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ABSTRACT

GENRE THEORY, NARRATIVE THEORY,
AND ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT MULTIGENRE WRITING

By

Michelle Tremmel

The starting point for this project is a writing assignment—the multigenre
paper—that purports to offer an “alternative” to a “traditional” research paper. As a
classroom activity, the assignment has been characterized as a radical departure from and
rebellion against the conventions and “objective” tone of “the” research paper, with much
written about how to teach the assignment. This study steps away from pedagogy to
examine the multigenre paper and, more broadly, the concept of “multigenre” through
recent genre theories; M.M. Bakhtin’s theories of language and literature; and oﬁer
theories of narrative and intertextuality, particularly those of Julia Kristeva and Roland
Barthes. It also analyzes student writing (both so-called “traditional” school forms and
multigenre papers) through the lens of these theories. Specifically, the study explores the
following questions: 1) How do multigenre papers “work,” in theoretical terms? 2) How
is the concept of multigenre both constraining and generative? 3) How are multigenre
papers different from other ostensibly more “traditional” school forms? and 4) How can
learning about multigenerity operating in wider contexts enrich the multigenre paper
assignment? Findings of the study suggest that self-consciously multigeneric
compositions simulate the qualities of genre systems that some genre theorists have
discussed. They enact the dialogism of language theorized by Bakhtin and exhibit
qualities he attributed to the polyphonic novel. And they are narrative in three senses: 1)
they create a plot in ways described by narratologists; 2) they encourage narrative

thinking; and 3) as a postmodern narrative, they challenge grand narratives that delineate
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acceptable academic writing. In addition, they graphically illustrate the concept of
intertextuality. Similarly but perhaps most importantly, the student-writing part of the
study shows that intertextuality, multivocality, and multigenerity are not exclusive to
multigenre writing (nor will they automatically result because a teacher assigns a
multigenre paper). Instead, this study suggests that if we listen, we may hear many,
varied voices in texts often characterized as monologic and monogeneric (and sometimes
set against the so-called multigenre paper). Finally, and perhaps most emphatically, it
shows that such dichotomizing of “traditional” and “alternative” may be unproductive in

helping students learn the complexities of writing.
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CHAPTER 1: THE PROBLEM OF MULTIGENRE PAPERS

The starting point for this project is a writing assignment—the multigenre
paper—that offers an “alternative” way to a “traditional” research or term paper for
students to engage in and report on some kind of research. In fact, most names for the
assignment include the word research because its process often involves students using
secondary, and sometimes primary, sources. For most teachers who use it as a classroom
activity, the multigenre research paper assignment represents a fairly radical departure
from and rebellion against the conventional formatting and objective tone of “the” research
paper, a staple of American college and high school writing classes for as long as anyone
teaching today can remember. However, the rather firm line drawn between this so-called
“alternative” and other “traditional” academic writing seems questionable if we examine
the assignment’s use in more depth, explore broader conceptions of multigenerity, and
look at “the” multigenre paper in the context of the theories of genre, narrative, and
intertextuality.

In this opening chapter, I first will provide a short history of the research paper in
American schools and colleges, including objections to it and alternatives. In this history I
intend to do two things: 1) contextualize the multigenre paper assignment as “alternative”
to other “standard” academic discourses (e.g. expository school essays and research
papers) and 2) to suggest that setting multigenre papers (or any other “alternative” that
one might propose) against “traditional” school writings in a rigid dichotomy is simplistic
and problematic from a postmodern perspective. Next, I will discuss how students’ and
teachers’ reactions to the assignment may be perpetuating a kind of dualistic thinking
about multigenre writing. Then I will outline my view of this duality and the parameters
of my study. Finally, I will close the chapter by defining multigenre compositions and
applying genre theories developed over the last twenty years in composition studies to

multigenre writing, finishing with an introduction of the specific topics of the remaining



chapters of the dissertation. In all this work, I hope to complicate and unsettle the
construct of “the multigenre paper” as a way to reclaim any disruptive potential it may
have.

“The” Paper, Objecti nd Alternative

Research writing in American schools and colleges did not start out as the
ritualistic, formulaic exercise that almost from the beginning has drawn criticism. Rather,
in the mid to late nineteenth century, it had lofty goals for meaningful research as part of
the movement to modernize our universities, a reform that superimposed the German
model of graduate education on an American system earlier borrowed from the British.
This new, “modern” university valued the making of knowledge, some “original
contribution” to one’s discipline in the form of written dissertations and theses rather
than the oral “display” of learned knowledge created by others, a common practice under
the old system (Russell 79-80).

However, since such a research ideal did not fit all the large and diverse population
of undergraduates flooding the new university very well, research writing moved fairly
quickly away from its egalitarian, creative roots, and by “the 1910s the research paper
began to harden into its familiar form” (Russell 87). By 1920, in freshman composition
courses, it served as a tool to wean students away from “personal” writing in order to
acclimate and train them in academic discourse practices. In this way, research writing
became “the research paper,” what Robert Connors has called “practice in the game of
intellectual property rights” (Composition-Rhetoric 322). The assignment, primarily a
vehicle for teachers to test students’ abilities to “amas[s] brute facts for regurgitation,”
forced a novice writer into the role of knowledge “medium” rather than knowledge
“originator” (321-22). In this way, it fulfilled a goal of “Modern composition-rhetoric™:
to teach students “to explore the library or the words of the world, not timeless wisdom
or his [sic] own experience” (322). As it became “apprentice work,” not creating

“knowledge as much as reporting the known” (Davis and Shadle 423), the research



paper’s formal “conventions” developed in attempts to teach students “the entire process
of ‘ethical’ research”; however, such conventions soon overshadowed the creative
potential of the research (Connors, Cbmposition—Rhetgric 321). Thus, “the research or
term paper atrophied as a genre of student writing and gained a reputation as a hollow
formal exercise” (Russell 88). Instead of creativity, teachers latched on to the “grateful
mass of practical formal material for which they could hold students responsible--the
minutiae of formats, footnotes, bibliographies, citation forms, and so on” (Connors,
Composition- Rhetoric 322).

As one might expect, given the questioning nature of the academy, it did not take
long after the establishment of the research péper assignment, at both the college and high
school levels by the 1930s (Russell 89), for some to raise objections to its “contrived and
templated way of writing” (Davis and Shadle 425). In fact, as early as 1936,
compositionists criticized “the” research paper for its failure to “stimulatfe . . .]
independent thinking” (Bader 667) or to achieve an “impress of the students’ minds upon
their material (668); its lack of “real value”; and its contribution to careless, often
“dishonest writing” (Stevenson 1030). Even earlier than that, a study published in 1931
reported that 66 percent of students surveyed at Kansas State Teachers College said the
activity gave few benefits (Brown and Baldwin 311).

Some objections to “the” research paper have stemmed from a belief that in
learning its “minutiae,” students sacrifice (knowingly or unknowingly) any attempt at
thinking imaginatively and originally. According to this argument, once they leam “the
form,” students “are content to do what they know how to do: present the knowledge
made by others, write within set conventions, and produce what they have been
conditioned to believe teachers want” (Davis and Shadle 425). Other arguments for doing
away with research paper instruction in freshman composition courses have cited its
invitation to plagiarism—a concern that first emerged in 1884 (Connors, Composition-
Rhetoric 321)—the way it crowds out other important curricular material, and its



participation in the objectionable view of first-year writing as a “service course” for the
university (Ford and Perry 826).

Still others have railed against research papers in first-year composition and upper
division high school English courses because they are numbingly uninteresting and
basically meaningless to both students and teachers. This argument claims that research
papers become, in too many instances, a reductive, highly mechanical and linear process, a
“classic scissors-and-paste” (Kraus 1), “‘clip and stitch” activity that results in “at best,
a pale caricature of what it is supposed to be and, at worst, a kind of exquisite torture for
student and teacher alike (Dellinger 31). It “turns a good writer into a bad one” and
vibrant and compelling prose into an “empty, lifcless, and ritualistic performance”
(Ballenger 3).

As Ken Macrorie wrote in an op-ed piece for the New York Times on September
3, 1979, “all the lists of reference books and instructions on how to make note cards and
bibliographies that textbooks have presented [since the 1930s] do not result in well-
documented, useful undergraduate research papers” (iii). Instead, he says, they are “bad
jokes,” papers that do not gstablish anything” in the spirit of real research but are written
sloppily, “unsystematically, [and] impatiently” because the assignment has destroyed the
most important element of research™ “natural curiosity” (161, 55). To remedy this
“farce” of “re-search,” Macrorie offered during the 1970s “I Search [. . .] the truth of any
inquiry” and the assignment based on that idea, which teachers today still use in
classrooms across the country. The I-Search paper promised a way to re-infuse
“motivation” and the “itch of curiosity” and to balance objectivity and subjectivity in
research writing (162). This promise ten years later or so became key justification for the
multigenre paper assignment. However, all these objections to “the” research paper and
proposed alternatives, some offered well before Macrorie’s I-search paper, have also
created the construct of “the” research paper as a monolithic, unchanging form that can be

criticized (often in blanket ways) and rejected in favor of some other “alternative”
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assignment. The problem with such reification of the “traditional” is that it has pitted it
against the “alternative” in an artificial way inconsistent with what we know from
postmodern discourse theories about the complexities of writing. It has created a too-
rigid line between those school writings deemed “traditional” and those considered
innovative that does neither justice. Thus we have today, on one side, a wholehearted
belief in “the” research paper and, on the other, a resistance movement that portrays the
assignment as a “bad guy” of academic writing. Given its long-standing existence, this
conflict is difficult to disrupt and continues into the present.

Indeed, the conflict spans seventy years, with teachers like Macrorie calling for
more authentic research practices for students and expressing skepticism about the value
of this writing assignment staple. Such skepticism participates in a “legacy of complaint
[. . .] probably unmatched by any other single writing assignment™ (Ballenger 4), and
carried on by others since Macrorie, perpetuating dualistic thinking about “academic” vs.
“alternative” discourses. For example, in a 1982 College English article, Robert A.
Schwegler and Linda K. Shamoon reiterate some of the same objections to undergraduate
research papers we have already heard. In addition, they report that teachers in their
department at the University of Rhode Island no longer “do the research paper” because
the results are “so often disappointing and because they believe that freshmen and
sophomores may not be sophisticated enough to do the kind of thinking necessary for a
worthwhile research paper.” In all, they claim that the process seems beyond students’
intellectual reach and that the task of trying to meld source material with their own ideas
to argue a position is just too “complex and overwhelming” (817). In an even more radical
piece, Tom Nash suggests that since teachers most care about the documentation
conventions of the traditional research paper, we should just teach those, having students
write “fake” research papers with totally fabricated information. To him, doing so seems
a much better idea than our current practice because “[r]arely, for unsophisticated writers,

do both research and composing successes converge in the same paper” (68). Though
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perhaps intriguing, Nash’s “alternative” in its removal of any meaningful substance
emphasizes the hollowness and unreality of “the” research paper construct and even more
the emptiness of the duality of “traditional” versus “alternative” in which it participates.

In a famous attack on the “research paper,” Richard Larson’s use of quotation
marks around the construct also shows this practice of setting up a single, unchanging
form of research writing (even though, given its wide use, it undoubtedly exists in many
variations) in order to argue against it. He contends that the “research paper” is not a
viable “concept” because it “has no formal identity, [. . .] no substantive identity and no
procedural identity” and because as traditionally taught, it misrepresents “the activities of
both research and writing” (812, 814). Particularly, Larson takes issue with the way the
“generic ‘research paper’” sets itself up as “separate”: separate from other kinds of
writing and separate from life. He objects to the way it communicates to students that
research is a kind of exercise, an activity that only involves “looking up books in the
library and taking down information from these books” and never involves their own
experiences or touches their lives (813).

We should not be in the business, Larson believes, of teaching a kind of writing
that functions solely as a “messenger service.” We should not be saying to a student
“that for this one assignment, this one project, he or she has to go somewhere (usually the
library), get out some materials, make some notes, and present them to the customer
neatly wrapped in footnotes and bibliography tied together according to someone’s
notion of a style sheet.” Instead, Larson argues we can better serve the university and its
students and “advance [their] humanistic and liberal education” by encouraging them to
pay close attention to their own experiences and ideas and to find ways to support and
develop them with information they gather not just in books but “wherever it can be
found” (816). Though these goals for student research seem laudable, Larson’s article
exemplifies the problem of creating a construct that not only misrepresents the varied

nature of practice but that, he admits, does not exist (has no form, substance, or



procedure, according to his claims) except as a “straw man” established in the argument in
order to knock it down.

What this summary of objections to “the research paper” means to show is that
almost from its beginning as an institutional practice, we find a “récun‘ing debate among
composition teachers over whether the research paper should be taught at all [. . .]”
(Russell 91). This debate that continues into the present—with eighty-two percent of
first-year composition programs still requiring research-paper instruction (Sutton)—
discusses “the” research paper as though it is a single, basically unchanging entity. In
addition, it has established a problematically good/bad, either/or dichotomy (solidified
over more than fifty years) between it and something else offered as a different and
usually superior “alternative.” One early example of this dichotomizing is Harold R.
Nissley’s 1944 suggestion to abandon “the” research paper in favor of “illustrated term
projects” in the form of photographs mounted on slides so that students not experienced
of knowledgeable in standard practices of scholarship could handle research reporting
(19). And fairly consistently, those objecting to “the” research paper have offered such
ideas, particularly since the late 1960s as technology has rapidly developed and
postmodern challenges to authoritarian, positivistic conceptions of writing have become
the norm (cf. Cook and McElhiney; Culbertson; B. Miller; O’Connor). In addition, this
trend of trying to find ways to make undergraduate and secondary students’ academic
work (including research) personally meaningful, real, and useful has continued, with such
groups as expressivists and feminists questioning what counts as academic writing and
what validity such assignments as “the” research paper have.

Indeed, the past seventy years have seen a rather long conversation about this
assignment that exhibits a tension between the dichotomy of personal versus academic
writing, of writing as expression of self versus that of initiation into discourse
communities, and of “writer/academic, present/absent, central/peripheral” (Welsh 104).

In this spirit of rebellion such ideas have waxed and waned according to various social and



educational shifts. From conservative “standards” and traditional pedagogies to
“alternatives” to “the” research paper—like Macrorie’s I-Search, Winston Weather’s
“alternate style” pedagogy, Lillian Bridwell-Bowles and others’ call for “experimental”
and “transformative” writing in the academy—new ideas about academic writing have
emerged. The so-called multigenre paper, the research paper “alternative” that interests
me at present and on which this dissertation focuses, fits into this context. But it also
brings up a problem this dissertation means to address. Since the common characteristic
of all these “alternatives” is that they set themselves up in opposition to “the” research
paper, they establish an artificial dichotomy of “traditional/“academic™ vs. “alternative,”
with notions such as negative, stultifying, inflexible, and constraining often associated
with the former, and positive, freeing, creative, and generative associated with the latter.
If we consider various school writing assignments, this rigid dichotomy, however, does
not seem to hold and may even threaten the disruptive potential of so-called alternatives
like “the” multigenre paper assignment by creating another construct and reifying the
concept of multigenerity.
t Itigenr

'The multigenre paper assignment as defined by Tom Romano, established as a
new form of writing, and used in various grade-school through graduate-school settings,
has students 1) choose some kind of topic, 2) research that topic (with the term research
interpreted broadly), and 3) report their research in a composition that comprises a
collection of shorter pieces in different recognizable genres (e.g. poems, letters, editorials,
memos, short fiction, essays) to tell the “story” of its chosen subject. It tries to
approach research reporting in a way different from what most teachers would describe as
a sustained expository discussion of the investigation—though, drawing on M.M.
Bakhtin’s theories of the dialogism of all language, I will later explore how the problem of
calling expository, or any other kind of writing monologically sustained continues the

division between genres that Bakhtin saw as falsely dichotomous. Even though the



multigenre paper assignment invites students to write in a wide range of genres from the
oral and written discourses beyond school, in the workplace, in the community, at home,
in people’s leisure activities, and so on, it does not question the way in which genres act
as a set of directions or divide work problematically: Rather, “the” multigenre paper
simply constructs another form that amasses its own set of directions, problems,
boundaries, and the like as it continues to be used. Though meant to provide a framework
for bringing together outside research with what students have within themselves from
their out-of-school lives and experiences and what they care about, it may not disrupt or
blur divisions between genres since it is itself a generic construct.

In addition, the multigenre paper assignment purports to challenge students to
handle research material more critically, rhetorically, and imaginatively than at least some
manifestations of “the” research paper allow. In encouraging quirky, unconventional,
open-ended, creative thinking, researching, and writing, the idea of a multigenre paper
intends to disrupt the concept of “correct” school essay or research paper format.
However, whether it does or not is under consideration here since, if we believe Bakhtin,
all texts are inherently multivocalic and teachers are always teaching multigeneric texts
whether they assign personal narrative, “the” traditional research paper, or a five-
paragraph theme. In other words, unless writers are pushed to do otherwise, I propose
(and my examples of student writing in Chapters 4 and 5 show) that they already bring in
“other” voices that assist in the creation of their texts. According to Bakhtin, because
language itself is dialogical—a two-sided act—texts are always already dialogical. And
since our utterances—and their conventionalized, relatively stable counterparts speech
genres—construct themselves from words that contain the residues of many other uses
guided by our new “speech plan,” all texts may exhibit multigenerity.

Nonetheless, without realizing this inherent multivocality and multigenerity of all
writing and attracted by what they see as the assignment’s differences from other school

forms and its creative potential, teachers over the last ten years and in a wide variety of



secondary and college undergraduate and graduate English courses, as well as other
settings (e.g. middle-school classrooms, ninth-grade social studies, American government,
Spanish literature, and other college-level general education courses) have adopted the
multigenre paper assignment into their classrooms for a variety of reasons. They believe
that it allows students to put “personal stamps” on their research (Romano, Writing 130)
and gives them deeper “insights into opposing views” and better “control” over source
material than more conventional research papers do (Moneysmith and Johnson). They
say it encourages interdisciplinarity and serves as a “model for [. . .] holistic learning,”
causing readers and writers to become partners in inquiry (Davis and Shadle 432).
Moreover, they claim it acts as a vehicle for students to meld “practical skills and creative
inking” (Moulton 539) and pushes them to “synthesize the information about their
subject instead of just becoming familiar with it” (Ballard 45). And it “empowers”
students to “assume ownership of their learning [and] display pride” (C. Allen 1). Such
enthusiasm is infectious; however, in arguing for adoption of this assignment into
classrooms, it also participates in perpetuating the idea that the “traditional” fails to
accomplish these goals and reifies “the” multigenre paper as a “thing” that does.

Students’ highly positive reactions to the multigenre paper assignment perpetuate
this good/bad duality, as well. Conversations that I have had with students themselves
and with their teachers about such reactions show that students view multigenre papers
as a novel break from and a contrast to standard school forms of writing that bore or
intimidate them, and oftentimes the effort of writing multigenre papers does not even
seem like “work™ because it allows them to put a substantial amount of their own
individuality into what they create. In experimenting with different modes for presenting
what they learn, they report an immersion of themselves into their subject (an exploration
from the inside out) in the way the assignment draws them into complex interactions with
their subjects. They also like the opportunity to experiment with different genres,

playing around with writerly voice and purpose and audience, with different approaches
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to handling material and organization, and with different formal conventions. In addition,
many students find the process a kind of challenging puzzle that keeps them interested,
results in papers they say are important to them, and causes some to work on them even
after graduation (Davis and Shadle 437). As one student put it, “I have written many
research papers and remained unchanged by the information I gathered, but writing the
multigenre paper created an intensity and passion about my subject that made all that I
leamed a part of me--how I feel, how I think, how I know what I know” (Cunningham
54). Again, though we may appreciate such unequivocal enthusiasm for the assignment,
we may also recognize rigid dichotomizing lurking behind the praise.
Adding to the Multigenre Experience: Problems and Possibilities

Such perceptions of “the” multigenre research paper as novel and “alternative” are
predicated on the notion that the writing that results from this assignment is different
from the forms against which it has been set, that they are “bad,” or at least stale and
rigid, (because they contain the weaknesses discussed earlier in the chapter in connection
with “the” research paper) and that “the” multigenre paper assignment is “good,” or at
least better in allowing choice and freedom (because it manages to escape these problems).
That dualistic assumption, at least from what I can tell in talking to teachers and reading
the books and articles written about how they use the assignment in their classrooms, has
been to this point unexamined. Thus, as part of my study, I will probe that assumption
in light of actual student writing and various theories of discourse, genre, and narrative
that complicate such dichotomizing of form. A dualizing that pits “academic” discourse
against its “alternatives,” artificially drawing a line between the two and portraying
academic genres as monolithic and unchanging, it seems to me, is too simplistic and does
not represent the intricate complexities of these discourses particularly well.

What Sidney Dobrin, one of a number of scholars writing recently about “hybrid,”
“mixed,” or “alternative” discourses as “reactions to academic discourse” (45) says in “A

Problem with Writing (about) ‘Alternative’ Discourse” may be instructive. Arguing from
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the viewpoint of “paralogic rhetoric,” he claims that since all “communicators” use their
past communication experiences to form “passing theories” to help them function in some
“current communicative/discursive scenario” (a scenario unique to the moment) no
discourse is static. In reality, “all discourses (be they academic discourses, public
discourses, personal discourses) are never stagnant long enough to codify, study, identify
characteristics, label in ways that allow us to identify parent discourses or mixed
variants” (52). Instead, though some think and talk about academic discourses like “the”
research paper as rigid and formulaic in order to contrast multigenre papers to it, if we
accept Dobrin’s argument—as well as Bakhtin’s arguments about the inherent dialogism
of language and Julia Kristeva’s theories about the geno- and phenotext (to be discussed in
greater detail in Chapters 2 and 3)}—we may realize that such thinking is an analytical
convenience if not a curricular one and that such a duality does not hold. As Dobrin
points out, “discourses such as academic discourse are not mono-discursive entities; they
exist as amalgams, anomalies, hybrids in a continual state of flux, (re)invention,
(re)inscription” (52).

Consequently, despite the enthusiastic testimonials from elementary, secondary
and post-secondary teachers and their students across the country from New Hampshire to
Oregon, New York to Texas, Florida to Minnesota, as well as some tangible differences
between multigenre papers these students are writing and other more conventional papers,
the either-or line drawn between this writing and more “traditional” school forms seems
questionable. By examining student papers, both those labeled “multigenre” and those not,
we may be able to study the extent to which these school writings coincide and differ and
how much in a school setting a multigenre paper actually does manage to escape the rigid,
“templated” forms to which it objects. Though others have implied a “good-guy/bad-guy
relationship” between some school forms like “the” expository e:ssayI and “the” research
paper, I propose that we may better understand the writing assignments we give students

if we avoid setting up such binaries.
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Therein, however, lies another problem. Even if we accept, for a moment, the idea
of a broad family of “alternative” discourses cropping up in the academy, which at least
in some ways look different, behave differently, and accomplish different work than
“academic” discourse with its “most standard or widely accepted features reflect{ing] the
cultural preferences of the most powerful people in the community (Bizzell 1)—though
as we have seen from Dobrin, this may be troublesome—we still face a problem in
discussing an alternative to academic discourse like multigenre writing in a piece of
academic discourse like a dissertation. Indeed, to try to talk about multigenre writing as a
revolt against academic writing seems somehow strange and jarring, like an inescapable
paradox that we must acknowledge but cannot ultimately avoid, especially in the context
of academic writing (i.e. a dissertation). Moreover, this paradox readily makes Bakhtin’s
and Kristeva’s point about the “lie of the lexicon” or the failure of language to critique
without constituting that which it critiques. In addition, language itself, which often
privileges logical argument and painstaking analysis (both of which force us to take apart
complex problems for examination and understanding), creates further challenges for me in
adding another layer of mind-boggling tension between a topic like multigenre writing that
bristles at such an approach and the analytical approach itself. Though exploring
multigenre papers as “alternative” to “traditional” research papers is far less troublesome
than Dobrin’s attempt to discuss Héléne Cixous’s proposal that women need to create
their own discourse, an écriture féminine, to “break with phallocentric discourses and
produce a feminine writing unlike any male-centered writing, a kind of writing that
disrupts the historical notion of what writing is” (48), my trying to discuss multigenre
writing in the context of academic discourse seems an analogous problem. As Dobrin
says, “feminine writing cannot be identified by, theorized by, codified by, and ultimately
possessed by academic discourse, a phallocentric discourse” (49). In the same way, using
conventional academic writing (i.e. a dissertation) to tease out the workings of a so-called

alternative discourse (like multigenre writing) that tries to disrupt convention poses a
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dilemma. The discussion of such a dilemma also points out Dobrin’s and my inability to
talk about one thing (écriture féminine or multigenre writing) without contrasting it to
something else (academic discourse). Invoking the binary of academic/ nonacademic here,
however, is a matter of convention. In doing so I do not mean to reconstitute the binary
but to recognize the problem while also trying to critique such formulaic thinking. 1
intend to suggest that such polarization is useless, athough Bakhtin himself could not
escape such binarisms as monologic/dialogic even while he tried to challenge them.

Another challenge in taking on the topic of multigenre writing is that the concept
or idea, the theory or ideal of multigenerity may differ from its manifestation.
Specifically, multigenre writing that results from a school assignment in a classroom,
because of the constraints that any graded assignment puts on a piece of student writing,
as well as other factors I will discuss in more detail in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, may actually
perpetuate the kinds of supposedly monogeneric qualities it means to disrupt. In other
words, talking about multigeneric language seems at least in part different from talking
about the multigenre-paper-as-school-assignment, and, as such, necessitates a distinction
between the two (though I in no way mean this distinction to be hard and fast).
Therefore, I am using two sets of terms: “multigenre writing,” “multigenre,” or
“multigenerity” to represent the concept and “multigenre paper,” “multigeneric work,” or
“multigenre composition” to denote classroom and other manifestations of the concept.
But I do this only to attempt to argue against, not to validate, an already polarized way of
seeing writing and language that has participated in setting up the construct of
“multigenre paper” against other ostensibly nonmultigeneric kinds of writing.

In my project, I intend to step aside from the how-to-focused literature on
multigenre papers to explore if and how multigenre writing participates in the ideas
theorists working in the areas of genre, narrative, and intertextuality have discovered over
the past twenty or more years. Though conceived of as a revolutionary way to shake up

academic writing, in particular exposition (Romano Passion 3), the so-called multigenre
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paper assignment’s ability to do so is still debatable and presents an interesting problem

for a dissertation for two reasons. First, as a relatively new kind of school writing, its

study, though problematic, is relevant to my interest in both teaching and composition.
Second, because it has been set against other, more “traditional” school writing, studying
it allows us to question the validity of viewing those more conventional writings as rigid
and monolithic, thus exploring the “alternative-ness” and revolutionary potential of
multigenre papers.

In this study, I am calling into question the “multigenre paper” because its
curricularization forces it into the same constraints that all genres face. Also, by
considering “multigeneric” not just in terms of classroom writings but as the multivoiced,
dialogic language that it already is, the inside/outside dichotomies of classroom and wider
society may begin to blur, and we may reach a wider understanding of writing as
particular uses of language. In other words, if we conceive of language in its broadest
terms, the particular needs and language uses of classroom writing may seem less
troublesome. Also, a breaking down of barriers between writing inside and outside of
school may cultivate the kind of thinking that will eventually help teachers to do away
with dichotomies that serve no purpose (i.e. such oppositional constructs as
academic/personal writing or exposition/narration, etc.). Within the “universe of
discourse” (Moffett), such distinctions serve only to contain, to exert control, to erect a
system of valuation. In this way, school work is already unremittingly related to the uses
of language in the wider society, a microcosm of society with its “will to truth” and its
“order of discourse” (Foucault 1156, 1161).

As a participant in this “will” and “order,” the routines of school are firmly
established. Consequently, making teachers and students aware of anything that may be
going on in writing will not necessarily translate directly into a change in practice.
Anyway, that is not my goal. However, from my experience as a teacher for the last

twenty-five years, I believe thinking and reflecting in and of themselves to be worthwhile;
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and a study that shifts attention away from the “how-to” of multigenre papers, where
writing about the topic has concentrated to this point, to an exploration of how and why
they might illustrate theories of genre, narrative, and intertextuality may help us to think
more complexly about school writing and to continue to remove barriers between it and
writing in the world beyond. Further, it may suggest new ways we can approach the
assignment to help students see what writing, reading, and research can mean to them as
fundamental parts of their lived lives. We cannot escape the fact that a multigenre paper,
regardless of how innovative, is itself a situated genre. Still, I see value in examining
“multigenre paper,” looking at what is behind the assignment that attempts to complicate
school-assigned research and connect it to research done for wider purposes. Such an
exploration may serve as a.chisel to create one of those “windows” Maxine Greene
suggests we need in and around schools to admit “fresh air” into their often stale and
dusty halls (134). But for that to happen, we must do more than simply jump on the
multigenre bandwagon (continuing to set it up in opposition to exposition and
“traditional” research that some assume do not allow for creativity and personal
involvement), tout its rewards for engaging individual writers, and tell other teachers how
to do it. We need to theorize and critique it instead.

To do this, I intend to explore both multigenre papers and papers resulting from
other school assignments, as well as multigenre writing as a broader discursive process. In
taking both an inside and an outside (of school) approach, I hope to offer something to
enhance students’ experiences with the so-called multigenre paper. Moreover, though
thetoric per se is not a large part of my argument, of necessity, it is rhetorical purpose,
context, and audience that more accurately reflects changes from one assignment to
another or from school writing to writing within the wider society. And such changes
occur regardless of whether or not we force writing into particular directive constructs
called genres. This study, then, takes two paths. First, I will turn to theory for insights

into the workings of writing that blur traditionally conceived genre boundaries,
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specifically examining recent theories of genre; Bakhtin’s theories of language, literature,
and narrative; and other theories of narrative and intertextuality, particularly those of
Kristeva and Roland Barthes. I will also pose what I take to be a fundamental flaw in
Bakhtin’s argument: that is, on the one hand, he refers to narrative (itself a genre) and on
the other, he theorizes that genres represent false distinctions. Second, I will analyze
student writing (both what most would consider “traditional” school forms and
multigenre papers) through the lens of these theories.

The data for the student writing part of my study consists of a set of papers
collected from eleventh and twelfth graders from a medium-size, suburban high school in
Iowa (1,190 students in grades 9-12 with a 6.8 percent minority population, according to
figures in the district’s annual report for 2001-02, the year in which I did my study). As
part of a four-year English requirement for graduation, these students completed five
papers in an elective English course, Experiences in Writing, during the 2001-02 academic
year. According to the school’s course offering guide, Experiences in Writing

is appropriate for students with a range of writing abilities. It has a heavy

emphasis on the process of writing and for making independent determinations

about writing. Students will engage in personal, analytical, and research-based
writing. A balance between the writing process and the final product will be
expected. This course is intended to be a precursor to advanced composition or
for post-secondary education preparation.
To fulfill the goals of this semester-long course, students compose a personal essay, an
extended metaphor paper, an extended definition paper, a “traditional” research paper,
and a multigenre paper.

For teachers interested both in expanding their thinking about “the” multigenre
paper and in connecting their students’ experiences with other so-called “real-world”
discourse practices, the research I report in this dissertation may serve, in part, as an

example of “practical” theorizing, or “the practice of theory,” to use Ruth Ray’s
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terminology. In addition, it may help teachers see ways to interrogate innovative teaching
practices toward which they are drawn. Doing so may encourage them not only to
discover ways to engage and sustain students’ interest inside the classroom with such
assignments as the so-called multigenre paper, but also to learn more about the concept of
“multigenerity” and to realize that “the” multigenre paper is not a newly invented entity
and that multiple genres are always already around us. Though by their very nature
teachers’ jobs demand concrete action, and too many of thg educational spaces where we
meet students work against innovative practices and “real-world” connections, I believe
this study may contribute to disrupting institutional norms and show how the
complicated webs of discourse in our increasingly more complex and technological society
are applicable to the multigenre-paper-as-school-assignment. Then perhaps we can
maximize this and other writing assignments in order to transport students and their
writing beyond one classroom, one school, and one education to life-long practices.
Again, I do not intend to erect dualities in attempting to clarify my point here, but I am
aware that the contrastive use of language needed for my analysis implicates me in the
very problems I rail against.
tori ent Ge ri Itigenre Writi

To introduce my argument that genre theory and theories of narrative, especially
those related to intertextuality, have much to offer our understanding of the multigenre-
paper-as-school-assignment, I want first to establish some definitions and articulate some
qualities of genre and multigenre to help us understand what may be going on at the heart
of the so-called multigenre paper. To begin, Bakhtin (as well as those who have used his
ideas on speech genres to theorize genre as sociorhetorical action) views genre as a
concept that goes beyond literary type and represents, instead, “a horizon of
expectations” that operates on different kinds of texts. In trying to redefine genre,
however, and to argue that “the novel” is a kind of writing that “cannot be framed by pre-

existing categories” (Dialogic 428), Bakhtin at times undermines his arguments—which
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seek to destroy genre distinctions—by the very act of naming and labeling. It must be
recognized that Bakhtin himself did not call his examination of texts and language
“narrative theory” or “genre theory” (other critics and theorists have attached those labels
to Bakhtin’s work). Nonetheless, in trying to talk about “the” novel as something
different from other texts and uses of language, for example, he sets that construct against
other texts (as I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 2).

From my review of the literature on the so-called “multigenre paper,” no one has
examined such theories in conjunction with this assignment. Therefore, my goal is to
show how they can be applied in order to illustrate the multigeneric in all writing, but not
to set up multigenre writing as another formalized practice. Unfortunately, from talking
with those who assign multigenre papers and from reading books and articles educators
have written about their experiences, curricularization of “the” multigenre paper has
already occurred. From my research it appears, at least in some of its manifestations, that
we now have a “new” school form or genre, “the” multigenre research paper. That is not
what I am after. In fact, I hope to show how the reification that has already occurred
does a disservice to the concept of multigenerity and stifles its creative, disruptive intent.
To begin, current theories of genre offer some ways to think about how we may approach
a compilation of genres as sociorhetorical action rather than simply a collection of forms,
what multigenre papers seem to be in some school manifestations.

Equating genre and form, of course, is nothing new. Before the last twenty years
or so, genre in writing was primarily associated with literary forms. And because of
Romantic ideas of “the writer” as an inspired individual—with the most admirable ones,
the literary geniuses, breaking out of established forms and defying conventions—genre
had status as a constraining “thing.” This thing, a receptacle for artistic ideas, was, at
best, neutral but useful in the realm of literary analysis, and, at worst, primarily negative,
acting as a stranglehold on writers’ imaginations and creativity. However, inspired by

twentieth-century “developments in linguistics, rhetoric, psychology, and sociology,”
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those in composition studies have recently been reconsidering the view of genre
promulgated by literary studies for two centuries (Bazerman, “Systems” 20), resituating
this “new genre” in rhetoric and demonstrating that it is far more than set textual forms,
mere templates into which writers pour already conceived material.> As Anis Bawarshi
and others propose, genres are not “containers” but “familiar communicative tools” with a
“sociorhetorical function” that “shape” and “help us recognize our communicative goals,
including why [they] exist, what and whose purposes they serve and how best to achieve
them” (“Genre Function” 339).

Theories that have led to this social-action definition of genre have relevance to a
study of the so-called multigenre paper since decisions about individual genres are the
building blocks of a larger multigenre composition. In fact, in creating such a composition,
writers have to negotiate even more complex rhetorical goals than when constructing texts
based on a single genre. They need to fit various genres together to make up the overall
composition, considering both the individual pieces themselves and the larger whole as
“communicative tools” and actions (something “An Essay We’re Learning to Read:
Responding to Alt. Style” by Michael Spooner illustrates).

The influence of anti-foundational theories like those of Bakhtin—here I use this
term guardedly, recognizing in it another instance of critics’ and theorists’ problematic
penchant for composing binarisms—have helped to radically change the texture of genre
and speak to the concept of multigenre. However, we need to be careful about setting
multigenre against non-multigenre. What Bakhtin tells us about the dialogical within all
language and the existence of at least some measure of multivocality—what we may call
multigenre, though Bakhtin does not use that term—in all writing suggests the folly in
naming any particular piece of writing a “multigenre composition.” “Multigenre paper”
or multigenre composition” is a social construct, just as Dobrin points out “discourse,
too, is a construction, a label attributed for the sake of convenience, to provide a

vocabulary through which we (think we) can discuss and study discourse” (46).
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Though I am attempting, at least in part, to deconstruct the notion that a
particular kind of writing, “the” multigenre paper, is multigeneric while other kinds are
not, I also want to illuminate the workings of some pieces that for convenience sake we
may call multigenre compositions because they seem to be on the high end of the
dialogical, multivocalic continuum, to put it in Bakhtinian terms (or to consider it in terms
of a “spectrum” like that set forth in James Moffett’s Teaching the Universe of
Discourse). Even Bakhtin isolates one text from another in arguing, for'example, that
Menippean satire from about the third century B.C.E. with its “wide use of inserted
genres,” its “mixing of prose and poetic speech,” and its “multi-styled and multi-toned
nature” is more dialogic than “the fundamentally monologic (homophonic) European
novel” of the nineteenth century (Problems 8, 118). Such a move is an analytical
necessity even though doing so undermines his claims that all discourse is inescapably
dialogic. The point is that though we cannot ignore such labels as “multigenre paper,” we
need to think about how reducing multigenerity to a “thing,” a new school form, misses
the point of an idea intended as a rupture. Contrary to its intent, multigenre writing in at
least some school settings has become formalized, but perhaps recent genre theories may
- help us reclaim some of its alternative qualities because they “probe further” than
traditional literary conceptions of genre:

[W]ithout abandoning earlier conceptions of genres as “types” or “kinds” of

discourse, characterized by similarities in content and form, recent analyses focus

on tying these linguistic and substantive similarities to regularities in human
spheres of activity. In other words the new term “genre” has been able to connect

a recognition of regularities in discourse types with a broader social and cultural

understanding of language in use. (Freedman and Medway, “Locating™1)

Such a recognition is a start, but in order to rescue multigenre writing in school from its
status as “thing,” just another school form, we need to focus more on that second part of

the definition of the “new genre” (i.e. “broader social and cultural understanding of
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language in use”) and try at least in some measﬁre to abandon or at least rethink our focus
on “types” and kinds. Doing so seems more in line with the recent thinking about genre
that recognizes its “protean energy,” according to Wendy Bishop and Hans Ostrom (xi),
its fluid shape-shifting of sorts, substantially different from earlier, more rigid definitions
of genre as “immovable, insoluble conventions” (Mirtz 191). This sociorhetorical genre
as interpreted by North American theorists (who differ from genre theorists of the
Australian School in their objecting to this latter group’s insistence on the necessity for
“explicit” teaching) can be contextualized by a brief history that Aviva Freedman and
Peter Medway construct. Though admittedly not definitive (“Locating”™ 8), this history
identifies a number of “twentieth-century perspectives on human knowing and language
use” that Freedman and Medway believe have been key to re-conceptualizing genre (3)
and that may help us shift from the sometimes-too-pointed emphasis on the teaching of
forms in connection with multigenre papers to their sociorhetorical potential.

To begin, Freedman and Medway cite Susan Langer’s, Emst Cassirer’s, and
Kenneth Burke’s work to establish that humans above all else are symbol makers and that
every aspect of human life is shaped by this fundamental activity. They especially
highlight Burke’s contention that such symbol-making occurs in all aspects of persuasion,
and they acknowledge the contribution of Thomas Kuhn’s “status as a scientist and
philosopher of science” in lending “authority” to Burke’s ideas and gaining acceptance for
the notion that “truth” is arrived at “rhetorically and communally” (Freedman and
Medway, “Locating” 3). Begun in the 1930s, Burke’s work reflected a renewed interest
in and reinterpretation of classical rhetoric, and a reintegration of it and literature
following more than 50 years during which literature and rhetoric/writing had been
systematically split.

After centuries as an important foundation in education, rhetoric—and its
counterpart, composition—Iost its status when English studies fought for recognition as a

“formal discipline” in the new research university (Applebee 11) and settled on literature
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as its “scientific” body of study (Berlin 22). Rhetoric of the late nineteenth century
became divorced from its “historical context” and any “sense that [it was] intellectually
challenging and socially important” (Halloran 175). At the same time, literature gained
status “as the true equipment of America’s educated” (S. Miller 31), being “privileged” at
the expense of rhetoric, which was relegated to the lower “tier” in the English department
hierarchy (Connors, “Writing” 51). What Burke and others sought to do was to disrupt
this hierarchy and to question the dualism of literature/rhetoric.

As Bizzell and Herzberg note, Burke “brought rhetoric and literature into intimate
contact” with each other by arguing in Counter-Statement (first published in 1931) that
literature’s use of language to “affect the reader” makes it a “branch of rhetoric,” or in
Burke’s terms, “symbolic action” (900). Because it always tries to make some
“impression” on a reader, Burke said, “effective literature could be nothing else but
rhetoric [. . .]” ( r-Statement 210). Even more broadly, “Burke’s rhetoric, bound
up in communities, communal ideas, social relations, religion, magic, and psychological
effects, in verbal and nonverbal communication, seems to encompass almost everything”
(Bizzell and Herzberg 991). Burke believed rhetoric’s business was to study all the
“symbolic means” humans have for creating and dividing communities (900)—which he
believed includeq literary and nonliterary discourses (though this binary now is
recognized as artificial)}—because “motivation” drives them all (913). Since multigenre
thinking and writing also rejects the splitting of the literary from the nonliterary,
nonfiction from fiction, and so on, Burke’s reunification of literature and rhetoric seems
applicable.

Additionally, not only did Burke’s ideas about motive serve to broaden the scope
of rhetoric and reunite it with literature. They also began a way of thinking about
language and rhetoric that anticipates a sociorhetorical view of genre and a way for us to
think about multigenre compositions as sociorhetorical actions. Of the five elements of

Burke’s pentad of motives (i.e. act, agent, agency, scene, purpose), his discussion of two
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of these (i.e. act and agency) seems significant in the later refiguring of genre. In Burke’s
“dramatism,” language is not separate from doing. It is an act (Language 63), not a thing.
By its definition as “what was done” (Grammar xv), an act is a noun. However, by its
very connection with movement and action, act also is implicitly a verb that Burke says
“can overlap agency” (15), or how someone accomplishes an act (xv). What this
characterization of language as act and its close connection to “means” suggest is that
language forms are not simply receptacles for thought. They, too, have a “doing”
dimension. Burke makes this connection between form and action in quoting Thomas
Aquinas in a discussion of Aristotle’s four causes. Aquinas claims that “a form is an act”
(227), and Burke sees Aristotle’s “formal cause” as “equivalent” to his concept of act
(228). He also makes the case in The Philosophy of Literary Form that all “poetry”
(which for Burke encompasses “any work of critical or imaginative cast™) is a “strategic”
answer “to questions posed by the situation in which they arose.” Such answers “size
up the situations, name their structure and outstanding ingredients, and name them in a
way that contains an attitude towards them” (1), responding appropriately (Coe 198).
Clearly, Burke’s connection of literary works, language, and form to social context and
action may be seen as a precursor to “new” genre theorists later complicating the notion
of genre by linking it with the social.

Such ideas of Burke’s participate in an early part of a movement Freedman and
Medway call a general “rhetorical turn” in academic disciplines that by the 1970s infused
composition studies (“Locating” 4). This movement became important in changing our
thinking about genre as set form to thinking of it as purpose-in-form or fofm-in-action.
Besides Burke’s influence, this movement owes a debt to such thinkers as I.A. Richards
and Chaim Perelman. Their part in defining a “new rhetoric” in the mid-twentieth century
anticipates genre theorists of the 1980s doing the same for genre. As a philosopher of
language, Richards created “the foundation of a new rhetoric” by tying it to his notions of

“meaning [as] a matter of interpretation, not the inherent significance of words” and
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“context” as “the effects of discourse on the audience” (Bizzell and Herzberg 900, 966).
The notion that “remembered contexts” create meanings of words for a particular
“interpreter” (909) suggests the reflecting and shaping influence of the social and cultural
on language forms that later interests theorists in connection with genre.

Further, Perelman’s ideas about knowledge-building as a rhetorical act adds
another dimension to language as social action that later helped redefine genre. To
Perelman, “the social aspect of language” is its “essential element” (Perelman and
Olbrechts-Tyteca 1071), and language users create knowledge “within communities that
share assumptions and beliefs” (Bizzell and Herzberg 901). He proposes rejecting any
search “for a necessary and self-evident first truth,” instead envisioning a rhetorical world
“in which people and human societies are in interaction and are solely responsible for
their cultures, their institutions, and their future--a vision in which people try hard to
elaborate reasonable systems, imperfect but perfectible” (Realm 160). In this vision,
argument is the basis of knowledge, and “all discourse is rhetorical [. . .]” (915).
Perelman’s view that language is a “tool for action” in “a social context” and not simply
“an instrument for communication” (New Rhetoric 1099, 1103) eventually finds its way
into later theories of genre that characterize it as social action. Further, it may add an
important sociorhetorical dimension to our thinking about the multigenre paper
assignment.

Along with Perelman, Richards, and Burke, Stephen Toulmin gets credit from
Freedman and Medway for creating a “new rhetoric” that eventually influenced theorists
to view genre as socially situated. Toulmin’s work in argumentation rejected the
prevailing idea at the time that “rational” is a universal concept to be applied and judged
equally “across all disciplines and forums.” As an alternative, he posited the notion of
“the reasonable,” the “appropriate” or the “convincing” as determined by a particular
“historical, disciplinary, and/or social context” (“Locating” 5). In terms of genre, this

notion suggests that if individual communities “differ in their modes of reasoning™ (6),
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then the genres that reflect that reasoning and that shape and are shaped by these
communities need to be defined and understood in their particular contexts.

In composition studies these ideas from the “new rhetoric” manifested themselves

” € ” <

in a borrowing of such concepts as “invention,” “audience,” “occasion,” and “kairos”
from classical rhetoric. Compositionists used these ideas in creating “a systematic basis
for a process pedagogy,” a pedagogy that, unlike current-traditional rhetoric, cared about
helping “students with the decisions and strategies necessary in the course of writing,
rather than simply commenting [. . .] on faults in the written product, with appeal to a
few very general maxims.” Both the specific re-coupling of rhetoric with composition in
the context of process and composition studies’ recognition of “the rhetorical dimensions
of knowledge-making and the primacy of the rhetorical impulse in human communication
(and all linguistic and semiotic process)” have helped those concerned with genre see it as
a socio—cuitural act (Freedman and Medway 4).

In addition to the rhetorical influences Freedman and Medway cite, they attribute
the rethinking of genre to another movement, “social constructionism,” which came into
the field of composition studies in the 1980s primarily through the anti-foundational
philosophy of Richard Rorty. Rorty rejected as unverifiable the idea of “universal”
principles as the basis for trying to reach the meanings of life. .Instead, he recognized
“communal constructions of meaning and pragmatic evaluations of the good and the true.”
Underscoring such ideas of Rorty’s about meaning being socially constructed, Freedman
and Medway cite Clifford Geertz’s contention that more than “knowledge” is
communally shaped (“Locating” 5), that “cognition, emotion, motivation, perception,
imagination, memory [. . .] whatever [are] themselves, and directly, social affairs” (Geertz
153). In the context of social constructionism, then, genre as merely a constraining form
begins to recede and becomes “far more dynamically [. . .] part of social process”
(Freedman and Medway, “Locating” 5).

Along with rhetoric and social constructionism, Freedman and Medway point to
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the influence on the “new genre” of “speech act theory” with its founding principle that
“words do more than make statements about the nature of the world.” Such a theory
disrupts a “container” view of language, words as receptacles of thought, and instead
argues that “language—and especially utterances—are ways of acting in the world” that

7 €€

we can only understand by examining context and participants’ “social roles and relative

power” (“Locating” 6). Philosopher John Austin first put forth this idea. In his How to
Do Things with Words (1962), he argues that philosophy’s “age-old assumption [. . .]
that to say something [. . .] is always and simply to state something” is flawed. Instead,
he demonstrates that “to say something is to do something (12) and poses the idea that
statements are a performance rather than an inert medium for communicating some “fact”
(52). Just as Bakhtin argues that the utterance, rather than the word or sentence,
constitutes the proper linguistic analytical unit (an idea I explicate more fully in Chapter
2), speech act theorists building on Austin’s work have emphasized “the production or
issuance of the symbol or word or sentence in the performance of the speech act” as the
“unit of linguistic communication” rather than the “symbol, word or sentence” itself
(Searle, Speech Acts 16). This is the fundamental basis of speech act theory. However,
Bazerman points out that a too rigid “formalization of speech acts” (“Systems” 86)—as
illustrated by John Searle’s five categories of use (Expression and Meaning viii}—cannot
capture richly enough the “multiple secondary intentions and uses” of genres (Bazerman,
“Systems” 86). Still, principles drawn from speech act theory like “language—and
especially utterances—are ways of acting in the world” and “researchers must take the
context into account and understand it in the way it is understood by participants” have
helped shape new theories of genre (Freedman and Medway, “Locating” 6).

What Freedman and Medway’s brief history of important intellectual trends of
the twentieth century—i.e. “the ‘rhetorical turn’ in disciplinary studies; social
constructionism; rhetorical versions of rationality in the field of argumentation; and

speech act theory (“Locating” 3)—makes obvious is why “genre-study is no longer about
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the forms of the story, poem, and novel, preexisting categories of politically assigned
textual quality” but instead emphasizes “the social and political conditions of textual
production” (Bishop and Ostrom 248). The broader intellectual context to which,
Freedman and Medway freely admit, could be added other “developments in the
economic, social, and political sphere [. . .] beyond the academy” (“Locating” 8), provides
a starting point for us to understand why more recent views of genre as process and '
action, though not eliminating form, subsume it and for us to discover how we may use
such theories to complicate our thinking about the multigenre paper construct. Significant
in early attempts to define genre based on such a social view is Carolyn Miller’s 1984
seminal article “Genre as Social Action.”

By carefully tracing “the connection between genre and recurrent situation,”
Miller shows how genre may be considered conventionally “typified rhetorical action”
and to argue “that a theoretically sound definition of genre must be centred [sic] not on
the substance or the form of discourse but on the action it is used to accomplish.” In
addition, Miller concludes that since we are concerned with how discourse works in the
world, with what it means and accomplishes in various rhetorical settings, defining genre
as “open [. . .] and organized situated actions (that is pragmatic, rather than syntactic or
semantic)” is more useful to us in composition studies than viewing it as a closed
taxonomy (“Genre” 27, 24). In contrast to thinking of genre as synonymous with form
and focusing on such “rules” of form as, for example, that a sonnet must contain 14 lines
in iambic pentameter following a specific rhyme scheme (with, in the Shakespearean
version, a closing rhymed couplet), Miller says we should instead think of genre as
“meaningful action” and seek to discover how different genres variously enact “rules of
symbolic action.” While genres are recognizable as recurrent patterns of discourse, they
are more importantly, in Miller’s view, the place where “private intentions and social
exigence” come together (37), with the individual shaping and being shaped by the public.

Important for showing how genres exist and operate within this public arena,
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within “instrumental” discourse communities, John Swales—the only other person
besides Bakhtin allotted a whole section in Freedman and Medway’s genre history
survey—is individually notable, according to them, because of the contribution his ideas
have made in the post-literary studies’ redefinition of genre (“Locating” 7). In drawing
“lessons” about genre from folk-lore studies, literary studies, linguistics, and rhetoric,
Swales’ work is useful, as is the work of other theorists I have mentioned so far, for
insisting that genres are primarily “communicative” and “social” while not abandoning
concerns for “generic structure (and its rationale)” (45). In addition, for the purposes of
considering so-called multigenre papers, I find Swales’ description of genre “environment”
- and geme>“networ " especially relevant to a working out of how single pieces of text
within a multigenre composition interact with each other and contribute to the whole, a
whole that functions as a kind of social context for individual utterances, a purpose-driven
environmental construct. Swales says that as a “class of communicative events” (45), a
genre comprises both “the discourse itself and its participants” and “the role of that
discourse and the environment of its production and reception, including its historical and
cultural associations” (46). To extend this idea metaphorically, I would propose that a
multigenre composition virtually represents in textual form at least two of the key
qualities Swales says constitute a discourse community: it establishes a “broadly agreed
to set of common goals (24) and creates “mechanisms of intercommunication among its
members” (25). In this way a multigenré composition fits Swales’ “principal criterial
feature that turns a collection of communicative events into a genre” because its
intentionality brings together individual utterances for “some shared set of communicative
purposes” (46).

Drawing on such fundamental principlcs inherent in the “new” conception of
genre, I view genre, especially in connection with the concept of multigenre, as form

shaped by individual and social purposes, and purpose shaped by form. Genre is not just
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a result of an action, but an action itself and a call to other actions, a call that may be seen
in all writing, but especially those texts, like “the” multigenre paper, that deliberately set
out to integrate genres.3 For my definition, I want to first examine and critique the
definition Romano gives his students when they embark on the process of research and
writing that eventually leads to a multigenre paper in a school setting. Romano tells his
students this:

A multigenre paper arises from research, experience, and imagination. It is not an

uninterrupted, expository monolog nor a seamless narrative nor a collection of

poems. A multigenre paper is composed of many genres and subgenres, each
piece self-contained, making a point of its own, yet connected by theme or topic

and sometimes by language, images, and content. In addition to many genres, a

multigenre paper may also contain many voices, not just the author’s. (Blending

X)

As a basic definition of multigenre-paper-as-classroom-genre, Romano’s definition works
for students because it is relatively simple and open-ended; however, it also uses language
in a way that may be troublesome in its dichotomizing.

One problem is that Romano’s definition relies on contrast, establishing what a
multigenre paper is by saying what it is not (i.e. “an uninterrupted, expository monolog
nor a seamless narrative nor a collection of poems”). This contrast, however, is
problematic since it establishes a duality between exposition as “uninterrupted” and
“monologic” (and narrative as “seamless”) and a multigenre paper as presumably not
these things. This duality does not hold, though, if we consider Bakhtin’s analysis of
Dostoevsky’s novels—as I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 2—which suggests that
narrative is anything but “seamless” and that exposition, though perhaps (and I say
perhaps in a highly qualified way) more uni-voiced than what Bakhtin calls “novelistic”
prose, still exhibits some degree of dialogism. He has shown that, though exposition often

falls into the trap of what he calls a “general literariness” that tries to “order” the “spoken
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and written heteroglossia that swirls in from all sides,” even it uses more than just the
author’s voice (Dialogic 382).

Thus, I would propose talking about such issues in terms of a continuum of the
dialogical, rather than setting up a dichotomy between monologic and dialogic,
multigeneric and monogeneric. I would also propose, however, that more often than not
there is a distinction between what most people would describe as, for example, the five-
paragraph expository theme still taught in schools and an intentionally multigeneric
piece—including its school version, the multigenre paper. In it, a writer consciously
decides to construct a text by weaving together discoursal chunks that readers will
recognize as genres they have seen in isolation, and, as Romano’s definition suggests,
doing so allows a greater degree of autonomy of intention for the “voices™ that comprise
it. I would, though, not call the individual genres within such a multigenre composition
that make use of these voices “self-contained,” as Romano does, because doing so seems
not to recognize the intertextuality that obtains among them. Each piece does usually
have recognizable boundaries and discernible margins between those boundaries more
definite than is noticeable in what some might call a “unified” piece, like an academic
argument. However, even such a seemingly “unified” piece of writing may itself exhibit
various degrees of dialogism that call into question the notion of unity itself and suggest it
too has multigeneric properties. I would also point out that the part of Romano’s
definition that says “a multigenre paper may also contain many voices, not just the
author’s” implies that a writer’s voice in a non-deliberately multigeneric piece is one
(unified), something the data from my study of student writing suggests does not always
hold true.

While recognizing, then, the inherent dialogism of language and the multivocality/
multigeneric quality of all written genres, I see at the same time purposefully multigeneric
compositions as somewhat different in their attempts to deliberately, consciously

integrate smaller genres. With this in mind, I would offer the following to define such a
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composition:

1. A multigenre composition comprises textual pieces recognizable as performing

the social and rhetorical functions associated by particular communities with the

conventions of specific genres, and these individual texts are usually conceived of
and activated as somewhat autonomous entities, relatively separate pieces of
discourse which enact the communicative goals of one or more speakers.

2. These pieces are situated in proximity to each other, definitely distinct but

semantically connected—in ways that go beyond mere physical design, packaging,

or layout—with boundaries between pieces more or less rigid or blurred.

3. Individual genres interact with each other as though in “conversation,”

representing social and historical voices and demonstrating high levels of

intertextuality. Ideas between the somewhat separate utterances, distinguishable

by their explicit change in speaking subject, play off each other; and, in addition, a

single genre may contain multiple voices in dialogue.

4. A theme or topic and/or transitional material within and between the pieces

helps to create a loose “unity” (or integration) of purpose, a kind of collaborative,

communicative goal with all the separate genres working together toward a certain
overall common effect related to that purpose.
With this working definition of the construct “multigenre composition,” I hope to clarify
what features I see as integral to a specific piece that deliberately sets out to make use of
multiple genres and to do so loosely enough so as not to suggest a formula.

What I am offering in my definition is a description that I hope provides some
useful vocabulary and broad characteristics, not to tie down and rigidify the concept of
“multigenre” but to aid in my later analysis (since such a definition does not appear to
exist in the literature on recent theories of the “new genre”). No genre theorists I have
studied use the term “multigeneric” to designate a combination of genres into a larger piece

of discourse nor have they laid out criteria for multigenres. Interestingly, however, the
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word itself does appear in the literature of genre theory. One theorist, Swales, uses it to
describe an overarching, generalized category of genres, which he says constitutes a
“clas[s] of communication” above genre that identifies “means of communication” but
fails to achieve “genre status” because it lacks an “indication of purpose.” In Swales’
discourse scheme, “letter,” for example, is a communication category or “multigeneric
generalization,” “business letter” a subset of that category, and “begging letter” a genre
(61). This idea of multigenre has little to do with the way others use the term in
connection with the multigenre-paper-as school-assignment or the way I am defining it in
this study. Nonetheless, some of what genre theorists have written seems useful both to
describe multigenre papers in school and manifestations of multigenerity in other settings
and to provide some insights into how they function.4

For one, we can draw on two related concepts that may help us, at least
metaphorically, get at the essence of deliberate multigenre compositions: Amy Devitt’s
genre “sets” and Charles Bazerman’s “genre systems.” The idea of a “set” stems from
Devitt’s analysis of the discourse practices of tax accountants. What she posits is a way
of looking at genres not as isolated texts but as a group, as related discourse types that
“expert” members of the accounting profession produce. These genres “constitut[e] and
defin[e] the accountant’s work” and also create “a complex network of interaction” among
the texts themselves. Devitt’s argument is that “[n]o text is single, as texts refer to one
another, draw from one another, create the purpose for one another” (“Intertextuality”
336). In her research she demonstrates how the thirteen different genres written by tax
accountants to each other, their clients, and governmental agencies “form a set which
reflects the professional activities and social relations of tax accountants” (339). The
“established genres” in the set each “respond” to a variety of rhetorical situations
established by the “repeated structured activities and relationships™ enacted in the
discourse community of tax accountants (340), and the meanings of the community rely

heavily on the interaction among the various texts in the genre set (343). In addition,
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though Devitt—in order to develop her ideas on intertextuality—focuses on the “set” of
texts produced by the “experts” in a tax department, she further suggests that this genre
set is only one part of a larger departmental “genre system,” which includes tax return
forms and “oral genres” (340).

Bazerman builds on Devitt’s brief mention of such a “genre system,” broadening it
to include not only those genres produced by one type of person in “a multiple person
interaction” (e.g. the tax accountant) and his or her “participations” but also those that
embody the participation of others (“Systems” 98). In his conception of “system,”
Bazerman considers “the full set of genres that instantiate the participation of all parties”
in the tax “event” (e.g. genres produced not only by the tax accountant him/herself but

”

also by the accountant’s client and the government). The genre “system,” then,
represents the full range of “social relations” and creates a complete picture of the process
(99). In “a system of a complex societal machine,” the individual genres function as
“levers” that those operating in the system “must recognize, use and construct close to
type (but with focused variation) in order to create consequential action.” Far from being
rigid and automatic (as one might assume from Bazerman’s use of a machine analogy) a
genre system does not drive its participants—or, in Bazerman’s words, “turn [them] into
cogs” —because their participation and the extent to which they use a system’s genres in
creating “consequential meanings” involves choice; and the freedom to participate is
essential to making the system work (79). The emphasis, in Bazerman’s view, is on
“find[ing] system in speech acts” rather than “reducing them to a system” (emphasis
added). In this, there is room for individual creativity, diversity, and change: “evolution,
novelty, and the multiplicity of human life” (99).
Iti iti

What I believe Bazerman’s “system” and Devitt’s “set” offer to a conception of

“multigenre” and to studying the construct of a “multigenre composition” is their

analytical focus not so much on individual genres but on generic combinations and
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relationships. Even though their analyses are of genres created by flesh and blood people
in “real-life” sociorhetorical settings—much different from a single-authored multigenre
composition (See Note 4 for further discussion of this)—still, what their theories (as well
as those of Bawarshi and Anne Freadman, which I discuss next) may offer is an
orientation for studying multigenre compositions holistically to discover the interesting
ways their textual pieces interact with each other, for studying, in other words, their
“intertext.” Thinking about “generic intertextuality” (Devitt, “Intertextuality” 342), and
viewing multigenres as “intertextual occurrences” (Bazerman, “Systems” 99) may help
counteract a tendency toward the formulaic that seems evident in some school
manifestations of multigenre writing. We may enrich our experiences with multigenres if
we become conscious of what goes on at the borders of individual genres in a multigenre
paper and in the spaces where they butt up against other genres. To see beyond form,
which is where attention to writing multigenre papers in school seems mostly to have
been placed so far, we need to concentrate on meanings residing in the margins as much as
or more than those residing in the separate pieces constructed according to certain genre
specifications. Taking from current genre theory its emphasis on genre as action and
reaction (rather than as thing) and such holistic envisioning represented by Devitt’s and
Bazerman’s theories, we may steer away from tendencies to formalize multigenre
compositions so that they return to the very rules and rigid structures that they mean to
escape. Instead, we may more productively view them as “architectonic” wholes that
draw together “concrete mqments” (Bakhtin, Toward 67), even though that wholeness is
limited by the partial sightedness of its writer. Because a multigenre composition has the
potential to create a virtual social structure for such intertextuality to play itself out—an
idea I will develop further in Chapter 3—it provides us with a fruitful place to study such
actions instantiated in form. The ideas of “set” and “system” as applied to multigenre
compositions help stretch our conceptualization of the construct.

To continue to theorize the nature of “multigenre” through the lens of genre
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theory, we have at our disposal another term applied to genre contexts and hearkening to
nature and natural environments: “ecosystem.” Bawarshi’s application of ecology to the
idea of “system” moves it further away from a mechanical connotation and emphasizes
instead its “living” quality.  Describing genres as “codified-for-now rhetorical
ecosystems,” Bawarshi disputes a view of them as “classification systems” or “innocent
communicative tools” (“Genre and Identity” 34). His term “ecosystem” serves my
purposes for exploring multigenre compositions because it suggests that inhering to
“genre” is the idea of a complex utterance, a “community” that operates as a kind of
organic “unit” and provides, through its overall intention, an “environment” for smaller
genres that interact with each other in the way that members of an “ecosystem” do. An
ecosystem (defined by Webster’s dictionary as “a complex of a community and its
environment functioning as an ecological unit in nature’) seems particularly applicable to
multigenre compositions in that it implies dynamism, relational patterns, and life (though,
by virtue of having one author who plays all the parts of the organisms, a simulated life).
Like the organisms in an ecosystem, individual genres in a multigeneric work have their
own identities and individual roles to perform; however, in order for them to thrive in the
organic system of a multigenre composition, they must live in some kind of symbiosis
and balance with each other or the whole “ecosystem” suffers: the larger work cannot
sustain itself.

_In trying to understand this balance and symbiosis, we may turn to Anne
Freadman’s article “Anyone for Tennis?” What is at first striking in her argument, and
what has elicited the most attention in the field of genre theory, is Freadman’s notion of
“uptake” (a concept from speech act theory), which claims that utterances interact with
cach other and that each “determines” some “appropriate™ response (46) in a continuous
discoursal “volley” (to borrow Freadman’s tennis analogy). This idea of “uptake”
certainly helps explain an important component of an effective multigenre composition.

Without “uptake” the piece will not work; it will not hold together as a complex speech
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genre, in Bakhtin’s terms. The difference between success and failure is like the difference
between a portfolio (which unites components in some common purpose and arranges
and presents them to achieve that purpose) and a file folder (which relates components
by some broad idea but places them randomly and without an attempt to create a kind of
team effort). Uptake captures metaphorically the dialogic interaction integral to
deliberately created multigenre compositions.

Also useful in understanding multigeneric works is Freadman’s extension of the
notion of language and speech acts as “games” (cf. Wittgenstein) to suggest that genre
“might be a generalization over speech-acts.” Here she makes a distinction between
speech act as a “game” with focus on “constitutive” and “regulative” rules (45) and genre
in its broadest sense as “the playing of a game” with focus on “the relation between
strategy and tactics” (46, emphasis added). This game play she calls “a ceremony,” a
kind of game complex, that is, “games that situate other games [. . .] the rules for the
setting of a game, for constituting participants as players in that game, for placing and
timing it in relation with other places and times” (46-47). Freadman’s idea of a
“ceremony” suggests a contextualizing genre, or base genre, that sets the scene and
provides the space for smaller utterances.

This interpretation of “ceremony” and my claim that a multigenre composition
can be considered virtually “ceremonial” seem consistent with something else Freadman
suggests about ceremonies. She contends that “each of the moments, phases, stages or
‘places’ in a ceremonial is a genre, and that speech-acts might have the function of the
opening or closing ceremony, the marking of the passage from one phase to another, as
well as of tactics ‘within’ any genre.” Freadman’s conception of “ceremony” and her
assertion that “genre [as] a game [. . .] consist[s] minimally of two texts, in some sort of
dialogical relation” is close to my earlier description of a multigenre composition. Though
Freadman seems to be thinking of texts in smaller groupings in their social settings
populated by “real” people (e.g. “essay question, essay, feedback,” all situated in some
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academic course)—rather than a composed one like a multigenre paper—her idea that
genre moves are contextualized and tactical seems applicable to multigenre compositions
in that their overarching plans create a simulated social setting that each genre inhabits.
And each genre in inhabiting the multigeneric work must be conscious of single or multiple
“partners” in this setting; it “play[s] its partner” and “must represent [that]
partner—previous, current, future, fictional, or ideal” (48)—as part of the “rules” of the
multigenre ceremony.

Also, although the particular conventions or “rules for play” of individual genres
are important and help us recognize the nature and purpose of specific texts, what is more
important, according to Freadman, is that the “rules for playing” govern everything in a
ceremony and that a genre’s “place” in a system ‘“determines the reading of linguistic or
other formal features” (60). These claims seem to support my contention that although
the texts in a multigenre composition are somewhat autonomous (individually
recognizable and operational) and significant in and of themselve's, more importantly their
shared purpose and interactions with each other help shape the conventions of the
individual generic pieces. In other words, the “‘place’ of [each] text in some sense
precedes the features that we take to be characteristic of it” (56) and establishes what
“manners” it must use. The generic rules of individual genres, then, must follow the rules
of “etiquette” set down by the multigenre composition in which it “plays” in order “to
‘make things work’” as a whole (58). Overall, Freadman’s “notion that our texts arise
within ceremonials, and that their form is determined by their ceremonial place and
function” (60), seems a useful metaphor for thinking of a multigeneric work holistically
and for noticing the relationship between the whole and the texts it situates.

Where We Should Go Next with Multigenre Writing

From this discussion of what we may infer about the idea of “multigenre” from

current genre theory, we have some basis for thinking more complexly about the so-called

multigenre paper. However, since focusing exclusively on isolating and analyzing this
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construct would only serve to reinforce already-established binaries that set up some
texts as multigeneric and others as not—a dualisim I mean to challenge, especially by
examining student writings—the genre theories I have discussed in this chapter are
inadequate by themselves to critique the curricularization of multigenre papers.
Therefore, I turn to other theories of discourse and language in order to further complicate
the ideas of Chapter 1 and, because my primary interest is the classroom practice of
students writing multigenre papers, to offer ways that my theoretical findings and
analysis may enrich such practice.

To begin, I offer in Chapter 2 a detailed discussion of how the specific theories of
language, discourse, and genre in the work of Bakhtin—mentioned briefly in this
introduction—provide a sound theoretical basis for both the idea of the multigenerity of
all writing and insights into self-consciously multigeneric works. In Chapter 3 I explain
how other theories of narrative and intertextuality can illuminate the workings of
multigenre compositions, focusing in the latter part of that chapter on the work of
Kristeva and Barthes. Following these theoretical explanations, in Chapters 4 and 5 I
examine for illustrative purposes a number of student writings, including multigenre
papers, through the lens of genre and narrative theories. And, finally, in Chapter 6 I draw
some conclusions from my theorizing and analysis, offer areas for further study, and
suggest some ways we might apply the findings of my study to the multigenre-paper-as-
school-assignment. In this part, I discuss how theorizing and connecting the assignment
to broader conceptions of multigenerity may help us avoid perpetuating dualistic thinking
about it that can turn it into another rigidified school genre, instead of fostering the
assignment’s disruptive qualities.

Through all this work, I hope to answer the main questions of my study: “How
do multigenre papers ‘work,’ in theoretical terms?” “How is the concept of multigenre
both constraining and generative?” “Are multigenre papers different from other

ostensibly more ‘traditional’ school forms?” and “How can thinking about multigenerity
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operating in wider contexts enrich the multigenre-paper-as-school-assignment?” In doing
so, 1 further hope to make clear that “the” multigenre paper is not a brand new kind of
writing invented in school and that the binary of multigeneric/monogeneric does not hold.
I mean to show that what is most important about multigenre writing is not form and
procedure, where those people writing about multigenre papers have, for the most part,
focused their attentions so far, but rhetorical decision-making that can allow students to
examine rhetorical relationships and social actions through genre and to explore the
multigenerity and intertextuality of all texts. Shifting focus from how to “teach”
multigenre papers (e.g. what the products should look like when finished and how we
should evaluate them) to a probing of the inherent principle behind multigenre papers (i.e.
the concept of “multigenerity”’) may allow us and our students to see ways we can use
this assignment to recognize the artificiality of the barriers often erected between different
types of school writing and between school writing and writing for wider purposes, to

create bridges instead of dualities, connections instead of oppositions.
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Notes

lWhen I use the term expository essay in connection with school writing, I am
using it in a way typical to teachers’ and students’ usage. Such usage follows the current-
traditional-modes configuration of texts that essentially equates the word “essay” with
the five-paragraph “theme” (as in expository essay, persuasive essay, cause-effect essay,
and so on). However, I recognize that essay writing done in many other settings outside
of schools is anything but monolithic or rigidly formulaic and, instead, is one of the
richest genres of writing. In fact, one pedagogical argument I would make is that we
would serve students much better if we taught essay writing in the spirit of Montaigne,
Virginia Woolf, and E.B. White rather than in the tradition of the daily theme which
warps students’ ideas about what a fine essay is and should do. As writer Ian Frazier
says, “Everybody has to forget the school essay before they can write [. . .] . Nobody
wants to read that, not even teachers” (qtd. in Scott 496).

2One thing to note here, however, is that over the last twenty years in which genre
theorists in rhetoric have worked on different ways to rethink genre and de-emphasize it
as form, literary theorists have also taken another look at genre. According to a 2000
College English article by Amy Devitt, “literary studies, like rhetorical studies, is
renewing its interest in genre by reconceiving the nature of genre. Literary scholars from
comparative literature, cultural studies, historical studies, and other current schools of
literary theory have been revisiting genre and restating its centrality to literary study”
(698). In fact, Devitt’s argument in this article is that “rhetorical genre scholars and
literary genre scholars [should] attend to one another’s work” (697) and look for ways to
integrate theories from both disciplines.

3While acknowledging again that I agree with Bakhtin, who says that all language
and discourse are dialogic and multivocalic and with Dobrin, who says that all discourses

may be considered “mixed” (46), I still see some types of writing as more self-
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consciously multigeneric than others, more purposely combinatory. It is this construct of
a “multigenre composition” that I want to stop for a moment to define more specifically
for later analytical purposes. Primarily, I do this not to dichotomize but to try to pin
down the shifting, ethereal concept of multigenerity in order to talk about those pieces of
writing inside and outside of school that overtly and deliberately combine different genres.
At the same time, however, I do not mean to suggest that a multigenre paper is unique
because it is multigeneric and other school writing is not, as others writing about
multigenre papers have implied by setting it against “traditional” forms.

In some ways, all discourse is just discourse; and any kind of labeling,
categorizing, juxtaposing—though the analytical in us can hardly resist the impulse—
cannot do justice to the (one might say, most interesting) aspects of slippery concepts
like discourse and knowledge by separating them out from other things. As Malea Powell
says, “the only difference between a history, a theory, a poem, an essay, is the one that
we have ourselves imposed. We have cut the wholeness of knowledge into little bits,
scattered them to the four winds and now begin to reorganize them into categories
invented to enable empire by bringing order to chaos and civilization to the savage” (15).
My defining here certainly participates in this artificial cutting up and shuffling process;
however, since defining is also a convention of academic discourse that aids readers in
following an argument, I offer a definition of multigenre composition that seems to apply
to those pieces of writing that set out to bring together a number of smaller genres into a
larger whole.

4In thinking here about Swales’ “environment” and “networks” in connection with
genre, Devitt’s idea of genre “sets,” and Bazerman’s ideas of genre “systems”—and later
about Bawarshi’s “ecologies” and Freadman’s “ceremonies”—I recognize that such
concepts are rooted in a use of language and genres that include multiple flesh and blood
speakers who are different from each other. Their interactions in these life situations

require communicative “turns” taken by the various actors involved in the social context
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from which utterances emerge in various, appropriate genres.
Obviously, a multigenre work, because a single speaker/writer composes it, is

” &

rather different from “real life” genre “environments,” “networks,” “sets,” “systems,”
“ecologies,” and “ceremonies (that operate, for example, in an insurance office, in
connection with a funeral, or in a household). Nonetheless, because the writer of a
multigenre composition takes on a multitude of personas and speaks in their voices, s/he
can simulate the turn taking of “real-life” contexts and, thus, a multigenre composition can
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create a virtual genre “environment,” “set,” and so on.

For example, one college freshman writing student of mine, in order to create a
multigenre composition that explored the issue of religious pluralism in contemporary
American society, envisioned an unusual extended family whose members adhered to
various spiritual beliefs (e.g. evangelical Christianity, Catholicism, and other branches of
Christianity; new-age scientism; atheism; Judaism; Hinduism; Islam; Buddhism; Bahaii;
agnosticism). In all, sixteen family members spanning four generations comprise the “cast
of characters” in this multigenre composition, a kind of multigenre play in which twenty-
one major genres (sometimes with smaller ones embedded within larger ones) serve as the
plot events (See more on this idea in Chapter 3). Each genre (e.g. church youth survey,
sermon, poem, personal letter, flier, face-to-face conversation, scholarly essay, joke,
theological argument, song, T-shirt saying, magazine article, cartoon, school essay, dream)
puts forth one or more religious viewpoints in one or more character voices. Most
importantly, though, each shows an awareness of what other genres are “saying” and
answers these other genres, creating a lively discussion of the issue that approximates
“real-life” tumn-taking and communicative genre interaction.

As with Freadman’s tennis metaphor, I believe Swales’, Devitt’s, Bazerman's,
Bawarshi’s, and her ideas about the interrelation of genre—though they cannot be applied
literally to multigenre compositions like my student’s—may serve as useful metaphors to

complicate our thinking about such compositions as more than a collection of container-
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like forms. Because they stem from the sociorhetorical, these theories may give us ways
to emphasize that view of genre as we help students construct multigenre compositions
rather than to perpetuate the notion of genre as receptacle of thought, merely stringing
generic pieces together into a whole composition instead of exploring their potential to

play off each other, to take turns speaking in the multigenre environment.
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CHAPTER 2: MULTIGENRE WRITING AND BAKHTIN

As the discussion in Chapter 1 of the social and rhetorical redefinition of genre
shows, the influences that complicated earlier notions of genre as categorical form
(common under Romanticism) and that shaped theories applying genre to a wide range of
texts and discursive situations have been many and varied. In this chapter, I want to
discuss in more detail one briefly noted influence from that earlier discussion: M. M.
Bakhtin. In the literature on genre as linguistic, rhetorical, social, and cultural activity,
those defining and articulating this “new genre” repeatedly cite a small body of Bakhtin’s
theory. Typically, they draw on two works, “The Problem of Speech Genres” (in
Speech Genres and Other Late Essays) and a collection of essays entitled The Dialogic
Imagination, as theoretical justification for using the concept “genre” to link “regularities
in discourse types with a broader social and cultural understanding of language in use”
(Freedman and Medway, “Locating” 1). However, these genre theorists have made little
use of Bakhtin’s writings, these or others, for insights into the multigenerity of texts.

My interest in exploring the construct of “the” multigenre paper—and in
critiquing that construct in light of the multigenerity of all texts—gives me an opportunity
to revisit Bakhtin’s writings in search of relevant ideas. Although Bakhtin does not use
the word multigenre, in many ways his ideas can show teachers how they might think
more complexly about multigenre compositions as speech acts, emphasizing the give and
take of language in suchcompositions rather than their generic pieces and form. Again, I
want to note, as I explained in Chapter 1, that I conceive of multigenerity as widely
applicable to all texts to a greater or lesser extent. However, not everyone does, and to
this point multigenre compositions written in school have in <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>