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A Phenomenology of the Recent Death and Rebirth of Style (content, 2003 & 2006; minor editing, 2020)
Richard Jewell

Phenomenologically, style is neither an artifice of pedagogy nor a whim of social language constructs. That is, style is not an inessential and peripheral method of teaching, nor is it dependent for its meanings on larger social-epistemic forces in culture. All three of the most powerful paradigms in composition pedagogy in the last half of the twentieth century or more have misconstrued style. Composition as product/analysis of literature (pre-1970), as process (1970s-80s), and as social-epistemic construction (1990s-present) have misunderstood, disrespected, and even, at times, seemingly attempted style’s assassination. However, as Mark Twain once was reported to have said, “The rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.”  The same can be said of style. It is reborn, phoenix-like, precisely at each moment in history when one movement or another thinks it has finally died, self-immolating in flame. Each rebirth occurs precisely because within style are some of humanity’s most basic experiential structures of writing. Phenomenology explains not only the attempts to kill style in recent decades, but also the elements of it that are deeply rooted in human experience. Moreover, phenomenology suggests classroom applications of the very elements that make style eternal.

Definitions

First, “Phenomenology” as a proper noun refers to the philosophy of phenomenology first developed by Edmund Husserl in the early 1900s. Phenomenology as a general concept (small “p”) is used in older philosophical literature (e.g., Kant and Hegel); and, after Husserl, Heidegger and others developed variants. However, the term itself is more often associated with Husserl’s philosophy (and sometimes Heidegger’s). This essay, though dependent on Husserl’s thoughts, uses the term as a general concept. 

What is phenomenology?  It is a system and practice of awareness. Husserl developed it as a response to most philosophy, new and old, that included a priori beliefs imposed from external sources on pure human awareness, whether beliefs about divinity, logic, will, love, objective science, or other forces beyond pure consciousness. “Philosophers,” he said, “are all too fond of offering criticism from on high instead of studying and understanding things from within” (“Pure,” par. 44). Husserl wished, instead, to create a “science of consciousness” (par. 16) or “science of pure phenomena” (par. 5), a science of subjectivity, by looking only to human consciousness and its contents. 

In a sense, he wished to create a pure psychology–an abstract, nonobjective, non-a priori psychology of consciousness–one exhibiting its own innate rules, just as a pure, abstract mathematics and physics have been developed. If it were possible, phenomenology would have its fullest successes if it could, like a camera, take internal “consciousness” videos of every instant of awareness and every form of it inside a baby from the moment it first becomes sentient. This video capture would continue by focusing on all the babies in the world, recording their conscious awarenesses. More especially, it would record their consciousness of their consciousness–or rather, how their consciousness develops a sense of self. It also would capture all the syntheses people make of their primary moments of awareness that aid them in understanding how their own internal and external world experiences unite. These primary syntheses of awareness would include not only their awarenesses within and for themselves, but also of, with, and in concert with others.


Second, phenomenology is an existential concept, as mentioned above: the word is used here in the broad, general sense. Simply meant, phenomenology is existential because it involves the actually existent realities experienced: it is experiential, and it is consciousness of the import of the experiential. In speaking of this existential/experiential quality of phenomenology, it becomes appropriate to use several other key words. One is consciousness, which is always, to Husserl, consciousness of something: there is no appeal to anything beyond the senses in Husserl’s philosophy. Another is authentic, a word in this essay that simply refers to the need or experience of real, concrete experience, not just abstractions or expectations: all existential/experiential realities experienceable by a person are authentic experiences. (The word does not here refer to the more narrowly defined authentic-writing movement in the discipline of education, nor to schools of thought that apply it to free/creative writing, however much related.)  

With these definitions in hand, it is helpful to examine phenomenologically–that is, through the eye of authentic experience–the relatively recent fall of style. The story begins in the product-writing era.
Style as King


There was a time in pre-World War II America when style was the central glory of composition. Although composition was a backwater of English, style flourished through the study of rhetoric, grammars, and related concepts. As such, it was a practical science. It prided itself on working with the real experiences of writers and speakers in the real world of the professions and of politics, and of the structures used to create and develop those experiences–structures of organization, voice, grammar, audience, etc., much of it modeled, in pre-War days, on modern developments of Graeco-Roman and medieval forms. 

The post-War period saw one of the greatest expansions in history of college education to the masses. The newly developing sciences especially needed college-trained workers. After World War II in particular, with the GI Bill and professional jobs dictating that more people than ever gain a college education, increasingly colleges required that every student must have some kind of first-year experience with writing. Often the responsibility for such programs was given to English departments, which then used the product method to give assignments in literary analysis: students were expected to create a product through some combination of intuition and mystery, and those who could not do it were considered dumb. However, in a relatively small number of departments, experts in the field of classical rhetoric developed writing programs using principles of rhetoric–of the modes and of stylistic considerations. Such programs often were considered experimental or remedial, the 1930s-1960s Amherst program being the best example of both of these considerations. However, such programs proved themselves useful by actually creating a larger number of proficient writers. They also had a sheen of interdisciplinarity sufficient to attract support across the curriculum; in addition, administrators soon discovered that such courses were easily and cheaply taught by a burgeoning population of graduate students and by adjuncts who would settle for less pay than tenure-line professors. This situation created unusual opportunities, however, for rhetoricians. They were relatively free to design composition-rhetoric programs for the dramatically increasing numbers of composition students. 



Thus it was that in most colleges and universities where rhetoric programs met the burden of teaching first-year writing, style and the modes were the royalty of this minor kingdom. They also were the centerpiece of early composition theory and, for many decades, the only extant method of genuine instruction in composition. Style and the modes often were taught by combining classical rhetoric with modern analysis of the effects of the conventions upon readers. The relatively new linguistic applications of the sciences of psychology, sociology, and biology were explored. Some of the best theoretical study and research in style still comes, in fact, from the early and middle decades of the twentieth century–for example, Vygotsky’s clarifications of how language develops and is used, a movement developed from Chomsky’s transactional grammar called “sentence combining” (see Connors), and applications of the then new movement of behavioral psychology to writing. This all happened before process gained ascendancy. Unfortunately, as Vande Kopple says, “In the last twenty or fifty years, research on language has gone from an area that specialists in composition and rhetoric took quite seriously to one that specialists now pay little attention to” (4). Scientific study of the psychology of writing continued a bit longer in what came to be known as cognitive theory; however, interest in it, too, died out in the mid- to late 1980s.  In short, most forms of scientific study of writing–of the experiential practice of authentic forms of writing–were overthrown by other theories. How did this change come about?
Style and Process Theory


One could argue that style, which gave birth to the process movement, began dying as its new child came forth. The story of process is well documented [e.g., in Bartholomae, Berlin, Gleason, North, Russell, and Winterowd]. It is process’s treatment of style that is especially noteworthy here. 

The process movement was born as an antithesis in many ways of the public perception of the ponderous scholarship of rhetoric and style. The process movement started in the 1960s, along with other countercultural movements and initiatives: Elbow himself, for example, credits countercultural psychologist Carl Rogers as having a signal influence on his own development of process theory (Writing xxix). Process was widely adopted in the 1970s-1980s, quickly becoming what Barbara Gleason calls the “widely acknowledged . . . intellectual springboard for our modern field of Composition” (par. 7). 
Phenomenologically, the greatest contribution of process theory to the activity of writing was to lay open to examination the question of how writers work in time. A majority of writers develop some kind of process that they use in the majority of their writing tasks–when they are not engaged in rote writing with rote contents. Fundamentally, the process paradigm thus is founded on the experiential, phenomenological reality of the temporal progress of writing. Husserl calls temporality the “lowest [most primal] basis” in awareness: an “original time-consciousness,” of a “flowing life that constitutes itself in and for itself” (Cartesian 64). Time is, thus, one of the most important constituents of the most fundamental, ongoing human consciousness, and likewise it is one of the most basic elements of a person’s writing consciousness. Time–or one’s awareness of it–is so essential in writing pedagogy that it is difficult now to imagine describing how to write without it. In this element, the process paradigm has been helpful. 
Another fundamental element of process is freewriting, and it also is an existentially basic element of consciousness. In addition to flowing like the temporality of consciousness itself, freewriting also is a form of what Husserl calls “bracketing. To “begin radically,” Husserl says, we “shall put out of action all the convictions we have been accepting up to now” (7) so that one’s life is “given to consciousness perceptually, with the most originary originality, as it itself” (19). One must, according to Husserl, bracket or lay aside his or her beliefs about her experience in order to be conscious of them authentically. In writing, this means that one must lay aside preconceptions not only about writing itself, but also about everything else, in order to be conscious of–to authentically experience–the reality of writing. Freewriting accomplishes this in respect to the permission it gives a person to release thoughts without preconceived structure (or even, sometimes, preconceived conclusions). Freewriting is an act that Peter Elbow has taught is antiauthoritarian (Writing): it demands are that one simply let go and see what happens. In this it is both a phenomenological bracketing and, structurally, a reflection and duplication of the flow of consciousness itself.

Style, however much it was deposed, still at first remained within the kingdom of composition-rhetoric, somewhat as an aging king is unofficially retired to his former dukedom, where he may continue to exercise a small amount of control. On the one hand, freewriting enthusiasts such as Macrorie, aptly named expressivists, dominated the pedagogy of the early process movement. On the other, the need of the academy for finished papers remained important, and the tension between the poles of expression and final product was a productive dialectic for the early process movement. While some theorists (notably Macrorie) edged the academy toward accepting more academic papers in narrative and descriptive form, most theorists tried to help students bridge the gap between the new method and the traditional product using elements of style. Even Elbow was willing to say, “Editing is usually necessary if we want to end up with something satisfactory”; and “it is usually important to get your final draft to conform to the conventions of SWE [Standard Written English]” (Writing 5). Such interest was not limited to final drafting: many theorists such as Britton, Emig, Flower, Moffett, Shaughnessy, and others were open to a host of possibilities–and locations of stylistic concerns–in their explorations of this new theory (e.g., see Ede and Lunsford’s 1984 summaries of audience). 

Emig, for example, as summarized by Walvoord and Smith, argued that good writing is as flexible, powerful, and ever changing as good learning: both good writing and good learning are “multifaceted,” use “self-provided feedback,” serve “an analytical and connective function,” and are “engaged, committed, and self-rhythmed” (5-6). The early process movement considered an awareness of audience, voice, tone, and mechanical function necessary in some way or another to performing the functions summarized by Emig.
The Death of Style


However, the two important phenomenological elements of process–the temporal steps and the bracketing and flow of freewriting–began to take over in popular practice. Part of the problem was that process as a theory became too complex for easy popular absorption. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, process theory gained two additional important elements. First was the recognition of its recursive nature (Flower & Hayes, Perl, Sommers). Second was the recognition of the stages of maturation students complete to become good writers. [See Bridwell-Bowles’ holistically-scored sorting of levels of students at the University of Minnesota; and Walvoord and Smith’s table “Behavioral Differences Between Skilled and Unskilled Writers,”  developed from “research by Emig (1971), Flower (1981), Flower and Hayes (1980), Odell (1982), Perl (1980), Pianko (1979), Sommers (1980), and Stallard (1974)” (6).]  As these two elements of theory were added, the diagrams of how to complete the “steps” of the writing process became more complex: some had arrows circling back upon themselves, and others showed differing steps or options for those in higher or lower stages of authorial maturation. The steps were very popular precisely because they worked so powerfully; however, their complexity was enough to keep poorer instructors and students from paying attention to much else.


In addition, freewriting and its concomitant free expression was and is very popular among students. As freewriting and the steps of writing gained emphasis, no great, simple, and equally compelling explanation of how to locate style in the steps (other than at the very end, in editing) were developed. By the early 1990s, process was the preferred pedagogy in a majority of college and university writing programs and in a large number of middle and high schools, freewriting was an established practice, especially in elementary and high schools, and the steps were taught in a multitude of ways. 
Among real writers of all shades, of course, style did not die, nor was the temporal structure of writing “discovered”: both always exist hand in hand among those who truly practice writing. Be that as it may, the new process paradigm increasingly lumped style with “grammar” and declared that everything associated with this latter element of writing was not only passé but detrimental to “real” writing. The process movement also tended to lump together all former methods of teaching writing as “product,” which made for easier vilification of a wide range of former rhetorical methods–the existential experiences and structures of the older rhetorical pedagogies now often referred to collectively as the “current-traditional” method. In addition, rhetoric and style–in part, perhaps, because of their sometimes-mistaken interchangeability with grammar and editing and, perhaps, because of the seemingly (see below) non-spontaneous nature of learning the rhetorical modes–were identified as secondary concerns. As a result, the process paradigm cut itself off from style and many other experiential realities of life and writing. 



However gradual it was, the death of style–and all of its raw experiences and structures of writing–was dramatic as intellectual movements go. The decades of this rise to power of process often saw tense battles in English studies. At first, rhetoricians and process theorists joined hands. Gradually, however, many process paradigm practitioners rejected rhetoric’s more comprehensive and complex subtleties. Style, once the larger umbrella, became lumped inextricably in the mind of the educated public and among many composition instructors as “grammar”–an ungainly combination of often disparate elements of writing. (See Hartwell for five distinct meanings of grammar and how instruction in it remained, even at the height of the process movement, in small pockets.)  This large and vastly oversimplified “grammar” often included or implied everything from simple mechanics such as grammatical usage, spelling, and punctuation to the richer, more complex concerns of audience, tone, purpose, persona, devices, et al. Elbow, for example, declared in 1973 in his widely read Writing without Teachers, “The habit of compulsive, premature editing . . . makes writing dead. Your voice is damped out by all the interruptions, changes, and hesitations” (6). Mike Rose said in 1984 that editing “too early in the writing process” is a cause of writer’s block (Writer’s 4). And the NCTE proclaimed in a 1963 research report that “the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the improvement of writing” (Braddock, Lloyd Jones, and Schoer 38). According to Janet Emig in 1971, 

[m]uch of the teaching of composition in American high schools is essentially a neurotic activity. There is little evidence, for example, that the persistent pointing out of specific errors in student themes leads to the elimination of these errors. . . . Even the student who, because of the health of his private writing life, stays somewhat whole is enervated by worries over peripherals–spelling, punctuation, length. (99) 

All of these statements are, phenomenologically, authentic statements of real experience. However, the public perception–and that of large numbers of compositionists–was that such statements about grammar and editing necessarily included all matters of style and rhetoric.


An additional element helped kill grammar and interest in style among students, at least initially. In the 1980s, about the same time that the process message was first beginning to filter into the secondary and elementary American education systems, the whole language movement swept through American elementary schools (see Calkins and Graves for indications of how the two were combined in pre-college writing). The whole language movement declared that students better learned reading and writing in early grades by earlier, more thorough, and less rule-bound practice. In many ways, this emphasis was good: the whole-language and pre-college process movement developed a generation of students who have come to college much more experienced and comfortable with reading and with writing, especially in the latter’s expressive forms. At present, both movements have come to an increasing recognition of the need for study of grammar. However, in their early years in actual practice, they often discouraged any pedagogy involving grammar. 

At the college level, the process paradigm relegated the teaching of grammar increasingly to remedial writing courses (where, ironically, product methods of teaching grammar–as rote lessons–continue to dominate textbooks, in spite of all the research negating the value such lessons), and to writing centers staffed by “peer tutor” undergraduates or often poorly paid graduate assistants. As a result of these multiple blows from elementary, secondary, and college systems, instruction in grammar–and, often, in related matters of style–has dwindled to such a degree that one hears many anecdotes of students less sufficient in their basic mechanical writing skills than they were twenty or thirty years ago. 

Curiously, this great inefficiency among students in grammar and style has led to calls from students for more teaching of them. In the early 1990s, for example, I began encountering increasing numbers of students in first-year composition courses who wanted grammar and punctuation reviews–unlike most students before them. This interest increased so much that during five years of teaching upper and lower-division composition courses at the University of Minnesota in the late 1990s, I found consistently that even a majority of junior and senior advanced composition students wanted review of grammar and punctuation for at least one class period every two or three weeks. 
The Epistemic Turn

In the midst of this seeming success story, the rumblings of a new paradigm developed in the 1980s and swept through university composition programs in the 1990s as a powerful counterforce to the dominance of process: the social-epistemic movement. The 1990s social-epistemic movement was presented by some theorists as the paradigm that would supplant process. Social-epistemists pointed out that the most useful observation made by process theory–that writing often happens in steps–is accurate but relatively transparent: that is, process happens, but its existence hardly is central to instruction, especially as increasing numbers of elementary and secondary programs teach it. The more important task of composition, according to social-epistemists, is to help students perceive their cultural limitations and possibilities.  

There are several varieties of social-epistemism. Those emphasizing epistemic considerations are interested in how people know and learn. The word epistemic is from Greek words meaning “knowledge” and “to understand.”  Such theories tend to believe that any part of language never is merely the dictionary definition of itself, but has much broader and subtler meanings and consequences. Thus it is a “sign” rather than a mere dictionary term, a breathing symbol reverberating with the harmonics of its cultural designations, complements, and oppositions. In addition, say such theories, because there are no external sources of ideal truth or reality–and because language never is a perfectly logical system–language signs form people’s cultural milieus. Thus it is that a culture’s signs determine the reality of the individual: one’s perception of her reality really, according to such theories, is based on the signs she has been taught to believe. For example, a capitalist-, male-, or white-dominated society has its own particular signs that support its system and determine its version of reality, even among those who are oppressed by it and even among the signs used by those who are oppressed. Because such theories tend to be leftist, their concern often is to find ways to break free of traditional Western ways of perceiving. For the discipline of style, this often has meant that the traditional Greek canon of rhetoric and concerns of style with it–seemingly a supporting column of traditionally Western, white, gendered, power- or money-centered, competitive society–encounter distrust. 

Some epistemists (e.g., Derrida) choose simply to deconstruct the uses of language in the dominant culture, thus attempting to open themselves and their students to other possible perceptions of the culture. Phenomenologically, this is a useful method of discovering hidden meanings in language constructs. However, it begs the question of what is real by defining it a priori: you must believe that language constructs are the only way in which reality is established in order to “tear down reality” purely by deconstructing its language. 

Other epistemists choose to challenge students’ signs directly: to challenge perceptions of who and what the students are in relation to their own communities and to the larger world (see Bullock and Trimbur). This challenge in the early days of epistemism sometimes was developed by asking students to rethink their basic understandings of key words or to attempt to perceive and write about the reality of people entirely different from them. Some such challenges have led to the introduction of reading materials about other cultures or cultural conditions, and indeed, the 1990s clearly saw an increase in composition classrooms in the use of readings, an activity often eschewed by process instructors, particularly expressivists. The result in many epistemic writing classrooms was upheaval–for students at least, who found themselves, willingly or not, looking at their culture from very different perspectives; and sometimes also for inexperienced instructors, who found themselves suddenly involved in battles with resistant students. These experiments engaged students and sometimes their instructors in challenging dialogues, both internal and external. Ironically, the result phenomenologically may have been, to some degree, a reawakening of interest in the elements of style: as both students and some instructors developed dialogue, they found themselves needing to learn how people speak to each other fairly, respectfully, and successfully. In this way, elements of style such as audience, tone, grammar, and persona reentered some classrooms as an immediate and authentic pedagogical necessity.   


However, beneath the experiments, a fact remained. The late 1980s-1990s saw a dramatic turn away from authentic practice as the basis of theory. Process theory had developed its foundational approach as one involving authentic experience first, and the development of theory from it. However, due to a mixture of factors–none the least of which was the call to the composition profession as a whole to become more respectable by basing itself more in pure theory–theorists and editors of top journals in the field began to search for theories applicable to composition. Theorists such as Kenneth Bruffee, interpreters of Mikhail Bakhtin, and others published influential essays. Social-epistemism well represented the new top-down approach of bringing abstract theory to the classroom. So much so was this the case that Kurt Spellmeyer complained in a 1996 College English article aptly titled “After Theory: From Textuality to Attunement with the World,” “We are, perhaps, trapped in theory. . . . For those of us no longer charmed by the . . . pursuit of signs, . . . [w]hat we need is nothing less than a paradigm shift . . .” (893-4). His solution is a return to what is essentially a phenomenological stance: the alternative, he says, is “ordinary sensuous life, which is . . . the ground of thought itself. . . .”
Our emphasis in pedagogy, in other words, should not be on students’ use of language–of “signs”–as it indicates their cultural conditioning. Rather it should be on helping them elucidate authentic thinking and knowing. 
Creating Style

This difference–signs as reality versus “sensuous life”–actually is crucial to understanding one of the most basic authentic realities about style. Authentic thinking–the real-life event of it–is not entirely as epistemic theories suggest. While it is true that words do convey significant cultural meanings, phenomenology clarifies that there also are common universals of meaning that develop from authentic subjective experiences.


More important, perhaps, neither students nor, for that matter, the best of academicians, spend the majority of their thinking time creating–within their heads–perfect sentences, paragraphs, and mini-essays conveying rich, subtle cultural contexts. People’s minute-by-minute thinking is composed largely of partly (or even barely) uttered key words. As Lev Vygotsky argues, “inner speech” in most people is composed of abbreviated and truncated thought structures, not whole sentences, and often not even entire phrases. James Moffett calls these truncations “[f]ragments of generalization and theory . . . embedded in narrative as single utterances . . .” (48).   


This root form of language in each individual is an important concept, for it has several interesting consequences concerning style. First, as Ann Ludlow suggests, it validates consideration of sentence combining (and related methods) as a serious science. According to Ludlow, the “kernel sentences in sentence combining come as near to the truncated syntactic forms of inner speech as socialized language allows”; as a result, “combining kernel sentences into longer grammatically correct sentences parallels the process by which writers learn to elaborate on the cryptic structures of inner speech” (11). 

Second, it suggests that style is part of the natural process of freewriting. As students express their “single utterances” or other truncated expressions in written form for the first time, they do not just use syntax (and certainly they do not “copy” it or use it as a perfectly formed template from their heads); rather, they actually create syntax. Thus freewriting is not just the creation of content; it also is the creation of style. This concept allows for even more considerations. For example, can an instructor mediate freewriting with a predetermined primary focus on style, one affecting syntax–e.g., on tone, voice, audience, and persona–just as she can mediate freewriting with a predetermined primary focus on content?  Can she bend freewriting to teach development of usage and punctuation just as she might bend it to teach development of thought content?  And can an instructor help students “discover” how they style–or the possibilities of styling–as she now helps students discover what they think?  

Third, in understanding “inner speech,” one also must consider nonverbal meaning. Elbow recently has pointed out that “it sometimes happens that we understand something well that we can’t even explain in speech–much less in writing. Nonverbal knowing is most obvious in realms like music, art, and dance (mathematics?), but it can occur in any realm. That is, we can know something at a felt, nonverbal level before we find words . . .” (“High” 6). Nonverbal meaning occurs naturally in the arts, in which there are languages of sound, of visual form, of physical rhythm, and of feeling, languages that exist without even a “single utterance” of inner-verbal speech. Susanne K. Langer a twentieth-century philosopher of symbol and meaning in the arts, argues that research shows “the human mind . . . tends to operate with symbols far below the level of speech” (144). For example, “music articulates forms which language cannot set forth” (233); that is, “music is . . . formulation and representation of emotions, moods, [and] mental tensions and resolutions . . .” (222). A contemporary of Langer’s, philosopher Wilbur M. Urban, says, “The poet . . . does well to speak in figure, to keep to his own symbolic form. For precisely in that symbolic form an aspect of reality is given which cannot be adequately expressed otherwise” (qtd. in Langer 234). 

As in music, poetry, and other art forms, certain elements of style also operate at nonverbal, pre-language (or sub-language) levels: forms, figures, sounds, feelings, even sights that exist side by side with the verbal contents, paralleling them, complementing them, or opposing them. Humans have come to recognize them over the course of millennia–and in particular since the advent of Greek rhetorical pedagogy–as tone, voice, persona, and similar elements. They embody or carry within them messages that communicate, on a level entirely different from that of the actual content, authentic nonverbal experiences. Because such forms exist, it is possible to develop pedagogies that teach them. Such pedagogies may, in fact, sometimes be similar to those used to teach the arts. For example, it is not uncommon to teach students–whether freewriting, organizing, or editing–to pay attention to the song or sound of the words and phrases in their heads. It also is possible to teach them to “sing” when freewriting: to pay as much attention to the tones in their inner voices as they write or revise as they normally would do to the actual content; often this is accomplished through asking students to mimic a type of writing or speaking such as news reports or letter writing. One also can teach them to evaluate (revise/edit) the audience impact of word, phrase, and sentence combinations through the lens of aesthetic impressions, feelings, and emotions. Another method is to teach the impact of specific grammatical usages through the perception of them as forms of song or graphic art: how certain punctuation marks such as paired commas or interrupter phrases create a type of sound or stoppage of sound or a graphic sign unlike anything else.

Community and Style


The social-epistemic movement also has produced theorists who locate themselves primarily in the social nature of perceiving knowledge. Such theorists often are more interested in using reality itself–as perceived in its rawest, purest form–to determine just what human social nature is and how it should be handled. Pedagogies derived from such theories often ask students to look at a variety of cultures, cultural conditions, and the tensions among them, and/or to ask students to develop their own mini-cultures in the classroom–through questioning and small groups–to help students learn first hand how cultures are established. Such efforts often fit well in a phenomenological viewpoint. Husserl argues that one of the primary discoveries in a person’s authentic, existential exploration of consciousness that she perceives is the existence of other conscious beings–what he calls “monads”–and that a large part of a person’s phenomenological efforts must necessarily involve perceiving and theorizing the resulting “intersubjective world” (91) that involves a “community” and “harmony of . . . monads” (107-8). Two people–two “monads” or awarenesses”–come to recognize each other not only as objects, but also as subjects, and thus to synthesize a community. The social turn in social-epistemic theory thus is confirmed as phenomenological to the extent that it adheres to descriptions of authentic human experiences in forming relationships, not just abstract, external, theoretical concepts of community imposed from without. Curiously enough, the social turn of theory has helped reaffirm two important elements of rhetoric: argument and audience.

The educational theories of Paulo Freire are a notable case in point. Freire often is cited by radical-liberal reformers in education as a leading proponent in the attempt to deconstruct capitalist society by exposing its naked drive for power (and inappropriate use of language), and to reconstruct a system of real community based on authentic human sharing. From the viewpoint of authentic rhetoric, however, it is not Freire’s particular resistance to capitalism that makes him so worthy of study,  but rather the method he uses to assert authentic, existential community. That method is to make argument a central part of his pedagogy, and to do so in a particular way (one which is true to his Hegelian philosophical roots). He defines argument as having authentic community meaning when it is part of a system of a dialectic discussion: dialogue. “Dialogue,” he says, “as the encounter among men to ‘name’ the world, is a fundamental precondition for their true humanization” (137). “Antidialogue” is “conquest” (138), “oppressive action,” (141), “manipulation” (147), and “cultural invasion” (152). In it, the “dominating I transforms the dominated, conquered thou into a mere it,” whereas the “dialogical I . . . knows that it is precisely the thou” as well, constituting both I and thou, but not an it. “Instead, there are [authentic] Subjects who meet to name the world in order to transform it” (167) [emphasis his]. 

Freire cites Martin Buber as the source of his I-thou language, an apt appropriation, for Buber–like Freire–is essentially a phenomenologist in his descriptions of how two people interact. For the discipline of style in particular, though, the important comparison is to the ancient emergence of democratic forms of dialogue. However limited Greek democracy was in practice, Western society today lauds it as the dawn of the establishment of a citizenry with equal rights, and it is in the cultural milieu of this dawn that Western culture locates so many important meanings, methods, and values inherent in argument. 

Moreover, in Freire’s reiterated stress on argument using democratic dialogue, there is a reawakened emphasis on the importance of audience and even tone. The importance of audience exists implicitly, in fact, in all social-epistemism that invokes a community as the source of authenticity: if one cannot speak to his or her peers, one cannot (or should not) speak. Even tone is invoked at least indirectly in such calls to democratic behavior. As Freire says, “Dialogue does not impose, does not manipulate, does not domesticate, does not ‘sloganize’” (168): the voice of dialogical reason is one of fairness, respect, and thoughtfulness. Thus social-epistemism that is phenomenological in nature has, however much it may appear a detour from style, brought writing pedagogy full circle, back to the most classical of traditional, democratic discourse concerns. The paradigm that claimed to go far beyond process and to replace it has, instead, helped reawaken interested in matters of style.
Interregnum and Indicators

Whether social-epistemism was cause, effect, or neither, its immediate aftermath has been what might be described as an interregnum: a brief period, from the late 1990s to the present, during which the composition world has been living without royalty. Neither has power been broken into groups of independent duchies. Rather, there now is a melting pot or marketplace from which new instructors and old can choose, what Kathleen Blake Yancey recently called “The Plural Commons.”  One such booth or corner of the commons is a resurrected interest in style and rhetoric as witnessed in this book and in similar public presentations. Other corners include theories and pedagogies of WAC, computer technologies, critical thinking, “post-process” theories (see Kent), new appreciation of the graphic/visual elements of writing and thinking (e.g., Faigley), fragmented but continuing interest in cognitive studies (kept current primarily by the disciplines of education, reading, ESL, and psychology), examinations of how the field of English professionalizes itself (see Miller and Schell & Stock), et al. 

However, as Susan Miller suggests in several of her works, much about the current state of composition and its resulting pedagogy depends not on what is real in the world but rather on how the discipline decides to professionalize–to perceive and teach–it. This “plural commons,” this town square, is composition’s present stage of its journey, partly because, phenomenologically, the process and the social-epistemic movements never completely reflected the real experiences of real writers and of real students who write. Each paradigm gave to composition several powerful, phenomenologically authentic focuses. However, the time has come to move on. In the current potpourri of new openness and experimentation, contradictions and tensions in composition have led many instructors to a return to existential fundaments: what do real writers–and real student writers in particular–actually experience in life and in the classroom, and what structures do they use authentically that can be taught in existential ways?  

It is impossible not to draw the conclusion that one of the most central authentic experiences in how writers learn how to write is style. The real question then becomes “How can one teach style authentically?”  There are a number of phenomenological indications. 

One such indication suggests an existential method. Ann E. Berthoff recently stated in CCC, “C.S. Peirce noted that a phenomenologist must have the tenacity of a bulldog and the observational powers of an artist, but these criteria are widely applicable: in any discipline relentless observation plays an indispensable role” (671). That includes the discipline of being a student learner. As a result, instructors need to be more than just “close” observers themselves; they also need to assist their students in becoming so. Husserl says that “a first methodological principle” of phenomenological awareness is that “I . . . must neither make nor go on accepting any judgment as scientific that I have not derived from evidence, from ‘experiences’ . . . present to me” (13). “In short,” he says, “not just corporeal Nature but the whole concrete surrounding life-world is for me . . . only a phenomenon of being” (19). This principle provides “an infinite realm of being of a new kind, as the sphere of a new kind of experience” (27) on which human consciousness–and student consciousness–may focus. This new sphere of experience exists “with continuous evidence and . . . concreteness” (85). This is Husserl’s “bracketing” mentioned earlier in connection with freewriting: bracketing is his method of suspending belief so that consciousness can focus simply on what is. In an experiential classroom–certainly one in which style is important–students are encouraged to suspend their beliefs about writing and focus on what is. As Barbara Couture states in Toward a Phenomenological Rhetoric, “All essences or truths are located in subjective experience . . .” (4). In the experiential classroom, students learn to respect their subjective experience and that of other writers, student or professional. They also learn phenomenological bracketing, which is one of the great traditional metacognitive skills taught in college: suspension of judgement. More importantly, students in experiential classrooms actually receive new writing experiences on which they can focus their observational powers and academic interest. Authentic learning requires them to experiment and, as they experience writing differently, to reflect upon and learn from the methods, forms, and effects that they discover.
Another indication of how to teach style existentially is to treat tone and voice in part as forms of nonverbal communication. This is detailed sufficiently above in the section above about the language of inner speech. However, it is worth noting that encouraging students to freewrite in this manner is, in particular, amenable to small group interaction, in which students have an automatic audience of peers for instant analysis and adjustment of their voices. Also helpful are methods used by expressivists to teach freewriting and by creative writing instructors using small-group workshop methods.

A third indication of how to teach style existentially is to use it heuristically. Heuristic means “to discover or find”; a rhetorical element used heuristically is a tool for building a structure or taking it apart. Freewriting and deconstruction, for example, are supposed to be heuristic in initial use: they are exploratory methods. In style, one of the most important sets of heuristics, both historically and phenomenology, is the rhetorical modes. The modes fall in and out of popular consideration but never seem to die. This probably is so because they are not some kind of abstract artifice dreamed up by a group of outdated, ancient Greeks (nor are they a plot to torture students); rather, they have fundamental phenomenological authenticity. They gain this authenticity by being what Husserl speaks of as primary “syntheses”: “objectivities that are given to consciousness through referential and connective conscious syntheses” (“Pure,” par. 13). 
Syntheses simply are two or more authentic, existential experiences/observations that, placed together, represent a reality that almost all conscious human beings recognize as such. The continuous nature of a reality that one can trust–a reality that is always there when one looks–is itself a form of synthesis: for example, someone who sees numerous moments or snapshots of a room around her then synthesizes these moments into a perception of the reality of the room existing over a period of time. In Husserl’s phenomenology, there are many such syntheses, both simple and complex. The rhetorical modes are syntheses, some of the most basic and powerful that exist in the sensuous life of consciousness. They are thus among the most basic–and thus most powerful–intellectual tools, more like purified forms of conscious thought and intention than abstractions of it. According to Husserl, for example, “Pairing is a primal form of that passive synthesis which we designate as ‘association,’ . . . a unity of similarity” (Cartesian 112), hence a form of comparison. Contrast thus would be a logical variant. As part of pairing, there is “an analogizing apprehension,” hence analogy itself as a form of synthesis. Identification (definition), summary of experience, and other modes fit Husserl’s meaning of modes of consciousness and synthesis. Syntheses are structures of consciousness. Syntheses such as the modes are basic, underlying forms of much of conscious intellectual thought. For this reason, they may be designated as meta-structures. They form foundations or holistic superstructures on which other, more subtle or complex thought patterns are built.
How does one use these meta-structures as exploratory discourse–that is, heuristically?  James Kinneavy identifies exploratory discourse as "dialectical-probable (Aristotle and Aquinas)," "valuative (Morris)," and "questioning-interrogative (Russell)" (p. 65); as an "opinion (Plato)" and a "way of invention (Cicero)"; and as involving "discovery (Bacon . . . , Descartes)," "proposing (Pierce)," and "inquiry (Dewey)" (p. 98). Even "emotion is not entirely excluded . . . , e.g. Plato's dialogues" (p. 68).  Freire’s dialogical form of argument, above, is a good example. Generally, if the purpose of a writing activity is to teach a specific rhetorical mode (as opposed to a content), authentic learning is more likely to come from a three-step process. First, students can learn to apply the mode by exploring a subject of their own (individually or in groups), one deeply meaningful to them; then they can reflect upon their use of the mode (and perhaps their peers’ uses of it); third, they can apply the mode academically by exploring (i.e., by questioning or doubting) a course-specific content. 
Other elements of style also may be used heuristically. For example, students can use the concept of audience as an exploratory tool in freewriting or revising simply by focusing on writing something that will move, change, or otherwise affect a specific audience. Their heuristic exploration of the facets of audience, tone, voice, persona, and related elements can help them learn not only specific methods of influencing one audience but also the general concept itself of writing for an audience.

A fourth indication of how to teach style authentically hazards the field of grammar. Grammar is a difficult subject concerning phenomenological (or any) writing pedagogy, as real improvement in usage takes years. Only sentence combining has shown serious usefulness in the short term, its gains seem to disappear in the long term, and some research studies dispute even short term gains (Conners). Ideally, improvement in grammar, caused by a variety of writing pedagogies–not just sentence combining–might stay with students if they wrote across the curriculum every term. As it is, many or  even most college graduates feel when they begin writing in their professional careers that they are starting from scratch. However, there are indications that grammar instruction is of some help to some students, especially in pre-college developmental-writing courses, through tutoring centers, and in classroom reviews. To the extent that such instruction helps, it is helpful once again to apply the phenomenological concept of syntheses, especially those designated above as primary syntheses or meta-structures.   

A meta-structure in grammatical usage is one that causes, by its proper use, a cascade effect: other uses of grammar and punctuation fall into place more easily if a student uses the primary or meta-structure correctly. One of the best examples of this, perhaps, in developmental and first-year composition courses is the use of a divider between independent clauses: in short, the avoidance of fuses and comma splices (and of fragments). Once students are able to create and divide independent clauses, they become much more easily able to perform smaller functions of usage and punctuation. Thus properly divided independent clauses are meta-structural: knowing how to use them correctly has a cascade effect that leads to better use of smaller structures.

I ran a casual experiment, for example, to study the effect on students’ grammar of requiring them to avoid long introductory phrases. I selected two first-year composition classes that appeared approximately equal in all other ways. I taught both classes the same methods of reviewing and changing their freewritten drafts and of how in revising, in particular, to relocate long introductory phrases (but not introductory dependent clauses) to the middle or end of sentences. Then, in one class, I required that the sentences of all finished papers have no introductory phrases longer than three words, penalizing papers that did; in the other class, I made no such requirement. Throughout the term in each set of finished papers, a common, relatively steady pattern of difference between the two classes existed in their punctuation and grammatical usage. Students in the class being penalized for long introductory phrases had 25% fewer editing errors in their sentences. This included punctuation marks, grammatical usage, and fewer of what might be called complex fragments–the type made accidentally because a student has become confused about her syntax. Students’ sentences were not necessarily shorter; rather, they simply relocated their longer introductory phrases, as I had taught. I concluded that students in the class being penalized–in spite of whatever flexibility or variety they had lost because of my requirement–had, on average, learned better control of their sentences. Cautious use of introductory phrases proved to be a meta-structure, one from which a cascade of improved punctuation and usage occurred. 
Elements of editing grammar that lead to changes such as this should not be mistaken as meta-structures of grammar or of its pure grammatical units in themselves, any more than should the way of eating a peach be mistaken for the botanical fruit itself. The meta-structures are not elements of grammar. Rather, they are elements of experiences of consciousness. 
These are just a few of the indications of how to teach style existentially. Many others exist, as described in other essays in this collection. From the point of view of phenomenology, the key to all such instruction is raw experience. Diana Hacker recently has said that “composition teachers have learned over the years the more we are doing, the less our students are doing” (297). However much these words suggest an Elbow-situated, Writing without Teachers expressivist point of view, the fact remains that what students do–by themselves and through empathy with and mimicry of their peers and other writers–remains important in an existential teaching of style
And so this recent history of the death and rebirth of style comes full circle. Style is reborn, phoenix-like; it is ready to stand once again with brilliant plumage, a respected if hoary equal among peers in the multihued field of composition. Phenomenologically, it is so substantive that it never can fully die in composition studies. It might be forced to continue in a lesser role, but one hopes not. The process and social-epistemic paradigms offered several important, existentially meaningful gains, in spite of what one hopes was only a temporary diminishment of style; many of these existential gains–along with others in the current field’s panoply–can be melded into a pedagogy in which style bears authentic significance for students. Phenomenologically, such instruction is flexible, practical, and interesting. One need look no further than the fundamental conscious, subjective processes of a variety of writers, beginning and experienced, to discover working materials.
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