Evans 7

Donna Evans
Exam Reading List and Rationale
29 April 2009

Rationale for Special Area Exam: Rhetorics of Space and Place, and Political Economy



Themes of space and place have informed much of my writing over the past ten years, 

whether academic or creative, professional or personal. The importance of these themes is rooted in having lived and migrated within the rural American West. As I followed my husband from job to job, I began associating geography with economic landscapes that was peculiar to unique places, particularly as pertaining to the rural. Consequently, I continue to ask how space and place act upon humans in conjunction with political economy to cause repositioning of self and within society. I wonder how individuals and communities are influenced from within and without by perceptions of space and place, and what alterations in long-held epistemologies might mean to people living in remote isolation or in communities. However, in addressing these questions, I must also consider the inverse: how does political economy function on individuals and communities in contexts of space and place, and how might such interactions be identified and discussed? In order to begin constructing a foundation for a dissertation focused in my special area of interest, I have compiled the reading list below, which includes a broad range of primary texts on theory (including rhetorics of space and place, political economy, and ecocriticism) and secondary texts that provide context for or application of this theory (composition, nonfiction, and American Western history).

This list gathers a variety of rhetorical texts, with rhetoric relying upon Kenneth Burke’s definition: “For rhetoric as such is not rooted in any past condition of human society. It is rooted in an essential function of language itself, a function that is wholly realistic, and is continually born anew; the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (Rhetoric of Motives 43). By acknowledging that these texts are fit for array under the overarching term of rhetoric, theories of space, place, and political economy form a cohesive body of knowledge from which I will draw.

Among the texts concerned with space and place, I am primarily interested in Edward Soja’s Postmodern Geographies and Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places; Yi-fu Tuan’s Space and Place: Perspectives of Experience and Topophilia; and Doreen Massey’s Space, Place, and Gender and For Space. Soja’s books offer a Marxist geography viewpoint on how space is perceived. His notion of trialectics of spatiality extend concepts from Henri LeFebvre’s The Production of Space and provide a way with which to interrogate physical space (chartable), imaginary space (literature, for example), and lived space (experience) in a variety of contexts. Tuan differs from Soja in that he approaches space and place as a phenomenologist, considering how individual and cultural values affect interaction with and understanding of spatial texts, such as environment. Massey brings space and place together with the social sciences and humanities under the lens of feminism. She considers the spatial division of labor, thus connecting my interest in theories of space and place with political economy. 

In Introduction to Political Economy, Charles Sackrey, Geoffrey Schneider, and Janet Knoedler borrow a definition for political economy from Riddell, Shackelford, and Stamos, stating that:

Political economy … is more concerned [than mainstream economics] with the relationships of the economic system and its institutions to the rest of society and social development. It is sensitive to the influence of non-economic factors such as political and social institutions, morality, and ideology in determining economic events. It thus has a much broader focus than [mainstream] economics. (emphasis in Sackrey et al. 4)
If political economy is indeed “sensitive to the influence of non-economic factors,” then my investigation of theoretical intersections between rhetorics of space and place with political economy sets out to probe such sensitivity. Donald (Deirdre) McCloskey argues in Knowledge and Persuasion in Economics that the empirical study of economics neglects the human element and proposes a solution in a rhetoric of inquiry, effectively creating discipline of what McCloskey calls “rhetorical economics,” which is essentially political economy (393). Essays on the rhetoric of inquiry that are included in The Rhetoric of the Human Sciences, edited by JohnS. Nelson, Allan Megill, and Donald N. McCloskey, suggest a potential framework on which to build my own research inquiry on space, place, and political economy.
To better understand the theoretical and practical aspects of political economy, I include Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time, which draws attention to economic and social effects of the Industrial Revolution and raises caution about a self-regulating market, from which reverberations are felt in the current financial crisis and extend into the rural places in which I am interested. In addition, I look at Giovanni Arrighi’s The Long Twentieth Century and Amartya Sen’s Development as Freedom, both of which address issues of space and place while focusing on political economy.
 While theory is my primary interest, theory without practical application fails to test the viability of such theory. For this reason, I identify the rural American West as a space and place of interest and include nonfiction books such as Rebecca Solnit’s Savage Dreams: A Journey into the Landscape Wars of the American West and Timothy Egan’s The Worst Hard Time: The Untold Story of Those Who Survived the Great American Dust Bowl, samples of nonfiction writing that are arguably rhetorical, environmental arguments located in rural landscapes. These texts, among others, combine the visual vastness of the rural West with the innocuous political economies that inhabit and alter their character. Composition of such texts is a rhetorical act and can be taught as such, thus providing practical applications for the theories that interest me. Examples of compositionists who inform this work include Derek Owens in Composition and Sustainability: Teaching for a Threatened Generation and Sidney I. Dobrin and Christian R. Weisser in Natural Discourse: Toward Ecocomposition. Nedra Reynolds takes a spatial approach to composition theory, political construction of difference, and pedagogical application in teaching writing in her book Geographies of Writing: Inhabiting Places and Encountering Difference, a necessary pairing with the spatial theorists mentioned above.

Finally, in order to understand political economy in relation to spaces and environments of the American West, I need to read texts such as Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, edited by William Cronin, Janet M. Fitchen’s Endangered Spaces, Enduring Places: Change, Identity, and Survival in Rural America, and William L. Lang’s “From Where We Are Standing: The Sense of Place and Environmental History.” Although a rationale for reading Katherine N. Hales’ How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics may not be apparent on the surface, rural communities are not isolated from technology, and any theoretical and practical inquiry into space and political economy necessarily must consider how the Web affects spatial relations as a whole.
This special area reading list, then, includes texts from a variety of disciplines, some of which are in fact interdisciplinary, and from multiple genres. The common thread among them is that all are rhetorical, seeking to “induc[e] cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (Motives 43). My theoretical interests in space, place, and political economy seem appropriate for application in the context of my practical interests in composition, nonfiction, and the American West, and the list below provides an ample base with which to begin my dissertation and to extend my research well into the future.
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