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Rationale for Special Area Exam: “Ethnographies of Discourse”

Broadly, the special area reading list below addresses ways in which scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have rationalized their turn to ethnographic research and the various ideological functions such rationalizations have served. If rhetoric is epistemic and ethnography rhetorical, then certainly ethnography, too, is both ideological and epistemological, a disciplinary knowledge-making device that produces and polices ways of making sense of the world and particular distributions of power and resources. In proposing a dissertation on contemporary rhetorics that will draw to some degree on “naturalistic” research methods, I need to be able to take these issues into account. The better sense I have of the histories and political economies of “ethnographies of discourse” as well as discourse on ethnography, the better prepared I will be to frame my own research. 

The texts on this list are also meant to prepare me to make a series of critical methodological decisions. Writing a dissertation on the rhetorics and rhetorical contexts of rural organizing, I set out on a path that remains rather poorly lit by existing scholarship in Rhetoric and Composition. Though certainly much has been written both within the field and without on various communities’ “ways with words” (see Heath, Paredes, Street, and Farr, for instance), and though Composition in particular has produced volumes of classroom ethnographies and other naturalistic studies of literacies in action, few works to date fall neatly within the category Ralph Cintron terms “rhetorics of public culture”:  projects that adopt “the fieldwork methods traditional to sociocultural anthropology and blen[d] these with the cultural critique now common among critical ethnographers and theorists, and pic[k] up as well ideas from an entire lineage of rhetorical theorists stretching to classical Greece and Rome” (Cintron xi).  

In fact, only three of the texts on the list below represent ethnographies of rhetoric per se: Cintron’s Angel’s Town: Chero Ways, Gang Life, and the Rhetorics of the Everyday, Cheryl Glenn’s Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence, and David Procter’s Civic Communion: The Rhetoric of Community Building. While Cintron’s text offers much that is useful in thinking through potential approaches to my dissertation, Glenn’s text, particularly her chapter on “Indian uses of silence” (119), provides in its barest form a model of what to avoid. Procter’s Civic Communion stands somewhere in between. An ethnography of “the symbolic process of community building” in several rural Kansas towns written by a professor of Speech Communication (20), Procter’s text argues that “sociopolitical structures such as dominance, power, gender, and social roles can be explored through the study of civic communions constituted by myths, ideographs, narratives, rhetorical fantasies, and/or values” (145).  Although on the surface Procter’s work would appear to have much to offer my study of grassroots organizing in rural Eastern Oregon, his methods, motivations, and theoretical positions strike me as extremely conservative for a study published in 2005. 

As I proceed in this direction, then, plotting out a research project on contemporary rhetorics that will require interviewing, observing, and participating in community events in addition to analyzing written texts, I need a fuller understanding of the ways “naturalistic” approaches have been employed in Rhetoric and Composition, the problems associated with such approaches, and the ways these problems continue to be discussed and addressed. This will necessarily include familiarizing myself with key texts in the postmodern critique of ethnography, such as James Clifford and George Marcus’s collection, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, and Clifford Geertz’s Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author, as well as feminist extensions of and responses to these critiques. In this regard, the work of Ruth Behar, Roxanne Mountford, Amanda Coffey, and Chandra Mohanty will be especially important. 

As someone with little experience combining my own activist work with academic study and the production of discipline-worthy text, I also need to spend more time reading ethnographic products themselves, examining how scholars in Rhetoric and Composition, Education, Sociology, Anthropology, Linguistics, Folklore, and related fields have framed their study of language and ideology in “real world” settings, and how they have imagined (and attempted to justify) the uses to which they put this material in the end. My reading list draws therefore from a number of different disciplines and represents a range of theoretical positions, motivations, and approaches. 
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