essay in the revised course makes it all too clear that a 

theory of strong rhetoric can not be taught in its entirety in a one-semester, 

first-year composition course. Therefore, I offer my reflections on the 
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assignments to model how other teachers might examine their own personal 

and iristitutional contexts to determine what aspects of strong rhetoric to 

promote in their classes. 

In a sophomore composition class I taught several years ago, I shared 

with my students an essay I'd written to critique the traditional academic 

forms of writing. In the essay I wrote, 

I spend my morning tugging up the Bermuda grass that 
creeps back into my tomato patch, testing the ripeness of the 
snow peas, scratching oregano seeds into the herb bed, and 
watching the roses bloom. Looking at one plant makes me think 
of another, so I turn my attention to it. I add fertilizer to the 
sunflowers, swab the white patches off squash leaves. I work 
around and around, enjoying the movements. Yes, I take 
delight in the different products my garden yields—the deep red 
of the roses against the white stucco house, the yellow pepper 
that displaces more and more leaves each day—but the products 
are small part of the pleasure. 

I came to this page because the garden this evening offered 
itself as a metaphor for some of the continuing questions I have 
about what seems to be the ideal in academic discourse—a linear 
argument by an open-minded writer to an empathetic reader. In 
eight tries I have yet to write what I want to write. One draft 
marched about in traditional garb, blasting away the old icons 
and busily building a new fortress in their place. I defined my 
goals clearly there, and I was most efficient about reaching them. 
Too efficient in fact, for after a few pages I wanted to resurrect the 
voices I had killed off. As I busily camouflaged the missing wall 
in my fortress, I tore up the camouflages of the old ones. I came 
around back so that I wouldn't have to fully encounter my 
"enemies." But that kind of fight doesn't feel honest for long. 

I tried to imagine writing to be like working in a garden, tugging, and 

weeding, and sifting, and being tremendously aware of the stiff desert heat. I 
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tried to imagine writing where I was conscious of the fences I'd erected to 

keep out others, where I tried to write over and around and through those 

fences so that I might hear the garden shears on the other side, might begin to 

smell the orange blossoms across the way. 

I wrote. 

One of my difficulties in trying to write in the ideal 
academic form is that the linearity of the argument seems to 
prohibit my presenting an open, questioning, vulnerable ethos 
and my addressing an empatiietic, trustworthy reader. In the act 
of trimcating some lines of exploration in order to bend them to 
the service of what has been set up as the "main" issue, I find 
that I must justify that move. I start writing defensively. It's as 
if I were to start gardening for the sole purpose of producing 
high yields. While I admire the farmers whose efficient work 
brings in tons of vegetables to the grocery stores, and while I 
admit that the world needs that kind of dedication to yields to 
feed our billions of people, the assumption that aU gardeners 
should always seek efficient products stifles what I find most 
intriguing. When the leaves regain themselves after watering I 
like to think about oceans, rivers, the minuscule canals pulsing 
through those green veins. Why shut down the very delights of 
gardening in the name of product? Why spend my time 
justifying each step, each granule of fertilizer, why second-guess 
myself in the name of "focus"? 

As I wrote this dissertation, I felt the pull to march my arguments one after 

the other and to write defensively, fighting for my theory of strong rhetoric 

because it had taken me so long to arrive there, to think it through, and 

because it felt so right to me. In this dissertation I have forced myself to look 

again at the process. I have forced myself to share that process, the contexts in 

which my theory germinated and was thrust into existence. Here I do so not 

because such reflections delight me, but because I see now that I must study 
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them to understand better how my theory is limited by the garden in which it 

bvirrowed up, an adamant green sprig with the seed-cap still dangling on its 

first green leaves. 

In this dissertation I have sought to present a theory of strong rhetoric, 

a theory I believe in, and I have tried to demonstrate how to hold 

passionately yet loosely to that belief. I have tried to apply my rhetoric as I 

have professed it. As I sit in a Baltimore row house and watch my neighbors 

greet each other across the street, I imagine strong rhetoric in action on my 

block, swirling around us, drawing us together without domination: 

I believe when you write you should sit on the imaginary steps of the 

rowhouse as the twilight is settling and the kids are rurming up and down 

the block. Down the road a woman leans on the hom to let her date know 

she's arrived. And everyone you are writing about and writing for is hanging 

out in the summer heat, noticing the stars come out, and they are listening to 

you and wondering if you really understand them. And you want them to 

stay around. And, in fact, you want them to stay quiet for a while because 

they think that yes, maybe you have it right, and so far you seem to know 

what's underneath it all for them, and while you are making them see 

themselves a little differently, it's not threaterung—more something they are 

allowing to happen to themselves quite unexpectedly, the way a lizard must 

feel as its skin begins to peel and it wonders with some amusement what it 

will look like after the transformation. But it doesn't feel a need to fight at 
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this point, because the summer night is warm and everyone is listening and 

the voice you are speaking is caring and sincere and part of the rhythm of the 

evening. 



306 

A P P E N D I X :  

S U R V E Y  A N D  I N T E R V I E W  Q U E S T I O N S  

Survey Distributed to GATs in Spring 1996 

To: English 101 instructors, past and present 
From: Phyllis Ryder and Dawn Haines 
Re: Questions about the Contextual Analysis essay 

In order to conduct a study of the English 101 Contextual Analysis essay, we 
would like to prevail upon you for a quick moment. The Contextual 
Analysis is a fairly new addition to the curriculum, and we would like to 
understand how different teachers conceive of it. In preceptorship next fall, 
we hope to report our findings. 

1. How many times have you taught 101? 

2. How many times have you taught the "Contextual Analysis" essay? 

3. What do you mean when you say "Contextual Analysis"? 

4. If you've taught other essays during this middle unit, what did you call 
them? 

5. When you taught the Contextual Analysis most recently, did you use 
any of the model essay assignments in the Student's Guide? 
• yes, I used 

• Sheila Kineke's "The Text-Centered Analysis Essay Comparing Two 
Texts" (p. 168) 

• Phyllis Ryder's "The Rhetorical Analysis Essay" (p. 171) 
• Carol Nowotny-Young's "A Rhetorical Analysis of an Issue" (p. 172) 

• no, I created my own assignment 
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• both, I created my own assigrunent, based on 's model. 
(please explain) 

6. Could we have a copy of your assignment sheet? 
• yes, it's attached • yes, I'll put it in • no, I don't have it 

your m^box later available 

7 When you taught the Contextual Analysis most recently, did you ask 
your students to read any of the model student essays in the Guide? 
• yes, I used 

• Kristine Rodriguez, "Life, Liberty and Due Process?" (p. 175) 
• Melissa Mendoza "Dignity or a Cure" (p. 183) 
• Lisa Gardiner, "Doing the DNA Shuffle" (p. 190) 
• Tiffany Underwood, "Free Ride?" (p. 201) 

• yes, I used , but with reservations (please explain) 

• no, I didn't think any of them captured my vision for the Contextual 
Analysis because 

8. When you taught the Contextual Analysis most recently, did you give 
students any models by professional writers? 
• no, I don't think any professional essays of this kind exist. 
• no, I couldn't find any models 
• no, I felt that professional models would just confuse my students because 

they wouldn't exactly match the assigrmient (please explain) 

• yes, I used (please name or describe the models) 

If yes, may we have a copy of those models (or can you teU us where to find 
them)? 
• yes, it's attached • yes, I'll put it in • Here's how to 

your mailbox later find it yourself; 

9 In your opiruon, what kinds of "real world" situations (if any) lead a 
person to write a contextual analysis? Who writes them? To whom? Why? 

10. In your own work as a graduate student/writer, do you write any 
Contextual Analysis essays? 
• yes, (please explain the situation) 

• no, because 
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11. In your own work as a graduate student/writer, do you use any of the 
methods or concepts you teach in the Contextual Analysis part of the course? 
• yes (please explain the situation) 

• no, because 

12. If you would be willing to have us interview you further about 
teaching the Contextual Analysis, please give your name and phone number: 
Name: 
Phone Number: 

Please return surveys to either of our mailboxes. Thank you! 
Phyllis Ryder and Dawn Haines 
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Questions for FoUow-Up Interviews 

• How do you (or do you) distinguish between "rhetorical analysis" and 

"contextual analysis"? 

• If rhetorical analysis is seen as part of contextual analysis, how do you see 

rhetorical analysis fimctioning there? That is, how does performing 

rhetorical analysis lead to awareness of context? 

• If, on the survey, GAT gave examples of news-stories as "real life" 

contextual analysis: is rhetorical analysis a part of these shows? 

• How do you define "context"? 

• Do you define "context" differently when you think of your own work 

than when you teach the contextual analysis assignment? 

• What do you find the hardest about teaching contextual analysis? 

• What is the relationship of contextual analysis to persuasive essay? 

• What do you see as the function of the contextual analysis in the 101 essay 

sequence (i.e. Personal Exploratory-to Contextual Analysis -to-Persuasive 

Essays) ? 

• What is the relationship between a context and a text? (That is, does a 

context "produce" a text or "surround" a text, or what?) 

• How is the concept of "context" related to your program of study? (CW, 

RCTE, Lit, ELL)? 
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• A lot of people use the term "conversation" to discuss this essay, as in 

"voices in the conversation." Do you think this term is accurate and/ or 

useful for your understanding of the assignment? 

• What is "presence" in an essay? When you read contextual analysis or 

rhetorical analysis, do feel your students are "present"? Should they be, in 

your opinion? 

• Should students have a "stake" in this essay? 

• How do you lead students to recognize the "key players" or "important 

voices" surrounding their issue? 
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