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ln Chapter 1, “Rhetorical Situations & Choices,” we explained that the composition
scholar Lloyd Bitzer described a rhetorical situation as a communication event that

includes an exigence or purpose, an audience, and constraints or limitations that help
shape how the speaker can respond. Bitzer was concerned with describing the rhetor-
ical situation, but he doesn’t address how to respond to the rhetorical situation. That’s

where “genre,” the key word in this chapter’s title, comes in. Genre is how the speaker
chooses to respond to the rhetorical situation.

The concept of genre has existed since the ancient Greeks used it to classify litera-
ture, and following the Greeks, today the word is sometimes oversimplified to mean
“category” or “type.” Scholar Carolyn Miller, however, gives a modern-day definition of
genre as a social response to a rhetorical situation. The word “social” highlights that

genre 1s a form of communication between a speaker and an audience; it involves
social interaction.

For example, let’s say you are working on an assignment for your biology class the
night before it is due and you realize you don’t understand the assignment. The rhe-
torical situation you find yourself in involves a purpose (you need to figure out what
the instructor wants you to do) and an audience (your instructor). You also heed to
take into account that it’s too late to call your instructor, office hours have been over
for many hours, and you know you probably should have read the assignment more
closely when you first got it and asked questions then, instead of waiting until the
last minute. As you consider your options for communicating with your instructor
(genre responses) about this pickle you're in, you are considering social responses to your
rhetorical situation:

1. You could write an e-mail in which you apologize for waiting until the last minute
and ask for clarification.

2. You could text a classmate and hope that she can explain the assignment.

3. You could wait until tomorrow and go to the instructor’s office first thing in the
morning to ask for clarification.

4. You could make some educated guesses about what the instructor wants, do the
assignment as best you can, and keep your fingers crossed.

5. You could just take a 0 on the assignment.

Notice that each of the first four options includes a particular form of communication:
an e-mail, a text, an in-person conversation, and an assignment that may or may not
have been completed correctly. But even the fifth option, not submitting anything, is
a genre of communication: doing nothing in this case is a deliberate choice, and so it
counts as a social response to the rhetorical situation.

WRITE

Think of a rhetorical
situation you found
yourself in recently in
which you considered
two or more possible
responses. Write

a brief paragraph

in which you
describe the two

(or more) options
you considered and
explain why you
went with the one
you did.
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Reading Genres

Why bother thinking about genres? Because they represent possibilities. We WIote 1y
book to acknowledge that in college and beyond there are many more gen g avth.ls
able to us besides the five-paragraph essay or the traditional term paper. As respecmc:l’
and time-honored as those genres are, there are a whole lot of other options Out the ‘
We wrote this book to help you understand and create in a varety of genres\and ‘Te‘
INvite you to produce works that matter to you and enjoy doing SO,° AAs an addeq bon:
. Paying attention to genre will make you a better writer and artist because you']] bs'
focused on the needs of your audiences and your own purposes as @ composer, e

The Blog as a Social Response

Because genres are responses to social situations, they are dynamuic, Changing Over

time as people and their needs change over time. Before digital composing, WTiters

Who wanted to record their thoughts wrote with a pen in a journal or diary, in 5 Phys.
1cal notebook. Then blogs were created, and since then, blogs have changed. The Orig.
inal blogs were more stream of consciousness and had smaller audiences than Many
blogs today. Blogs changed because the people using them, both composers and ayg;.
ences, realized that blogs could be interactive, could be shared, could be multimody]

. and more. Thus, the genre of blog continues to change.

The blog The Dragonfly Woman is hosted by Christine Goforth, who 1dentifies herself 5
an “aquatic entomologist with a blogging habit.” In her first blog entry, dated May 28
2009, she explains why she adopted the name “Dragonfly Woman” and how she wep;
from being a kid terrified of insects to a woman obsessed with dragonflies.

The “About DW” page on Christine’s blog states that she 1s now a “bona fide entomolo-
gist/scientist” who manages citizen science for the North Carolina Museum of Natura]

Sciences. She explains her rhetorical situation, speaking directly to her readers. In sev-
eral paragraphs, she acknowledges her audience and purpose:

If you arnived here, you probably wanted to learn a little more about the crazy
woman who tells strange stories and goes on and on about aquatic insect
respiration on this blog. I'd hate to disappoint, so here is everything you ever
wanted to know about me or my blog condensed down into a few bullet
points.

I am a bona fide entomologist/scientist—I have an undergraduate degree
in biology and a grad degree in entomology. I don’t know whether that makes
me seem any more reliable or trustworthy to my readers or not, but there it is.
[ study aquatic insects, especially behavior and respiration in giant water bugs
and dragonflies. If you've spent any time here in the summer, you'll know I
also run a citizen science project called the Dragonfly Swarm Project.
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I am NOT a taxonomist, so 1 will get the occasional

identification wrong. If you happen to notice a mistake,
please let me know (use that Contact Me button above).
It's frustrating enough to read all the misinformation
about insects online without being part of the problem.

L cover a vanety of topics, but everything is at least
tangentially related to insects. I had originally intended

for this blog to be purely educational, but it's evolved
into more of a celebration of insects, scientifically, cul-
turally, and personally. I like it better this way.

Christine Goforth, from her blog The Dragonfly Woman
(thedragonflywoman.com)

By acknowledging that she is not a taxonomist, Goforth makes

it clear that her purpose is not to be meticulous with 1dentifying
insect species, but rather to use her blog to host a “celebration of

insects, scientifically, culturally, and personally.” In keeping with
the celebratory theme, the tone of the blog i1s enthusiastic and
even a bit folksy, as she tries to entice people who might be more
like the scared kid she was into becoming more appreciative and

less fearful of insects. By sharing her personal excitement about
bugs, she helps her audience see them as beautiful and fascinat-

ing. All of this also helps her develop ethos and come across as
a credible source.

Goforth uses the genre of the blog because she wants to reach
out to many more people than she could through her job at the
museum in North Carolina. She can tell museum-goers that her
blog 1s a place for them to pursue their curiosity about insects.
and she can also count on getting traffic to her blog from people
who Google topics she covers, including “giant water bugs” and
“terrestrial insects.” Since the blog also includes many links to

other blogs and Web sites on insects, it is a rich resource for any-
one interested in entomology.

While blogs are no doubt a familiar genre, think for a moment
about the different genres you read and compose in each day. As
a student, you write research papers and presentations: these
are two examples of academic genres. In each case, you know
what 1s expected of you as a writer because you understand
certain features of the genre. You know that to write a research

paper, you must gather a variety of reliable sources and cite
them in a specific way.

¥ BLOG

Christine Goforth, The Dragonfly Woman. In
her post titled “Well-Nigh Wordless Wednesday:
Itty Bitty Wasp," the blogger writes: "l was
walking past my back door about a month ago
and caught sight of something out of the corner
of my eye. | went to inspect and discovered this:
|see image] A very tiny wasp! I'm betting it’s one
of the parasitic wasps, based on the diminutive
size and enormous hind legs. | grabbed my
IPhone and my "macro” lens and snapped a few
photos because it was simply too adorable to
pass up. Apparently my glass could do with a bit

of cleaning, though.” See thedragonflywoman
.com.

Credit: Chnstine L Goforth.
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Well-Nigh Wordless Wednesday: Itty Bitty Wasp
[ was wallang past my back door about 2 month ago and canghe sygint

of something out of the commer of my eve. | went 10 mspect and
discoverad this

= i, y
I

Ry Oy wasp
A very tiny wasp! I'm betting it's one of the parasitic wasps basad on
the diminutive size and enormous hind iogs. | grabbed mny 1Phone

and my “macro” lens and snapped a few photos bevause it was simph

to0 adorable to pass up. Apparently my ghass could do with a bat of
cleaning though...
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WRITE

\
What kinds of

composing have

you done so far as a
student? What are
some of the features
that define the works
you've composed?
Write a paragraph
that conveys this to
your reader. If you
were to revise that
paragraph for an
audience beyond the
classroom, maybe to
a high school student
about to enter
college, what genre
would you choose to
present your ideas?

. depending on what yoy Wany

.. Your choice of genre als,
» materials available tq Yoy
a need to advertise the even;
'o COme to your show. You might

.1 supplies and desired effocy
or design one to pog; &

For example, your band is playing nextial qudience
Your purpose is to persuade your pOteI;)ependin
choose to present your ad as a postet.

you could create a handmade poste! se to |
Facebook. Alternatively, you might cho©
music video.
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BOSTON
ROSS PUBLISHING COMPANY

because her book was published in Boston.
students like you, scholars, and historians who wan

slave life.

onal factors, including
had the education
t, she chos€ to
he wanted
social

Burton likely took into account various constraints and situati

the attitudes of white readers toward African Americans. While she
bitious writing and research projec

ered her rhetorical gituation—S=S
—and pondered an effective

enre of the day was memolr-
sized audience for her

ed Burton 1O tell
esistance,

and writing skills to sustain an am

tell her own story simply. As Burton consid
to communicate a message of resistance and faith
response, she must have noticed that a very popular g

Because memoirs were widely read, Burton could expect a good-
o make some profit from it. The memoir allow

piece, and she stood t
wanted to tell it, to make her point aboutr

her personal story the way she
and to set it in a historical context.
response to her rhetorical situa-

So, Burton chose her genre—the memoir—as a social
llad or an opera, or

she had been trained in music, she would have written a ba

£ che had been born a little later, she might have told her story as a documentary film.

In her memoir, Burton wrote in the first person, portrayed real people, described set-
tings, conveyed conflict, and told stories from her own life. These elements are features

of the memoir genre and of any autobiography.
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Some Genre Conventions

If so, you need to know somethin, .
: basic qualities and agreedﬂp?
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» COMIC

Scott McCloud,
from his book
Understanding

Comics: The Invisible
| Art.
| Credit: Excerpt from p. 66;
Copyright © 1993, 1994,

Scott McCloud. Reprinted by

permission of HarperCollins
Publishers.
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geography, or symbols to identify features or places. If you're using a blog or social
media to share your thoughts on specific news items, you will have more authority

when you link directly to the material you're responding to. Hyperlinking is a conven-
tion of the blog genre.

Keep an open mind as you choose genres to compose in. Consider collaborating with
classmates who have more detailed knowledge of the genres that you're less famil-

iar with. Often students in our writing classes will discuss and figure out together the
conventions of specific genres and media (e.g., video or PowerPoint) and go from there.

Other times they keep it simple but thoughtful, creating scrapbooks, print-based texts,
or audlo essays.

Common Elements

In this book, we ask you to pay attention to the main features of a given genre: the
specific elements that are common to most examples of the genre. For instance, most
press release writers try to be as brief and objective as possible and to aim at answer-
ing the questions who? what? why? where? and when? For those reasons, we consider
brevity, objectivity, and thoroughness to be elements of the press release genre. (For an
example, see Paul Henderson'’s press release on p. 36 about the Wall Arch collapse.)

Style

Style refers to the particular ways we communicate. In this book, we pay attention
to the techniques that individual writers use—and to what extent these techniques

reflect the style of others composing in the same genre. We look at how much detail
writers include and how precise that detail 1s. We listen for tone (seriousness, humor,

etc.) and voice (the presence of the author) and analyze how these qualities affect the
overall composition. How a writer uses sources 1s part of style as well. A writer who has
cultivated a serious, academic style will probably use serious, academic sources as evi-
dence. A writer with a more casual, chatty style might depend more on conversations
with friends for evidence.

As a writer, you use style when you compose. The trick is to make sure that the style
you're using is appropriate to your purpose and accessible and persuasive to your audi-
ence. For example, the writer and traveler we mentioned in Chapter 1, Gilad Hizkiyahu,
uses a particular style on his blog. Because he is interested in attracting “accidental
surfers” to his blog—that is, people who stumble upon his blog accidentally—he takes
a casual and funny approach to his travels rather than a serious, scholarly tone. A seri-
ous, scholarly tone would probably appeal to an audience interested in the econom-

ics or politics of his travels, but because Gilad’s purpose is to share his quirky, funny
adventures, his casual, humorous style makes more sense.

Some Genre Conventions




» TRAVEL BLOG

Gilad Hizkiyahu,
Excerpt from Gilad Is

Doing South America.

Notice Gilad's photo
caption: "Just chillin
" He writes, “So,
dear friends and
accidental surfers,
allow me to begin
with the reasons
that brought me

to plan and go on
[this] trip. Reason #1:
Coincidence. | still
have no idea how it
happened. ..."” The
blogger chooses
informal language
and humor to draw in
his readers.

Credit: Gilad Hizkiyahu.

WRITE

How might the

use of sources

help boost—or
undermine —your
ethos as a composer?
Brainstorm a quick
list of five ways the
sources you choose
could boost your
ethos and five ways
the sources could
undermine your

ethos.

But | jJump ahead  first of all ~ thank you all fo, o
browsers 1o my Blog If you've read all the way gouwy ‘e o Uy
assume youre the “reader” kind of person rather than t‘f—.h'..ﬂ" e L
type who's looking for anchar words or just looking ”:e bTO'-M‘.;an
pictures... so from now on |l consider my witing a5 5 :’ Protty

monalogue, knowing that there's someone out theye ek

listens to me batble.
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| still have no idea how it happened. One day | was in 2 m,
Iong term relationship (3 year), lving in a renied dpartment
-=,working at a place I'd rather not mention -~ while
MEA degree.

dd]e nf 2
in

Just chilling., .,

StUCYIng for m,

Design

Design describes the visual features of a composition, including the use of headings,
format, color, and illustration. Design is aesthetic but also functional. As we {is.
cuss throughout the book, the design features you and other writers choose can be
Important in achieving purposes and reaching audiences. Take a look at how Gilaqg
uses images in his blog. Maps show readers exactly where this traveler is, the timeline
Indicates the duration of his trip, and the photos of Gilad help readers connect with
him personally. Gilad’s photos documenting his travels let readers see what he saw.
Because one of his purposes is to allow others to share in his travels vicariously, the
photos are particularly important.

Sources

Sources are the people, conversations, documents, books, journal articles, movies,
and other works that we refer to for facts, perspectives, and models as we compose.
For example, sources Gilad drew on for his travel blog (see p. 25) include Google Maps,
the people he meets, and tourist information, such as brochures from historical sites.
In this book, we consider sources because sources shape what writers create.

When you compose in certain genres, such as academic and research essays, you need
to document the sources you refer to. In other cases, such as novels, comics, and music
lyrics, while you’ve read and used sources, you're not required to document them
formally. Whether or not sources need to be documented depends on the rhetorical
situation. Sources referred to In a research essay aimed at academic readers should
be documented because readers will want to know where ideas and information

came from,; the purposes of song lyrics are different, though. Listeners of a song ar€ 't
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Prologue - The beginning

.

< TRAVEL BLOG

Gilad Hizkiyahu,

Excerpt from Gilad Is
Doing South America.
The design that Gilad
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listening for information, so the sources of information are less important. Throughout
the book we look at the conventions of specific genres in this regard, and in Chapter 13,

we provide specific guidelines for using documentation styles.

To compose 1n different genres, you first should be able to identify them, see how other
writers use them to achieve purposes and reach audiences, and learn some of the basic

features so you can expenment.

CHECKLIST | Reading Genres

Are you looking at a text and wondering what genre it is? Ask yourself the following

questions.
(] Design. What does the composition look (sound,

feel, smell) like? How do words and visuals and
other media work together in the genre, physically?
How would you describe the format of the compo-
sition? Would the format change if the mode were
changed? For example, if a newspaper editonal
moves from a print medium to an online medium,

what changes occur in the genre?

] Common elements. What do you know about
this genre already? What are some of the typical
features of this genre? How 1s the content orga-
nized? How does the author use words, 1Images,

or other media to convey a purpose and reach an

audience?
[ Style. What is the author’s tone? How would you
describe the language of the piece? How much

detail does the author use? [J Sources. What sources does the author draw on?

How do you know? How does the author incorpo-
rate and give credit to sources? Is there documen-

tation? Hyperlinking?
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