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Genre as Social Action 
C. Miller 
 

I. Main problem? 
A. There is a diversity among definitions of “rhetorical genres” 

1. Examples → rhetorical genres are defined by similarities in strategies or 
forms in the discourses, by similarities in audience, by similarities in 
modes of thinking, by similarities in rhetorical situations 

B. Genre criticism invited reductionism, rules, formalism 
C. Urge to classify is necessary to language and learning 
D. Concerns of rhetorical theory → try to make a stable classifying concept of 

rhetorical genre and ensure the concept is rhetorically sound  
1. Rhetorically sound definition of genre must be centered not on the 

substance or the form of discourse but on the action it is used to 
accomplish 

II. Classifying Discourse 
A. Classification sorts items on basis of some set of similarities 
B. A classifying principle based in rhetorical action seems most clearly to reflect 

rhetorical practice 
C. “Motive” and “situation” → rhetorical situations influence genre 

1. Situation-based fusion of form and substance 
D. “Genre becomes more than a formal entity; it becomes pragmatic, fully rhetorical, 

a point of connection between intention and effect, an aspect of social action” 
(153) 

E. “Common factors” → account for substantive and formal similarities among 
discourses of the same type 

F. The set of genres is a “open class” → always evolving 
G. Organizing principles are based on fundamental “modes of thinking,” each of 

which yields a principle of classification  
1. Organizing principles → de facto, structural, motivational, archetypal 

H. Level of genre constitution (154) 
1. Distinguishes rhetoric from other types of discourse 
2. Includes classifications within rhetoric 
3. Rhetorical forms that are commonly identified as genres 
4. Categories described in terms of style 

I. **Problems? 
1. Don’t present a single, clearly defined principle of classification that 

promotes critical agreement/theoretical clarity 
2. Neither grounds genre in situated rhetorical action 

J. **Central idea → clarifying the relationship between rhetoric and its context of 
situation 



III. Recurrent Rhetorical Situations 
A. What is exigence? 

1. Being independent of human awareness → “can be synonymous with 
danger” 

2. Must be located in the social world → a form of social knowledge 
3. **”Exigence must be seen neither as a cause of rhetorical action nor as 

intention, but as social motive” (158) 
B. What is recurrence? 

1. Implied by understanding of situations as somehow “comparable,” 
“similar,” or “analogous” 

a) Process of typification helps create this recurrence/similarities 
C. At the center of action is a process of interpretation → subject definition of a 

situation  
D. **Difficult question to answer: 

1. If rhetorical situation is not material and objective, but a social construct, 
or semiotic structure, how are we to understand exigence, which is at the 
core of situation? 

2. Why can matter of genre be problematic? 
a) People have many and confused intentions, but few effective 

orientation center for joint action 
IV. Hierarchical Theories of Meaning 

A. Genres are typified rhetorical actions based on recurrent situations 
B. **Fusion of substance and form is essential to symbolic meaning 

1. Form shapes response of reader/listener  
2. Form and substance have a hierarchical relationship to each other 

C. At the level of genre, motive becomes a conventionalized social purpose 
(exigence) within the recurrent situation 

D. Important to note two kinds of hierarchies 
1. Arranges single discourses into classes and classes into broader classes 
2. Arranges constituents into units and units into larger wholes in the 

manner of hierarchies 
a) This deals more with rhetorical significance (works as a source of 

meaning) 
V. Implications 

A. **What we learn is what ends we may have → we learn that we may eulogize, 
apologize, recommend one person to another, instruct customers on behalf of 
manufacturer, take an official role, account for progress in achieving goals 

B. Learn to better understand the situation we find ourselves in and the potentials 
for failure/success in acting together 

1. A genre (as a recurrent, significant action) embodies an aspect of cultural 
rationality 

a) Help serve as index to cultural patterns and tool to explore 
achievements of particular speakers/writers 



b) For students, genre serves as keys to understanding how to 
participate in the actions of a community 

 
 
The Politics of the Interface: Power and Its Exercise in Electronic Contact Zones 
Selfe and Selfe, Jr.  
 

I. At the border → display “power in its rawest form” 
A. **This was published in 1994 

II. **The professors writing this article noticed that the borders of the story and the values 
built into them were (are) present in their own classrooms 

A. These borders tend to remain invisible to teachers, except most noticeably on 
computers 

III. Goals of essay? 
A. Describe some of the political and ideological boundary lands associated with 

computer interfaces 
B. How borders on computers can be mapped as complex political landscapes 
C. How computers can prevent circulation of individuals for political purposes 
D. How can teachers/students learn about and alter these borders? 

1. **Really interesting to read about this because this was my class theme 
for my CTW → “Border and Barriers” with Professor Hendricks 

IV. Computer interfaces are linguistic contact zones (refer to Pratt) 
A. Selfe hopes to identify some of the effects of domination and colonialism 

associated with computer use 
V. Computers as Learning Environments: History and Motivation 

A. There is a higher dropout rate for non-white students 
B. What are some computer-supported writing environments? 

1. Student-centered, online discussion groups 
2. Online conferences in which students’ race, gender, age, and sexual 

preference may not figure in the same ways that they do face-to-face 
C. Problem? 

1. “Rhetoric of technology” → belief that computers provide a “linguistic 
utopia” that works to “de-legitimate critique” 

a) Inaccurately views computers as having an equal playing ground 
for all users 

2. Computers are not necessarily serving democratic ends 
D. “Computer interfaces, for example, are also sites within which the ideological and 

material legacies of racism, sexism, and colonialism are continuously written and 
rewritten along with more positive cultural legacies” (484) 

E. **Need to teach people to be tech critics as well as users 
VI. Mapping the Interface of Computers as Educational Space 

A. Computer interfaces → the primary representations of computer systems or 
programs that show up on screens used by both teacher and students 



1. They are cultural maps of computer systems 
2. Ideological aspects of the interface’s map is “flawed, partial, incomplete” 
3. They benefit dominant forces in our culture 
4. Value monoculturalism, capitalism, and phallological thinking 

B. Interfaces as Maps of Capitalism and Class Privilege 
1. Example of Macintosh → interface maps the world as a desktop, which is 

associated in terms of corporate culture and values of professionalism 
2. Also white pointer hand (relates to race) 
3. Icons of middle and upper-class white culture  
4. Value of text-as-commodity and information-as-commodity 

C. Interfaces as Maps of Discursive Privilege 
1. Privileged position of standard English (default) 

a) Ignores other languages/puts them as less important 
2. Call other languages “Other” → marginalizing 
3. American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII) does not 

adequately support languages other than English 
D. Interfaces as Maps of Rationalism and Logocentric Privilege 

1. Hierarchical representation of knowledge → “forbid acting on inspiration” 
2. Computer scientists view propositional thinking as the only way of 

knowing (equate with formal and logical thinking) 
3. Bricolage → rearrangement of well known materials in an intuitive rather 

than logical manner 
VII. What to Do? 

A. We have to learn to recognize (and teach students to recognize) the interface as 
an interested and partial map of our culture and as a linguistic contact zone that 
reveals power differentials 

1. **Recognize computer interfaces as non-innocent physical border, 
cultural borders, and linguistic borders (495) 

B. Becoming Technology Critics as well as Technology Users 
1. Foster critical approach to teaching composition with computer support 
2. Try to collect and circulate articles/books that provide critical as well as 

optimistic visions of tech 
C. Contributing to Technology Design 

1. Take into account language issues, cultural reproduction, learning 
theories, or critical theories of language use 

D. Re-Conceiving the Map of the Interface  
1. Work to revise interfaces as texts 

a) Customize interfaces for needs of various writers/readers 
b) Expand libraries of images to appeal to diverse writers 


