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X-Files in the Archive
by Susan Miller, University of Utah

As I read the invitation to join this forum on
archival research, I realized that this topic requires scrupu-
lous attention to what the word “research” here implies. Any
question about what archivism entails and how it has been
experienced may be ambivalent about its view of research,
at least insofar as queries about how one does archival
research rarely specify what it is that one learns how to do.
That is, when we make prior assumptions about what
“archival research” is, we may erase many options and
experiences that composition scholars haven’t yet taken up.
So beyond finding an archive and showing up—both of
which are non-trivial accomplishments—doing archival
research actually signifies little without further specification
of its purposes.

For instance, archives can be perceived as at least
two sorts of sources, and within those divisions, as many
additional subsets of evidence for X, whatever X turns out
be. The two sorts of sources are themselves arbitrary
categories, of course. But my experience—as both reader and
archive researcher—has been that archives are either “where 1
will/do/did go to look for evidence about X” and “where I
will/do/did go to look for evidence of X.”

This distinction is not just a prepositional quibble.
If I begin with a hypothesis, I already have an about, a topic
about which T hope that an archive will at the least comment.
In that case, I choose to use archives related not only to my
topic but to my take on it, my explicit and tacit hypotheses.
For instance, the copious Harvard University archives of
student writing have been used to demonstrate the high
workloads of early teachers of composition, one assumes to
confirm a hypothesis that composition in the 1890’s at
Harvard was quite literally “day labor,” both for the students
who wrote assigned daily themes and for the teachers who
read them. But other archives tell other stories of what too
easily is seen as THE early teaching of writing in post-
secondary settings. Were I attempting to show how early
composition teaching was embedded in more general
courses in literature and language/s, to provide evidence that
teachers rarely wrote anything but kind encouragement and
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directly to examples of assignments and student

" writing that are proofs for one perspective on this
hypothesis, an archive is a difficult place to be. We
may set aside the story of the Wisconsin Historical
Society researcher who slowly developed a bad
cough as she transcribed her great-aunt’s diary
record of her own slow death from tuberculosis.
And Winifred Horner has clearly recovered from the
asthma worsened by her work in rhetorical archives
in an equally chilly setting in Scotland. But my
memories of rising early and scooting around an
unfamiliar city from various hotel rooms and
friends’ houses to be on the steps for the daily
opening of the Virginia Historical Society and of
timing trips to the bathroom and lunches against the
numbers of pages I needed to copy or transcribe
before a strict 5 p.m. closing each day, like recalling
the absolute exhaustion that such intense concentra-
tion on spotty texts (really: sporty) produced-all
these demands for relentless intensity, paid for by
expensive travel and chunks of time out of regular
routines, make me reluctant to look for archival
evidence if other sources are at hand. Like aging,

working in a distant archive is not for sissies.

I know that both the availability of alterna-
tive proofs and the inconveniences of unfamiliar and

v distant sites are relatively weak arguments against

hypothesis-driven archival research. These circum-
stances shouldn’t deter anyone from exploring this
research venue, which is at least in my view the
source of the most intense “ah ha’s” of an academic
sort available after necessarily resolute and isolated
dissertation research. Perhaps it is that intensity and
a return to childhood present-opening-the joyful
moment of happy surprise—that makes me and others
who have worked in archives recall this process
with a dreamy look. In addition, of course, archives
may provide the only proofs around already identi-
fied hypotheses—let’s say a study of women’s
frontier diaries that hypothesizes that this genre is a
sociable and formulaic composing based on many
forms of rhetorical schooling, not a spontaneous
outpouring of lonely expression. Nonetheless, I read
such texts interpretatively, not as “hard data.” I
usually stay within a research model that relies on
interpretative inferences drawn from hermeneutic
rather than scientific methods. So if I already knew
of a collection of frontier diaries, I wouldn’t be
thinking of those texts as results of archival delving.
Their analysis would require undertaking some
transcription, getting permission to cite them, and
other processes required when using any extra-
canonical primary source to be quoted extensively.
That is, I would probably think of myself as using
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genre analysis to test frequent historical assump-
tions, not in another imaginary of the archival
researcher.

Again, I don’t think of this distinction as a
quibble, nor as evidence that I accept rigid, usually
exclusionary categories to demarcate interesting
texts. I analyzed Virginia commonplace books by
accident, without a guiding hypothesis. I found their
350 catalogue cards on the day I was ending my first
work in the Virginia Historical Society and begged,
and paid, for them to be photocopied and sent to me
in Utah. After 10 days of trying to answer the
question “What did early Virginians write?” these
cards were the only coherent corpus I had found that
I thought might turn up plausible answers to that
question. Of course I might instead have looked for
various already-studied genres: correspondence,
legal documents, speeches, sermons and other
already-mapped categories in the Virginia Historical
Society and elsewhere. I might have focused on
women’s writing, ignoring family and other interre-
lationships that produce texts that have been written
by one person, but in most senses “composed”
otherwise-by social situations, by divisions of labor,
dictation, copying, and other methods of writing that
moot sexual assignments of authorship ignore. All
of these possible choices and many others would
have embedded my work in already-established
hypotheses and thus would have tacitly rewritten my
research question: “What did early Americans
write?”

Obviously, the tiny set of “all Virginia
Historical Society commonplace books” takes little
space in the category of early American writing, my
first target. I had planned to take up the writing of
aristocrats in Virginia, Lowell Mill workers in
Massachusetts, nineteenth-century immigrants in
Wisconsin, and Utah pioneers, to map “early
America” more fully than the New England biases
of writing studies and American histories of school-
ing do. But at my back, I recognized the cool breath
of time. Unlike historians who assume that their
original work will require enormous amounts of
time in archives of many sorts, I would be thought a
lolly-gagger were I to take ten years gathering
sources for a book and another two or three to write
it. Five years with indigenous writing was enough, -
in more than one sense. But my point for now is that
my choice of a corpus came from a much more
generalized curiosity, a space in which I had
realized I had no hypotheses. My experiences
teaching, in long-term study of basic and first-year
writing courses and their history, and in publishing
about what I thought was THE history of both




Dialoguing with Rhetorica
by Jane Donawerth and Lisa Zimmerelli o
" University of Maryland

When Susan Jarratt and Susan Romano
invited Jane Donawerth to contribute her reflections
on archival research and mentorship, Jane asked
graduate student Lisa Zimmerelli to also contribute.
In this essay, we share our perspectives on archival
research on women in a spirit of collaborative
pedagogy.

Archival research in women’s rhetoric, we
agreed, involves a commitment to feminist prin-
ciples asserting that recovering lost voices increases
our historical understanding. The feminist transfor-
mation of rhetorical history, relatively recent
compared to that of literary and historical studies,
began in the 1970s. As recently as 1992, Patricia
Bizzell urged all scholars in rhetoric to become
resisting readers of the classical tradition, to look for
work by women similar to the canonical rhetoric of
men, and to revise our understanding of rhetoric to
include communicative practices that women used
and taught. Patricia Sullivan further explained the
necessity of “identifying the androcentrism of the
academy, . . . uncovering the gendered nature of . . .
written discourses, . . . and learning . . . how women
organize and express knowledge . . . and . . . make
meaning in a world in which they are differentially
situated as subjects” (40). Transforming rhetorical
history thus involves both our research and how we
see ourselves situated in the academy.

_ Feminist archival research demands that we
not only find lost women of the past but also
become conscious of our positionality in relation to
their positionality. Such goals consequently involve

~a problem of definition. We accept Linda

Nicholson’s argument that feminists must forsake a
foundationalism assuming women are united by
biological identity underneath gender. Urging
scholars to situate sex/gender in a cultural and
historical context, Nicholson suggests that sex is just
as socially constructed as gender. Thus, when we
address “women” rhetors, “women” is a loaded
signifier that we must continually deconstruct.
Similarly, because we are not a single researcher, we
must consider our intentions in exploring women’s
rhetorical practices. As Gesa Kirsch reminds us, we
must be motivated by concerns for women, not just
interest in women as research objects, asking
ourselves whose interests are served by a research
project (x, 1, 3).

This essay is such an exercise in self-
reflexivity—an exploration of mental preparation
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for conducting archival research. We wrote the
following sections on our personal experiences
separately but interweave them because similar
principles undergird our experiences.

dokkokk

Jane: To begin research on women and
rhetoric, we need to trust that what we are told is not
there, is there. I began research in this field in 1984
by asking graduate students to find the first female
rhetorical theorist before 1900, thinking that they
would find none until the twentieth century—Lucie
Olbrechts-Tyteca or Louise Rosenblatt. But my
students found Aspasia and Pan Chao and the next
year discovered Mary Astell and Margaret Fell.
Asking my students to share research benefited both
students and teacher: Students would rather dothe
real work of discovery than the make-work of
assignments.

Lisa: Two years ago, when Jane
Donawerth asked my seminar to “do” archival
research, I had an image of searching among rows
of dusty books in a library basement for that one
text waiting to be discovered. I have encountered
this scenario only once; the more difficult task is
developing the stamina and confidence to continue
on a project despite roadblocks. The graduate
student’s schedule is not exactly conducive to
archival research. We are conditioned to conceptual-
ize projects in semester blocks of time: identify
topic, conduct research, write, turn-in. A “final”
product receives a “final” grade. The real process of
archival research is nothing like this. For Jane’s
class, I discovered tracts defending women’s
preaching by Catherine Booth, co-founder of the
Salvation Army. That semester, I could make only a
scant comparison; thankfully, the following semes-
ter I was able to continue research, return to my
previous paper, and revise. Archival research is thus
a multi-layered process: One continually returns to
original texts, finds other texts, supports conclusions
with secondary research, critiques these secondary
texts, and sometimes starts anew.

Jane: I have discovered that you need to
accept the gift that Rhetorica hands you, even if it is
not what you expected. While researching women’s
utopian fiction, I reasoned that Margaret Cavendish,
author of Blazing World, might have written another
as yet undiscovered utopia. At the Folger
Shakespeare Library I opened the leather-bound
folio of The Worlds Olio, hoping to find it. Instead,
I found an idiosyncratic, philosophical enéyclopedia
with sections on eloquence, wit, and conversation.




research and allow research to speak to us. In other
words, we must not allow our particular agenda—
however noble—to build still more walls around
women'’s experiences. As you have seen from our
stories, archival research is dialogic in another
sense. When we attempt to write women back into
the history of rhetoric, we initiate a process that also
engages other feminist researchers. The stories we
tell do not operate on parallel planes, but intersect at
different levels. We must be aware of our col-
leagues’ studies, for in archival research we are .

_entering a conversation with all those who do this
work.
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