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Rhetorical Community: 
The Cultural Basis of Genre 

Carolyn R. Miller 

In my essay 'Genre as Social Action', I claimed that a genre is a 'cultural artefact' 
(Miller 1984: 164; corrected version Chapter 2, this volume) that is interpretable 
as a recurrent, significant action. At the time I didn't think very carefully about what 
I meant by 'cultural artefact'. I was, in part, trying to emphasize that a rhetorically 
useful notion of genre should be grounded in the conventions of discourse that a 
society establishes as ways of 'acting together' (in Kenneth Burke's phrase), that we 
should look to ethno-categories of discourse rather than to the theoretically neat 
classifications that seemed to control most discussions of genre at the time. I was 
also, in part, groping toward an understanding of the problematic relationship between 
action and structure that, I now realize, has engaged many others in a variety of 
disciplines. 

I haven't written much about genre since then, although my convictions about 
it organize much of my teaching; 1 think, for example, that there is something 
specifically generic to be learned about what it means to write a progress report, 
or an application letter, or a research article, or even an essay. As I said, in 1984, 

what we learn when we learn a genre is not just a. pattern of forms or even 
a method of achieving our own ends. We learn, more importantly, what 
ends we may have. . . ; for the student, genres serve as keys to understanding 
how to participate in the actions of a community. ( I  984: 165). 

I don't necessarily know how to teach these things very directly, although I've learned 
a lot from people like Charles Bazerman, Tom Huckin, Leslie Olsen, and John 
Swales. Since 1984 I've also come to appreciate the effect that our understanding 
of genre has on the structure of curricula and, in particular, how the failure to 
understand genre as social action afflicts the typical first-year college writing program 
in the United States; it turns what should be a practical art of achieving social ends 
into a productive art of making texts that fit certain formal requirements (Miller 
and Jolliffe 1986: 378). 

But the opportunity for Yethinking genre' at this point is an especially welcome 
one, for two reasons. First, I find that I can now clarify or at least contextualize 
better some issues I left unresolved in the earlier essay. And second, the concept 


























