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Genre, Disciplinarity, Interdisciplinarity

Charles Bazerman
University of California, Santa Barbara

Paul Prior
University of Illinois, Urbana

This chapter presents a new view of literate interaction and the role of the

2001c; Berkenkotter, 2001; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1985; Berkenkotter &
Ravatos, 1997; Besnier, 1995; Bhatia, 1993; Chapman, 1994, 1995; Dias
Freedman, Medway, & Pare, 1999; Freedman, Adams, & Smart, 1994i
Freedman & Medway, 1994; Kamberelis, 1999, 2001: Kamberlis & Scott’
1992; C. Miller & Selzer, 1985; Prior, 1998; Russell, 1997; Schryer, 1993;
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Swales, 1990, 1998; Winsor, 1999). As in any emergent view, there are sub-
stantial differences among the details of the various theorists and investiga-
tors, and even a single expositor’s view will vary or be elaborated from one
text to another. The version presented here represents only a view negotiat-
ed between the two authors for the current text, but should give some of
the flavor of the enterprise. This view of genre has drawn deeply on several
fields, especially linguistic anthropology, sociolinguistics, phenomenologi-
cal sociology, and sociocultural psychology. However, the value of this
perspective has arisen most clearly out of historical challenges facing two
fields related to literacy education—second-language education and com-
position-rhetoric.

The role of language theory, research, and pedagogy in varied contexts
of literacy education entered a period of creative tension in the 1970s. The
rise of Chomskyan linguistics in the 1960s had fostered great interest in
questions of language; however, Chomsky’s theories had addressed nation-
al languages (like English) only in their most abstract and structural senses
(Chomsky, 1965). Educators who sought to apply this new science of lan-
guage to their classes and researchers who sought to understand language as
it was being used in specific cultural contexts quickly ran up against the
limits of such abstract, structuralist accounts of national languages.
Responding to a complex of forces, second- and foreign-language educators
began to turn their attention from describing and promoting general lan-
guage competence to a concern for the specific varieties of language in use
in specific situations, to exploring how the resources of language were
organized to achieve certain social functions (like promising, requesting,
asking for information) and express certain cultural notions (like expressing
feelings, talking about time or politics). With accelerating globalization,
special purpose language courses blossomed at all levels, not only courses
in restricted language domains such as maritime English, bur also in com-
plex and open-ended disciplinary knowledge domains, like medical English
and English for academic purposes (EAP).

During roughly the same period, the teaching of writing in U.S. higher
education underwent an institutional and disciplinary resurgence. As a
modern descendent of European traditions of rhetorical education, compo-
sition programs in U.S. colleges had assumed an ongoing responsibility
toward instruction in academic writing throughout the 1900s, with a partic-
ular growth during the post-World War II expansion of the university pop-
ulation. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the size and diversity of the stu-
dent population in higher education increased, bringing urgency to instruc-
tion in writing and an increasing sense of professionalism to the task. A
new discipline especially oriented to college writing instruction, mainly
within English departments, drew on classical rhetoric, psychology, and
linguistics to inform its practice, theory, and research. Early attention was
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focused on the textual characteristics of student writing (Shaughnessy,
1977), the rhetorical situations and purposes of academic writing functions
carried out by writing in academic and professional settings (Bitzer, 1968;
Booth, 1963; Corbett, 1965), and the characteristics of academic and other
texts that identified them as good writing (Christensen, 1967; Shaughnessy,
1977).

In its initial phase, research and theory in composition moved from a
language- and text-based approach concerned with sentence form and tex-
tual organization (current-traditional rhetoric) to a process approach allied
with personal expression, cognitive processes, and literacy development.
With cognitive psychology providing the initial theoretical and method-
ological framework for the study of process, the development of a strong
research agenda on writing processes turned attention away from the form
and functions of the written text and to an isolated, individual process
(Flower & Hayes, 1981, 1984). Such studies also turned attention away
form the social contexts within which texts operated, as researchers
attempted to identify general characteristics of novice and expert writers
(Flower & Hayes, 1981; Getisler, 1994). By the mid-1980s, however, social
and critical approaches to literacy began to supplant studies of cognitive
processes in laboratory settings (see Nystrand, Greene, & Weimelt, 1993).
Critical approaches pointed to the complexly intertwined links of ideology,
power, and identity with literate practices and values (Bartholomae, 1985;
Berlin, 1987; Bizell, 1992; Lunsford, Moglen, & Slevin, 1990; Street, 1984),
whereas social approaches began detailed examination of the varied
processes and contexts of writing in naturalistic cultural settings schools,
laboratories, workplaces, home, and commuunity (e.g., Barton & Ivanic,
1991; Brodkey, 1987; Heath, 1983; Herrington, 1985, 1988; Michaels, 1987;
C Miller & Selzer, 1985; Paradis, Dobrin, & Miller, 1985; Rymer, 1988;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Pedagogically, cross-curricular language
programs in colleges (especially the writing-across-the-curriculum move-
ment in the United States) began to feel tensions between generic advice
about style, organization, process, and discipline- and workplace-specific
practices. Because of their dual orientation to preparing students for future
workplaces and course work in technical and scientific disciplines, technical
writing programs became particularly concerned about how literate prac-
tice was specific to particular forms of professional practice.

In both applied language studies and the teaching of writing,! general
approaches to language and literacy education encountered an expanding
domain of complexly differentiated language use in academic disciplines
and the workplace. The historical emergence of this domain first became
evident in the 18th century (Foucault, 1970; Hoskin, 1993; Hoskin &
Macve, 1993; Luhmann 1983; A. Smith, 1976), but grew in intensity in the
20th century (Geisler, 1994; Pickering, 1993; Prior, 1998).2 The closing
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GENRE AS ORGANIZED SOCIAL ACTION

Genre has been explored in recent decades from three quite different per-
spectives: as text, as rhetoric, and as practice. Genre has been traditionally
defined primarily in terms of textual features, with a focus on language or
style (syntax and lexicon) and organization. Organization in this sense
operates in the interface of classical rhetorical categories of arrangement
and topic. The salutation of a letter, the methods section of an experimental
report, the description of an invention in a patent application—all represent
both textual space (where things go and in what order) and topical content.
From this perspective, the central questions rest not on what a genre is
(genres are taken as the starting point), but on how genres are textually
realized, especially through linguistic and organizational means (see
Halliday, 1985; Halliday & Martin, 1993; MacDonald, 1994).

The second approach, genre as rhertoric, stays focused on textual fea-
tures, but reads those features as parts of a sociorhetorical situation (autho-
rial intentions, socially elaborated purposes, contextual exigencies, intertex-
tual resources) that are made visible in the space of the text. In this

approach, top can
be viewed as and
emotions of t has

roots in classical rhetoric and poetics. This perspective also begins with sta-

ble textual forms as a given; however, it pays serious attention to the rela-

tion of those texts to their contexts. This approach, for example, considers

the author(s) (e.g.,

invokes audiences

a history of social

t draws intertextu-

ally and interdiscursively on resources (e.g., Bazerman, 1993a, 2004), how it

reflects and responds to the ideologies of the time (e.g., Brown & Herndl,

1996; Katz & Miller, 1996), and how texts structure reader experiences (e.g.,
Bazerman, 1988; Charney, 1993).

The third approach considers textual practices as fundamental to

generic action (see Bazerman, 1988, 1994a, 1994b; Berkenkotter & Huckin,

1995; Hanks, 1987, 1996, Hengst & Miller, 1999; Kamberelis, 1999; Prior,

activity mediated by the text (e.g., see Ball & Lee, this volume; Cole 1996;
Wertsch, 1998). Thus, writing an experimental report for a teacher to grade
in a chemistry class is different from submitting an experimental report to
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er on history is different from one on opti-
n article about primate behavior based on
n article on primate behavior based on lab-
oratory study. This kind of sensitivity to local conditions, historical

1995), or genring—following the model of Becker’s (1988) notion of

languaging.

. The practice approach to genre we present here synthesizes six lines of
influence:

1. Rhetoric oriented to content, purpose, and situation as well as
form and style.
2. ic, situated, and heteroglossic.
3. which finds the emergent order
ing on processes of typification

4. 'Speech act theory, which sees utterances going beyond convey-
ing meaning to making things happen in the social world.

5. Anthropological and psychological studies of discourse prac-
tices as situated, distributed, and mediated.

6. Structurational sociology, which sees larger structuring of
events and relations emerging interactionally from the local
actions and attributions of participants. '
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genres are properly seen not as isolated types but as constitutive parts of
multdimensional systems of activity (Bazerman, 1994b). Each of these
influences is elaborated here.

Rhetoric as Motivated Invention and Strategic Language Choice

Where school rhetoric in the United States had become, and to some extent
still is, reduced t
of a limited set

paragraph essay

oncerns for the arrangements/topics
(variations on the persuasive five-
plar of this tradition), a rhetorical
resurgence that coalesced in the 1960s emphasized rhetorical situation,
action, and purpose as well as a more complex view of topics and invention
(Bitzer, 1968; Burke, 1945, 1950; Kinneavy, 1971; Perelman & Olbrechts-
Tyteca, 1969). This resurgence also had the effect of encouraging the expan-
sion of rherorical analysis to a wider range of genres and functions (espe-
cially consideration of epistemic as well persuasive purposes). Rhetorical
studies of inquiry and its presentation have focused attention on sciences
and social sciences (Bazerman, 1988; Gusfield, 1996; McCloskey, 1985;
Selzer, 1993), on diverse participants in environmental debates (e.g., Herndl
& Brown, 1996), on workplace rhetorical practices (e.g., Bazerman, 1999a;
C. Miller & Selzer, 1985), on the everyday rhetoric of street gangs
(Cintron, 1997); even on that least privileged form, student writing (e.g.,
Bartholomae, 1985; Herrington, 1988). The range of rhetorical work is sug-
gested by the contrasts among Bartholomae (1985), Miller and Selzer
(1985), and Cintron (1997). Bartholomae read s
asking how they drew on commonplaces to cons
in an unfamiliar rhetorical situation. His readings
al moves projected (effectively or not) not only the ethos of the writer but
also the context itself, hence his argument that student writers must invent
the the engineers, Miller
and text plans) to identify
topi heir ¢ methods (inter-
viewing). Their analysis highlighted the complex interaction of topics
drawn from different domains (disciplinary, generic, and organizational),
but also looked beyond language to other semiotic means, considering
topographic maps, charts, diagrams, and mathematical analyses as central
topics in these genres. Cintron (1997) undertook a long-term, intensive
ethnography in a Latino/a community, especially to ask how members of
the community constructed identities and sought respect under conditions
of racism and alienation. Among other analyses, he explored the rhetoric of
gang graffiti, examining ways that words, images, and text vectors (especial-
ly up and down directionality) were used to promote one group and chal-
lenge others. Each of these very different analyses of very different genres,
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however, shares the goals of expanding the domains of rhetorical analysis
and pursuing complex readings of rhetorical action.

Dialogic Situatedness and Heterogeneity of Utterances
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It 15 also critical to understand that Voloshinov, Bakhtin, and
Medvedev strongly emphasized the power of content in constituting genre.
They saw content as a consequence of people’s situated engagements in
spheres of social activity (a view most clearly articulated in Bakchin’s

to the abstract types they echo and evoke. Genres emerge in the resonance
of utterances with histories of prior utterances, recognizable as the same
genre.

Genres as practiced then are “boundless” and display “extreme hetero-
geneity” because they are multiply determined. Bakhtin emphasized the
capacity of genres to embed and play off of other genres in many ways.
Recent research h
Kamberelis (2001),
and discourses that
of a science report.
ways that mass media, community, and classroom events and discourse
were deployed and indexed in children’s storytelling. Prior (1994, 1998)
noted the hybrid discourses and genres that were found in ralk and text of
graduate seminars and disciplinary work. Bazerman (1999a) examined such

hyb n the multiple
sem tng talk, text,
bod text, graphics,
mat in threads of

interactional history (see Witte, 1992).4

Typification, Recognition, and Attunement

C. Miller (1984) integrated perspectives from speech communication and
rhetoric with perspectives from phenomenological sociology to arrive at an
understanding of “genres as typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent
actions” (p. 159). Central to her theory were the notions of typificiation
(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973) through recurrent action and of rhetorical sit-
uation (Bitzer, 1968) embodying recurring exigencies. Typification refers to
social and intersubjective classifications of the complex lifeworld, whereas
rhetorical situation points to discourse as motivated and responsive. C.
Miller (1984) also stressed the dynamic, emergent character of rhetorical
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Thus, the work of locating a text in a genre for readers and writers is a
multidimensional and socially distributed act of classification. As

actions of participants become relevant to the ongoing social activity. That
15, only those things we somehow indicate to each other through gesture
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and embodied action, word, glance, or otherwise as immediately relevant
and worth attending to is part of our shared interactional space. When I
say, “Do you hear that bird?” or noticeably perk my ears to a distant
sound, I have changed the world I am sharing with my interlocuter. Hanks
(1990, 1996) took this indexical structuring of attention one step further by
suggesting that the specific perception of objects attended to is further
shaped by the interactional means used to index it. Where the inside of a
house meets the outside, where private and personal find boundaries, how
far there is from here, are all determined by cultural understandings
invoked by gesture and words, interactionally. In a scienufic article, the
theories, prior literature, methods, objects and ideas mentioned and
implied; the roles of author and reader; the specific experimental actions
chronicled; the results reported; and interpretations offered all enter into
the interactional space of shared attention. Further those objects are arrend-
ed to in just the way that discipline characterizes those things, so that if
color is characterized by wavelength as in physics or by hue and saturation
as in descriptive archeology, it is those articulated aspects that are part of
the discursive reality. Thus, as suggested by Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of
chronotope, a genre carries with it an expected world of objects, actors,
actions, events, and atmospheres that one attends to in that space.

Utterance As Typified Speech Act and Social Fact

Genres can be seen not only as conveying recognizable meanings, but as
carrying out recognizable acts. A letter can request, or complain, or molli-
fy. A filled-in form can make application, comply with a regulation, or
report on an event. An article can oppose or support, set out a new per-
spective or raise questions on an old, excite hopes or diffuse concerns.
Austin (1962), following Wittgenstein’s view of language as a move in a
game, developed the idea that utterances accomplish things in the world,
whether declaring a state of affairs, making a demand, committing oneself
to a course of action, or asserting a truth. He further idenufied “felicity
conditions” that must be met in order for the speech act to be successful.
Searle (1969) continued the analysis of general speech act types and the gen-
eral conditions of their success. Austin (1962), however, near the end of his
analysis, suggested that ultimately the conditions of success depend on local
situational and institutional histories and conditions: “The total speech act
in the total speech situation is the only actual phenomenon which, in the
last resort, we are engaging in elucidating” (p. 148).

Although Austin and Searle were concerned with short spoken utter-
ances (of the length and character of “I bet you thar . . .” and “I declare you
guilty of the crime of . . .”), longer written texts can be understood as carry-
ing out social actions as well, though some cautions and qualifications are
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ily seen in texts like con-
ases the text provides the
e scheduled and products

. r the commitments made
in the text (e.g., that I will complete the contracted work or that I will

accept delivery of the product ordered). However, less obviously behav-
ioral statements can also be seen as acts and consequent social facts. As
Austin and Searle both pointed out, assertions are also acts. Assertions do

is extremely controversial,
ther acts from the social re
may become very difficult
that comes from the social
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may be the case that the author never hoped for agreement, but only
wished to challenge current views and create a discussion. In that case, the
author would have created exactly the desired social fact. Every text that is
attended to or otherwise finds place on the discursive landscape can be said
to create some kind(s) of social fact, even if it is only to leave an objection
in the record. Of course, the textual act might not be recognized for every-
thing the author would wish it to be, but then one can begin viewing the
success of the text in terms of what conditions it would have to meet in
order to carry out the desired act of the author. What new evidence or
e off a par-
opponents
experiment
accepted as valid and definitive for the theory in question?¢ These condi-
tions that have to be met for an act to be successfully realized may be seen
as forms of accountability. If a condition is not met—a legal document is
not filed before a requisite deadline, confirming experimental evidence can-
not be found for a chemical claim, a political claim does not resonate with
the interests of the electorate—then the speech act will be called to account
and fail. Of course, if the author can provide an additional account that
puts the account ba lawyer success-
fully argues that an he chemist con-
vincingly describes ratus, the poliu-
cian appeals to nob rise above their
interests—the speech act might still be retrieved (Bazerman 1997).

Practice as Situated, Distributed, and Mediated

Central is Hanks’ (1996, 2000) notion of genres as situated (as in dialogic

theories of utrerance), indexical (see also Ochs’, 1988, account of indexical

socialization), and dispositional (through the multiple but mundane impacts

of repeated engagements in some set of sociocultural scenes and practices).

Sociocultural theories emphasize that learning/development is constant,
f learning and development (not
what is getting changed or rein-
only the persons participating in
, institutions, and other artifacts.

Following these theories, we suggest that genre, as an activity practice, must

be understood as distributed among participants (Bazerman & Russell,

2003; Cole & Enges

Vygotsky, 1978, 198

in configurations of

this volume; Berken

1991; Lee & Ball, this volume; Rogoff, 1990).
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Structuration: The Social Structure as Interactionally Emergent
concrete histori Gidd
i . Giddens
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from previous s time pro-
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typically distributed across many social actors, some individuals or groups
can attempt through mediating artifacts to gain control of the reproduced
patterns of practice. Latour (1987, 1999), for example, discussed how mod-
ern global institutions gain power by becoming centers of calculation,
through the control of inscriptional practices (the making and using of
tables, diagrams, maps, lists, and other texts) that allow for institutional
reach (see also Yates, 1989). The power of individuals in local situated
action then can be radically enhanced by such structuration, by the pres-
ence of elements from, and by connection to, longer and wider chains of
distributed activity. Genres are a nexus of such typifying understandings
that are evoked within each act, allowing for reasonable congruent align-
ment among participants. The strength of that evocation will become clear-
er as we discuss below how genres fit within larger systems of genres and
systems of activity.

FROM GENRE SETS TO ACTIVITY SYSTEMS

Genre Sets

Each new text draws on a history of utterances from which the genre has
emerged and been maintained, such that texts can be identified and under-
stood within a tradition of utterances of that type, or genre. Furthermore,
specific situations, roles, activities, or social systems can be associated with
a finite number of genres of texts or utterance that stand in relation to each
that define the work and roles of the participants, and that are resources
and points of reference within the interactional situation. Devitt (1991), in
examining the writing of tax accountants, found that 13 named genres of
letters and memoranda comprised the total regular work of these accoun-
tants. These she called a genre set. Devitt especially noted the intertextual
links among these genres, the ways they formed sequences. She suggested
that this set of genres, along with oral genres and the tax return forms
themselves, formed the larger genre system or set of tax accountants. By
extension we can see that any position or profession might be characterized
by a distunctive genre set produced and received in the routine course of
work.

Furthermore, Devitt found that each client or case the tax accountants
worked with could be associated with and characterized by a file. These
files defined the relevant information, unfolding events and contingencies,
and outcomes bearing on all future actions in this case. Each new document
in the file is intertextually linked to prior documents in the file. The con-
cept of a file characterizing a case has been noted by a number of people
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working with institutional ands corporate discourse (Berkenkotter &
Ravatos, 1997; Garfinkel, 1967; Yates, 1989); and the production of the file

has been seen as highly consequential for how a client, events, or projects
are treated.

accountants are explicitly

and regulations, burt each

ationship to the tax laws,

ent characteristic mode of
explicitly or implicitly referring to the tax documents. These several find-
ings indicate that work is organized and carried forward through a struc-
ture of related genres, which are held accountable to each other in genre-
specific ways (Bazerman 1988, 1997).

Genre Systems

Expanding Devitt’s notion of genre set, Bazerman (1994b) articulated the

structural relations among genres within a setting by defining a genre sys-
tem as:

the full set of genres that instantiate the participation of all parties. . . .
This would be the full interaction, the full event, the set of social rela-
tions as it has been enacted. It embodies the full history of speech
events as intertextual occurrences, but attending to the way that all the
intertext is instantiated in generic form establishing the current act in
relation to prior acts. (pp. 98-99)


















































