CHAPTER

Reading and Writing
Rhetorically

Y ou read and write in many different situations: at school, at home, with
your friends, and maybe at work. Perhaps there are other situations in
which you read and write, t0o, likely through a variety of different media. You
might read and write in a journal, in a status update on Facebook, in a photo
caption on Instagram, in a word processor as you prepare a paper for school,
in a text message, or in a note to a friend. You could probably name many
other situations in which you read and write on a daily basis. *

Have you ever considered how different the processes of reading and writ-
ing are in these situations? You’re performing the same act (reading or writing
a text) in many ways, but several features might change from one situation to
another:

the way the text looks -

the medium or technology you use
the tone you use '

the words you use (or avoid using)

the grammar and mechanics that are appropriate

Even within the more specific category of “academic writing”
that we address in this book, some of these features might shift
depending on the context. In some disciplines, the structure,
vocabulary, style, and documentation expectations are differ-
ent from those in other disciplines. If you’ve ever written a lab
report for a physics class and a literary analysis for a literature
class, then you’ve likely experienced some of those differences.
. The differences arise because of the specific demands of each
aoreatsuromr OF the differing writing situations. ‘




Understanding Insider’s View

Rhetorical Context Purpose and audience shape
, every decision
As you read and write, we want you to consider KAREN KEATON JACKSON, WRITING STUDIES

closely the specific situation for which you are
‘writing. In other words, you should always think
about the rhetorical context in which your
writing takes place. In this text, we’ll define rhe-
torical context through four elements:

e who the author is, and what background and
experience he or she brings to the text

e who the intended audience is for the text

* what issue or topic the author is addressing

» what the author’s purpose is for writing

“Purpose and audience essentially shape every
Each of these elements has an impact on the decision you will make as a writer. Once you

< : . : i d have the purpo
way a text is written and interpreted. Consider have your topic, and you have the purpose and

) - e the audience, then that helps you decide how
how you might write about your last job in a text you're going to structure your sentences, how

message to a friend in comparison with how you . you're going to organize your essay, the word
might write about it in an application letter for choices you make, the tone. All those different
a new job. Even though the author is the same things are shaped by purpose and audience.”
(vou) and the topic is the same (your last job),
the audience and your purpose for writing are vastly different. These differ- @ LaunchPadsaic
ences thus affect how you characterize your job and your choice in medium seemoreon
for writing the message. :?’;;’Ze‘;’gtge ?“d’ence

Sometimes writing situations call for more than one audience as well. You
might address a primary audience, the explicitly addressed audience for the
text, but you might also have a secondary audience, an implied audience
who also might read your text or be interested in it. Imagine you wrote a job
application letter as an assignment for a business writing class. Your primary
audience would likely be your instructor, but you might also write the letter
as a template to use when actually sending out a job application letter in the
future. So your future prospective employer might be a secondary audience.
In academic settings, also, these elements of rhetorical context shift

depending on the disciplinary context within which you’re writing. Consider
another example: Imagine a student has decided to research the last presiden-
tial election for a school assignment. If the research assignment were given in
a history class, then the student might research and write about other political
elections that provide a precedent for the outcome of the recent election and
the events surrounding it. The student would be approaching the topic from
a historical perspective, which would be appropriate for the context of the
discipline and audience (a history professor). If the student were writing for

an economics class, he or she might focus on the economic impact of elections
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and how campaign finance laws, voter identification laws, and voters’ socioeco-
nomic statuses affected the election. Even though the author, audience, topic,
and purpose seem similar at first glance (they’re all academic research assign-
ments, right?), the student would focus on different questions and aspects of
the topic when examining the election from different disciplinary perspectives
and for different audiences. Other elements of the student’s writing would
likely shift, too, and we’ll discuss those differences in Part Two of this book.

Why might it be important to consider the rhetorical context when reading
or writing? As you read, noticing the rhetorical context of a text can help you
understand choices that the author makes in writing that might at first seem
confusing or inconsistent, even in academic writing. For example, writers might
use the passive voice in an experimental study report (“the data were collected
by...”) but not in an essay on the poetry of John Donne. Or the same scholar
might write in the first person in one kind of academic text (like this textbook)
but not in another (perhaps a scholarly article). In all these writing situations,
the author makes choices based on the rhetorical context. In this textbook, the
first person (“I” or “We”) helps to establish a personal tone that might not be
appropriate for an academic journal article. We (first person) made this choice
specifically because of our audience for the textbook—students who are learn-
ing to navigate academic writing. We wanted the text to have a friendlier and
less academically distant tone. Such a conversational tone wouldn’t always be
appropriate in other rhetorical contexts, though. When you write, understand-
ing the rhetorical context can help you be more effective in achieving your
purpose and communicating with your audience because you make choices
that are appropriate to the situation.

As you notice the kinds of choices a writer makes, you are analyzing the
rhetorical context of the writing: that is, you are taking elements of the writing
apart to understand how they work together. Analyzing rhetorical context is a
key strategy we’ll use throughout this book to understand how different forms
of writing work and what the similarities and differences are in writing across
various disciplines. '

Identifying Rhetorical Context

Think about a specific situation in the past that required you to write some-
thing. It could be any kind of text; it doesn’t have to be something academic.
Then create a map—by drawing a diagram, a chart, or some other visual
image— of the rhetorical context of that piece of writing. Consider the follow-
ing questions as you draw.

e What was your background and role as the author?
"+ Who was the audience? '
¢ What was the topic?

e What was your purpose for writing? b
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Understanding Genres

As you learn to analyze the rhetorical context of writing, keep in mind that
much writing takes place within communities of people who are interested
in similar subjects. They might use similar vocabulary, formats for writing,
and grammatical and stylistic rules. In a sense, they speak the same “lan-
guage.” The common practices that they typically employ in their writing
are called conventions, as we discussed in Chapter 1. As you read and analyze
the writing of academic writers, we’ll ask you to notice and comment on
the conventions that different disciplines use in various rhetorical contexts.
When you write, you’ll want to keep those conventions in mind, paying
attention to the ways you should éhape your own writing to meet the expec-
tations of the academic community you are participating in. We’ll go into
more detail about how to analyze the specific conventions of disciplinary
writing in Part ' Two. :

In addition to paying close attention to the conventions that writers
employ, we’ll ask you to consider the genre through which writers communi-
cate their information. Genres are approaches to writing situations that share
some common features, or conventions. You already write in many genres in
your daily life: If you’ve sent or read e-mail messages, text messages, personal
letters, and thank-you notes, then you’ve written and read examples of four
different genres that are all associated with personal writing. If you like to cook,
you’ve probably noticed that recipes in cookbooks follow similar patterns by
presenting the ingredients first and then providing step-by-step directions for
preparation. The ingredients usually appear in a list, and the instructions gen-
erally read as directives (e.g., “Add the eggs one at a time and mix well”), often
in more of a prose style. Recipes are a genre. If you’ve looked for an office job
before, you’ve probably encountered at least three different genres in the job
application process: job advertisements, application letters, and résumés. How
well you follow the expected conventions of the latter two genres often affects
whether or not you get a job. :

You’ve also likely had experience producing academic genres. If you’ve
ever written a business letter, an abstract, a mathematical proof, a poem, a
book review, a research proposal, or a lab report, then you might have noticed
that these kinds of academic writing tasks have certain conventions that make
them unique. Lab reports, for example, typically have specific expectations
for the organization of information and for the kind of language used to
communicate that information. Throughout Part Two of the book, we offer
examples of a number of other academic genres—a literature review, an inter-
pretation of an artistic text, as well as a theory response, just to name a few.

Because different writing situations, or rhetorical contexts, call for different
approaches, we ask you to think about the genre, as well as associated conven-
tions, that you might be reading or writing in any particular situation. Our

goal is not to have you identify a formula to follow for every type of academic
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writing, but rather to understand the expectations of a writing situation—and
how much flexibility you have in meeting those expectations—so that you can
make choices appropriate to the genre.

Reading Rhetorically

Since we’re talking about paying attention to rhetorical context, we want to
explain the difference between the reading you do with an eye toward rhetori-
cal context and the reading you might do in other circumstances. Whenever
you read during a typical day, you probably do so for a variety of reasons. You
might read:

¢« To Communicate: reading a text message, a letter from a friend, an e-mail,
a birthday card, or a post on Instagram

e To Learn: reading instructions, a textbook, street signs while you drive,
dosage instructions on a medication bottle, or the instructor’s comments
at the end of a paper that you turned in for a class

¢ To Be Entertained: reading novels, stories, comics, a joke forwarded in
e-mail, or a favorite website

The details that you pay attention to, and the level at which you notice those
details, vary according to your purpose in reading.

In this text, however, we will ask you to read in a way that is different from
reading just to communicate, learn, or be entertained. We want you to read
rhetorically, paying close attention to the rhetorical context of whatever you are
reading. When you read rhetorically, you make note of the different elements
of rhetorical context that help to shape the text. You’ll notice who the author
is (or, if there are multiple authors, who each one is) and what background,
experience, knowledge, and potential biases the author brings to the text. In
addition, you’ll notice who the intended audience is for the text. Is the author
writing to a group of peers? To other scholars in the field? How much prior
knowledge does that audience have, and how does the intended audience
shape the author’s approach in the text? Are there multiple audiences (primary
and secondary)? You’ll also notice what the topic is and how it influences
the text. Does the author use a specific approach related to the topic choice?
Additionally, you’ll notice the author’s purpose for writing. Sometimes the
purpose is stated explicitly, and sometimes it is implied. Why does the author
choose to write about this topic at this point? What does the author hope to
achieve? Finally, you’ll want to notice how these four elements work together
to shape the text. How is the choice of audience related to the author’s back-
ground, topic, and purpose for writing?
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Reading Visuals Rhetorically

We should stress that the strategies for understanding rhetorical context and
for reading rhetorically are applicable to both verbal and visual texts. In fact,
any rhetorical event, or any occasion that requires the production of a text,
establishes a writing situation with a specific rhetorical context. Consider the
places you might encounter visual advertisements, as one form of visual texts,
over the course of a single day: in a magazine, on a website, in stores, on bill-
boards, on television, and so on. Each encounter provides an opportunity to
read the visual text rhetorically, or to consider how the four elements of author,
audience, topic, and purpose work together to shape the text itself (in this case,
an advertisement). This process is called rhetorical analysis.

In fact, noticing these elements when you read will help you become a
careful and critical reader of all kinds of texts. When we use the term critical, we
don’t use it with any negative connotations. We use it in the way it works in the
term critical thinking, meaning that you will begin to understand the relation-

ships among author, audience, topic, and purpose by paying close attention to
context.

Reading Rhetorically

With the direction of your instructor, choose a text (either verbal or visual) to
read and analyze. As you read the text, consider the elements of rhetorical
context. Write about who the author is, who the intended audience is, what
the topic is, and what the author's purpose is for writing or for creating the
text. Finally, consider how these elements work together to influence the way
the text is written or designed. In future chapters, we'll ask you to engage

in this kind of rhetorical analysis to understand the different kinds of texts
produced by students and scholars in various academic contexts. D

Writing Rhetorically

Weriting is about choices. Weriting is not a firm set of rules to follow. There are
multiple choices available to you anytime you take on a writing task, and the
choices you make will help determine how effectively you communicate with
your intended audience, about your topic, for your intended purpose. Some
choices, of course, are more effective than others, based on the conventions
expected for certain situations. And yet, sometimes you might break conven-
tions in order to make a point or draw attention to what you are writing.

In both cases, though, it’s important to understand the expectations of the
rhetorical context for which you are writing so that your choices will have the
_ effect you intend.

% WRITING RHETORICALLY 25




When you write rhetorically, you’ll analyze the four elements of rhetorical
context, examining how those elements shape your text through the choices
that you make as a writer. You’ll think about the following elements:

¢ What You, as the Author, Bring to the Writing Situation How do your back-
ground, experience, and relative position to the audience shape the way
you write?
Who Your Intended Audience Is Is there a specific audience you should
address? Has the audience already been determined for you (e.g., by your
instructor)? What do you know about your audience? What does your
audience value?

What Your Topicls What are you writing about? Has the topic been deter-
mined for you, or do you have the freedom to focus your topic according
to your interests? What is your relationship to the topic? What is your
audience’s relationship to it?

What Your Purpose Is for Writing Why are you writing about this topic, at this
time? For example, are you writing to inform? To persuade? To entertain?

Outside of school contexts, we often write because we encounter a situ-
ation that calls for us to write. Imagine a parent who wants to write a note to
thank her son’s teacher for inviting her to assist in a class project. The audi-
ence is very specific, and the topic is determined by the occasion for writing.
Depending on the relationship between the parent and the teacher, the note
might be rather informal. But if the parent wants to commend the teacher and
copy the school’s principal, she might write a longer, more formal note that
could be included in the teacher’s personnel file. Understanding the rhetori-
cal context would help the parent decide what choices to make in this writing
situation.

For school assignments, thinking about the topic is typically the first step
because students are often assigned to write about something specific. If your
English professor asks you to write a literary interpretation of Toni Morrison’s
Song of Solomon, your topic choice is limited. Even in this situation, though, you
have the freedom to determine what aspect of the text you’ll focus on. Do you
want to look at imagery in the novel? Would you like to examine Morrison’s use
of language? Would you like to analyze recurring themes, or perhaps interpret
the text in the historical and cultural context in which it was written?

In this text, we would like you also to consider the other elements of rhetor-
ical context—author, audience, and purpose—to see how they influence your
topic. Considering your purpose in writing can often shape your audience and
topic. Are you writing to communicate with a friend? If so, about what? Are you
completing an assignment for a class? Are you writing to persuade someone to
act on an issue that’s important to you? If you are writing to argue for a change
in a policy, to whom do you need to write in order to achieve your purpose? How
will you reach that audience, and what would the audience’s expectations be for
your text? What information will you need to provide? Your understanding of the
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rhetorical context for writing will shape your writing and help you to communi-
cate more effectively with your audience, about your topic, to meet your purpose.

Analyzing Rhetorical Context

Think back to the rhetorical situation you identified in the “Inside Work:
identifying Rhetorical Context” activity on page 22. Consider that situation
more analytically. now, using the questions from that activity and slightly revised
here as a guide. Write your responses to the following questions.

o As the author, how did your background, experience, and relative position
to the audience shape the way you created your text?

o Were you addressing a specific audience? Was the audience already deter-
mined for you? What did you know about your audience? What did your
audience value or desire?

o What was your text about? Was the topic determined for you, or did you
- . have the freedom to focus your topic according to your interests? What was
g your relationship to the topic? What was your audience’s relationship to it?

o What was your purpose for creating a text about that topic, at that time?
For example, were you writing to inform? To persuade? To entertain? ]

Rhetorical Writing Processes

In addition to making choices related to the context of a writing situation, writ-
ers make choices about their own process of writing. Writers follow different
processes, sometimes being influenced by their own writing preferences, their
experience with writing, and the specific writing tasks they have to accomplish.
Writing can be a messy process that involves lots of drafting, revising, research-
ing, thinking, and sometimes even throwing things out, especially for longer
writing tasks. With that said, though, there are several steps in the process that
experienced writers often find useful, and each step can be adapted to the spe-
cific writing situation in which they find themselves.

You might already be familiar with some of the commonly discussed steps
of the writing process from other classes you’ve taken. Often, writing teachers
talk about some variation of the following elements of the writing process:

» Prewriting/Invention The point at which you gather ideas for your writing.
There are a number of useful brainstorming strategies that students find
helpful to the processes of gathering their thoughts and arranging them for
writing. A few of the most widely used strategies are freewriting, listing, and
idea mapping. '

Freewriting As the term implies, freewriting involves writing down
your thoughts in a free-flow form, typically for a set amount of time.
There’s no judgment or evaluation of these ideas as they occur to you.

RHETORICAL WRITING PROCESSES
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