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  Chapter 1


  Coming to Terms


  Jane Blankenship


  Why this book? There are several reasons for preparing this volume. First, I have always thought of myself more as a teacher than a “scholar.” Much of my writing has grown out of discussions in my classes; e.g., many of the short pieces of criticism were taken from course notes and convention papers, from courses in political communication, rhetorical criticism, or focusing on the nature of language. Most of them also grew out of current events such as the Clarence Thomas Supreme Court nomination hearings; Ronald Reagan’s role as campaigner and president; and the vice presidential nomination of Geraldine Ferraro.


  It seemed that there was a thematic thread through many of these pieces. The editor, Janette Kenner Muir, pointed out that many of these pieces focus on the silencing of women. But, then, that would leave out early work of Burke or studies of language and form. You have just gotten a glimpse of one of the challenging problems in preparing this volume: how to categorize (to group; to decide what-goes-with-what) and how to choose the most relevant pieces for a twenty-first century audience. Perhaps I would have made this task far easier had the papers been longer. The research notes were extensive for all of them. But, these pieces were aimed at situating a discussion in class or at a convention, and often geared to fifteen to twenty minute presentations. But this bunch of papers still tugs at me from time to time—topics that summoned me at the moment. Still, the ones in this incarnation hope to start a dialogue with you, in part, because (as Janette noted) these were people and issues, all of whom should have received more attention than they did.


  Secondly, not until this collection was selected to be put together did it become noticeable that certain “terms” have tugged at me most in my writing life. I began to notice the tendency toward some terms by doing what I had not done before–by looking at a medium old vita; which clearly showed that some titular terms have spoken to me over a long period of time. The first term that stared back at me in the more or less complete vita was ENERGY, most often tied to FORM. I don’t recall these early pieces, nor can I find anything like a full version of them, I had assumed that my 1990 piece with Barbara Sweeney, “The Energy of Form” was the first time I entitled that term fully in a title. But, there it was staring back at me almost from the start of my scholarly life, even, for example, in 1976 as “The ‘Energy’ of Form in Political Discourse.” Most probably inspired by Walter Ong, this illustrates how waywardly I drew from early graduate study with Ray Nadeau and Otto Deiter “the old Greeks and Romans.”


  Transformation, another titular term, although it cropped up later, may be the most “underpinning” of the terms I fell back on. I would like to say I drew that from my early graduate training, but it is possible that this titular term grew out of my early Baptist vocabulary. I do still vividly recall Marie Hochmuth Nichols reply to some youthful question about how she could be so optimistic about …? She replied, “Because I have strong faith in the possibility of ‘transformation.’” Her reply, it should be noted in fairness to Professor Nichols–was on a decidedly secular side of things. You will find others, but I do not want to dwell on this subject.


  Third, this collection reinforces what I have always known, particularly with graduate level courses, that it is not always clear who is teaching whom. Indeed, the joy of joint discovery is that this form of collaboration energizes the sometime difficult and tedious process of writing a convention paper or article.


  Lastly, we return to the first, Janette and I want to include some things that give a glimpse of the inventional approaches of a few of the pieces and the important role of a give and take between co-authors and editors whether those explicitly with that title or good friends who write better than you do and who take time to straighten out awkward sentence structures, ask good questions, and sometimes (perhaps often) help you answer them. You will find their names with each piece. In #1 I pointed out that I most like being a teacher, but I also like being a student. A colleague (though not always) one time said to me somewhat disparagingly, “Jane you are the eternal graduate student.” My reply, “I hope so.”


  There is something quite shameless about participating in a book about one’s own essays. I came to this exercise (albeit somewhat easily) led by several people–mostly former graduate students and particularly one, the editor of Coming to Terms, Janette Kenner Muir. Among other “reasons” she used to interest me in the project was that many of my longest (she said “stronger”) pieces were in other people’s books and have “gotten lost” in a swirl of titles. It is accurate to say that I sometimes thought about the pitfalls of sharing one’s name on the inside of the book rather than on the cover or too few published in communication journals to get listed in the “most prolific publishers in communication journals” lists. The first reason was more appealing than the second. Moreover, I had finally gotten around to rummaging through a hundred or so old boxes of notes, drafts, galley proofs, etc., a task that I had very mixed feelings about.


  I have always thought that Thomas Wolf’s book title, You Can’t Go Home Again was a good working version of the old Pre-Socratic version “No [one] steps in the same river twice.” Moreover, I said to myself, “But when are you going to finish the project(s) you’ve just started or start the work that needs to be finished?” So, Janette asked: “When are you going to send me something?” and, off we went.


  Now that you have been patient enough to read the paragraphs above, you may well still ask: Why this book? I will answer that question in several ways. First, two questions asked by persons outside the discipline have stuck with me over the years—one made by one of several Deans I happened to work with during my administrative sojourn and the other by a relative stranger in what originally promised to be a casual conversation. Both seemed to be about very concrete, explicit matters. The Dean asked “What do rhetoricians do?” The second person, after hearing me make an off-hand comment “I’ve told this story for so many years, I’m not sure how factually accurate it is,” replied “Why are you so concerned about whether it’s a ‘fact’? Why don’t you ask ‘what sense do you make of it, now?’”


  Both comments (questions) made me a bit annoyed at the time (and still haunt me a bit). I was annoyed at the Dean because he had worked closely with our department and that question had been asked and answered over a long period of time. I thought that he should have remembered the answer(s) by now. So, I sat down and hastily wrote him a note and attached my vita. The note said, “I don’t presume to speak for all rhetoricians but this is what I do.” As I sat in my office, I glanced down at the pages of lists of convention papers, articles and books all nearly enumerated with dates and places. And, the thought crossed my forty-five-year-old mind: This chronological list was enough to get me tenure, promotions, merit pay and awards. But, it doesn’t explain ‘what I do.’ I think I’m still answering that question and working on this book has somehow helped to answer that question—unfortunately too late for my mother who carried a note card with several lines explaining what a rhetorician does (aptly embellished enough to impress her friends).


  The answer to the second question lingers a bit longer. “Factually” I had told the story many times. The “slipperiness” of memory (particularly by a fam-ily member who communicates mostly by telling stories) was apparent. So, when I said “I’ve told …” I got a swift and unexpected question. Alas, I somewhat pompously replied “Well, I’m a rhetorician and rhetoricians are concerned about ‘facts!’” The more interesting question is “what does this story ‘mean’ to you now?” Like McLuhan’s observation: we learn about life by looking in the rear view mirror, it is in this retrospective that I may one day be able to answer these questions.


  Chapter 2


  A Critic on Criticism


  Jane Blankenship


  In this brief statement I will sketch out several basic claims about the nature of criticism, none of them original or startling, but important nonetheless: 1) Criticism helps us discover what is worth contemplating and evaluating; 2) Criticism helps us develop perspectives by which to contemplate and evaluate; in this sense, criticism is an exercise in “placement”—the laying out of what-goes- with-what; 3) Criticism helps us “come to terms” with terms; and 4) Criticism tells us something about “the” critic and the specific critique of any particular piece of work. Now, to briefly explore each claim.


  Criticism helps us discover what is worth contemplating and evaluating.


  Certainly there is a ring of accuracy in Kenneth Burke’s statements that “all living things are critics” (Permanence and Change, p. 5); “all living organisms [from Burke’s thought to we-here-assembled] interpret many of the signs about [us]” (PC, p. 5). The level of critical sophistication varies greatly, of course, but the “manifestation of a revised judgment” (PC, p. 5) often occurs with such zest that there are those who have used “the power of criticism” to build up cultural structures so complex that still greater powers of criticism are needed before [we] can “distinguish between the food-processes and bait processes concealed beneath [our] cultural tangles” (PC, p. 6).


  As Burke, Veblen and others have aptly pointed out “greater critical capa-city has increased not only the range of [our] solutions, but also the range of [our] problems” (PC, p. 6). Moreover, we (and those of us in this session are en-


  
    Originally presented at the annual meeting of the Eastern

    Communication Association, Baltimore, Maryland, 1988.

  


  acting it this very moment) have gone well beyond interpreting events, etc. to interpreting our interpretations and some have forsaken the “criticism of experience for a criticism of criticism” (p. 6).


  Various versions of critical practice have existed at least as far back as Aristophanes’ The Frogs even unto the most recent pieces in Quarterly Journal of Speech, Communication Monographs, and newspapers we read this morning. What has been the end product of these several centuries of critical practice?


  
    We keep some artifacts and not others.

    We contemplate some artifacts and not others.

    We judge some worthy, beautiful, successful and not others.

  


  Criticism helps us to find out what is worth keeping and contemplating for:


  
    Its artistry;


    Its extraordinariness of purpose—whether Martin Luther King’s “Love, Law, and Civil Disobedience” or Hitler’s Mein Kampf;


    Its impact (it makes a difference for better or worse) because it may be a “defining moment” in a campaign, etc.;


    Its capacity for “standing for” something other than itself; its synecdochic potential; e.g., a representative anecdote;


    Its capacity to represent or illuminate a genre; and


    Its capacity to yield insights into a rhetor’s work and formal character.

  


  Those of us who engage in rhetorical criticism, because of the very nature of rhetorical discourse, note not only artifactual significance but social significance as well. In sum, criticism like other humane studies is, as Marie Nichols has observed, concerned with the “forming of judgment and choice” (Rhetorical Criticism, p. 7). Thus, for example, at present, those of us who study political communication more typically study campaign communication than the communication of governance; when we study the communication of governance we most typically examine presidential communication and when we study presidential communication we most typically look at speeches such as inaugurals and at continuous discourse rather than discontinuous discourse. We just as surely make a judgment about what is most important or, at least available, as the political journalist who most frequently focuses on the “horse race” aspects of campaigning than on the substance of policy issues in the campaign.


  Many rhetoricians will tell us what they think is worth contemplating and evaluating For example, Kathleen Jamieson typically studies genres of “discourse” whether inaugurals, papal encyclicals, or campaign commercials; Michael Osborne typically studies bodies of discourse that center around arche-typal metaphors and I typically look at political discourse or discourse about political campaigns as well as style, form (particularly in its developmental aspects), and imagining the future. Over the collective years we have taken our time to contemplate those choices, and on occasion, your time when we talk about them with you. Not only does criticism help us discover what is worth contemplating and evaluating but it gives us clues about what is worth “finding out about it” and how we can find out something of we want to know about it.


  Criticism suggests perspectives by which to contemplate and evaluate; criticism is an exercise in “placement.”


  Criticism (like Burke’s piety) “is a system builder, a desire to round things out, to fit experiences together in a unified whole.” Piety is the sense of what pro-perly goes with what” (Permanence and Change, p. 74). Criticism is, like Burke’s “piety”, a schema of orientation (PC, p.74), a perspective. Perspective, here, refers both to (a) “What” type of “artifact” we examine to tell us what we want to know about the communication act, and (b) the particular “terministic screen” or critical methods we use to examine that “artifact.” Typically, Osborne, Jamieson and I have not looked at the single discourse, although that might quite properly, usefully, and elegantly be the focus of examination. I have looked at “small systems,” for example, at the transformation of actor to scene in the 1980 GOP debates; Jamieson, for example, at papal encyclicals and the political TV commercials; Osborne, at Light and Dark metaphors. I worked on the 1984 Ferraro campaign and, with Janette Kenner Muir, worked on the upward transformation of Ronald Reagan first to GOP nominee scene, then to Presidential scene, and eventually to Mythic American scene; then downward from actor-Mythic American Scene to Presidential Scene as the “container” of an actor struggling to “survive” the scene. Others, of course, have written about campaign and social movements, Analogue Criticism, Fantasy Theme Analysis, and several dozens of approaches suggested by the Burkean corpus; the like to help us locate, to place. Whether one is talking about equational structures, creative circumferencing, and the like, we are in the business of examining what-goes-with-what with some modest suggestions about why x goes with y, and


  Criticism helps us “come to terms” with terms.


  

  

  Criticism tells us something about “the critic” and about the specific critique.


  

  

  
    	The nature of the human condition;


    	The nature of symbolic action;


    	The nature of the political process;


    	The nature of social change.


    	What constitutes “evidence”;


    	What constitutes “argument”;


    	What constitutes a useful, an illuminating “perspective”;


    	What constitutes criteria for “evaluation;” and


    	What the critic ultimately likes (thinks its useful) to talk about.
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  Afterword


  It is April, 2011. The Eastern Communication Association convention convenes at the Key Bridge Marriott in Northern Virginia. A panel of presenters gathers to celebrate the life of Jane Blankenship and her forty plus years as a member of the association. The room is filled with graduate students, Jane’s former colleagues, and long-time friends, all come to celebrate the many ways that JB has touched their lives throughout the years. Despite various health challenges, Jane and her partner Maureen have managed the trip from Pelham, Massachusetts to be present for this festschrift of sorts. It is an emotional scene as panelists reflect on the inspiration of Jane’s mentorship and her multiple contributions to the communication discipline. Sitting on the front row, Jane takes in all the emotions and spirit of this occasion, finally responding in her usual unassuming manner—shifting credit to her colleagues and students, smiling quietly in recollection, always the elegant teacher-scholar who thinks more about the legacy and contributions of others than her own.


  And what of this legacy? There are many teacher-scholars in our field whose work is scattered across different volumes, various journals and paper presentations that end up as words uttered in a room, never to be heard again. While some would argue that this is, perhaps, the best place for these words, this volume attests to the notion that it is sometimes necessary to preserve what we can of our intellectual heritage, to deepen our understanding not only of the research conducted, but of the spirit of the times that encouraged that research, and of the attitude that lead to the appropriate questions and to the unselfish sharing of the journey. It is an important endeavor to gather these documents, along with the contextual story behind the work, so that we do not lose connection to the disciplinary history that informs our work and directs us toward future endeavors. If we push our former mentors and teachers to the side, arguing that their perspectives are simply “old school,” then we risk the possibility of drifting far from “the center that holds,” moving more toward continued fragmentation of our discipline into subsets and silos. It is easy to forget (or ignore) the disciplinary roots that ground us. This volume has been an attempt to remind us of these roots, while at the same time create possibility for how we might grow in the future.


  Many years ago, Karlyn Campbell proposed to readers that rhetorical artifacts might be considered in two different ways, that which is ephemeral—a fleeting moment of words or images in time, and that which endures—words that are transcendent, lasting beyond the simple utterance of the moment. As a final reflection on Jane Blankenship’s work several themes emerge that will withstand the test of time.


  The Power of the Word


  While reviewing the many possible articles and papers that might have been included in this volume, there was a clear undercurrent of focus on the ways words are used to shape our understanding of various phenomena. In an age where the study of rhetoric privileges many forms, discursive and nondiscursive, this volume brings us back to the centrality of the word, of logos, to understanding the power of rhetoric.


  Section one in this volume points to this power in addressing the various underpinnings of Jane Blankenship’s work—with a focus on form, style, language, metaphor and naming. In each of these chapters she points to the power of language to both name and shape our behaviors toward phenomena. At a time when the study of rhetoric has a wide range of applications, it is good to be reminded about the centrality of language to our discipline and to our lives. Even as we explore the power of the visual, and theorize the material qualities of our critiques, we have much to learn about the powerful ways language reflects, selects and deflects our realities.


  The Emergence of Women


  This volume makes a significant contribution to the study of women as scholars, politicians and teachers. Throughout this work, there is an important message about the role women have played in shaping our discipline, in mentoring others, and in forging political pathways. Given the spirit of the times, and the evolving roles of women in society, it is not surprising that Jane’s work would gravitate toward looking at the ways women use language and how media contribute to shaping and understanding women’s rhetoric.


  During the course of her career, Jane focused on ways to give voice to those who were disempowered or, at the very least, diminished in terms of their rhetorical impact. The essays presented in this volume are just a small sample of the women that Jane chose to write about. While women like Geraldine Ferraro and Helen Gahagan Douglas receive attention in this book, another volume would likely show us the grace and rhetorical power of women such as Ti Grace Atkinson, Shirley Chisholm and Carol Moseley Braun. Jane’s work in this area was fundamental in helping to frame early conceptions of a feminine style. She gave voice to those who, for various reasons, were either ignored or pushed aside in terms of relevancy, and in turn, she helped to develop a structure for identifying specific rhetorical strategies that were employed by many women. With powerful women emerging from across the political spectrum, Jane’s insights give us a solid foundation for investigating the evolving political power of the feminine.


  The Life of a Teacher-Scholar


  From the stories told in this volume to the focus on teachers/mentors that inspired Jane Blankenship through the years, it is clear that she takes very seriously her role as a teacher first and scholar second. Many former graduate students attest to the special moments shared with Jane within the classroom and outside of it. She built relationships with her graduate students, engaging them in researching rhetorical events, co-authoring articles, preparing and vetting conference presentations and helping students understand the requirements for living an academic life.


  This volume brings together significant pieces that marked Jane’s career. They have, in addition to providing insight into the human symbolic, a substantial heuristic value, showing the process and the effort entailed in making choices in writing and publishing. The intent is to underscore the interrelationship between scholarship and teaching–a very important element throughout Jane’s career.


  The Composition of an Academic Life


  Looking at this volume in its totality, it becomes clear that Jane Blankenship cares deeply about the Communication discipline and provides a useful glimpse into the history of the discipline by looking at some of the preeminent teachers from the Cornell Tradition and major rhetorical scholars connected to the University of Illinois. Jane’s position as president of the Speech Communication Association (now NCA), provided her a place where she could discuss the centrality of the discipline and explore the terms that help to bring together the center that holds. Additionally, Jane’s discussion of her own journey through academia, and the teachers/mentors who influenced her along the way, speaks volumes about the deep historical traditions to be found in this discipline.


  What Jane Blankenship provides here is a deeper understanding of how an academic life is composed—how ideas begin as simple seeds, germinating into a fully blossomed life; how career pathways often start by chance, by being in the right place at the right time; how one must take risks while moving toward the future. Taken together, these lessons reveal a brilliant career of a woman deeply committed to the life of the mind and the fostering of future generations.


  In Conclusion


  So what is to be learned from this volume overall? Where do we go from here? As we move forward it is important to remember that we must preserve the past, to understand from where we came and to honor those pioneers who forged ahead at a time when society did not fully support their movement. It is difficult to imagine a time when women scholars were undervalued, when few women had leadership positions in our discipline, when many women believed they did not have the intellectual capacity for graduate work. These were the times when women, like Jane Blankenship, were able to overcome attitudinal challenges and develop important research agendas while also powerfully and formatively mentoring those who would come after them.


  The cycle of academic life goes on. If there is any real lesson to be learned from this volume, it is to realize that we, as academics, have a great deal of responsibility to pay it forward, to remember those who have started us on our own academic pathways and to nurture those who will come after us. To realize this gift is a first step in celebrating our own life compositions.


  —Janette Kenner Muir
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