
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hrhr20

Rhetoric Review

ISSN: 0735-0198 (Print) 1532-7981 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/hrhr20

Rhetoric in a new key: Women and collaboration

Andrea A. Lunsford & Lisa Ede

To cite this article: Andrea A. Lunsford & Lisa Ede (1990) Rhetoric in a new key: Women and
collaboration, Rhetoric Review, 8:2, 234-241, DOI: 10.1080/07350199009388896

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/07350199009388896

Published online: 17 Feb 2010.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 33

View related articles 

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hrhr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/hrhr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07350199009388896
https://doi.org/10.1080/07350199009388896
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hrhr20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hrhr20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07350199009388896
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07350199009388896
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/07350199009388896#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/07350199009388896#tabModule


ANDREA A. LUNSFORD AND LISA EDE
Ohio State University

Rhetoric in a New Key:
Women and Collaboration

Stories, Carolyn Heilbrun has recently reminded us in Writing A Wom-
an's Life, are powerful. They enable us to explore, try out, and sometimes
to embody, new ways of seeing, doing, and being. Far from recounting mere
anecdotal evidence, stories tell us what is imaginable, possible, or—in
Geertz's terms commonsensical—in our culture. In this brief essay, we wish
to tell a number of stories about a phenomenon that we have come to call
collaborative writing. These stories point, we think, to the possibility of a
new rhetoric, a rhetoric in a new key that rejects what Toril Moi has called
"the model of the author as God the Father of the Text" (62) for a dialogic
or polyphonal model of communication. These stories only point to this new
rhetoric, however. Rather than telling a single narrative, these stories as a
group function in a Burkean perspective-by-incongruity fashion to point to
a site of struggle, a site we see also as one of opportunity.

Any story we tell, of course, is necessarily a version of our own story,
and that story, as it relates to our work on collaborative writing, is a long
and in some ways unsettling one to us. Our interest in collaboration grew
directly out of our personal experience as long-time friends and coauthors,
piqued by our surprised realization that coauthorship was not valued in our
own departments of English. At the time, we did not associate this deval-
uation of a mode which seemed important and productive to us with the
phallologocentric nature of the academy; we were merely irritated. And so
we set out, rather naively, to "prove" how unreasonable this devaluation
was. We would simply collect enough empirical "information" to demon-
strate that collaborative writing is a feature of much contemporary
discourse—and, voila, the importance and efficacy of collaborative writing
would be "obvious." In fact, we went on to gather such data, the story of
which we have published in two earlier Rhetoric Review essays.

In the six years since we began what we originally thought of as a fairly
straightforward data gathering project, we have come to situate the issue
of collaborative writing in a much broader historical, political, and ideologi-
cal context and to contemplate the ways in which our society locates power,
authority, authenticity, and property in an autonomous, masculine self. It
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was not hard to find provocative discussions of this phenomenon all around
us—in literary and feminist theory, of course, but also in fields as diverse
as anthropology, psychology, and library science. But while the "author" as
construct was revealed, challenged, declared dead, and so on, people con-
tinued authoring—most often as solitary writers who signed single names
to their texts.

Our interest in collaboration at this point took on the typical charac-
teristics of a binary opposition: Against the solitary, sovereign author-ity of
the single writer, we would investigate the multivoiced power of collabora-
tive writers. And so as we began our study of collaborative writers in seven
major professions, we expected (or, more accurately, hoped) to find that col-
laboration offered a mode that would serve a postmodern conception of
writing.

What we found, however, was not A mode of collaborative writing but
a number of modes, each deeply embedded in specific political, social, and
ideological contexts. From this variety of modes, we eventually identified
two that are particularly interesting to us as women and as collaborative
writers. These modes we have come to call the hierarchical mode and the
dialogic mode. In our research the hierarchical mode of collaborative writing
emerged early on; it is a widespread means of producing texts in all the
professions we studied. This form of collaboration is linearally structured,
driven by highly specific goals, and carried out by people who play clearly
assigned roles.

These goals are most often designated by someone outside of and hier-
archically superior to the immediate collaborative group or by a senior
member or "leader" of the group. Because productivity and efficiency are
of the essence in this mode of collaboration, the realities of multiple voices
and shifting author-ity are seen as problems to be overcome or resolved.
Knowledge in this mode is most often viewed as information to be found
or a problem to be solved. The activity of finding this information or solving
this problem is closely tied to the realization of a particular end product.
This mode of collaborative writing is, we would argue, typically conserva-
tive. It is also, need we say, a predominantly masculine mode of discourse.

Along the highways and byways of our research and reading roads, how-
ever, we began to catch glimpses, perceive traces, of another mode of col-
laboration, one we came to call dialogic. This mode is not as widespread
in the professions we studied as the hierarchical mode and, in fact, its prac-
titioners had difficulty describing it, finding language within which to
inscribe their felt realities. This dialogic mode is loosely structured, and the
roles enacted within it are fluid; one "person" may occupy multiple and
shifting roles as the project progresses. In this mode the process of articu-



236 Rhetoric Review

lating and working together to achieve goals is as important as the goals
themselves. Those who participate in dialogic collaboration generally value
the creative tension inherent in multivoiced and multivalent ventures. What
those involved in hierarchical collaboration see as a problem to be solved,
these individuals view as a strength to be capitalized on and emphasized.
In dialogic collaboration this group effort is seen as essential to the
production—rather than merely the recovery—of knowledge and as a means
of individual satisfaction within the group. This mode of collaboration, we
argue, is, potentially at least, deeply subversive. And because our respondents
had no ready language with which to describe such an enterprise, because
many of those who tried to describe it to us were women, and because this
mode of collaboration seemed so much the "other"—we think of this mode
as predominantly feminine.

At present, our thinking about the nature and implications of hierarchi-
cal and dialogic collaboration is tentative and preliminary. We have found
this way of viewing collaborative writing provocative and clarifying, yet we
are aware that there are not only questions we have not answered but ques-
tions we have not even thought to ask. And we know that we need to "con-
verse" or collaborate with many others—French and Anglo-American femi-
nists, educational and political analysts, critical theorists, as well as (we
would want to emphasize) those who collaborate regularly on the job or
in their research or creative writing—before we can present a full, complex
picture of these modes of collaboration.

For now, however, we want to tell our story but, as Emily Dickinson
does, "tell it slant," by pointing up a persistent but not very surprising irony
revealed in our research: The two professional fields in our study most popu-
lated by women—the Society for Technical Communication, of which 62
percent are women, and the Modern Language Association, of which 46
percent are women—are generally not enacting the dialogic mode of col-
laboration. Let us look briefly at what our study revealed about collaborative
writing among members of these two professional groups.

The Society for Technical Communication members who responded to
our call for information described a collaborative process that is very often
hierarchical. Typically, a document begins with the technical writer, who
produces it after consultation with various information sources within the
organization. The document then travels in a rigidly linear way, through
level upon level of bureaucratic authority. We have many stories we could
tell to illustrate what is a fairly standard mode of collaboration experienced
by technical writers. One such story emerged as we were testing one of
our survey instruments with technical writers at the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency. The writers, who work in a strongly bureaucratized and thus



Rhetoric in a New Key 237

deeply hierarchical context, indicated in their responses that they experi-
enced dissatisfaction with collaborative writing in proportion to their sense
of loss of control over the documents they were charged with initiating and
"authoring."

A similar story emerged in an ethnographic study of a collaboratively
produced document in a very large insurance firm undertaken by one of
our graduate students (Cross, 1988). This document, a report to stockholders
originally written by a technical writer, went through the same kind of
upward series of steps, being altered and criticized at every step. At the
end of this process, the report was so unsatisfactory to the chief officer who
was to sign it that the whole project was scrapped—at great cost of time
and money. In this instance the hierarchical mode turned out to be not only
unsatisfactory to the technical writer and to the senior officer but inefficient
and unproductive as well. Most often, though, our data indicate that colla-
borative writing in the hierarchical mode is perceived as efficient and pro-
ductive if sometimes unsatisfying—and that it is embraced by technical writ-
ers as essentially unproblematic and as "the way things are."

The Modern Language Association, 46 percent of whom are women,
did not in their responses to us embrace ANY concept or mode of collab-
oration but rather seemed suspicious of work that was produced in concert
with others, saying that almost all their writing was done alone, the sole
exception being writing they did to secure grants. Of course, we hardly need
demonstrate that the humanities in general and English in particular valorize
and reward single authorship and disregard collaboratively produced texts.
Even those few scholars in our field who do write collaboratively fail to
connect their own collaborative practices with larger theoretical, political,
or pedagogical issues. But if we need to remind ourselves of the power of
this particular authorial construct and its power in our own sphere, we can
offer numerous exempla:

A prestigious English department decided to withdraw its under-
graduate poetry prize when the anonymous "author" of the win-
ning poem turned out to be three undergraduate collaborators.

Two women who petitioned and were granted permission to con-
duct collaborative research on a dissertation project were later
told they would have to produce two separate and "different"
dissertations.

At a large research institution, a woman who often writes col-
laboratively was tenured and promoted to associate professor—
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but warned that her promotion to full professor would be con-
tingent on producing single-authored books and articles.

A well-known feminist scholar, whose work is collaboratively
written, stated that she can draw no compelling pedagogical impli-
cations from her practice. The classroom structure of teacher-
lecturer giving information to student-listeners seems perfectly
efficient and reasonable to her.

Those who work on collaborative projects "cannot apply for
grants from the NEH under the fellowship program available for
single authors," but must instead apply only under "Research Pro-
grams" and hence compete with universities and other large insti-
tutions. (See, for example, Smith, 1987.)

We could go on with such stories of our own profession's antipathy toward
collaboration in spite of the challenges posed by poststructuralist and femi-
nist critiques. But you know these stories—and many other ones as well—
yourselves.

Given that the dialogic mode of collaborative writing can be discerned
or glimpsed at work in certain places, the major issue for us then becomes
to what extent such a mode represents the possibility of subverting tradi-
tional phallogocentric, subject-centered discourse—for a rhetoric, if you will,
in a new key. As we have studied this question, we have found responses
in some likely—and other unlikely—places. Particularly important to realiz-
ing what we call a dialogic mode of collaborative writing is work in wom-
en's studies. We are thinking here particularly of books such as Carol Gil-
ligan's In A Different Voice and Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule's
Women's Ways of Knowing—works that challenge and subvert conventional
western conceptions of the self. We could also point to work women are
doing in sociology, especially that of Laurel Richardson, on the nature of
teaching styles and the relations of those styles to traditionally masculine
and univocal concepts of self. Psychologists such as M. Brinton Lykes are
also helping to articulate a view of the self as ensembled or social, rather
than autonomous and independent.

In practice we see the dialogic mode of collaboration enacted in inter-
esting and subtle ways. We hear echoes of this mode, for instance, in a
series of prefaces and acknowledgements to recent books. Read together,
these strongly personal statements stand as a powerful challenge to and
indictment of the concept of a single-authored, authoritative, univocal text.
Let us cite here only a few of the many we have collected, almost all of
which, by the way, are by women:
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From Dale Spender's Man Made Language (xv-xvi)—"there is an
assumption I wish to challenge: it is that people sit in garrets
and write books on their own. I sat in the Women's Resources
Center at the University of Utah in Salt Lake City, and I was
not on my own. . . . While this book may represent a 'sum total,'
its many parts have been shaped . . . by many different people.
. . . Not in isolation in a garret did this book come into existence,
but in the co-operative and dynamic context of women's struggle.

From Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's Women's Ways
of Knowing (ix)—"As we steeped ourselves in the women's
recorded and transcribed words we found ourselves drawing ever
closer to their frames of mind. We emerged from this long pro-
cess with an extraordinary sense of intimacy and collaboration
with all the women. . . . So, too, during our work together, the
four of us developed . . . an intimacy and collaboration which
we have come to prize. We believe that the collaborative, egali-
tarian spirit so often shared by women should be more carefully
nurtured in the work lives of all men and women. We hope to
find it in all our future work."

From Shirley Brice Heath's Ways With Words (ix)—"Those to
whom the greatest acknowledgement of gratitude is due for help
writing this book are the community members of Roadville and
Trackton, and the school, mill, and business personnel of the Pied-
mont Carolinas with whom I lived and worked for nearly a
decade."

From Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton's Habits of
the Heart (xi)—"The people who let us into their homes and
talked to us so freely during the course of our study are very
much part of the authorship of this book."

And from Karen Burke LeFevre's Invention as a Social Act
(xiii)—"In the chapters . . . that follow . . . I attempt to identify
those points at which the voices of others—those necessary oth-
ers whose words I have read, and those with whom I have spoken
and thought and worked—are particularly evident."

These and other statements are provocative—and, to us at least, moving.
But it's important to note that these assertions about the importance of col-
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laboration are marginalized by appearing in prefaces or acknowledgements,
rather than in the bodies of texts. Though many writers are convinced of
the crucial importance and benefits of collaboration, then, they generally
have not yet found ways to incorporate these concerns in the body of their
texts, which as a rule do not challenge the conventions of single-authored
documents.

Other scholars are helping us reenvision authorship along the lines of
what we are calling a dialogic collaborative mode, one that radically sub-
verts the status quo. We think particularly here of Karen LeFevre's studies
(1988) of Frances Steloff, of the famed New York Gotham Book Mart, stud-
ies which have done much to illuminate a scene of writing and publishing
in which Steloff s voice is a crucial and integral part not of a series of mono-
logic individual productions but of a creative polylogue. LeFevre's work
helps us to see "authorship" in this case as grounded not in individual writers
(such as Hart Crane and e e cummings, to name two who were members
of this circle) but in dialogic and relational acts. Still others show us that
the dialogic mode of collaboration we are trying to bring into focus has
a history or, more appropriately, a herstory. We see traces of it in the wom-
en's writing groups described in Anne Gere's study (1987), and we see it
powerfully revealed in Jackie Jones Royster's chronicling of the tradition
of black women writers.

Primarily through the work of women, then, we have found evidence
of a dialogic mode of collaboration, one that allows a contextualized, mul-
tivocal text to appear. This mode, this "new key," as Langer says in her
preface to Philosophy in a New Key is not one which alone we have struck.
"Others," she says, "have struck it, quite clearly and repeatedly" (viii). It
is a key, we would argue, that has been and is being struck clearly and
repeatedly by many of the women and a few men we have mentioned, but
which has not often been heard—by our professional organizations, by our
institutions, by the culture within which we are all so deeply inscribed. Our
challenge, then, is not to strike a new key but to hear within that key the
full texture of layered, polyphonic chords—and to create institutional and
professional spaces within which those chords may be played and echoed.
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