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Framing the Reading 

No matter what races or ethnicities or nationalities you as a reader of this book identify 
with, it's probably not news that in any given setting, some languages or styles of a lan­
guage seem dominant and others seem marginalized. Whether you have thought about 
this or not, you have the ability to change your language and tone for different audiences 
and purposes-that is, to "code-switch." The ability to move among different versions of 
your language, or different languages altogether, in order to match different social circum­
stances is an important one for successfully engaging with others. For some of you, this 
code-switching might mean using a different language and sound in a place of worship 
than you do in a place of work or school. For some of you, it might mean using the lan­
guages characteristic of ethnicities other than your own. Some of you are international stu­
dents who are multilingual, while others might be second-generation students who speak 
one language with your families and another at school. One way or another, to be human 
is to be aware of the interplay among languages and how they mark identity, status, and 
potential. And to be human is to be aware that in circumstances where you use a form of 
language that is not the one most commonly used in broader society, one of your struggles 
is learning the language used by the majority and deciding what of it to use-when, where, 
how much. Making decisions about what language practices to use is not just a matter of 
learning something new, but of deciding who to be. 

Victor Villanueva's book Bootstraps: From an Academic of Color is a narrative and an 
analysis of his own experience with this struggle. Villanueva 
grew up as a Puerto Rican in the Hell's Kitchen area of New 
York City, with parents who had emigrated from Puerto Rico 
with Spanish as their first language. He gre-;:;, up to be a very 
successful professor of rhetoric, focusing on questions of race, 
language, and power. Bootstraps tells the story of his evolution, 
and the excerpt that you'll read here focuses specifically on his 
movement from the U.S. Army into an English degree and grad­
uate school. It's a literacy narrative that captures the feelings of 
confusion and frustration, as well as elation and satisfaction, 
experienced by one member of a group whose language and 











116 CHAPTER 1 Literacies 

Edward P. J. Corbett looks to Quiutilian, Cicero, and others from among 32 
the ancients, especially Aristotle, to write Classical Rhetoric for the Modern 
Student. In some ways, the book says little that is different from other books 
on student writing. But the book is special in its explicit connections to ancient 
rhetorical traditions. 

Without a knowledge of history and traditions, we risk running in circles 33 
while seeking new paths. Without knowing the traditions, there is no way of 
knowing which traditions to hold dear and which to discard. Self evident? 
Maybe. Yet the circles exist. 

For all the wonders I had found in literature-and still find-literature 34

seemed to me self-enveloping. What I would do is read and enjoy. And, when 
it was time to write, what I would write about would be an e;s:planation of 
what I had enjoyed, using words like Oedipal complex or polyvoca/ or anxi­
ety or unpacking, depending on what I had found in my discourse-analytical 
journeys, but essentially saying "this is what I saw" or '1this is how what I 
read took on a special meaning for me" (sometimes being told that what I had 
seen or experienced was nonsense). I could imagine teaching literature-and 
often I do, within the context of composition-but I knew that at best I'd be 
imparting or imposing one view: the what I saw or the meaning for me. The 
reader-response theorists I would come to read, Rosenblatt, Fish, Culler, and 
others, would make sense to me, that what matters most is what the reader 
finds. Bakhtin's cultural and political dimension would make even more sense: 
that all language is an approximation, generated and understood based on 
what one has experienced with language. In teaching literature, I thought, there 
would be those among students I would face who would come to take on read­
ing, perhaps; likely some who would appreciate more fully what they had read. 
But it did not seem to me that I could somehow make someone enjoy. Enjoy­
ment would be a personal matter: from the self, for the self. 

And what if I did manage a Ph.D. and did get a job as a professor? I would 35

have to publish. A guest lecturer in a medieval lit course spoke of one of the im­
portant findings in his new book: medieval scribes were conscious of the thick­
ness of the lozenge, the medieval version of the comma. He found that thinner 
lozenges would indicate a slight pause in reading; thicker lozenges, longer pauses. 
Interesting, I reckon. Surely of interest to a select few. But so what, in some larger 
sense? What would I write about? 

Then I stumbled onto rhetoric. Here was all that language had been to me. 36 

There were the practical matters of writing and teaching writing. There were 
the stylistic devices, the tricks of language use that most people think about 
when they hear the word rhetoric; "Let's cut through the rhetoric." It's nice 
to have those devices at one's disposal-nice, even important, to know when 
those devices are operating. But there is more. Rhetoric's classic definition as 
the art of persuasion suggests a power. So much of what we do when we speak 
or write is suasive in intent. So much of what we receive from others-from 
family and friends to thirty-second blurbs on TV-is intended to persuade. 
Recognizing how this is done gives greater power to choose. But rhetoric is 
_ .. :11 ----
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Rhetoric is the conscious use of language: "observing in any given case the 37 

available means of persuasion," to quote Aristotle (I.ii). As the conscious use of 
language, rhetoric would include everything that is conveyed through language: 
philosophy, history, anthropology, psychology, sociology, literature, politics-"the 
use of language as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by 
nature respond to symbols," according to modern rhetorician Kenneth Burke (46). 
The definition says something about an essentially human characteristic: our pre­
dilection to use symbols. Language is our primary symbol system. The ability to 
learn language is biologically transmitted. Burke's definition points to language as 
ontological, part of our being. And his definition suggests that it is epistemologi­
cal, part of our thinking, an idea others say more about (see Leff). 

So to study rhetoric becomes a way of studying humans. Rhetoric becomes for 38 
me the complete study of language, the study of the ways in which peoples have 
accomplished all that has been accomplished beyond the instinctual. There were 
the ancient greats saying that there was political import to the use of language. 
There were the modern greats saying that how one comes to know is at least me­
diated by language, maybe even constituted in language. There were the pragmatic 
applications. There was the possibility that in teaching writing and in teaching 
rhetoric as conscious considerations of language use I could help others like my­
self: players with language, victims of the language of failure. 
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