
The Relation of the Whole to the Part 
in Interpretation Theory 
and in the Composing Process 

James L. Kinneavy 

Key problems in modern hermeneutics are explored: part-whole 
relationships and the correlated merism-holism debate, the importance 
of situational context in Greek and Roman rhetoric and its relation to 
current interpretation theory as well as composition theory, and the 
problems with the (dominant) sentence and theme emphases of much 
theory and teaching. The range of materials,of authors, and of ideas 
being discussed in the "new" hermeneutics is surveyed. 

If I were a committee, this study would be labeled a "progress report." In­
deed, it is an example, if not a model, of "exploratory discourse." For it 
presents an important problem and an ongoing attempt to arrive at a 
solution. There is a hypothesis, but not yet a thesis. 

The hypothesis has a very practical origin. It is concerned with the 
failure of our attempts to integrate several "parts" of the composition to the 
whole. There are 70 years of research which demonstrate overwhelmingly 
that the isolated teaching of grammatical skills has little or no transfer to 
use in actual composition. 1 There are parallel studies in library science 
which demonstrate that library skills taught in isolation also fail to transfer 
to real situations. 2 There are similar studies in mathematics education 
which demonstrate that a curriculum which is too oriented to the teaching 
of mere computational skills produces fewer problem solvers than a 
curriculum which forces students to use computational skills in verbal and 
more abstract settings. 3 I suspect that the same can be said of the insulated 
teaching of logical skills. 

My question about all of these skill operations is the same: "What 
catalytic agent enables the student to see the relevance of skill exercises to 
actual writing situations?" I can sympathize with those who, in the present 
literacy crisis, fault us with neglecting these skills. Students do need 
vocabulary development, sentence maturity, paragraph instruction, in­
troduction to library techniques, etc. Yet I know that isolating the skills 
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and teaching the skills to the neglect of the act of writing is almost certainly 
a waste of time--as much of this research tells us. 

On the other hand, there is much evidence that beginning with the whole 
and moving only incidentally to the parts (mechanical skills of punc­
tuation spelling, sentence skills, paragraph skills) does not seem to be en­
tirely successful either. At the University of Texas, where I teach, there has 
been a rhetorically based program for years, with emphasis on writing 
or nine fairly long themes a semester. For quite some time there was not 
even a handbook for grammar and usage employed. Yet several tests 
recently have convinced us that these skills were being ignored, that the 
whole does not necessarily take care of these kinds of parts. Our experience 
is not at all unique . 

We need the parts and we need the whole. Beginning with the skills, the 
parts, and moving to the whole does not seem to work. Beginning with the 
whole and moving only incidentally to the parts seems to be not entirely 
successful either. Is there a way out of the dilemma? 

I had, in earlier work, been concerned with the relationships of part to 
whole, but had not found a satisfactory model for explanation of the com­
posing process. However, I now believe that the treatment of whole and 
part in interpretation theory seems more promising than the model of 
Piaget which I had used in handling the nature of description or the model 
of mereology of Lesniewski, which I had tried and rejected in the same cir­
cumstances, but for different reasons. 4 

The treatment of the whole-part relationship in interpretation theory is 
embodied in the notion of what is usually called the hermeneutic circle. 
One writer succinctly explains the circle as follows: 

We understand the meaning of an individual word by seeing it in re­
sponse to the whole of the sentence; and reciprocally, the sentence's 
meaning as a whole is dependent on the meaning of individual words. By 
extension, an individual concept derives its meaning from a context or 
horizon within which it stands; yet the horizon is made up of the very 
elements to which it gives meaning. By dialectical interaction between 
the whole and the part each gives the other meaning; understanding is 
circular, then. Because within this "circle" the meaning comes to stand, 
we call this the "hermeneutic circle. "5 

By rhetorical, if not poetic, justice, the hermeneutic circle had its origins 
in rhetorical theory, particularly in the organic metaphor of the head and 
limbs of Plato's Phaedrus. Gadamer tells us that Luther and his successors 

... applied this image, familiar from classical rhetoric, to the process of 
understanding and developed the universal principle of textual inter­
pretation that all of the details of a text are to be understood from that 
contextus (context) and from the scopus, the unified sense at which the 
whole aims.6 
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Others go even further back in their search for the origins of the her­
meneutic circle and find it in Heraclitus, Parmenides, Socrates, Plato, 
Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, Celsus (the jurist), and later in Hegel, Fichte, 
and Schelling. It crystallized in Frederick Ast, was developed by Schleier­
macher and Oil they, and was expanded to all understanding by Heidegger. 

This notion of interpretation or understanding is obviously the inverse of 
rhetoric, as Schleiermacher remarked. 8 In fact, the processes of producing 
or composing a text and of interpreting it are very similar, a similarity to 
which some have called attention. 9 

Both involve the act of interpretation. The writer interprets the world to 
the reader by means of a text; the reader interprets the text of the writer in 
order to interpret the world . The world, the text, and the act of inter­
pretation are all involved in both activities, though in the reverse order. 

It is not therefore surprising that, as Gadamer has pointed out, Melanch­
thon set out to write a rhetorical treatise on the commonplaces (a 
rhetorical term) of Christian doctrine but ended up writing a treatise on 
how to interpret the Scriptures. 10 It seems only proper, then that the her­
meneutic circle, having originated in rhetoric, having subsequently been 
enriched in interpretation theory, now return, like Joseph from Egypt, back 
to the promised land and help the homefolk. 

One of the most important tenets of the circle creed seems particularly 
promising for composition theory. There is a strong concern for the con­
tinually changing relation between whole and part, 11 the relative notion of 
what is whole and what is part, 12 the dialectic that continually functions 
between whole and part/3 and the reciprocal interdependence of each on 
the other. 14 

Now I believe that this model of the composing process is consistent with 
what we know about the habits of professional writers as well as students. 
Indeed, while reading about the dialectic of the hermeneutic circle, I was 
continually reminded of passage after passage in the Writers at Work series 
of interviews by the Paris Review of professsional writers. The interviews 
focussed specifically on the working habits of composition. The changing 
notions of part and whole, the taking over of a plot by a character who 
was initially a minor personality, the additions and deletions of small and 
large segments, the provisional writing and rewriting in order to achieve an 
elusive whole, etc ., all seemed to me to be accurate instances of the her­
meneutic dialectic .15 

One way of looking at the part-whole relationship is to distinguish 
among levels. Linguists, rhetoricians, structuralists, and interpretation 
theorists are among those who have successfully used this technique . Thus 
linguists often view the sentence as the whole and the lower level com­
ponents as parts . On the other hand, the sentence, as such, is not a major 
concern with many literary critics. Thus what is a whole at one level of 
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analysis or production may be viewed as a part at another level, and the 
relationship of a part to a whole at one level may be completely different 
from the relationship of the same part to a whole at another level. 

As has already been pointed out, level differences are not new to 
language theory, either in rhetoric or in interpretation. Much exciting 
work has been done at different levels by modern scholars . Part of this 
success has been brought about by applying the same model to different 
layers and analyzing for similar component relationships. In rhetoric I 
think immediately of the success of the tagmemic "particle-wave-field" 
model, which Pike and others apply very successfully at the phonemic 
level, at the morphemic level, at the p~ragraph level, at the utterance level, 
and at the full conversational and behaviorallevels. 16 I have tried to do 
the same with the semiotic structure of "component-reference-use" at dif­
ferent levels of interpretation and composition. 

In some respects, both models work effectively at different levels. But we 
are also learning that, in important respects, the levels are not symmetrical. 
Hirsch, quoting Bazell, has insisted on this and has suggested that the more 
we move into the larger rhetorical patterns of composition, the more 
asymmetrical the levels become. 17 

Although there is some evidence to support this position, more in­
vestigation must still be made at many of the levels, and comparisons 
among the levels have also to be made. In an attempt to compare (and con­
trast) some emphases at quite different levels, I have assembled the chart in 
Figure 1. Emphases in composing theory are represented on the left and 
emphases in interpretation theory are given on the right. These names or 
movements are only intended to be suggestive, not at all to be exhaustive. 

It is, however, a curious fact (for which I have no adequate explanation), 
that theories of producing and theories of interpreting emphasize quite dif­
ferent aspects of the two processes. For this reason, it will be necessary to 
switch back and forth between the productive and the interpretive 
processes, given the scholarly emphases. 

At the lowest level of the chart, it is possible to find some who have 
viewed the structure of the phoneme as the micro-structure which can be 
used as the model of all higher level analyses. The success of de Saussure at 
the phonological level has indeed left a distinct impression on much sub­
sequent study, particularly with structuralists and post-structuralists in 
France . Thus Derrida in Of Grammatology says: 

Linguistics thus wishes to be the science of language . . . . Let us first 
simply consider that the scientificity of that science is often 
acknowledged because of its phonological foundations. 
Phonology, it is often said today, communicates its scientificity to 
linguistics, which in turn serves as the epistemological model for all of 
the sciences of man. 18 

123 Kinneavy I Relation of Whole to Part 



Levi-Strauss has, on the other hand, warned of the dangers of a sim­
plistic analysis of all levels of culture in terms of phonemic and distinctive 
features. 19 As will be pointed out later, he categorically rejects the notion 
that the myth is made up only of linguistic structures. However, he cannot 
resist comparisons. Having suggested that the myth is the sum-total of all 
of the individual variants of a myth (a criterion beyond the individual text, 
therefore) he concludes, 'To put it in even more linguistic terms, it is as 
though a phoneme were always made up of all its variants. "20 

Sentence Emphases 

However, it is the work of Levi-Strauss himself using the sentence as a 
basis for analyzing myths that has attracted much of the attention of the 
structural and post-structural French thought in this connection. Paul 
Ricoeur, a contemporary hermeneutic theorist, is impressed with the cen­
trality of the sentence. Writing in 1969, he states: 

COMPOSING 

Sophists, Plato, Aristotle, 
Burke, Britton, Booth, Kinneavy 

D'Angelo, Moffett, McDri mmon 

Christensen 

Christensen, Morenberg , et al . 
Many generative linguists 

Some structural linguists 

INTERPRETING 

r-------------------------, 
Universal History 

r-----------------------, 
Cultural Situation 

r---------------------, 

Di lthey , ~roysen, VonRanke, 
Hegel, Gadarner 

Bultmann, Jonas, Dilthey 

Situational Context S cr~eiermacher, Hirsch, Bitzer, 
Black, Speech act theory, Tillich 

r-------------------, 
Text 

r-----------------, 
Paragraph 

r---------------, 
Sentence 

r-------------, 
Word 

r- ----------'7 
Morpheme 

r---------, 
Phoneme 

Luther, Many new critics, 
Derrida 

Ricoeur, Genette 

(Derrida) 

Figure 1. Persons and movements emphasizing different levels. 
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The question is to know if all the levels are homologous. All of my in­
vestigations will rest on the idea that the passage to a new unity of 
discourse, constituted by the sentence or the utterance, represents a cut, 
a mutation, in the hierarchy of levels. I will not moreover, exhaust the 
question of levels . I will even glimpse at possibly other strategic levels 
such as the text, the internal coherence of which calls for a different sort 
of intelligibility than the sentence or than the word in its position in the 
sentence. 21 

It is at the level of the text that the hermeneut usually operates, he main­
tains. 22 

However, writing a year later, he returns to the centrality of the sen­
tence. Despite the fact that the written text is not langue but parole, he 
says, using the terminology of de Saussure, 

... the specificity of writing with regard to affective parole rests on 
traits susceptible of being treated as analogous to langue in discourse. 
This hypothesis of work is perfectly legitimate; it consists in saying that 
under certain conditions the large unities of langue, that is to say the 
unities of a degree superior to the sentence, offer organizations com­
parable to those of small unities of language, that is to say those of a 
degree inferior to the sentence, those precisely which are the result of 
linguistics. 2 3 

He cites the analysis of the Oedipus myth by Levi-Strauss as an example of 
such a procedure and adds that Roland Barthes and A.J. Greimas follow 
the same technique. He summarizes: 

One finds in these authors the same postulates as in Levi-Strauss. The 
unities above the sentence have the same composition as the unities 
below the sentence. 

For the cluster of relations for which Levi-Strauss carries back the 
mytheme is again of the order of the sentence and the play of oppositions 
which are located at the very abstract level of the mytheme is still of the 
order of the sentence and of meaning. 24 

The reason he gives for this is that the relations between the components of 
the myth (and other sociological relations, such as those of blood relation­
ships) can be expressed in "the form of the sentence."25 This is a strange 
argument, the validity of which I shall return to later after looking at the 
other analyst who is often credited with finding in the sentence the struc­
tural model for higher level analyses. 

Beginning his analysis of narration in "Discours du recit," Gerard Gen-
ette poses the foundation of his analysis as follows: 

Since every narrative .. . - is a linguistic production assuming the relation 
of one or of several events, it is perhaps legitimate to treat it, as mon­
strous as this may seem, as the development given to a verbal form, in 
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the grammatical sense of the term, the expansion of q verb. I walk, Peter 
has come are for me minimal forms of the narrative, and inversely the 
Odyssey and the Remembrance (of Times Past) do nothing more than 
amplify (in a rhetorical sense) statements such as Ulysses returns to 
Ithaca or Marcel becomes a writer. This authorizes us, perhaps, to 
organize, or at least to formulate, the problems of analysis of narrative 
discourse according to categories borrowed from the grammar of the 
verb, and which here can be reduced to three fundamental classes. 26 

He then calls his three classes those of time (tense), mood, and voice, terms 
'borrowed, he says, from grammar. He concludes the long paragraph by 
repeating: 

Once again it must be said that there is here only a borrowing of terms, 
but that there is no pretense to a rigorous homology. 27 

His time has to do with the order of events, the duration of events, and 
the frequency of events. His moods concern, he says, problems of distance 
which American critics of the Jamesian tradition generally treat in terms of 
the opposition between showing and telling. The third category of voice 
treats problems of first and third person narration and their interrelation­
ships. 28 

There is, therefore, something of a grammatical framework of analysis 
erected by Genette for his lengthy investigation of narrative structures. 
Nonetheless, for instance, in his analysis of the order of events there is no 
recourse to technical issues of tense at all. Nor is there any attempt to 
reduce structures to the order of the sentence. His typical micro-analyses of 
short passages from the Odyssey and Jean .Santeuil use, for example, 5 sen­
tences which are not equivalent to the 5 events being analyzed, then 3 sen­
tences embodying 9 events but with only 2 temporal units involved, and 
then a passage of 14 sentences embodying 15 events but only 7 temporal 
units. The macroanalysis of the Remembrance uses 10 segments for the en­
tire novel, a few comprising only a page or so of text and several com­
prising hundreds of pages. 29 

In fact the structures he finds within these micro and macro-structures 
are not patterned like sentences at all, nor do they reflect any tense design 
either. The same may be said of his mood and voice analyses. consequent­
ly, though Genette begins with a framework that seems analogous to one 
drawn from grammar, the superstructures he discovers are not gram­
matically homologous at all. 

The same must be said of the myth structures of Levi-Strauss. It is true 
that he plasters his walls with single sentences drawn from the many ver­
sions of a myth. He then arranges, deranges, and rearranges these sentences 
in clusters to arrive at the structure of the myth, the clusters being certain 
repeated thematic patterns. Relating this work to linguistic structures, he 
says, 
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To sum up the discussion at this point, we have so far made the 
following claims: (1) If there is a meaning to be found in mythology, it 
cannot reside in the isolated elements which enter into the composition 
of a myth, but only in the way in which these elements are combined. (2) 
Although myth belongs to the same category as language, being, as a 
matter of fact, only a part of it, language in myth exhibits specific 
properties. (3) Those properties are only to be found above the ordinary 
linguistic level, that is, they exhibit more complex features than those 
which are to be found in any other kind of linguistic expression. 30 

The basic constituent units of myths he calls mythemes and he uses senten­
ces to serve as the mythemes with which he builds his mythic structures. 
However, these isolated units do not constitute the myth. 

From this springs a new hypothesis, which constitutes the very core of 
our argument: The true constituent units of a myth are not the isolated 
relations but bundles of such relations, and it is only as bundles that 
these relations can be put to use and combined so as to produce a 

• 31 meamng. 
Indeed the final formula for myth which he gives in 'The Structural 

Study of Myth" has no grammatical or sentence parallel at all. Therefore it 
is difficult to see that either Genette or Levi-Strauss have postulated a sen­
tence structure for the study of discourse . In fact, Ricoeur's argument that 
myths and blood relationships have sentence structures because they can be 
written about in sentences would make all structures in all disciplines sen­
tential. And the argument that because Levi-Strauss starts with sentences as 
mythemes, the large structure is sentential is also fallacious. One could also 
argue that the Cathedral at Rheims has the architectural structure of a 
molecule of stone because it is made of stone . 

In one sense the most unabashed sentence emphasis in the analysis of 
language has been that of many of the speech act theorists. The work of 
Austin and Searle exemplifies this emphasis. Searle is very aware of this 
stress. He is also aware of the objection that might be made to such a 
technique . He says, 

It still might seem that my approach is simply, in Saussurian terms, a 
study of "parole" rather than "langue." I am arguing, however, that an 
adequate study of speech acts is a study of langue. 

There are, therefore, not two irreducibly distinct semantic studies, one a 
study of the meanings of sentences and one a study of the performances 
of speech acts. For just as it is a part of our notion of the meaning of a 
sentence that a literal utterance of that sentence with that meaning in a 
certain context would be performance of a particular speech act, so it is a 
part of our notion of a speech act that there is a possible sentence (or 
sentences) the utterance of which in a certain context would in virtue of 
its (or their) meaning constitute a performance of that speech act. 
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Therefore, it is in principle possible for every speech act one performs or 
could perform to be uniquely determined by a given sentence (or set of 
sentences), given the assumption that the speaker is speaking literally 
and that the context is appropriate. 32 

Searle is attempting to justify his study of discourse (parole) to linguists 
interested in the kind of language analysis which linguists usually make 
(langue). However, his technique is open to objection from the opposite 
position, that of scholars interested in the full text. From this point of view 
he might just as well be accused of reducing parole to langue. And this is 
what he actually does--analyze a speech act by analyzing an equivalent sen­
tence. For example, Searle's analysis of a promise speech act is made by 
analyzing sentences like "X made a promise." 

I really don't know of any evidence that enables an analyst to reduce a 
whole discourse to a single equivalent sentence, or even a few of them; 
Searle doesn't even give an example. Actually, Searle ordinarily limits him­
self to the single sentence. Most discourse analysts would respond that a 
good deal has been lost when one tries to so abstract a discourse. As Paul 
Valery has said, "Resumer une these, c'est en retenir l'essentiel. Resumer 
une oeuvre d'art, c'est en perdre l'essentiel."33 

In literary criticism, such a reductionism was called by one famous critic 
the heresy of paraphrase. But Searle exempts literary discourses from his 
analysis--though for different reasons than those which prompted Cleanth 
Brooks' condemnation of such summarizing. 

However, many scientists would not even concede the first half of 
Valery's statement. The summary of an elaborate proof is not equivalent at 
all to the proof. And no logician would grant the position that a given par­
ticular proof can be analyzed by analyzing the nature of proof itself. Yet 
that is what Searle is doing. Such a position ignores the individuality of 
any given speech act. On this account all proofs are the same, all promises 
are the same, etc. No one would deny that they have something in com­
mon, but they also have something individual. 

Searle, however, in the process of analyzing his isolated sentences, finds 
it necessary to posit "appropriate conditions" in the speech act situation in 
order that a promise, a request, a command, etc., be meaningful. A 
promise, for example, predicates a future act of the speaker, the listener 
must prefer that future act over its opposite, the act must be one that the 
speaker would not normally do anyway, the speaker must sincerely intend 
to do what he promises, and the promise "counts as the undertaking of an 
obligation to do the act. "34 

In other words, although Searle bypasses text in his analysis, he does not 
bypass situational context. Indeed, he continually refers to something like a 
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"suitable context," or an appropriate context. 35 Promises, in fact , extend 
beyond the situational context into the cultural context. 36 This analysis, it 
might be added, has proven extremely useful. A possible source for this 
emphasis on the context of situation in the ordinary language philosophers 
may well have been Malinowski, especially as he was transmitted through 
Firth. Langendoen remarks in this connection, 

It is interesting to observe that the Oxford philosophers have maintained 
an outlook on semantics that bears great resemblance to that of 
Malinowski, Firth, and their linguistic followers, although there does not 
seem to have been much exchange between these two groups. 37 

Mary Louise Pratt, writing eight years after Searle, recognizes the danger 
of reducing texts to single sentences. She writes, 

Searle claims that "the characteristic grammatical form of an illocutionary 
act is the complete sentence" (it can be a one-word sentence) (1969:25), 
and indeed, speech acts have been discussed mostly in terms of single 
sentence utterances. Nevertheless, it is clear that the appropriate con­
ditions for explaining, thanking, or persuading, for example, must at 
some level of analysis be seen as applying to explanations, thankings, or 
persuadings that are many sentences long. This is an issue to which few 
speech act philosophers (and few linguists) have addressed themselves, 
and to which I shall return in the next chapter. 38 

In the next chapter she continues, 

More broadly, the question is whether and to what extent the terms and 
categories designed to describe language at sentence level can be applied at 
the level of discourse, that is, to utterances of more than a single sen­
tence. (In some cases, the real question seems to be whether terms 
originally developed by sentence theory actually belong to discourse 
theory.) These are questions that no one has so far answered, and that 
most linguists and language philosophers lamentably tend to avoid by 
choosing one-sentence examples. 39 

She rejects 0 hmann 's attempt to get around this difficulty. 
40 

She herself 
uses several full texts and a good number of multi-sentence parts of texts in 
attempting to establish more clearly the appropriate conditions of 'The 
Literary Speech Situation," as the largest and most important chapter of 
her book is called. She recognizes that both Searle and Grice were, in ef­
fect, working out the components of the situational contexts for different 
kinds of utterances. 

Speech act theory, then, early emphasized sentence, bypassed text, and 
moved into situational context. In Pratt, at least, there is a respect for sen­
tence, partial text, full text, and situational context. And occasionally 
Searle but especially Grice and Pratt insist on the operation of cultural or 
institutional norms in order to understand some kinds of utterances. Thus 
they range in emphases from sentence to cultural context. 
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On the production side of the chart, Bazell has shown convincingly that 
the phoneme level is a very different structure from the morpheme level, 
and both of these are quite different from the sememe level (roughly the 
word level) : 41 He does not discuss higher levels in any detail at all except to 
remark that each situation is so different that the structure would have to 
be distinct. 42 Generative grammar, though not ordinarily considered a part 
of composition theory, yet does imply a production technique. 

Still on the production side of the chart, I have placed the names of 
Christensen, and then those of Morenberg, Daiker, and Kerek. These 
represent the scholars who believe that the sentence is the basic structure of 
the composition as a whole and that to teach the sentence is to teach the 
theme . I will return to Christensen later. In the meantime let us turn to the 
recent experiment in Miami, Ohio, by Max Morenberg, Donald Daiker, 
and Andrew Kerek. 

The analogue in classical rhetoric, incidentally, for such a position would 
have to be that of the Sophists ridiculed by Plato in the Phaedrus. Some 
Sophists presumably reduced all persuasion to matters of style, such as 
figures of speech and of thought, and structures of prose rhythm. For this 
reason, some historians have practically equated the sophistic concept of 
rhetoric to the stylistic . Yet this analogue, I shall attempt to show later, is 
not even fair to the Sophist most frequently accused of such a position-­
Gorgias. 

Morenberg and his colleagues, however, have proposed a version of the 
centrality of the structure of the sentence to the structure of the com­
position as a whole that claims more than the wildist sophist or stylist ever 
did in the history of classical rhetoric. Working with 12 classes of about 25 
students each, Morenberg and his colleagues taught only sentence-com­
bining to the 6 experimental freshman composition classes for a semester. 
By sentence-combining I mean the joining of several simple sentences 
together into more involved sentences using phrase or clause embeddings. 
The control classes read and discussed anthologized essays on current 
topics, engaged in some grammar work, and studied rhetorical principles. 
Both groups wrote 8 compositions as the term assignments, the first serving 
as the pretest and the eighth as the posttest. 43 

Variable controls were very rigid, possibly more so than in any other 
major study in composition research of which I am aware. The pre- and 
posttests were graded by three different groups operating with different 
norms. The first grading was by English teachers who simply gave a 
holistic grade (on a scale of 1 through 6) to the essays. The second grading 
was by another set of English teachers who gave a final score based on a 
consideration of six component factors : ideas, supporting details, 
organization, voice, sentence structure, and diction. This second scoring 
was called the analytic grade. The third set of graders scored the themes on 
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syntactic maturity only. Syntactic maturity scores are based on the number 
of words per clause, the number of clauses per -thought unit, and the num­
bers of words per thought unit; a thought unit is defined as a main clause 
with all of its modifiers, clausal and non-clausal. 

The results obtained after one semester's work were spectacular. The ex­
perimental group's scores on all three ratings were significantly greater than 
the control group's (in some instances in the .001 degree of significance). 
Despite the fact that the experimental group had read no anthologized 
essays and had engaged in no reflective discussions on current topics as had 
the control group, the experimental group scored significantly higher in 
"ideas," "supporting details," "voice," and "syntactic maturity" than did 
the control group. Let me quote the authors in their announcement of the 
most interesting finding. 

The results of the multiple regression indicate that the single best predic­
tor of the holistic score is the quality of a paper's structure. More 
specifically, the single analytic factor of sentence structure predicts 
64.6% of the variance of the holistic rating. 44 

What this means is that the ordinary English teacher, whatever he says he 
grades for, really seems to grade a theme by the quality of its sentence 
structure. The other eight factors, it might be remarked, accounted for only 
6.7% of the variance. All of these findings would seem to support the cen­
trality of the sentence in the composing process. 

Now there are some interesting speculations that might be made about 
these findings. One of them is the ominous suggestion in rhetorical produc­
tion that the structure of the sentence is central to the essence of the theme 
itself. This would seem to parallel the structuralist statements of Ricoeur 
and others. 

There are some serious reservations that must be made about this study 
before such a claim could be made, however. It must be pointed out that 
the control group did not do nearly so much writing as the experimental 
group (counting daily sentence combining as writing). Secondly, maybe 
English teachers are not the great judges of a theme's values that they are 
usually assumed to be. Conceivably by quite specific norms, such as, for 
example, factual and organizational criteria such as are used to judge the 
usual newsstory in journalism, or the rigid evidence that a scientist might 
require, or the careful definitions that a logician might demand in a 
classification paper, these papers might rate as vacuous, illogical, and un­
defined. Thirdly, another parallel structured writing program with 
equivalent writing practices might account for comparable results. 

One final reservation that must be made about the Miami study, 
however, is probably the most serious one. Unlike all the other sentence 
combining research studies, Morenberg and his colleagues insisted on put-
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ting the sentence into a context, often a paragraph or an entire theme. The 
sentence, therefore, was incorporated into the whole. O'Hare had recom­
mended such a rhetorical incorporation, although he had not carried it out 
in his work; 45 but Mellon had designedly avoided such an incorporation as 
had Hunt before him. 46 

Consequently, the Miami study represents a combined text and sentence 
emphasis. 

An interesting phenomenon common to all four of the sentence theories 
of discourse which have just been reviewed is that in each case there was 
an initial commitment to the sentence and then the gradual working up 
toward a partial text, whole text, or situational context level in order to 
make sense of either the production or the interpretation. The sentence 
combiners begin with only isolated sentence combinations in Hunt and 
Mellon, suggested the desirability of a rhetorical context in O'Hare, and 
supplied the paragraph or text in the exercises of Strong and the research 
work of Morenberg and his colleagues. Although Levi-Strauss begins with 
sentences, he works through the level of motifs (partial texts) to whole texts 
and many-text versions of the same myth, all for the purpose, of course, of 
analyzing the culture of the group under consideration. Genette, beginning 
below the level of the sentence with the verb, occasionally considers single 
sentences, but usually works at the level of part text (the large segments of 
Proust, for example). Speech act theory has followed a similar progression. 
Searle and Grice, attempting to account for individual sentence meanings, 
have ended up positing appropriate conditions in the situational context. 
And, Pratt, the most recent theorist in the speech act tradition, is really 
much more concerned to delineate the conditions of the literary speech act 
situation than she is to analyze individual sentences. In addition, she also 
investigates full and partial texts. 

Some sentence patterns, in particular those of Francis Christensen, have 
been imposed on the paragraph with some success. However, Alton 
Becker, taking a tagmemic approach, criticizes Christensen for this im­
position. 

I think Rodgers is right when he criticizes Christensen (and, indirectly, 
Josephine Miles, and, I might add, a number of "generative" linguists) 
for seeing the paragraph as a "macro-sentence or meta-sentence."47 

Rodgers, in fact, accuses Becker of precisely the same illicit procedure. 48 It 
certainly does seem true that not all paragraphs can be analyzed by the 
structures of the Christensen sentence (indeed he never claimed that they 
could). It is also obvious that other than presently known sentence norms 
are necessary to account for certain literary paragraphs (i.e., stanzas) or 
expressive paragraphs. In fact Christensen's basic structure seems to be a 
classificatory one, ill suited to other than classification kinds of 
paragraphs. 49 
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It is interesting to note that the Christensen formula was not applied to 
the entire theme in the Nebraska Curriculum Demonstration Center 
materials, although I have heard that the attempt was made . However, 
there are those who maintain that a theme is just an extended paragraph, 
although there is no evidence of which I am aware that supports this 
notion. Given the limitations of the Christensen paragraph, it might be said 
that to attempt to expand it into a full theme would be like blowing up a 
tire and expecting an automobile to result. 

There are no interpretation theories coordinate to the composition 
theories at the middle levels of the hierarchy--as far as I am aware-­
although some reading theories (especially Goodman) reach up into those 
levels, but without specifying the paragraph as such, for example. 

Text Emphases 
At the level of the full text, from the standpoint of interpretation theory, 
there are certainly those who have insisted on the autonomy of the text. In 
one sense that is what the Luther revolution in interpreting the Bible was 
about. For him, outside norms were irrelevant--the Bible was the "whole" 
and the parts were to make sense within it as a unity. 50 All scripture was 
for him "sui ipsius interpres ," its own interpreter . 51 

A good many practitioners of the new criticism were, in a sense, literary 
protestants. Their creed might well have been summarized in "the text, the 
whole text, and nothing but the text." They were equally afraid of being 
contaminated by the intentional or the affective fallacy. Their position, it 
might be defended, was justified at the time because of the inordinate im­
portance given during the preceding period of literary criticism to the 
historical context and the life (situational context) of each author. This is a 
movement in the opposite direction from some of those which we have 
analyzed above. Their counterparts, in composition theory, I have 
suggested are theorists like D'Angelo, McCrimmon, and (with reservations) 
Moffett. Indeed, most freshman English texts with the deification of 
"theme" present almost a solid front for the autonomy of text. The fresh­
man English theme as it is usually taught is most frequently written without 
an explicit aim, takes no particular view of its subject matter, is oriented to 
no particular medium, and is preferably done with no serious thought 
preparation. In other words, it is aimless, modeless, mediumless, and un­
prepared. No serious professional writer would dream of producing a text 
under any of these conditions. 

There are a few exceptions to this view, both in English and speech 
communication, as we shall see later. But the typical English teacher in 
composition as the typical English teacher in interpretaion of literature is a 
true blue believer in the autonomy of text. 
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Situational Context Emphases: Antiquity 
Nevertheless the dominance of the autonomy of text has not always been 
the rule in the history of rhetoric. In antiquity, at least, three (or four) im­
portant doctrines militated against it. The most important of these was the 
notion of kairos. If I hesitate to translate the word, I have the authority of 
S.H. Butcher, who says that kairos is a word which has no "single or 
precise equivalent in any language ."52 Liddel and Scott give four basic 
meanings to the word, three of which are relevant here: (1) fitness, propor­
tion, due measure; (2) the critical time or occurrence, the right time; (3) the 
state of affairs. Actually in the Presocratics, in Socrates and Plato, in 
Aristotle and as late as Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the word usually meant 
a combination of these three meanings. Funaioli defines kairos as follows: 

The kairos when resolved into the rhetorical skill. .. can be defined as 
that which is fitting in time, place, and circumstances', which means the 
adaptation of the speech to the manifold variety of life, to the 
psychology of the speaker and hearer: 'variegated, not absolute unity of 
tone'. 53 

This notion runs through Hesiod, Pindar, Philolaus, the Pythagoreans, 
nearly all of the Sophists, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and later Greek 
writers. 

English and American classical scholarship has not given as much atten­
tion to this notion as has German and Italian scholarship. Guthrie, an 
English historian of Greek culture, remarks on this: "Some have made a 
great deal of this kairos-Lehre, in which among other things they see 
medical influence."54 In strictly rhetorical scholarship it has, to my 
knowledge, been almost completely overlooked. 

Protagoras represents one interesting variation in the theory. He saw in 
the "situation" or the "experiences" the elements of a strife which had to be 
mastered. By mastering these elements of experience, man becomes the 
master or measure of experience of all things (panton chrematon metron 
estin anthropos)-- I am here following Untersteiner's translation. 55 

The element of strife in experience represented a concern of nearly all of 
the Sophists. They were well aware that what was just in one situation was 
not just in another, that justice had an element of the probable in it that 
could go either way in a given set of circumstances. Consequently 
Protagoras maintained that it was man who mastered this indeterminacy. 
By looking at things differently man could put different values on them and 
could by persuasion make it possible for something of a lesser grade of 
knowledge to take on a higher level of knowledge. 56 

To adapt to these different situations, Protagoras seems to have been the 
first to devise the notion of the topics and to have extended the ambiva­
lence of the opposites to all spheres of practical activity (there are two sides 
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to everything). 57 Scott Consigny, in his article, "Rhetoric and Its 
Situations," rightly recognizes that the topics were an attempt to get at the 
diversity of situations. 58 But it should be pointed out that the topics in 
classical rhetoric only took care of the subject matter issue in the situation-­
the kairos involved much more than subject matter . 

Gorgias, however, was the Sophist who centered his entire system of 
thought around the kairos. Zeller lists among the major rhetorical works of 
the Sophist a questionable peri Kairou by Gorgias. 59 In contrast to 
Protagoras, Gorgias felt that the kairos was the irrational power that broke 
up the opposition of the antitheses in the situation and made possible by 
persuasion of self and of others the perception of something as objectively 
knowable, the ability to decide between right and wrong, and the capacity 
to discern the ugly from the beautiful. 60 This irrational power of the 
situation in effect made the decisions. There is thus an important distinc­
tion from the position of Protagoras. Whereas in Protagoras, man mastered 
experience, in Gorgias experience was the master--the situation determined 
whether something was ugly or beautiful, whether the act was just or un­
just. 61 

This is true of all fields which Gorgias investigates. Untersteiner 
examines the application of this doctrinein several areas. He then con­
cludes, 'The ethic, esthetic, and rhetoric of Gorgias are all based on 
kairos. 62 This statement comes after he had devoted some 76 pages to 
examining the epistemology of Gorgias, also based on kairos . In other 
words, Gorgias had a situational epistemology, rhetoric, ethic, and 
esthetic--all founded on the persuasive power of the logos. In each area the 
situation (kairos) could make one element in the antithesis appear more 
probable (and therefore more persuasive) than the other element by forcing 
the decision--remember that the word pithanon in Greek meant both 
probable and persuasive. 

The contingent nature of such a morality, epistemology, and ethics 
struck Socrates as particularly harmful, says Guthrie . 63 To place the basis 
of virtues in conventions, varying from place to place, was dangerous. As 
Guthrie says, outlining Socrates' position: 

Serious thought about the laws of human behavior had begun with a 
radical skepticism, which taught that it rested on no fixed principles but 
each decision must be made empirically and ad hoc, based on the ex­
pediency of the immediate situation (kairos). From this theoretical soil 
grew the pride of youthful rhetoric in its ability to sway men to or from 
any course of action by mastery of the persuasive use of words. 6 4 

Socrates and Plato repudiated such an epistemology, such an ethic, and 
such an esthetic. Indeed, Plato's world of ideas where justice, beauty, 
goodness, and courage were immutable and true and not subject to the 
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vagaries of situational probabilities can be considered 'the response of Plato 
to the Sophistic, especially Gorgian , relativism. 

But Plato did not, interestingly enough, reject a situational rhetoric. Near 
the end of the Phaedrus, when Socrates has outlined what the study of an 
ideal course in rhetoric should entail, he concludes: 

But it is only when he [the student of rhetoric] can state adequately what 
sort of man is persuaded by what sort of speech; when he has the 
capacity to declare to himself with complete perception, in the presence 
of another, that here is the man and here the nature that was discussed 
theoretically at school--here , now--present to him in actuality--to which he 
must apply this sort of speech in this sort of manner in order to obtain 
persuasion for this kind of activity--it is only when he can do all this and 
when he has, in addition, grasped the concept of propriety of time . .. it is 
only then, and not until then that the finishing and perfecting touches 
will have been given to his science. 65 

The climactic words in this translation, propriety of time, are the English 
rendition of kairos· in Greek. And the whole passage is a fair summary of 
one important facet of kairos doctrine . 

Aristotle uses the notion of kairos in many of his works, 66 and sees 
medicine particularly as a typical illustration of the necessity to adapt to 
the individual situation. 67 The concept, if not the word, pervades the 
Rhetoric. Aristotle, while agreeing with Plato on the importance of kairos, 
nonetheless disagrees with Plato on the dangers of the mere probabilities in 
such situations. Aristotle feels that the existence of a probability at least 
precludes the determinism of a certainty. The probable allowed the inter­
vention of man and permitted man to achieve some mastery over the 
situation. Thus the sciences and the areas of the probable are the sciences 
of the free. 68 In a sense, Aristotle reverts to something like the position of 
Protagoras: man is the master of the situation. 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, teaching in Rome 20 years after the death of 
Cicero, states that nobody until his time, not even Gorgias, had defined the 
notion of kairos adequately. 69 

Nevertheless, the word passed into the koine, the Greek common 
language used throughout the Mediterranean world from Syria to Gaul in 
the Hellenistic and Roman period. It is an important word in the koine of 
the New Testament, used 86 times (a significant number) 70 and in some 
very notable passages. For our purposes maybe one of the most revealing 
uses is in Mark I, 15, where Jesus, having just come out of the desert after 
his forty-day fast and temptation, inaugurates his public ministry. Jesus' 
first quoted words are: "The time [kairos] is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand; repent ye, and believe the Gospel." This is a very 
rhetorical statement, both practically and theoretically . The words for 
believe and belief are derived from the noun pistis , the word used 

136 Visible Language XVII 2 1983 



throughout Greek rhetoric for the rhetorical appeals or proofs (ethical, 
pathetic, and logical, in Aristotle). Mark's choice of two words with long 
rhetorical traditions in Jesus' first recorded statement to the Mediterranean 
world is significant. And, of course, the emphasis on situational context is 
obvious. Throughout the New Testament, persuasion to belief is made to 
depend on the rightness of the time: pistis depends on kairos. This idea is 
so pervasive in the New Testament that the theologican Tillich maintains 
that the word kairos reached its deeper meaning of a fullness of time, or a 
decisive time only in the early Christian period. 71 In Tillich, the kairos is so 
important for the fundamental receptivity of both individual and whole 
cultures to the kingdom of God that he makes the notion the cornerstone 
of his entire theology, as another eminent theologian, Erich Przywara, has 
remarked. 72 

In any case, the Greek New Testament certainly continued the relation­
ship between persuasion and kairos. 

Among the Romans the notion seems to have been almost dissolved into 
that of fitness or propriety (prepon). Even among the Greeks the two 
notions were very closely allied. Consequently, when we are looking for a 
version of the importance of the situation in Cicero or Quintilian, we 
should ordinarily look at the associations made with the concept of fitness, 
which Cicero usually translated as decorum. Since this notion has received 
much more attention in rhetorical and ethical circles than has the notion of 
kairos/ 3 I won't delay long this second important depository of the 
situational context. It might be pointed out, however, how much Quin­
tilian expanded the areas to which fitness applied compared even to Cicero 
where the concept is almost ubiquitous. The difference is in the explicit 
specification of areas. Pohlenz remarks that Cicero, like !socrates and 
Gorgias before him, had joined the kairos and the prepon in such passages 
as De Oratore, III, 210: "id quidem perspicuum est, non omni causae nee 
auditori neque personae neque tempori congruere orationis unam genus," 
and he also refers to Orator, 21 and 74. In addition he cites from Quin­
tilian, in what he calls a summary statement combining kairos and prepon. 
It concerns: 

... quid dicat (31), cur (39), apud quem (43), quando (46) , locus et tem­
pus (48), causae (57), apud judicem (75), whereby one can also bring in 
other things . 74 

The third notion in Hermagoras, Cicero, and Quintilian in which the 
notion of situational context is embodied is in the distinction between the 
hypothesis and the thesis in the statis-doctrine . The hypothesis was an ac­
tual issue embodied in a real situation; the thesis was an abstract and 
general discussion of an issue. Cicero rejected the thesis as being irrelevant 
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to rhetoric. Here, as in the notion of decorum, Cicero insisted on a real 
situation. 75 

Thus, if we separate the notion of the topics from that of the general 
kairos, there are four major concerns in antiquity attempting to cover the 
problem of the situational context: kairos, topoi, prepon, and hypothesis. 

Situational Context: Modern Emphases 

The full history of the disappearance of the concept of kairos from the sub­
sequent rhetorics has yet to be written. And the ascendency of the notion 
of the autonomy of text is a historical trend that has yet to be documented. 
Religious authority, the rise of print, and other influences probably have 
something to do with these two competitive tendencies. 

At any rate, at the present time the autonomy of text is challenged by 
many who argue beyond the text to some norm for understanding. In law, 
of course, legislative intent and legal precedent are norms beyond the text. 
In rhetoric, there are those who, like Black and Bitzer, argue for the 
preminence of the rhetorical situation and tend to minimize the text in 
favor of history. 76 In Biblical criticism the Catholic Church has always 
asserted the norms of tradition and authority in interpreting the Bible. 
Today in Biblical criticism and in general hermeneutics there are the 
demythologizers who maintain that the message of the Bible must be 
separated from the local and temporal cultural myths in which it was 
necessary to embody the message . All of these movements challenge the 
autonomy of the text. Their parallels in composition theory are the people 
who assert the importance of the dramatistic situation (Burke), the impor­
tance of a specific audience and purpose (Booth, Britton, and Kinneavy). 

One important voice who repeatedly called for consideration of the 
situational context and whose voice is often ignored even by some of his 
closest followers is that of Freud. Incidentally I prefer the term situational 
context because it is more general than rhetorical context. Besides a 
rhetorical context there could be distinguished a literary context (as Pratt 
has done), a religious context (as Tillich has done in The Religious 
Situation), a political situation (Nazis used the term kairos for the idea that 
the political situation was right for the adoption of their ideas78

), a scien­
tific context, etc. Consequently, it seems better to revert to the general term 
of Malinowski, accepted generally by anthropologists today. 

A typical warning can be seen from this quotation from The Inter-
pretation of Dreams: 

At the same time I must expressly warn the investigator against over­
estimating the importance of symbols in the interpretation of dream­
translation to the translation of symbols, and neglecting the technique of 
utilizing the associations of the dreamer. The two techniques of dream-
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interpretation must supplement one another; practically, however, as 
well as theoretically, precedence is retained by the latter process, which 
assigns the final significance to the utterance of the speaker, while the 
symbol translation which we undertake plays an auxiliary part. 79 

The message of this admonition is seen again and again in Freud. 8? 
Beyond text are levels like the entire corpus of a particular writer, or his 

complete life, or the complete culture within which the work was 
produced, or even univeral history. 81 

Given all these levels and the possibilities of asymmetrical systems within 
them with different whole-part relations, the important question for the 
teacher of discourse composition is: At what point(s) does transfer of 
grammatical, library, usage, and even logical skills take place so that they 
are effectively used in composing? In other words, how are parts woven in­
to the whole? 

The long discussion of levels and varying emphases, both in rhetoric and 
interpretation, may enable us to return to the first tenet of the hermeneutic 
circle creed in order to see the operation of the whole-part relationships of 
a discourse and its components posited in a situational and a cultural con­
text. 

This paper, in fact, can serve as a vivid illustration of the four relation­
ships between whole and part : their continual changes, the relative notion 
of what is whole and what is part, the dialectical relation of each to the 
other, and the reciprocal interdependence of each on the other. At first let 
me consider some of the higher levels in the chart and then I will turn 
to some of the lower levels. 

The first version of this paper was at the 1974 Conference of College 
Composition and Communication. Against the background of the "Back to 
Basics" movement in the situational context, I was protesting a tendency to 
equate "basics" with mechanics; my emphasis was on the entire text of a 
theme, not just on its mechanics, as I delivered a talk on "Holism and 
Merism in Composition Theory." In 1977 at the same conference, my talk 
was part of a panel on hermeneutic theory and the composing process 
(situational context). As a result I added the hermeneutical circle as a 
rationale and method for integrating the relationships of whole and part. I 
also added the long section on levels, and talked briefly about the inter­
mediate levels, to which I had paid little attention in the 1974 talk. 

In November, 1977, at the Western Speech Communication Conference 
in Phoenix, I gave the third version. I felt that a speech audience would be 
understanding of an emphasis on situational context (in view of the stand 
on rhetorical situation by people like Bitzer and Black). Therefore I em­
phasized situation more and pointed out to that audience the extreme im­
portance of kairos in early classical rhetoric (an importance speech writers 
have ignored) . In addition, I enlarged the speech (I was allowed an hour in 
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that situational context) and consequently I added some emphases at 
various levels which I had not hitherto included, particularly the three 
theories of Moren berg et al., of Genette, and of post-structuralists inter­
preting Levi-Strauss as supportive of this position. In front of a speech 
audience I felt that I could also make some derogatory remarks about the 
text emphasis on the part of both the English composition teacher and the 
English literature teacher. Consequently the operative parts within the 
speech changed radically and the notion of whole moved solidly into 
situational context. In brief, the notion of parts had moved from a gram­
matical and mechanics concern to the sentence and the notion of whole had 
moved from text to context. 

Just before Christmas, 1977, I was asked by Donald McQuade if I had 
anything that might be publishable in a forthcoming special issue of 
Language and Style. I sent him a copy of the Phoenix talk, offering to 
spruce it up for final publication if he was interested. He asked me to make 
several minor adjustments to the larger audience of Language and Style. I 
felt that the more linguistic audience of Language and Style might seriously 
criticize the paper if it ignored speech act theory, especially since Pratt's 
application of speech act theory to literary discourse had just appeared. 
Notice that both of these considerations derive from situational context. 
Consequently I added the section on speech act theory and attempted to 
make the paper more intelligible to a larger audience than the typical 
ecce crowd. 

Although the entire manuscript had now almost doubled from even last 
year's size, I excerpted the sections on sentence theories of discourse 
(Miami, Genette, Levi-Strauss) and juxtaposed them to the historical notion 
of kairos at a talk in Denver this year. Nearly all of that was new material 
for the ecce audience. 

This printed version, therefore, represents a fifth whole with different 
parts of a developing, continually changing, reciprocally dependent dialec­
tic between various notions of whole and part, limiting the notion of part 
to a larger segment of discourse--something between paragraph and text. 

The lower levels have also been strongly influenced by the various 
situational contexts. The terms "holism" and "merism" have given way to 
whole and part. In the 1977 CCCC talk Mr. Hirsch, rightly, I believe, felt 
that "hermeneutic" would be a more frightening word than "interpretation" 
theory. I used "rhetorical situation" for the speech audience in Phoenix 
(because that is the term used by speech scholars), but reverted to 
"situational context," Malinowski's earlier and more general term. 

All of this seems to suggest that the proponents of situational context are 
right--situational context seems to be the critical level. Only in the dialectic 
with the situational context do the word, then the sentence, the section, 
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and even the text encounter the real tentativeness, changing relationships, 
relativity, and reciprocal interdependence which are determinative. This 
corresponds to what we know about the learning of a foreign language: we 
learn it rapidly and efficiently when we have to use it in Mexico City, or 
Bordeaux, or Freiburg in order to buy plane tickets, or order food, or find 
lodging, etc. 

In the classroom then, when we can pose real communication situations 
there is the highest likelihood of transfer of skills. Otherwise the situational 
context has to be simulated. And the further away the level is from the 
situational context, the less likely is there to be the motivation to transfer. 
This is my hierarchy hypothesis. 
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