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Introduction

Richard Graff

Does the past that has given shape to modern rhetoric studies make us more

or less able to address contemporary concerns and flourish in the modern uni-

versity? The question is the basis of a compelling current debate within

rhetoric studies. In addressing this question, contributors to this volume have

taken the concept of ‘tradition’ as the central problematic. In the early stages

of the development of programs of advanced study devoted to rhetorical the-

ory, history, and criticism—in the United States, predominantly in depart-

ments of English or speech communication—reference was often made to

something called “the rhetorical tradition.” The title was honorific, suggesting

at once a long and distinguished history, a sizeable collection of texts contain~
ing serious ideas, and a sense of unity, vitality, and purpose. Understandably,

then, the term rhetorical tradition was regularly invoked as part of efforts to

authorize or legitimize a program of study to external audiences within the

academy, including those with whom rhetorical studies would need to com-

pete for resources and recognition. And for a time, such invocations were per-
formed without reflection. The existence of the rhetorical tradition was
assumed by specialists who could be confident that at least fellow scholars in
the history of rhetoric had a clear sense of what it was.

There are signs that testify indirectly to the success of such appeals to the
tradition. One of these was an increase in publishing forums and academic
positions in rhetorical studies in the mid- to late twentieth century. The same
period witnessed a corresponding growth in numbers and strength of gradu-
ate programs, especially in rhetoric and composition. This development, in
turn, created new demand for resources to facilitate such study: synoptic his-
tories of rhetoric (like those of Kennedy or Conley), anthologies of ‘primary
texts (notably, Bizzell and Herzberg’s collection, but now also Brummett), and
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encyclopedias of rhetorical concepts and authors such as those edited by
Theresa Enos and Thomas Sloane. The term #radition figures prominently in
many of these books, often appearing in their titles (e.g., Kennedy; Conley;
Bizzell and Herzberg). Through these and other comparable sources, an
increasing number of graduate students have become acquainted with the his-
tory of the discipline. More than this, they have been encouraged to sce this
history as constituting a tradition.

But the rep:ated evocations of ‘the rhetorical tradition’ had the perhaps
unintended effect of reifying the concept. This outcome has been the cause of
growing concern for scholars in both speech communication and rhetoric-com-
position. Several in the current generation, including many of the contributors
to the present volume, have urged us to reconsider the story of rhetoric pro-
moted in the standard historical accounts and have raised awareness of the dan-
gers attaching to unreflexive gestures toward “the tradition.” In one view, ‘the
thetorical tradition’ is acknowledged as a perhaps outmoded but still convenient
label. It performs a grouping and unifying function; it orders the immense mass
of historical materials and perspectives that may be deemed relevant to the study
of rhetoric in its various contemporary guises. In this respect, rhetoric’s self-con-
ception, its self-presentation, and its intellectual autonomy have long relied on
an identification with “the tradition,” a situation that becomes self-perpetuating
as invocations of the tradition become the basis for rhetoric’s claim to “hang . . .
together’ as a domain of knowledge” (Charland 119).

That even this minimum of order, unity, or coherence may be artificial—
imposed rather than organic—is not cause for acute anxiety but at the same
time leaves the tradition without claim to any special reverence. For example,
one should thus be able to accept references to “the classical tradition” of
rhetoric, while at the same time recognizing that the label actually yokes

together several very distinct, often competing perspectives, each of which
may be the source of its own “tradition.” If some have been satisfied in sus-
taining this rather benign double-consciousness, others have called for more
serious interrogation of the relationship between rhetoric’s past and present.
Here too the idea of tradition has figured prominently. S. Michael Halloran’s
1976 essay “Iradition and Theory in Rhetoric,” for example, argued that there
was a profound disconnect bétween classical rhetoric with its goal of
“prepar[ing] others to speak in conformity with the established conventions”
and modern inquiry focused on the construction of theory (239). While Hal-
loran did not reject the possibility of a meaningful rapprochement between
the classical and modern, he did provide a particularly clear summary of the
inadequacy of then current conceptions of the tradition: “[I]f there is such a
thing as a rhetorical tradition, it cannot be successfully defined by either the
kind(s) of discourse it deals with or the precepts for discourse it offers. There
is just too much disagreement in these areas among the people whose writings
are supposed to articulate the tradition” (235).
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If Halloran's essay unsettled the long-supposed continuity between
ancient and modern rhetoric, the years following its appearance generated
more caustic critique. Beginning in earnest in the late 1980s, attention turned
from how to define the rhetorical tradition to consideration of the dangers of
inherited definitions. The available full-scale histories and anthologies of
rhetoric were together implicated in the process and politics of canon forma-
tion and, thus, opened to charges of inadequacy on several counts, exclusivity
chief among them. In this view, ‘the rhetorical tradition’ is often employed as
a synonym for a fixed set of texts, concerned with a rather limited range of dis-
cursive practices and overwhelmingly authored by white European males.? In
the context of this debate, Hans Kellner observed that “appeals to the rhetor-
ical tradition configure a version of that tradition in the act of calling it forth”
(245)—and this particular (“canonical”) conception of tradition appears to
underlie much recent work in the history of rhetorical theories and practices
that fall outside the received canon, notably those authored by women or by
non-whites, or those having origins outside the European continent, “The
rhetorical tradition’ appears regularly in titles of such works—indeed, at least
as regularly as it had in the older work—but is invoked not with reverence but
rather as a backdrop or, commonly, as a foil against which new scholarship can
be framed.’ :

Enough has been said to suggest that even when it is not openly contested
or interrogated, the concept of tradition haunts the contemporary study of
rhetoric. I employ the spectral metaphor deliberately and intend it to serve as
a sort of counterpoint to a slightly different image once invoked by Thomas
Miller. “The rhetorical tradition,” he wrote, “is a fiction that has just about out-
lasted its usefulness” (26). While attention is naturally drawn to the “fiction” in
Miller’s sentence, I would like to lay special stress on the “just about.” In this
spirit, readers of the current book are encouraged to read its title, The Viability
of the Rhetorical Tradition, not as a proposition to be defended but as an open-
ing to several problem areas addressed in the chapters that follow. The title’s
second “the” generates initial questions: Is there such a thing as “the” rhetori-
cal tradition, and if so, what is it? Similarly, “viability” is an open issue—the via-
bility of “the,” or any, rhetorical tradition cannot be assumed. And so follow a
number of further questions: If the rhetorical tradition is a fiction, has its use-
fulness finally come to an end? Might the rhetorical tradition be reconceptual-
ized, refigured as a “better” fiction that may have considerable use in future?

Might a traditionalist conception of “the” tradition still serve an important
function in the current academy or outside it? Should ‘the tradition’ be perma-
nently replaced with ‘traditions’ (plural) as Miller and others have argued? Is it
preferable to conceive rhetoric’s historical tradition(s) as irreducibly multiple?
Is it possible to do so and still retain some minimal level of coherence-deemed
necessary for disciplinary recognition in the contemporary (and future) acad-
emy or for the maintenance of successful interdisciplinary alliances?
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While all of the scholars in this volume take such questions seriously‘and
critically, their answers are diverse and sometimes at odds. Be.cause contribu-
tors were selected, in part, for the different perspectives they bring to the study
of rhetoric and its tradition(s), it is hardly surprising that the chapters do not
present a unified front. The chapters can, however, be grouped il:lFO two basic
sorts. In part 1, five chapters address historiographical and deﬁn'monal. issues.
Richard Graff and Michael Leff consider the various ways in which the
rhetorical tradition has been shaped under the pressure of successive waves of
revisionist and critical historiography in twentieth-century rhetorical stuqlfas.
Beneath some subtle differences of emphasis, they note broad comm(?nalmes
in the calls for new histories out of the fields of speech communicano'n and
rhetoric-composition, tracking the development of a generally “un.sentlmen—
tal attitude toward tradition.” They contend, however, that some notion of tra-
dition is desirable, not least for its capacity to sustain a sense of intellectual
community; they then describe the history of rhetorical pe@agogy and t.ea.ch-
ing practices as a tradition that resonates stror.1g1y across d15c1p1.1nary. dm-dij
and yet also encourages sensitivity to the- particularities .of specific .h.lstonc
moments. Where Graff and Leff emphasize a conception of tradition that
aligns it with the history of teaching, Alan G. Gross’s chapte.r argues for a view
of tradition that emphasizes the development of rhetorical theory.. More
specifically, Gross urges rhetoricians to attend to what he c'alls (following W.
B. Gallie) “essentially contested concepts.” Following Ga.lh(.a, quss Fontends
that such concepts provide the intellectual core of humanistic dlsc1phn‘es s.uch
as rhetoric. As he shows through an investigation of the: concepts of brm.g-
ing-before-the eyes,’ ‘vivacity, and ‘presence,’ individual efforts to grapple w'lth
them can lead to theory refinement but do not presuppose or demand a sin-
gle grand and continuous narrative of rhetoric’s hisFor}c ‘

Where Gross focuses on contested concepts within the realm of rheto.n—
cal theory, Leah Ceccarelli directs attention to the “end.s” toward. Whl.Ch
rhetoric aims. She identifies three such ends—the aesthetic, the epistemic,
and the political—and locates their sources in classical Greece. But the thrust
of Ceccarelli’s argument is to show that these are not merely ends for tbe prac-
tice of rhetoric; rather, they also provide the coordinates for the I'thOI'lell. c.r1t—
icism of such practice. This she demonstrates through a work of metacriticism
on studies devoted to Lincoln’s Gettsyburg Address. Although she admlts. that
a given critic (or rhetor) can rarely be characterized as hf)lding to one single
end to the exclusion of the others, her case models a fruitful way to accourll’t
for competing interpretations of the same work. More than thlS', Ceccarell}lls
chapter suggests that the three ends, present and often competing ffom L e
very origins of Western rhetoric, are the source of a productive tension that
continues to animate the study of rhetoric. .

Neither Gross’s discussion of bringing-before-the eyes, vivacity, and pres-
ence nor Ceccarelli’s metacriticism on the Gettysburg Address takes us out of
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the orbit described in the older histories of rhetoric and encapsulated in the
standard anthologies. Their choice of objects might thus be taken, in simplis-
tic terms, to suggest a kind of traditionalism that tends to draw one ever back
to the canon. As we have already noted, the constitution of the rhetorical
canon has been the locus of especially keen dispute. In his contribution,
Robert N. Gaines considers the sources of disagreement and the values and
priorities evinced in this dispute. Focusing on the classical period, Gaines
argues that no canon-based conception of the rhetoric of Greco-Roman
antiquity will ever be sufficient and is liable to impoverish historical research
on the period. He then describes a conceptual alternative to the canon—a
“corpus,” which he contends should include not a limited number of texts
about rhetoric but rather an expansive array of objects, artifacts, and represen-
tations of rhetorical theory, pedagogy, practice, and criticism.

Like others in this collection, Janet M. Atwill maintains that interroga-
tion of rhetoric’s relationship to tradition(s) leads us to reconsider the rela-
tionships among rhetorical theory, practice, and pedagogy. In her chapter,
Atwill explores the viability of classical traditions of civic rhetoric by outlin-
ing versions of civic virtue in antiquity and two contemporary conceptions of
civic rhetoric. She suggests that concepts of ‘virtue’ and ‘thetoric,’” in both
eras, have been shaped by especially powerful models of political order: in
classical Athens, Aarmonia and tsonomia; in contemporary rhetorical theory,
civic republicanism and liberalism, The shaping force of ideology, however, is
not restricted to traditions since, as she argues, academic investigations,
themselves, are also shaped by political ideology, including left political cri-
tique. Put another way, scholarship is contingent on its own traditions of
research conventions.

The chapters in part 1, by and large, consider tradition in rhetoric at a
rather broad conceptual level. They offer different perspectives on or visions
of the concept of tradition. In Atwill’s consideration of the competing mod-
els of political order, for example, or in Ceccarelli’s identification of the dif-
ferent “ends” of rhetoric, we are encouraged to view tradition as centered on
points of persistent or recurring tension or contestation. But while such acts
of re-view or re-vision may enable us to “see” tradition(s) more clearly or
completely, they do not necessarily seek to assess tradition’s role as a living
force, one that simultaneously enables and constrains. Such assessment
becomes central in the chapters that make up part 2. However one defines a
tradition, its vitality will be measured by its capacity to address the needs of
the present. The five chapters of part 2 present varying assessments of tradi-
tional rhetoric and its ability to account for contemporary discursive practice,
to address contemporary pedagogical concerns, and to enable or, alterna-
tively, disable critique,

In her contribution, Susan C. Jarratt considers the rhetorical responses to
the events of September 11, asking how materials inherited from rhetoric’s
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past might serve us in a time of national crisis. She offers the ancient Greek
practices of epideictic or funeral oratory as “resonant analogues” for the dis-
courses of memory and mourning that followed in the wake of September 11.
Although she notes the tendency of such practices to devolve into state ritual
and patriotic display, Jarratt notices in the latter case a tension between a dom-
inant nationalistic discourse and a variety of resisting rhetorics produced by a
newly (re)constituted public and disseminated through virtually every avail-
able medium.

The chapters by William Hart-Davidson, James Zappen, and S. Michael
Halloran and Thomas J. Kinney and Thomas P. Miller make claims bearing
directly on some of the themes of part 1. Both argue that rhetoric’s history of
involvement in elitist institutions has, regrettably, defined it. But both insist
that its long commitment to the education of citizens and to political involve-
ment puts rhetoric and rhetoric scholars in a position to promote participa-
tory democracy in the face of the determinative forces of technology and cap-
italism. Both chapters not only argue for a new conception of rhetoric but also
accept the challenge of showing how this “new” rhetoric has contributed or
could contribute -to democratizing deliberations about new technologies.
Hart-Davidson, Zappen, and Halloran and Kinney and Miller contend that if
contemporary education in literacy and rhetoric is to continue to find value in
traditional or canonical approaches, it must also be careful to recognize and at
times correct many core assumptions attaching to rhetoric’s historically dom-

" inant articulations.

In their contributions, Arthur E. Walzer and Jeanne Fahnestock argue
that even canonical texts of the past still have much to teach us in the pre-
sent—indeed, that they can be heard to speak very subtly to some of today’s
most pressing problems and interests. Walzer analyzes the circumstances and
arguments of two of Isocrates’ discourses, Archidamus and On the Peace, in
order to assess their pedagogical status and potential relevance. Walzer dis-
covers in Isocrates’ model of education in political wisdom a purpose (to cre-
ate critical citizens) and a method (that of disso7 /ogoi) that he argues can form
the basis for courses in citizenship education today. Fahnestock reevaluates a
specific component of traditional rhetoric, the theory of figures or schemes of
style. She shows how historical-rhetorical accounts of the figures of paral-
lelism and paronomasia shadow and in some cases prefigure insights into lan-
guage currently being advanced in the field of cognitive science. Ironically, the
very same figurist rhetorics that many commentators have said killed the
rhetorical tradition are transformed, in Fahnestock’s account, into a source of
considerable vitality.

- Fahnestock’s comparison of the views on language within the fields of
cognitive science and traditional rhetoric reintroduces the subject of discipli-
nary unity and division—an issue of considerable salience in rhetoric studies.
As an academic discipline, rhetoric is currently housed in a number of differ-
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ent university departments. If the hope that this volume holds out for rhetoric
is to be realized, scholars in this sometimes seemingly amorphous field will
need a mutual appreciation for the different ways in which rhetoric is under-
stood and practiced in English composition and speech communication. In
the afterword, Steven Mailloux draws on the work of Hans-Georg Gadar.ner

to reflect on how tradition defines and distinguishes rhetorical studies as an

interdiscipline and on the advantages of cross-disciplinary conversation and

‘coope.ration. Because the scholars who have contributed to this volume b
Intention come from both communication studies and English, the editor}s,
hope that 7% Viability of the Rhbetorical Tradition successfully moc’icls the type
of cooperation that can assure the vitality of rhetoric well into the future.

NOTES

1. This way of approachin

" : g the rhetoric of Greece and Rome is actually quite “tra-
itional.” See, for example,

: Friedrich Solmsen’s well-known essay wherein an Aris-
totelian or peripatetic “tradition” is set apart from the “Isocratean tradition.” A similar
Fendency is evidenced in George Kennedy's tripartition of classical rhetoric’s “Christ-
ian a‘nd secular tradition” into distinct “strands”—the sophistic, technical, and philo-
s?phlcal—or in Thomas Conley’s somewhat looser division of the “Eur(;pcan P:radi-
tion” of rhetoric into “four models” he discovers in classical Greece. Compare also the
treatment of Duhamel, discussed by Graff and Leff in this volu ’

2. From this perspective,
constraining force. As

me.
tradition is not uncommonly described as a binding or
: Jacqueline Jones Royster has put it, Western “traditions of the-
ory and practice” that have dominated the study of rhetoric “have tended to function
with a heavy and relentlessly constraining hand” (149).

. 3. See, for example, the recent collections titled 7he Ch,
in the History of Rhetoric (Sutherland and Sutcliffe
to the Rhetorical Tradition (Gray-
offer the following categories to gi

anging Tradition: Women
)Y and Alternative Rbetorics: Challen ges
Rosendale and Gruber). The editors of the former

o roup their essays on the history of women’s rhetorics: -
excluded from the rhetorical tradition,” “alongside the rhetorical tradition,” “partici-

Patmg in the rhetorical tradition,” “emerging into the rhetorical tradition,” and “engag--
ing the rhetorical tradition.” In such an arrangement, “the rhetorical tradition,” while

hfirdly viewed as a staid monolith, figures centrally as a means to classify the many
diverse strands of contemporary inquiry into rhetoric’s past.
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ONE

Revisionist Historiography
and Rhetorical Tradition(s)

Richard Graff and Michael Leff

AT ONE TIME, not so long ago, people in our line of academic work used to
talk about something called the “rhetorical tradition.” It is unlikely that many
of us could give a precise definition of the phrase, but we invoked it with unre-
flective confidence and assumed that our colleagues would understand what
we meant. In fact, the term rbetorical tradition represented something more
than an elegant synonym for “the history of rhetoric.” It had a resonance that
suggested not just what we studied but who we were in the academy. The his-
tory was our history.

Such confidence, however, is no longer possible in respect to either the
meaning of the rhetorical tradition or the sentiment attached to it. Over the
course of several decades, one prominent group of scholars has argued that the
‘tradition’ is excessively narrow and largely irrelevant to contemporary circum-
stances, and they have attempted to displace ‘tradition’ with the terms #heory
or system. Some of the same scholars also maintain that it is an error to think
of a tradition and, under the banner of pluralism, insist on recognition of mul-
tiple traditions. In a more recent development, the influence of poststruc-
turalism has led rhetoricians to note the biases and exclusions of “traditional”
histories and to object to any single grand narrative for the history of rhetoric.
And still others are skeptical about the desirability of the very concept of ‘tra-
dition.” Thus, Jane Sutton has written: “If we focus on the problem of repre-
senting rhetoric’s history as a Traditon, we discover that unity—its theory—
is created out of divessity of practice. . . . What can be seen in rhetoric’s

11
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history, consequently, is only that which is framed as The Tradition,” and Sut-
ton adds, the result is an impoverished perspective that privileges “uniformity”
and “consistency” and excludes “the rare, the exception, the unique” (Sutton,
“Structuring” 157-58).

These revisionist complaints are not always well considered, and the older
scholarship is hardly as monolithic or stultifying as it is sometimes repre-
sented. Nevertheless, the collective weight of the revisionist effort cannot be
ignored. It does capture something important about the temper of our times,
does reveal serious limitations in our conventional historical scholarship, and
does make a strong case for complicating and expanding our efforts. Indeed,
the calls issued only a relatively short time ago for new histories of rhetoric—
or new rhetorical histories—have been answered and continue to be answered
at a rather surprising clip. Such work demonstrates that, at minimum, we no
longer can assume that the history of rhetoric consists in a stable, neutral
record open to disinterested inquiry. It is itself a rhetorical achievement—a set
of practices that respond to local interests and that come to attention through
the intervention of a historian.

But while many.of the new perspectives brought to the study of rhetoric’s
history/ies have much to commend them, they also involve some hazards, and
probably the most noteworthy of these is the threat to obliterate any sense of
tradition. The almost infinite sprawl of rhetorical practices encourages a splin-
tering of interests, and without a tradition against which we can measure our
innovations, we may lose the minimum level of coherence necessary to sustain
an academic community. Consequently, we face a dilemma. While the
received view of tradition is no longer acceptable, if we lack a usable sense of
tradition, we risk dispérsal, dismemberment, and the loss of any semblance of
a collective identity.

In this chapter, we intend to tackle this problem directly and search for
a source of tradition stablé enough to provide an identity for a community
of rhetorical scholars but flexible enough to allow for the diversity
demanded by new approaches to our subject and its history. In fact, we
believe that, when rightly understood, the concept of tradition can serve as
a via media between the seamless uniformity demanded by theory (in the
modern sense of the term) and the scatter of historically situated cases. For
this purpose, we will begin with a review of revisionist efforts that originated
from within the “modernist” perspective and note how this development
tended to displace or distort tradition. Then, we will consider some of the
more prominent postmodern efforts at revisionism, and by appropriating
key points of this critique, we hope to demonstrate that in a conception of
the rhetorical tradition as pedagogical (i.e., as a history of teaching speaking
and writing), we can locate a mobile but coherent basis for intellectual and
institutional community.

REVISIONIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 13

THE FIRST WAVE OF REVISIONISM:
THEORY AND SYSTEM IN THE HISTORY OF RHETORIC

In his three-volume study of rhetoric and poetic from antiquity through the
renaissance, Charles Sears Baldwin established the standard pattern for twen-
tieth-century studies of the history of rhetoric. Three main features marked
this work: (1) Baldwin sharply divided rhetoric into two diametrically
opposed conceptions. One of these was the sound art of Aristotle devoted to
the content of what was said and designed to give effectiveness to truth. The
other was the unsound art of sophistic devoted to style and designed to give
effectiveness to the speaker. The history of rhetoric was a struggle between
these forces. (2) The struggle served as the basis for a master narrative in
which everything after Aristotle represented decline. On this view, the
medieval history of rhetoric was one of constant diminution and regression,
which culminated, by the thirteenth century, in a total loss of connection with
the genuine classical art. To some extent, this situation was retrieved by the
revival of classical learning in the Renaissance. (3) Historical research should
concentrate on questions of influence, and Baldwin addressed this matter
from a number of perspectives: how general conceptions of and attitudes
toward rhetoric shifted from one author to the next; the influence of earlier
works on the morphology and the preceptive content of later works; and the
influence of rhetorical precepts on literary practice.

This pattern proved remarkably durable, but by midcentury some notable
objections to it began to emerge. An early and influential critique appeared in
P. Albert Duhamel’s article, “The Function of Rhetoric as Effective Expres-
sion,” published in the Journal of the History of Ideas in 1949. Like Richard
McKeon before him, Duhamel decried narrowly technical studies of the his-
tory of rhetoric that focused on technical precept and influence: “There is a
sufficiency of monographs,” he wrote, “occupied with the determination of the
influence of particular rhetoric books on selected authors, or histories supply-
ing chronological lists of contents of successive manuals” (36). Instead,
Duhamel proposed to step back from the detail and consider an “author’s sys-
tem taken as a whole.” Viewed from this angle, every particular system of
rhetoric arose from “the more basic elements of a rhetorician’s philosophy,”
and thus rhetoric always proved “dependent upon the epistemology, psychol-
ogy, and metaphysic of the system in which it occurs. The rhetorical is deter-
mined by the epistemological” (37). Furthermore, just as philosophical posi-
tions were various and irreducible to any common denominator, so also were
rhetorics. Duhamel illustrated this point through a consideration of the vari-
ety of rhetorical systems indigenous just to the classical period, a period in
which rhetorical systems emerged in accordance with Platonic, Aristotelian,
Sophistic, and Stoic philosophies. “To say that there was a ‘Classical
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Rhetoric,” he concluded, was “to compound a gratuitous tag. There were as
many conceptions of rhetoric in the period usually called ‘C.lass1cal’ as there
were philosophies, and rhetoric can be understood only within the commen-
surable terms of the philosophy” (48).

In one sense, Duhamel’s argument elevated the status of rhetoric by set-
ting the technical detail to the side and focusing on larger cultural and intel-
lectual issues, and he also offered a much-needed counterstatement to the
monolithic histories produced by writers who followed Baldwin’s quel. Nev-
ertheless, on Duhamel’s account, rhetoric was reconceived thrqugh its reduc-
tion to philosophical foundations. The older interest in preceptive lore }}elped
maintain a connection between the history of rhetoric and the teaching of
rhetoric, and it promoted concern about processes of transmission that lir'ﬂ'(ed
this teaching within a tradition. If Baldwin and others re.ndered that tradl‘non
pedestrian through a commitment to simple dichotomies and comp'u'lswely
detailed attention to influence, Duhamel threatened to obscure tradition ‘by
burying it beneath philosophical foundations. Rhetoric as a teaching practice
commands little attention when we concentrate on the epistemological and
metaphysical grounding of “rhetorical systems.” .

Almost fifteen years after the publication of Duhamel’s essay, Otis VV.altfer
presented the first version of the philosophical approach to emerge from w1th'1n
the discipline then known as speech. Walter’s paper, “On Views of Rhetoric:
Whether Conservative or Progressive,” began as a response to Wayne Thomp-
sor’s effort to refurbish the traditional preceptive lore. Thompson (1963) had
lamented the “dead hand of classical rhetoric” and the “traditionalism and iner-
tia” that characterized contemporary rhetorical scholarship (1),' ar}d to solve
this problem, he argued, among other things, that the classinjll prmc1ples' oug}.lt
to be tested and revised through the new methods of experimental so.cu?l sci-
ence. Walter agreed with Thompson’s negative assessment of scholarship in the
field but held that, in conceiving “the tradition of rhetoric” as “a body of
hypotheses about persuasion,” Thompson adhered to a position that was not
just counterproductive but actually “part of the disease” (Walter 368). What
was interesting about classical rhetoric, Walter asserted, was not tbe deta}l of

the art—its “hypotheses about persuasion”—but its “different starting points,
its myriad assumptions, its contrasting aims.” These starting points represented
the “foundations” of rhetoric, and significant historical scholarship dependec,l,

* upon the appreciation of their significance. Walter then prqceed;d to “look at
some of the starting points for a rhetorical system. These m'cluded the meta-
physical (Protagoras and Plato), the social (Isocrate§ and Clgero), th(.e eP}ste-
mological (Descartes, Locke, Campbell), the educatlon.al—ethmal (Quintilian),
the theological (Augustine), the esthetic (Blair), the logical (Wbatgly), and the
psychological (Winans). “Great theories of rhetoric,” Wal'ter clguped, were rev-
olutionary because they proceeded from new starting points. “Little theories,
on the other hand, don't “revolutionize,” they just “tinker” (373).
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In addition to his negative judgment about the quality of existing schol-
arship, Walter also displayed a less obtrusive but perhaps more important
point of agreement with Thompson. Like ‘Thompson, Walter located the
problem in terms of theory. Thompson sought to break from traditionalism by
revising and securing the theoretical ground for classical precepts through
abstract method; Walter attempted a theoretical cure by reducing the precep-
tive superstructure to philosophical foundations. From this perspective, the
history of rhetoric is decisively a “theoretical” question, and the concept of tra-
dition gets shunted to the side. In his only explicit reference to the term, Wal-
ter treats tradition as something entirely static—as the ensemble of texts
devoted to rhetoric. Given the general direction of Walter’s argument, we
might infer that tradition could also be regarded (more theoretically) in rela-
tionship to the ensemble of different rhetorical systems and the competing
starting points that they reflected. Walter, however, never expressed this view,
and the starting points that he enumerated were so many and so unsystemat-
ically arranged that the only theoretically significant feature of the tradition
would appear to be its constant revolutionary movement from one incom-
mensurable foundation to another. Finally, we should note that Walter’s atten-
tion was so thoroughly directed toward these foundations that the relationship
between rhetorical theory and any form of grounded practice was almost
totally occluded. Rhetorics were interesting as philosophical exercises in the-
ory construction, and their preceptive content was no motre than a superstruc-
ture. From this perspective, the process of handing down and modifying
teaching practices could not and should not warrant serious consideration. It
was simply not theoretically or philosophically important.

Both Duhamel and Walter refer to “systems of rhetoric,” but neither
treats the concept in depth. Douglas Ehninger, however, uses “systems” as the -
focal point in his revisionist approach to rhetorical historiography. For
Ehninger, a system is an organized, consistent, coherent way of talking about
practical discourse (“Systems” 15). As opposed to some random collection of
observations and precepts, a system is an “account of the communication ‘
process that has a distinctive emphasis or focus” and is “ordered in a hierarchy
of terms” and “marked by a distinguishing method” (25). Moreover, for
Ehninger, a system could characterize a collective set of works of a “given
place or period” and not just an individual treatise (15).

In fact, Ehninger develops his notion of systems in relation to historical
periods, and in his best known formulation, he identifies three types: (1) clas-
sical rhetoric, which is essentially “grammatical” in orientation, (2) eigh-
teenth-century rhetoric, which is essentially psychological, and (3) contempo-
rary rhetoric (post 1930), which is essentially social.'! Unlike Duhamel or
Walter, whose categories arise directly from philosophical criteria, Ehninger
turns first to rhetorical treatises and seeks to abstract from them a common
essence. This procedure leaves him in closer contact with the pedagogical and
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practical aspects of rhetoric, but Ehninger still effects a very severe reduction,
and his criteria of coherence, consistency, and methodological distinctiveness
also indicate a strong affinity with “theory” in the modern sense of the term.

Ehninger’s conception of rhetorical systems allows room for the opera-

tion of tradition, since each successive system invokes a starting point that
does not simply overturn and obliterate its predecessor but also encompasses
“that system to pass beyond it” (27). Nevertheless, to para;_)h.rase F“loyd
Anderson, this is a conception of tradition with a decidedly Whigish attitude
(Anderson). That is, Ehninger’s version of rhetorical history sweeps relent-
lessly up and forward, and earlier phases in the development are no more than
incomplete or primitive versions of the later phases, and as such, they do not
retain genuine theoretical value. '

Expanding on Anderson’s point, Carole Blair has noted that Ehninger
reverses the historical valences found in “influence” studies of the type prac-
ticed by Baldwin. While Baldwin establishes the earlier classical type as the
proper norm for rhetoric, Ehninger fixes the norm at the othe.r enq of h1stor.y
in contemporary theory. In both instances, Blair argues, the hlstor1ography is
badly flawed since it biases perception of the historic.al record and interferes
with our ability to use history as a resource for rhetorical theory.

Blair’s intervention in this debate comes at an interesting moment. Her
essay “Contested Histories of Rhetoric: The Politics of Preservation, l')rf)gr'f:ss,
and Change” (1992) represents the last major entry irT tbe wave ?f revisionism
that proceeds from Duhamel through Ehninger, and itis also, within the field
of speech communication, one of the earliest entries in the newer, poststruc-
turalist approach to historiography. Rejecting both influence and systems
studies, Blair advocates “critical history,” and as she tries to work across the
line between the older scholarship and her own neo-Foucaultian project, some
new and rather complicated problems emerge.

Blair is clear and unequivocal about the purpose of the histo'rical enter-
prise: “[ Tlhe primary goal of historical study of rhetorical theory” is “the con-
tinued enrichment of our understanding of rhetoric.” The most important
reason to study “historical rhetorics” is to “provide material capatzle of appro-
priation and accommodation” or to prompt change and. even “spur radical
ways of retheorizing rhetoric” (404). In other words, we investigate the past
for its relevance to our present situation. This orientation at least leans ina
poststructuralist direction, especially since it is associated V\.llth a _c:all for criti-
cal reflection about how the historian’s interests are implicated in the con-
struction of history. Nevertheless, because she unr'eﬂexively accepts the term
theory as the object of historical inquiry, Blair retains some of the fundamen-

tal assumptions of the approaches she seeks to d1slo'dge. ‘

Blair’s conception of theory is equivocal. At times, shci suggests a view
that has a self-reflective, grounded, and hermeneutic quality. F(?r exam.ple,
quoting from an earlier paper co-authored with Mary Kahl, Blair describes
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theory as an activity involving a conversation between past and present (403;
Blair and Kahl), and toward the end of the essay, she explains that her version
of critical history allows for a dialogic relationship between current theoreti-
cal interests and past texts (420, and see note 48). In these instances, we might
regard theory as something that works through tradition—an activity that
allows mediation between positioned subjects in the present and texts that are
positioned in some past context.

At other times, however, Blair treats theory as an abstract and largely self-
standing formation in much the same terms that Ehninger conceives it. For
example, she complains about existing historiography because “[h]istorians
ignore some rhetorical theories altogether, present some as more ‘dominant’
than others” (418). And she argues that instead of focusing on later appropri-
ation of a work, we ought to concentrate on “its theoretical value or substance”
(407) and that influence studies circumscribe “the unique substance of later
theories” in comparison with antecedent models (409). Conceived in these
terms theory is not an activity or a practice; rather it has an ontological status
as something already fully existent prior to the historian’s interpretation and
whose substance can be discovered or ignored or categorized as one thing or
another. This shift from a view of theory as grounded activity to theory as sub-
stantive object leaves Blair’s project equivocal and somewhat confused. The
reader is left to wonder whether she accepts the substantive view of theory in
the older studies and critiques them for failing to realize their own ambitions
or whether she is critiquing the very concept of theory in those studies. Iron-
ically, as Blair wavers toward the older, more abstract view of theory, she pro-
duces a theoretically overdetermined critique of existing historiography and
overlooks the potential of tradition as corrective to some of the problems that
she identifies.

Blair’s critique of influence studies rests upon an abstract and unqualified .
theoretical generalization about their nature. Such studies, she insists, embody
a “politics of preservation,” and more specifically, they “sacralize . . . ancient
rhetorical theory by treating later rhetorics as monuments to classical rhetoric”
(404). The privileging of classical antecedents, she claims, is not an incidental
property of some influence studies but is an essential and innate feature of the
whole enterprise. This point is a fundamental (one is tempted to say founda-
tional) premise in Blair’s argument, and its strength and persistence is indicated
as much by its repetition as by the strength of its assertion: (1) “[ The] tendency
to eclipse the historical materials themselves is not an accident of application
in influence studies; it is inherent in the model of influence itself” (406). (2)
“Influence’ . .. is 2 marker for a preservative politics that dictates the mainte-
nance or continuity of tradition. . . . This stance posits a privileged origin, a
‘golden age’ of rhetorical theorizing,” and later works are dismissed “as monu-
ments to classical rhetoric, not as contributors to rhetorical thought” (408;
emphasis in the original). (3) “Influence studies . . . are inherently preservative.”
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Later rhetorics are “reduced to versions of, and thus monuments to, classic?l
rhetoric. Any theoretical difference that they may have with ancient sources is
sacrificed to the desire to maintain a linear, influential tradition” (409; empha-
sis in the original). (4) “[T]he influence study’s message is that ever.ything wor-
thy in our understanding of rhetoric is always already present in prior doct‘rme.’
Valuable ‘new’ insight is unavailable for an historian can always find the ‘real
source of insight in an earlier work. Or retheorizing will be condemned as a
departure from ‘the tradition™ (417). '

Blair, then, associates rhetorical tradition with what she cha.racterlze§ as
the inherently preservationist bias of influence studies. From this Rerspectlve,
tradition emerges as a staid monolith that at best obstructs theorejncal under-
standing and at worst actively subverts it. But the cases that she cites support
neither her sweeping claims about influence studies nor her representation of
tradition as theoretically retrograde. .

Consider, for example, Wilbur Samuel Howell. Howell is, just as Blair says,

a major figure within the tradition of influence scholarship. But he hardly val- -

orizes classical rhetoric or attempts to reduce other theoretical approaches to a
classical model. In‘his magisterial Eighteenth-Century British Logic and Rb.etorzf,
Howell argues that the rhetoric of the period was “derived either fr9m Aristotle
and Cicero or from attitudes associated with the rise of the new science” (696).
He traces the second, or nonclassical, form of rhetoric from its origins in Bacon
and Locke through the major rhetorical authors of the century—George
Campbell, Adam Smith, John Witherspoon, and others. He does fieﬁne t!'ns
“new rhetoric” by way of contrast to classical rhetoric (a practice consistent \fVlth
the emphasis on contrastive analysis that Blair builds into her critical hlStO‘l;lOg'-
raphy), but nowhere does Howell disguise the differen§es bet\.aveen th.e new
rhetoric” and the classical model. To the contrary, his attitude, like Ehninger’s,
is clearly progressive; Howell views the eighteenth-century deviations frorp
classical dicta as an advance, and hence, his influence study reverses what Blair
claims to be the inevitable result of influence studies—it distinguishes between
old and new traditions in rhetorical theory in a way that privileges the nc:‘w.Z
A more subtle but perhaps more telling case has to do with Blair’s inter-
pretation of Murphy’s Rhetoric in the Middle Ages. As evidenFe that the boo'k
sustains a preservationist conception of the history of rhetorical Fheory, Blair
; quotes this passage from its introduction: “This book, .then, pr.ov1des th.e first
comparative study of the various forms in which mt?dleval wr1ter.s.cont1nued
the preceptive tradition. Whether applied to preachmg, verse-writing, lettFr—
writing or other fields, it is clear that the basic preceptive assumption contin-
ues from Saint Augustine to the revival of classical learning in the Renais-
sance.” Blair's commentary notwithstanding, Murph}./ dpes not assert a
continuity of rhetorical theory; he argues for the continuity of a tradition,
specifically the tradition of preceptive teaching, and on Murphy’s account,
that tradition is as much an engine of change as it is an element of stability.
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We can most easily understand Murphy’s position by comparing his his-
tory with the one offered in Baldwin's Medieva/ Rbhetoric and Poetic. Baldwin
truly is a preservationist and an apologist for what he interprets as zbe classi-
cal version of rhetoric theory. Thus, he establishes an Aristotelian norm at the
outset of his book and proceeds to study the medieval period as one of pro-
gressive decline from that fixed and abiding standard. Murphy, by contrast,
regards the changing configuration of rhetoric as a constructive adjustment to
new circumstances. He characterizes medieval attitudes toward rhetoric as
pragmatic, and he notes the creativity involved in shifting and reconfiguring
elements of the preceptive lore from their original base in forensic oratory to
new genres such as the sermon, poetic composition, and epistolography.
Moreover, these alterations in classical rhetoric are enabled by tradition, since
tradition preserves resources that prove useful to the practice of teaching even
as the practice must adapt to changing cultural circumstances.

If, as Blair says, the most important goal of historical scholarship in
thetoric is to deepen our understanding of rhetoric itself, then Murphy’s
Rhetoric in the Middle Ages contributes to this goal through at least two
lessons: first, tradition is not necessarily inert and reactionary; it can facilitate
change by connecting the storehouse of “theoretical” resources to new tasks;
second, the teaching of rhetoric offers an important site of practice where this
mediation can occur over time. In these respects, Murphy’s conception of tra-
dition seems to complement Blair’s project, and her failure to identify these
points of affinity suggests a bias that she inherits from the earlier school of
revisionism and its modernist attitudes toward rhetorical theory as a static
body of substantive principles rather than as a dynamic and evolving activity.

THE SECOND WAVE OF REVISIONISM:
CRITICAL HISTORIOGRAPHY AND RHETORICAL HISTORIES

Blair's essay, addressed primarily to rhetoricians working within the field of
speech communication, registered discomfort that was being felt across disci-
plinary lines. Indeed, in the years immediately preceding its appearance, a
number of scholars affiliated with the field of rhetoric and composition had
advanced arguments consistent with Blair’s concerning the shortcomings of
received histories and the need for new histories written from a more self-con-
scious and critical perspective. Initiated at conference panels and in discussion
groups devoted to the issue of historiography in rhetorical studies and devel-
oped subsequently in several publications,’ the discussion sketched the con-
tours of a self-consciously revisionist practice of historical inquiry. The debate
provided impetus and opened intellectual space for what is now a substantial
and ever-growing number of new studies treating aspects of rhetoric’s past.
We do not have space in this chapter to review all of the different perspectives
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featured even in the early stages of the discussion but can identify some of the
basic tenets as well as characteristic assumptions and motives animating the
broader revisionist project within the field of composition-rhetoric.

Essays published in a 1987 special issue of Pre/Text presented a prole-

gomenon to future studies of rhetoric’s history. Contributors to the issue
(James Berlin, Susan Jarratt, John Schilb, Victor Vitanza) offered critique of
the then-available histories as a necessary first step. The critiques focus on the
received, standard, or traditional accounts that by and large fall under the cat-
egory of influence studies identified by Blair (indeed, the critiques prefigure
Blair’s and share some of its defects). The “official” histories are found wanting
for four, sometimes overlapping, reasons: (1) The authors are unreflexive in
their methods and fail to recognize crucial intellectual assumptions and biases.
Consequently, the histories are presented as objective accounts of fact, poten-
tially falsifiable, but only according to the same standards of historical inquiry
left unremarked by the authors themselves. The histories unfold in confident
ignorance (or, worse, denial) of their own rhetoricity. (2) The received histories
are exclusionary. The scope of these histories is largely restricted to works
closely tied to the Western tradition of teaching and theorizing the art of effec-
tive speech and writing—to works that draw on classical Greek and Latin
sources or, most narrowly, to works calling themselves “rhetorics” (see Jarratt,
“Sophistic” 11). By treating only a limited set of canonical texts, the histories
valorize certdin authors from the (usually classical) past while failing to con-
sider individuals or groups outside the white, male, European demographic.
This bias renders incomplete even those histories with the greatest chronolog-
ical sweep; they are partial in both senses of the word. (3) The standard histor-
ical accounts display a general and frequently self-proclaimed commitment to
continuity. The history of rhetoric is rendered as a story of connected episodes,
tracing back to a common starting point or origin in classical (often Aris-
totelian) ideas and texts. Whether told as a tale of continuous decline from a
classical golden age, of cyclic fragmentation and reintegration (as Vickers), or
cast as a narrative featuring intermittent bursts of progress (as Howell), there
is an obvious intolerance of discontinuities in the plot. No space is left for
unique or eccentric works. True exceptions or alternatives to classical-tradi-
tional theory or practice are, again, left out of account. (4) Another shortcom-
ing identified in contributions to the Pre/Text special issue and extended in
subsequent publications concerned the tendency of traditional histories to
remain at the level of intellectual history. A narrow focus on the study of ideas
contained in texts and on the connections between texts produced in different
eras comes with a concomitant failure to engage the social, political, and eco-
nomic contexts of the texts’ production and reception. As James Berlin put it,
“The material conditions of the creator [of the text] count for nothing at all.
Rhetorical history is the story of disembodied ideas freely floating in an intel-
lectual ether” (Berlin, “Revisionary” 139; cf. Schilb, “Differences” 31).

REVISIONIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 21

Accompanying the critiques were calls for the production of new histo-
ries that would correct or overcome the deficiencies of the standard histories.
While varying in particulars and relative emphasis, the proposals address
themselves consistently to themes of multiplicity and inclusivity, and all urge
historians of rhetoric to interrogate presuppositions concerning methods of
research and objects of inquiry. Drawing insights from a wide range of post-
structuralist and postmodern theorists—from Hayden White and Dominic
LaCapra to Michel Foucault’s concept of ‘genealogy’ and neo-Marxian con-
ceptions of historical reflection as dialectical engagement with the past—the
revisionist position opposes itself to any grand narrative about the history of
‘rhetoric constructed from a supposedly fixed and neutral perspective. It priv-
ileges the local instead of the universal and directs attention to sociopolitical
contexts and how they influence both the theory and practice of rhetoric. The
new historiography is to be, above all, critical; it searches for biases and exclu-
sions, for disguised tactics of repression and marginalization, and it applies
that critical sensibility to the act of writing history itself. Thus, historians
ought to become self-conscious of their own placement within a historical sit-
uation and mindful of their assumptions and motives. The choice of research
methods, periods, and objects of study are indeed choices and the products of
argument. In sum, the practice of history writing is itself recognized as a
rhetorical act (e.g., Schilb, “History”; Berlin, “Revisionary”). Moreover, the
resulting historical accounts should confront contingency and change, eschew
the need for continuity and the imperative to tell a seamless and unified story.
The neat emplotment of one’s historical narrative should be accompanied by
the historian’s acknowledgment of its basically provisional character.

Two sorts of studies were among the first to exemplify the critical per-
spective and new historiographical principles, each of which involves a recon-
sideration of tradition as a concept and its role in rhetorical inquiry. In one.
sort, a specific binary opposition provides the structural base for revising or
challenging the prevailing understanding of some aspect of the history of
rhetoric. Here, the effort entails rearranging the valences attached to authors,
interpretations, and concepts that fall more or less within the ambit of the
‘received” tradition. Thus, a marginalized sophistic conception of rhetoric is
revived to decenter the dominant Platonic/Aristotelian version of the art;* a
foundationalist/philosophical model of epistemology is shown to control
fexisting interpretations of Aristotelian rhetoric and then is corrected by read-
ing The Rbhetoric through a productionist epistemology (Atwill, “Instituting”;
AFwill, Rhetoric); the patriarchal or gendered characterization of core concepts
within canonical texts is exposed for what it is and then reinterpreted through
a feminist lens (Enders); a classical text is read against the sociopolitical back-
ground of its period and shown to inscribe the biases of an elitist ideology at
odds with contemporary cultural values and educational aims (Berlin, “Aristo-
tle’s Rbetoric”; Neel). In all these cases, the tradition changes dramatically as
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its elements are aligned in new ways, and perhaps more import'ant, what once
appeared as a single, coherent developrr}ent now becomes confthed ar}d comd
plex. In these new versions, rhetoric is itself divided betw;en.Ansto.te ian an
sophistic values, between foundational and productionist orientations,
between rational, orderly surfaces and troubled depths that reproduce systems
of cultural repression. o .
Another broad category of revisionist work involves bringing attention to
what is left out of the available histories or “traditional”.a.ccounts. It too can
be characterized in binary terms, as it sets up an opposition beth:en inside
and outside (as contrasted with opposition involvir.lg the hleral:chlcal place‘-
ment of what is already inside). Instead of the rereading ‘of ca,?onlc?ll texts, this
is often work of search and recovery, accompanied by a ‘ ﬁrsF readmg, ofi what
has been lost in the historical record. And instead of exposing conﬂ.xcts inter-
nal to “the” tradition, the tendency here is to spfaak in terms of multiple, com-
peting traditions. The effort to write women into tbe hslstoryhof rhetorltch (1;
probably the best known of the efforts in this direction,’ but t ere are of her
projects of roughly the same type: there is a call to at.te'nd to the vome; o ¢
marginalized and the oppressed that the canon implicitly sﬂenc.es., a deman
to consider rhetorics developed in non-Western cultures, an mJunc(;lon to
emphasize the importance of practic; over thfeory and to expand fth}: lE?rr:im
of practice relevant to rhetorical inquiry. In this work, the scope oft e 1sf ?_,
of rhetoric is thus enlarged and conceived as s.trands that cannot fit ;om o(; :
ably into a single structure—a woman’s trad1t{0n as c?Rposed to am eItr; aln
tion, a subaltern tradition as opposed to an elite tra<.il't10r1, Chinese or 1.n it t
traditions as opposed to a Western tradition, 2 Fradltlon of emergﬁnt litera ef
practices as opposed to the tradition conveyed in the standard collections o
technical treatises or systematic “theories,” and so on. .

We have characterized these two prominent strand? of r.esearch in the
history of rhetoric in faiily strict binary terms in order to 1dent1f):1 somhe ofrte}:
ways the idea of rhetorical tradition has been (re)configured under t“e P -
sure of a growing critical sensibility. To be sure, the two categorlle\jl—- rerea -
ing” and “recovery’—are not as pure as our account suggests. 'oreo'ver,h
should be clear that the simplification overlooks considerable variety in the
methods of inquiry involved in each type of study, f:rom very tr?dltlf)nal formf

_ of archival research and textual analysis, to more inventive hlstorlcal'reco.n
struction and theory-driven interpretation or critique. However, .such dlversnz
should not obscure certain commonalities in contemporary attitudes tow?lrh
tradition associated with the more recent efforts to revise, challenge, or enrlf1
our understanding of rhetoric’s history. (':learly. and most ﬁ](;ldamentzili,é r:t:
proponents of critical historiography in‘lts various guises a ipt‘an e
mental attitude toward tradition; this attitude is reflected in a keen percep )
of gaps and omissions perpetuated i.n the process of caﬁon f-otmr:]itl;:; tar;lavi
healthy skepticism toward received interpretations of those ite
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long held a place in that canon. In this respect, the newer efforts subsume and
go far beyond the older, modernist revisionist proposals, which by and large
merely reorganized the canonical sources through identification of philosoph-
ical foundations or theoretical “starting points” and did not in any explicit way
make tradition itself the subject of critique or object of suspicion.

The unsentimental attitude toward the rhetorical tradition was expressed
most forcefully by Thomas Miller, who observed in 1993 that “[t]he rhetori-
cal tradition is a fiction that has just about outlasted its usefulness” (26). On
its surface, Miller’s statement aptly encapsulates several of the basic convic-
tions of the new historiography: that “the” rhetorical tradition, the one casu-
ally assumed in most of the standard histories, is not an objective entity, but a
rhetorical production; that it is a story that should command no special def-
erence, but rather must compete with any other narrative that could challenge
it; and finally, that while it may have once served a purpose, the contemporary
field of historical research in rhetoric no longer requires—or soon will no
longer require—this (or any other) univocal rendering of rhetoric’s past.

Miller goes on to argue that historians of rhetoric should shift the focus
from the tradition of rhetoric to what he terms the “rhetoric of traditions.”
Lamenting the lack of true social histories of rhetorical praxis, he urges
rhetoricians to “mov{e] beyond rereading the canonical texts of elite traditions
to develop richly detailed descriptions of the shared experiences of local com-
munities” (29). Communities develop forms of rhetorical practice that can be
appreciated only when accompanied by thick description of the social contexts
in which they arose and to which they responded. Suitably contextualized, the

diverse forms of socially situated rhetorical practice can be characterized as
traditions in their own right. v

Miller’s proposal echoes the critical-revisionist calls for a more serious
engagement with rhetorical practice(s) than that found in standard influence .
studies. His call for social histories of rhetoric and thick description of local
contexts represents an extension of a crucial insight left undeveloped in the
“systems” approach of Ehninger, who observed that “[s]ystems of rhetoric
arise out of a felt need and are shaped in part by the intellectual and social
environment in which the need exists” but who failed to deliver a satisfactory
account of any such environment (see Berlin, “Revisionary” 135-36). But
more than this, Miller's proposal sets itself firmly against the reductionist ten-
dencies of the older influence and systems approaches. There is no set limit to
the number of local cases (or “traditions”) that could command the historian’s
interest, and there is no compulsion to circumscribe what “counts” as rhetoric.
This is so because the social history of rhetoric would not aim to abstract from
the situated case some central or essential qualities that could be laid out for
comparison across cases. The focus shifts from defining a rhetoric or a system
of rhetoric to the interpretation of the cultural exigencies that enable or
encourage multiple modes of rhetorical response.
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It is in these respects that we can best understand Miller’s assertion that
the rhetorical tradition is a “fiction that has just about outlasted its usefulness.”
Clearly, by “the rhetorical tradition” Miller means to denote the group of texts
that have achieved canonical status by their regular appearance in the standard
histories, textbooks, and anthologies. So conceived, the tradition offers little
to the social historian of rhetoric. It provides a rather slim body of evidence
for any specific period being investigated—and for some periods, practically
none at all. Moreover, the texts it does provide will by and large express only
culturally dominant voices, being the technical discourses of an educated elite
or in some cases the practical discourses of political leaders. For any period, a
much larger mass of evidence will need to be located and sifted; it will need
to represent a much greater range of rhetorical practice and a much more
diverse set of perspectives and interests. To recover rhetorical traditions, then,
historians must get beyond or overcome “the tradition.”

Miller’s proposal is here taken as representative of the “second wave” of
serious reflection on historiography to emerge out of the field of rhetoric-
composition and it presents an especially forceful statement on the question
of tradition. In it, we can identify two by now familiar but seemingly incom-
patible ways of speaking of tradition. In one, tradition is “The Tradition” con-
ceived as the ideas about rhetoric contained in a fixed canon of texts; from
this perspective, the tradition is a blind that should be put to one side so that
we can see the past more clearly. The other way of evoking tradition pre-
sumes the existence of multiple traditions, each of which has an integrity of
its own and does not depend upon some larger historical metanarrative as
guarantor of its significance or interest. These traditions arise out of specific
historical-cultural circumstances and cannot be understood apart from their
local contexts.

These are not the only ways to view tradition, however, and we would like
to conclude by giving the issue further consideration. The contemporary study
of rhetoric, in its various disciplinary guises, stands at an important crossroads
and may soon face increasing institutional pressure to consolidate its intellec-
tual resources. Reconsideration of the idea of tradition is not merely a defen-
sive gesture, however, as it may provide grounds for genuine scholarly com-
munity (one of the aims of this volume as a whole). But is it possible to
imagine a tradition that is both broad enough to resonate across disciplinary
lines and flexible enough to allow for the diversity demanded by new
approaches to our subject and its history?

RHETORICAL PEDAGOGY AS THE TRADITION OF RHETORIC

As we have indicated, each succeeding wave of self-reflection on the writing
of rhetoric’s past has in some way or another placed our sense of tradition at
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hazard—and this is not an insignificant problem, for without a tradition, as
we have said earlier, we have only a history. If this history does not constit’ute
an inheritance for us, we are in danger of distancing ourselves so far from our
subject that we may lose our motive for stud
ests to the point that we lose the cap
arly community.

As the etymology of tradition (i.e., to hand over) suggests, tradition need
not be reduced to a set of abstract principles or a fixed canon of texts. Rather
as Miller and others have suggested, tradition can be conceived as practice;
t.ransmitted through time. Thus, we might discover a sense of tradition con-
sistent with contemporary interests by viewing our subject, or some important
part of it, as practices that have occurred within a community. To do this, of
course, we need to identify some community that has a history relevant to us,
and for that purpose, we suggest looking at the teaching of rhetoric. That is,
we propose to conceive the rhetorical tradition in the modest key of the his-
tory of teaching writing and speaking. Whatever else we are or do, we all teach
rhetoric, so the practices of past teachers clearly constitute something we can
claim as our history.

We recognize that this orientation toward pedagogy will require adjust-
ments in our thinking and that the kind and degree of accommodation will
vary largely according to the disciplinary perspective of individual scholars. As
we pointed out with reference to the “first wave” of revisionist historiography,
the discipline of speech communication has tended to favor approaches tha;
organize the history of rhetoric in terms of philosophical foundations or the-
oretical “starting points.” Consequently, the pedagogical elements of historical
texts have often been deemed inconsequential or simply ignored. A similarly
dismissive attitude is manifest to greater or lesser extent in most of the stan- -
dard synoptic treatments of rhetoric’s history from antiquity to the present:
Fjor example, James Berlin rightly observed the tendency of such histories (he
cites George Kennedy and Thomas Conley) to leave the rhetorical tradition
in the hands of philosophers for the late modern and contemporary periods
(“Postmodernism” 179-80). :

In this respect, the field of thetoric-composition contrasts sharply with
'that. of speech communication. There, by virtue of its professed mission and
institutional placement in the contemporary academy, pedagogy has been a
central point of contact for the greater part of its scholarly activities. It is not
surprising, then, to find multiple recent studies on the history of writing
instruction but not a single comparable study written by a speech communi-
cation scholar.* But while pedagogy has long been taken more seriously by
scholars in composition, the history of this pedagogy has most often been
viewed through the lens of contemporary educational practice. Indeed, the
studies that have appeared have focused heavily on the modern, institutional-
ized forms of college writing instruction in English-speaking countries.

ying it or of splintering our inter-
acity to sustain an interdisciplinary schol-
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The more expansive history of writing instruction is bound tightly to the
tradition of rhetoric as we conceive it. In the West, the teaching of both w_rit—
ing and speaking has occurred continuously, but it also displays great variety
both within a given period and at different historical moments. There are
irregularities in this history, including the kinds of disparities brought out in
recent work on the history of writing instruction: uneven access to such efiu—
cation, including, often, plain exclusion; and significant variability in t‘he aims
of such instruction (for example, in what is meant by “effective writing an.d
speaking,” and what purposes or interests does education in iF serve?:). All t'hls
is to say that teaching practices are intimately connected with sociopolitical
conditions and educational institutions, and thus a study of them—as the sec-
ond wave of historiographical reflection reminds us—demands sensitivity to
local conditions.

In part, the study of this tradition must depend upon the same .texts that
constituted the source for the older conception of tradition—the various trea-
tises and handbooks on rhetorical art. But if we are to approach these texts in
order to understand how they were used for teaching, we have much new work
to do. As Marjorie Woods has observed, the neglect of such work§ can be
attributed to the two sources mentioned already: a long-standing indifference
to pedagogy in the older historical scholarship and the tendency of more
recent scholars to observe a rather strict divide between premodern and mod-
ern rhetorical instruction. (Woods' further point, that both “traditionalists”
and “revisionists” have neglected and/or misrepresented rhetorical instruction
in the Middle Ages, is still pertinent today.) The appreciation of such works
will undoubtedly increase once they are understood as crucial elerr.lents f)f the
tradition. But when approached from the perspective of pedagogical hlst?ry,

these books must be interpreted not just as the outward sign of some philo-
sophical position or as a self-standing theory but as evidence of what teachers
actually did in their classrooms. '

The handbooks and technical treatises are only one sort of evidence fel—
evant to the study of the tradition. To get a sense of pedagogy-as-practice,
other sources need to be consulted. The history of rhetoric thus becomes an
extremely spacious field of inquiry. Depending on the pefiod, there is place
for archival research into institutional records, paleographical or archaeolog-
ical investigation. As Robert Gaines observes,.the “representations of p(?da-
gogy” are many, conceivably embracing “all evidence of the ggals, practices,
activities, outcomes, texts, and material circumstances of rhetorical fduca'non
at all levels, by all sorts of educators, in all relevant discourse venues” (Gaines,
this volume). . o

.. So conceived, the tradition of teaching would seem to resist monolithic
closure. What we will find in this tradition is a history that reflects our cur-
rent disciplinary scene, where diversity and dispute are the norm. We have no
reason to believe that past teachers of rhetoric were less given to squabbles
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than we are, and we have every reason to believe that teaching practices
change and adapt to meet the pressure of existing circumstances. The teach-
ing of rhetoric is a point of continuity in Western history, but teaching prac-
tices themselves vary and change. Thus, the teaching of rhetoric as a practice
offers a stable referent for a historical tradition, but it does not lock us into
grand narratives or perspectives that move us outside a local context.

Finally, we need to qualify our commitment to the pedagogical tradition. We
are not claiming that it is the only tradition that can or should engage our atten-
tion. For example we might want to think of rhetorical practice or of some genre
of such practice as forming a tradition; or we might want to redefine tradition in
theoretical terms; or again we might consider countertraditions that fall outside
officially sanctioned practices and institutions. At this point in our own history,
we should be willing to acknowledge not only that tradition embraces opposed
and changing elements but that no one tradition will serve our purposes. Conse-
quently, our proposal is not intended to displace or discourage alternative possi-
bilities. But we do believe that our historiography ought to recognize some tra- -
dition or traditions and that the most direct and advantageous option is the one
that arises from our common work as teachers of rhetoric.

NOTES

1. These three types are discussed in his essay “On Systems of Rhetoric.” In
another well-known essay, Ehninger includes Renaissance rhetoric, oriented towards
an aesthetics of expression, as a fourth system (“On Rhetoric”).

2. Howell’s valorization of Enlightenment (as opposed to classical) rhetoric
should be clear to readers of any of his major writings. He is perhaps most explicit
about this point at the end of his 1967 essay “John Locke and the New Rhetoric,”
where he concludes: “And if my discourse has led you to suppose that twentieth-cen-
tury rhetoric should see itself as the offspring of the scientific energies released into the
lifeblood of European culture by the speculations of Bacon, Descartes, and Locke, then
I have done what I hoped to do on this occasion, and what I have striven to do
throughout my recent writings on rhetoric” (333). In the Locke essay, Howell argues
that two of the salutary developments in the Enlightenment were the rejection of clas-
sical influences concerning the use of commonplaces and the restriction of the domain
of rhetoric to persuasion.

3. Early reports from several key participants appeared in special issues of
Pre/Text (vol. 8.1-2, 1987) and Rbetoric Review (vol. 7, 1988, recording the CCCC’s
“Octalog”entitled “The Politics of Historiography”); see also Schilb, “History.” The
discussion was expanded and further advanced in collections edited by Victor Vitanza
(Writing Histories of Rbetoric) and Theresa Enos (Learning from the Histories of
Rbetoric). Another collection, edited by Takis Poulakos, confronted the same themes
and also included contributions from several authors from outside rhetoric-composi-
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tion (Poulakos, Rethinking the History of Rbetoric). For further reflection on the early
revisionist proposals, see Brooks and {Octalog IT).

4. Susan Jarratt’s work on the sophists was pivotal in the field of composition
studies (Jarratt, Rereading; see also, e.g., Jarratt, “Toward”; Sutton, “Marginalization”),
but the rereading of the Sophists in both composition and speech communication con-
_ tinues unabated. Hans Kellner’s comments on the lure of the Sophists are still relevant:
“The decorum of revisionist rhetorical historiography involves reevaulating the
Sophists, those archetypes of the ‘usual suspects’ who are periodically rounded up to
make things happen” (243).

5. Some of the important studies in this area are Ede, Glenn, and Lunsford;
Glenn; Lunsford; Sutherland and Sutcliffe; and Wertheimer.

6. There have been several volumes on the history of writing instruction, many
considering it in relation to the development of English studies in American and
British colleges and universities (e.g., Berlin, Writing Instruction; Berlin, Rbetoric;
Johnson; see also Miller, Formation). For a wider historical perspective on the history
of writing instruction, see Murphy, Short History.
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