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ABSTRACT

If an instructor teaches in a rhetoric and composition
program, one of the most important ways to teach discourse study as a
resistance to discourse theory is by tracing the fundamental founding
dichotomies of discourse theory through the history of rhetorical theory,
examining how assumptions of the legitimacy of such founding dichotomies has
conditioned the development of the current understanding of rhetoric. A
graduate course on rhetoric and hermeneutics explores the relationships
between reading and writing as they are understood in today's theory and
practice. The guide used is Kathy Eden's 1997 text "Hermeneutics and the
Rhetorical Tradition: Chapters in the Ancient Legacy and Its Humanist
Reception." One controversy over disputed texts which Cicero cites is "the
discrepancy between the writer's words and the writer's intention, routinely
formulated as either 'scriptum' versus 'voluntas' or 'scriptum' versus
'sententia.'" Eden traces this assumption back to Aristotle's "Poetics."
Augustine's description of the tropes as topics of interpretive invention
rather than as grammatical deviations is possible because he never makes an
ontological distinction between signs and things in the first place.
Introducing graduate students to thinkers such as Augustine enables them to
engage the history of discourse about discourse more critically. (NKA)
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‘Teaching Discourse Studyito Resist_General‘DiscourSe Theories"

Let me: begin w1th a. definition.. Discourse studies,tasg

'-opposed to discourse theories, are explanations of communication.“

that do not consider "language" or "culture" in- distinction from
"things" and "nature. nl Discourse studies assume that utterances

eXist-—as ‘vocal nOises, -marks on pages, blips on screens—-but '

.thatithe.rulesaand“conventions of language and culture do_not

exist and have no effect upon the world except to the extent that
people believe they eXist

Discourse theories, in contrast assume that languages and |

:culture are- abstract entities having a different: ontological

bstatus from: the rest of the world functioning by laws different

from those.that'govern-the world -yet representing,or

_constituting ob]ects in the world. In short, discoursejtheoriesn'

always find themselves in the paradox1cal situation of haVing two -
sorts of meaning——meaning understood as speakers’ or writers’ “
intentions to elicit certainsresponses, and meaning understood as
signification, in the sense of what words mean in relation to a
language. This paradox1cal difference between what people ‘mean

and what their words mean forces discourse theories to create

elaborate mechanisms to explain how these two very different

notions of meaning relate to one another.
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D1scourse studles are fundamentally d1fferent from d1scourse”'
theor1es in that they do not face this paradox. .Because-

'utterances are real and are not ontologlcally d1st1nct from the

Arest of. reallty, we- come to understand the utterances of others i}'f

through the same process. we use to understand everythlng else—-

- through 1nference., Communlcatlon w1th>others, therefore, does
not 1nvolve a f1rst set of procedures for the send1ng ‘and - |
rece1v1ng of messages that are coded and then decoded. from common
‘conventlons accordlng to a: shared set of rules, and then a. second
. set of procedures for f1gur1ng out why those messages were sent.f'
‘Instead _communlcatlng w1th others involves 1nferr1ng from

another s responses to our actlons the condltlons that prompt

'Jthose responses, then guess1ng what changes our subsequent

vresponse to the1r response w1ll produce.

We make such guesses based upon, our bellefs about the world

- our. bellefs about ‘how dlscourse works, and upon our bellefs about‘. o

what our llsteners or readers belleve about the world .and. how ﬂf'
‘dlscourse works. What we. belleve about how d1scourse works
,_therefore affects how d1scourse works for us, and for anyone

convers1ng w1th us, because to understand others means to ‘

ant1c1pate how" d1scourse works for them.v In practlce, our.
bellefs about what others believe about how d1scourse works w1ll :
‘necessarlly affect how we speak and wr1te and behave. - Th1s.1s
one reason why general theorles of d1scourse can never work Once
you believe in a general theory of d1sc0urse based upon : |

observations of howfyOu'and others communicate, that belief will
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B change the way you d1scourse, thus.renderlng your general theory -
obsolete ‘the moment it is formulated _General theor1es of
d1scourse can -never be valld.. ‘More 1mportant because they
presume to understand how d1scourse works generally even when
: those Whose utterances they explain belleve that d1scourse works:

dlfferently, d1scourse theorles 1nev1tably engender L |

m1s1nterpretatlons because they can recognlze no s1gns that fall k

'll‘outs1de the1r explanatory systems as. falllng outs1de thelr

explanatory systems. D1scourse theorles are always llngulstlc
imperlallsms.' Thus, res1st1ng d1scourse theor1es is alwaysvan -
ethical: political act.r‘ o B

- Even’ so, teach1ng students d1scourse theor1es--a“
'.ep1stemolog1cal llngulstlc, semant1c, semlotlc, rhetorlcal and”':
‘.crltlcal theor1es--1s not an ent1rely useless endeavor, prec1sely'_
because people have altered the1r .beliefs about how d1scourse
jworks on account of such theor1es, and those bellefs, 1n turn;H
.have altered the way they actually engage in d1scourse (even 1f

they haven’t altered it~ 1n the way they think they have)

-'Consequently, the study of d1scourse necessarlly entalls studylngtuzk'f

-the h1story of d1scourse theory

| If you teach in a Rhetor1c and Compos1tlon.program; as.l do,
then one of the most 1mportant ways to teach d1scourse study as a
‘res1stance to d1scourse theory is by trac1ng the fundamental
founding d1chotom1es of d1scourse theory through the h1story of
_ rhetorical theory, examining how assumptions of the legltlmacy,

indeed, the apparent naturalness, of such founding dichotomies
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.has condltloned the development of our presentday understandlng-
"of rhetor1c.'- |

Currently;'I am teachlng a graduate course ent1tled
"Contemporary Rhetor1C‘and Hermeneutlcs,"; ‘Our aim is to. explore
the relatlonshlps between readlng and writing as they are

'-understood 1n today’s theory and pract1ce, but in order to ‘

" prepare ourselves for th1s exploratlon, we " f1rst looked at . how

-‘1nterpretatlon and persuas1on have. been class1cally related from N
;Arlstotle forward.- For ‘our - gulde, we used Kathy Eden s - (1997)

text Hermeneutlcs and the Rhetorlcal Tradltlon.. Chapters.ln'the~*

Anc1ent'Legacy and Its Humanlst Receptlon., As Eden herself says,f

"this book . .k, takes as its peculiar point of departure the =
model of readlng grounded in. 1nterpretatlo scrlptl" (5) | |
nterpretatlo scrlptl appears 1n C1cero s De 1nventlone as . the 1no
.scripto top1cs of jurldlcal invention (2. 40 116 2.51: 154) These
'-toplcs are- concerned w1th "the controvers1es that can arise overA
: d1sputed texts" (7) AHere C1cero.llst five such controvers1es,
- but the number var1es 1n the tradltlon from the s1x of the Ad
’herennlum to the three of C1cero s later works. of these, the. f
one. I want to focus on in my br1ef t1me today is the controversy
over "the d1screpancy between the wr1ter 'S words and the wrlter 8-
”_1ntentlon, rout1nely formulated as either scrlpt versus |
voluntas or scrlpt versus sententla" (8)
Eden traces the assumption that there can be a d1screpancy

between a wr1ter s words and a wr1ter s 1ntentlon to Arlstotle s

Poetlcs, where he advises us not to fault a poet s style for
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depart1ng from the truth before first cons1der1ng "not only the'f
"1ntr1ns1c quallty of the actual word or deed but also the personlf
.who says or does 1t the t1me, the means, and the motlve of the |
.agent--whether he does 1t to attain to a greater good; or to A
av01d a greater ev1l" (146135 8).. ThlS d1v1s1on w1th1n
Arlstotle s treatment of poet1c style repeats a greater d1v1s1on
w1th1n Arlstotle s rhetorlc.. After Arlstotle, "The arts of
‘rhetor1C” .j.ﬂp".as Eden summarlzes, "characterlze mean1ng
d1fferently ln the1r d1fferent sectlonS' under 1nvent10n as
'1ntent10nallty--what moral agents do or say--and under elocutlon
"as-s1gn1f1cat10n-—what~wordS‘mean"~(10). Furthermore, th1s-same_.f
‘:d1v1s1on occurs repeatedly w1th1n rhetorlc, and consequently 1'

w1th1n hermeneutlcs.“

We f1nd 1t for 1nstance, in nearly every classic d1scuss1on -

of the tropes. Tropes. are commonly - 1dent1f1ed as dev1at10ns from'

standard language, but, unllke other dev1at10ns such as.

' amblgulty, the1r mean1ngs are resolved not through correctlons ofwfd'

ﬂdlctlon but through reference to the author s 1ntent10n. We flnd,

the same d1v1s1on in the canon of arrangement (dlspos1t10), whereggs;'

- rhetorical theory has had to reconc1le the d1spar1ty between

arrangements of means to ends, understood by the concept of

Hlntentlon,_and arrangements of parts to wholes, understood by thekg,.

" concept of s1gn1f1cat10n. ThlS reconc1llat10n has been effected
-vpr1marlly through the~pr1nc1ple of ‘economy, by 1ts equatlng the ﬂi
part Wlth the means and the whole w1th the- 1ntent10n, then

propos1ng that every dlscourse has a flnal end or scopus, Which
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1n rhetorlc governs the selectlon and arrangement of parts, and
,wh1ch 1n hermeneutlcs governs the patterns of emphas1s of |

B 1nterpretatlon——thus f1x1ng the idea of wr1t1ng as a compos1tlon,~”‘~

- a product and forever weld1ng to rhetor1c the a1m of persuas1on -

_ to an end known prlor toe the act of dlscourse 1tself._

Eden traces: the effects of 1nterpretatlo scrlptl and the v"

'controversy of scrlpt versus voluntas throughout the rhetorlcal’pb

-and hermeneutlcal tradltlons, from C1cero and Qulntlllan, throughm
-Basil of Caesarea and Augustlne of - HlppO, to Erasmus, Phlllp | .
‘Melanchthon, and flnally (Matthlas) Flacius (Illyrlcas), all
along the way draw1ng parallels between these rhetor1c1ans and
l'later hermeneut1c1sts, such as Schlelermacher, Dllthey, Gadamer,
.and Rlcoeur. Eden could eas1ly have extended th1s prOJect for;;f
| forms -of the scrlpt -versus voluntas dlchotomy are 1mplled 1n
.most dlscourse theorles 1n the modern era, not only those of
rhetorlc and hermeneutlcs,!but also those of the phllosophy ofi
language, cultural anthropology, and llterary cr1t1c1sm, and
'espec1ally those theor1es we have come ‘to assoc1ate w1th
structurallsm, for Ferdlnand de Saussure s d1v1s1on between la'
_langue and la parole is a near repllca of the d1v1s10n between
scrlpt and voluntas, and the effects of bellev1ng in each areip
'qulte s1mllar; |
| For 1nstance, Paul de Man 'S famous artlcle "Semlology and
Ehetorlc" takes~to task semlot1c1ans such as Barthe,.Genette,.‘
“Todorov, Grelmas, and the1r dlsc1ples for their "use of

grammatlcal (espec1ally syntactlcal) structures con301ntly w1th
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yrhetorlcal structures w1thout apparent awareness of a poss1ble o
d1screpancy between them" (361) De Man .argues that whenever'ih?'
~ readers are. confronted w1th flgures of speech (wh1ch ’of course,if
1s always),'even a "perfectly clear syntactlc paradlgm" w1ll .

-engender at least two poss1ble but 1ncompat1ble meanlngs,,"one

'.llteral and the other flgural " and that although the reader w1ll“’

"have to de01de wh1ch one of these meanlngs is the r1ght one 1nvf

--} thlS part1cular 51tuatlon,ﬂ the reader 'S. "confus1on can only be

:cleared up by the 1nterventlon of ‘an- extra-textual 1ntentlon." h'
’fAccordlnglto de Man,»"when 1t 1s 1mposs1ble to dec1de by “
“grammatlcal or.. other llngUlSth dev1ces which of the two meanlngsf'
(that can be ent1rely contrad1ctory) prevalls," then "rhetor1c |
,radlcally suspends loglc and opens up vert1g1nous pOSSlbllltleS'. 
of referentlal aberratlon" (363) | |
. Thus the d1st1nctlon between scrlpt and voluntas 1n 1ts‘
late’ twentleth-century 1ncarnatlon as la langue and la parole 1s
| the source of the. poststructural doctrlne of semantlc
"undec1dablllty," just as 1ts predecessor was the source of

‘dlsputatlo in utramgue partum, the "C1ceron1an procedure of
L argulng on. e1ther s1de of the questlon" (Eden 67)
| Unfortunately, de Man never cons1ders the poss1blllty that-
the spllt between la langue ‘and la parole is unnecessary, just as yl
,Eden never cons1ders the poss1blllty that the scrlpt /voluntas -
division may not be ub1qu1tous. For 1nstance, Eden clalms that
Augustlne maintains the class1cal d1st1nctlon between scrlpt

and voluntas,_preservlng it in his d1st1nctlon between the
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4 llteral and the scrlptural Thus she perceives in.Augustine ﬁtwo°"
'dlStlnCt klnds of ruleS'f the one is. broadly legal and 1ncludes
'thep..}.., sp1r1tual 1nterpretatlon,, the other is broadly

-StYllSth and covers all klnds of f1gurat1ve statement .f;‘;"

. (61). ThlS 1s, of course, ‘what one would expect. However, 1f

_,Augustlne in fact malntalns the class1cal d1st1nctlon between f
voluntas and scrl tum why does he 1n31st that readers 1dent1fy
,jthe‘"flguratlve" (actually, s1gna translata, "transferred" s1gns)

'as false or cruel utterances rather than as a dev1atlon from c

- standard language? Through the1r own car1tas, Augustlne says 1n '

; De doctr1na chr1st1ana,-readers should attrlbute car1tas to the
'scr1ptural wr1ter, and thus assume that he wr1tes only what 1s
ftrue and good (2 17; see also Tracy 263 and Babcock 147) vThe_
_apparent untruth 1s then read as a trope, understood as. a -
fstrategy for turn1ng apparently false statements 1nto true
statements. o | . |
| Augustlne s descrlptlon of the tropes as tOplCS of

'ﬁ_lnterpretlve 1nventlon rather than as grammatlcal deV1atlons is’
_lposs1ble because Augustlne ‘never makes an ontologlcal d1st1nctlon':

-between s1gns and th1ngs 1n the f1rst place For Augustlne "a 4

s1gn" is s1mply "a th1ng which of 1tself makes some other th1ng o

fcome to m1nd bes1des the 1mpress1on that it makes upon the.f_,
i senses™" (2;1) To the extent that anyth1ng is understood 1tfis!fl
understood .as.a sign, because to understand a thing 1slto_

recognlze its relatlons to other th1ngs. Understanding things is

understand1ng-s1gns, and vice versa. By refusing to lelde res-
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.Jfrom verba, Augustlne is able to av01d d1V1d1ng Voluntas from L
Ascrlpt . and is thus able to aV01d d1v1d1ng matters of proof
(probatlo) from matters of style (elocutlo) 2 K '

E These concepts are all linked,; as- Eden has argued (10), and -
in fact all of the ma]or concepts of rhetor1c and hermeneutlcs_
are’ 11nked to these pr1mary d1v1s1ons, d1v1s1ons aV01ded by -
udlscourse stud1es——as represented by Donald Dav1dson s later"

' work and to some extent by the work of the ma]or Amerlcan'
-'Pragmatlsts, as well as by the work of some Europeans, such as o
M1chel Meyer.: By 1ntroduc1ng our graduate students to th1nkersp
fsuch as these, we prov1de them w1th an understand1ng of how

d1scourse works that contrasts V1V1dly w1th the tradltlon of

- rhetor1c and hermeneutlcs based upon the d1v1s1on of res: and

- ygrgg——thlngs and words, nature and culture.‘ Th1s contrast-
venables them to engage the h1story of d1scourse about d1scourse~
.more cr1t1cally and to recognlze those res1stances to that
‘h1story——such as Augustlne s——that they otherw1se mlght never p.'

;have not1ced

10
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1The deflnltlon of dlscourse studles used in thlS paper 1s
more: fully artlculated in my forthcomlng book After Rhetorlc.,f'
2For a fuller examlnatlon of Augustlne s res1stance to

heory see my forthcomlng artlcle "The Love of Inventlon.ﬂ -

i1
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