Composing from the Underground: 

Combining Academic and Aesthetic Practices in New Media 

When people ask what I do and I say “English professor,” I sense their fear as they tense their shoulders and purse their lips to keep from speaking anymore. To most, being an English professor means being a grammarian, a critic of misplaced modifiers. Just last week, my new real-estate agent, the bank teller, and the lady who waxed my eyebrows– all became silent after my career-disclosure because they worried that I would correct their grammar, as if I could visualize when someone misuses a comma when they’re talking to me. 

As an editor for a scholarly journal, I still have to look up many grammar rules, so I try to reassure people that grammar is a specialized knowledge. Grammar, after all, does not comprise the whole of English studies, and it is certainly not the thing I am interested in talking to people about. For instance, this talk isn’t about grammar. But, it is about academic literacies, which many people—academics and non-academics alike—mistake as being a function of teaching grammar. Instead of focusing on where and when grammatical literacies should be taught (the answer most often being in first-year writing classes), I want to focus on what academic literacy can look like in relation to what English departments are good at – writing AND literature, among other fruitful areas. That is, here I want to focus on bridging the chasm between what Joe Marshall Hardin has described in relation to English studies as the high, aesthetic culture of literature including poetry versus the low, popular, and service-oriented rhetorical culture of composition. 

I believe that the 21st-century answer to this split is new media textual production—that by having students produce new media texts, the departmental cultures of English studies can bridge the binaries of high and low, literature and composition, and aesthetic and academic discourse. Let me repeat my point another way: Authors of new media texts combine both aesthetic and rhetorical choices in meaning-making, drawing on both academic and popular genres to make their point. The university should value these texts, despite their seemingly non-academic traditions, because new media can bridge the technological and media-rich culture that students know with their acculturation into academic discourse. In other words, new media gives students a voice that they can easily adapt to academic settings. 

Voice, new media technologies, and revolution seem to go hand-in-hand in our networked society. Hardin, in his book, “Opening Spaces: Critical Pedagogy and Resistance Theory in Composition,” states that "Student writing, if it is valued by the academy, works against" and "challenges the binary of 'high' and 'low' culture" by producing "texts that might be acceptable within the culture of the academy and within the culture at-large" (p. 212). That is, to bridge the high/low textual split in English studies, we should ask students to produce texts that are acceptable in both academic and popular settings—through rhetorical and aesthetic modes of discourse. 

One example of a text that bridges academic and popular cultures is William Wesch's YouTube-distributed Web 2.0 video entitled, "The Machine is Us/ing Us." The purpose of this 4:30-minute video is to answer the question “What is Web 2.0?” In attempting to answer this question, Wesch explores technological, social, and cultural implications that have occurred since the World Wide Web was introduced. He compares the highly static and alphabetic beginnings of the Web, when form and content was presented together via HTML tags, to its current XML instantiation, which is collaborative, database-driven, and dynamic—as seen in sites and programs like Flickr or iTunes. With XML, Wesch argues, form and content have separated because content is now database-driven, and a user—who no longer needs to know HTML or a web editing program—can contribute dynamic content through blogs, wikis, and other pre-coded interfaces. My point in bringing up form and content here is that Wesch makes his argument through rhetorical forms of persuasion as well as through aesthetic modes of communication such as animation, images, and a soundtrack. In other words, he designs and distributes his message by combining form and content into one text, thanks to new media technologies such as Camtasia and Quicktime, So, I want to take a moment to show his text as a starting point on how we might value the rhetorical AND aesthetic moves in new media. 

SHOW WESCH’s VIDEO

In rethinking ourselves as lofty inhabitants of schools AND as lurkers in a pop-culture networked world, we need to make sense of the change in presentation that Wesch’s video points to. By presentation here, I mean form and content. A shift happens when we move from form and content being designed together in HTML (albeit with little grace in early websites) to form and content being separate in dynamically coded applications such as blogs, content-management systems, and social networking sites. As an example of this shift in new media technologies—a shift which allows for a separation between form and content and which makes online communication that much easier for those new to new media technologies—consider that even my mother, who has not worked outside the home in 40 years, has learned to post to a blog. The same can probably be said of many mothers or grandmothers of people in this room. Posting to a blog doesn’t require specialized knowledge; it doesn’t require, say, an understanding of the grammars of HTML. In this way, Web 2.0 is a monumental technological, social, and cultural shift as well as a rhetorical and aesthetic one, and yet it returns us to the old argument of form versus content. 

Blogs are an excellent example of this split of form and content. I used to keep an email journal for friends and family, which I would send out periodically to them as I ran across and wanted to document an event that had happened. I started keeping this journal before blogs hit the scene, and so I resisted converting it to a blog for a long time because I was uncomfortable with two ideas that that form represented for me: First, I didn’t like the pull technology of blogs. I preferred the push of email. That I would have to go onto the Web to post, which seemed to be an extra and unnecessary step in the composing process and one that my targeted audience would also have to do, seemed to hinder the kairos of my communication. Second, it seemed counterintuitive to me—as someone who valued and taught web design—to focus only on posting written content on the web in someone else’s form. I’d rather design a website with my emails myself instead of buy into—what was for me, at the time—the obvious form/content split that blogs manifested. (Now, of course, I’ve learned how to tweak the readymade blog templates to suit my own design purposes.) 

So let me loop back to Wesch to point out that his argument regarding Web 2.0’s ability to split form and content is presented by using form AND content together—through a video. Although Wesch doesn’t comment on his own combinations of words and images and video and other aesthetic modes of communication such as sound, he successfully uses the dynamism of the Web to distribute his message. As YouTube’s motto claims—“Broadcast Yourself”—Wesch’s posting there creates a seeming democracy of voices able to upload content in response to him at any time (as long as they have the connection, the equipment, and the knowledge to do so, of course). The ease of collaboration with new media technologies such as Web 2.0 is evident in the response to Wesch’s video, viewer hits for which reached over 2 million less than a month after it was published. And video responses to his original version number around 30 in the same month, not including Wesch’s revision that followed one week after the original release. 

Viewer hits, new media responses, and revisions aside, I want to reflect on Wesch’s final list of items that he asks us to rethink—specifically aesthetics and rhetoric because those two items bring us back to the form versus content issue. My critique of Wesch’s piece is that although he uses aesthetic forms of communication such as animations, images, and a soundtrack, the focal point of his communication is still rhetorically based in words. Words that he types on screen in search boxes – yes – but words, and thus traditional, logical structures, nonetheless. When readers may not be able to make sense from the too-quickly flashing images of websites that Wesch provides, the written content points out his argument in an established academic-literacy mode. The message this video sends me is: When all else fails, use words. When all else fails, teach research papers. When all else fails, use a grammar handbook. 

Why? Because instructors of literacy, such as composition teachers (or even digital ethnography professors such as Wesch) aren’t trained to teach students to compose effectively with aesthetic modes of communication. So we must rely on the rigid forms of composition that supposedly acculturate the masses into academia, despite the fact that those rigid forms really do merge form and content, we just often fail to see it that way. Anne Wysocki pointed out this fallacy of written communication in her article “Impossibly Distinct: On Form/Content and Word/Image in Two Pieces of Computer-Based Interactive Multimedia.” She notes that we see a split between form and content because of the transparency we as readers have learned to accept due to our familiarity with the forms, or the designs, of written text. Denis Baron and Jay Bolter have also argued this point, along with the New London Group and Gunther Kress. The point is that written text—as stuck as it sometimes feels within academic modes of discourse in service-oriented, writing classes—can also be composed with aesthetic intentions. In English departments, poets and novelists know this, as do teachers of style and editing. But I’m not sure that most technical writers or creative writers would ever concede that they share the commonality that form IS content. Or, to turn back to Wesch’s reconsideration of it in relation to new media—that aesthetic and rhetorical choices must always be made in every text. And the meaning that those aesthetic and rhetorical choices engender are available for interpretation in every reading of that text. 

For instance, I’ve focused on Wesch’s argument as made through words, but if we turn to the soundtrack as an instantiation or even a supplement of his argument, we might remember that it was an instrumental piece, that it moved us forward in the reading, and that its futuristic tones matched the feel of optimism in the piece. That’s a rhetorical, purposeful use of an aesthetic element, the song. If we’re reading the piece using the New London Group’s modes of meaning-making, we might say that the sonic mode complements the linguistic, spatial, gestural, and visual modes in the video. They all come together to serve the text’s purpose, and they do so through rhetorical and aesthetic ways. But, I also think that in the context of my writing classes, I want my students to do better. I want them to use the soundtrack, for instance, in more purposeful ways—in ways that reflect the text’s rhetorical argument (if it is an argument-drive piece) through aesthetic means. Madeleine Sorapure, for instance, suggests in her scholarly webtext, “Between Modes: Assessing Students’ New Media Compositions,” that students should consider designing their multimedia texts using aesthetic modes that metaphorically or metonymically support the rhetorical argument. In that way, the aesthetic choices in the piece are just as – if not more – important than the rhetorical ones. Aesthetic and rhetoric work together to make meaning. Form is content. 

Let me offer another example, to build on Wesch’s argument for rethinking aesthetics and rhetorics in relation to new media technologies. The text I am going to show was designed by a graduate student in my new media pedagogy class last semester. Robert Watkins' 10-minute movie, "Words are the Ultimate Abstraction: Towards Using Scott McCloud to Teach Visual Rhetoric," represents the kind of classroom-based composition that Hardin and others called for in order to bridge the academic and popular split in English studies. Quite literally, Watkins seeks to move new media production out from the underground of composition studies and into the larger department of English studies. His aim is to revolutionize the field of English. To do so, he argues for the teaching of new media critical literacies by composing WITH new media. After all, form IS content. This idea isn’t new, and I don’t mean to suggest that it is. What I do want to suggest is that this idea—of marrying form and content—is easy to do, and do really well, if we allow students the space to do it in ways that marry aesthetic and academic modes, which students do readily thanks to prosumer new media technologies. In this particular movie, Robert starts with an idea from Scott McCloud’s book, Understanding Comics, and remediates it using all the modes in which he deems necessary to communicate his argument. 

SHOW ROBERT’S MOVIE

In enacting his text through aesthetic and rhetorical devices, Watkins demonstrates that students understand how to think critically and make meaning from both high and low art-culture systems, as Hardin would say. This student’s final project stood out to me for many reasons, not the least of which was because (a) he spent most of the semester unengaged in the class discussion, (b) his final paper that accompanied the project, which I read before watching his movie, was questionably passable as an academic paper, while the movie itself succeeds on several academic and aesthetic levels, and (c) after viewing the movie, I discovered that Robert had never produced a multimedia text like this before. 

Despite these hindrances, Robert’s video is successful because, for the most part, all of the modes of communication he uses—academically styled voiceover, punk- and pop-rock soundtrack, original video and audio, and written text—fulfill his purpose to persuade us that visual rhetoric and multimodal composition is a worthwhile, academic pursuit while it uses popular aesthetic forms—heretofore considered a contradiction in English studies—to entertain us. 

Let me conclude by explaining one way in which I see Robert’s video succeeding as a bridge between high and low art-cultures, between rhetorical and aesthetic intentions. The soundtrack of his video contains three major movements, which draw on pop-punk songs, and a bridge, which he authored himself. The first song, by the punk band Refused, is called “New Noise” and the lyrics, like the movie itself, set up a situation where there the speaker reflects on a stale music scene by singing, “How can we expect anyone to listen / If we're using the same old voice?” The song ends by lamenting that “we’re not leading/ the new beat.” During this part of the movie, the soundtrack coincides with Robert’s argument that composition needs a revolution. He quotes Geoffrey Sirc’s article “Nevermind the Tagememics, Where’s the Sex Pistols,” in which Sirc argues that writing teachers should look to pop culture texts to teach students about writing they can be invested in. When this song fades, we see Watkins walking from a tunnel saying that “revolution comes from the underground.” 

So, the opening song catches our attention and acts, as Bump Halbritter would say, as a sonic thesis statement driving the first scene of the movie and setting up the subsequent scenes. Watkins uses a low form of art—a punk-rock song—with lyrics that are unrecognizable to most readers but that, regardless, act as an aesthetic source of support for his argument for new media, which he is making simultaneously through his citation-filled voiceover, all of which accompanies still images and video that flesh out his argument. There are many moments in this movie that come together in similar aesthetic and rhetorical ways, including, for instance, the use of his second song by a band called MAE, which is an acronym for Multisensory Aesthetic Experience. That song gives us a scene filled with possibilities, just like the middle section of Watkins’ video offers opportunities for broadening our thinking about what composition studies can teach students. The third song by Bright Eyes, ends the video in a similar note of rethinking to that of Wesch’s video. The lyrics in Watkins’ movie leave us staring at a blank screen, the credits done, with the words, “On a circuit board/ We’ll soon be born/ Again.” And, as I am done, let me say, I couldn’t agree more: New media, from the underground or not, is the next step in English studies. Thank you. 







