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ABSTRACT

Theorctical studies in scientific and technical ¢ ication have begun to explore
what they call discourse communities in the sciences and engincering on grounds
that these communities provide ihe norms and practices for communication in these
ficlds. The theoretical literature on which these studies are based develops two
views of whal a discoursc community might be, ar institutional and a social view.
The first of these views has been the more influential, but both views may and
should be brought to the study and the pedagogy of scientific and Iedlmcal
communication.

Theoretical studies in scientific and technical communication in the past few
years have begun to explore the.sogial.coptexts of communication in the
sciences and engineering on grounds that these social contexis provide the norms
and the methods and the conventions for communication in these fields {1-5] .
These studies are indebted to earlier studies that distinguish the epistemic or
disciplinary context of science from the organizational or managerial context of
engineering and other technologies [6-10]. They are also indebted to a large .
body of work in composition research, literary theory, and the sociology of
knowledge that establishes the locus of communication in various disciplines and
organizations within the discourse community (some of this work is surveyed in
[1-5]). These two debts come together on common. ground, for the theoretical
studies to which I refer identify the dlscourse communmes of sclenusls and :
engineers with their distiplindi i
seck to provide detailed-accountéé
contexts, L1317
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In this article, | want to offer a characterization of both this institutional
(disciplinary or organizational) view of the discourse community and an
alternative social view, which I suggest may also be fruitful for the study and the
pedagogy of scientific and technical communication. In particular, ! want lo.
probe the theoretical underpinnings of the concept of the discourse_ comml_ml!y
as it appears in the work of a figure who has ong the most influential in
scientific and technical communimtionf.ﬁmblzﬁnI [11,12;citedin 1, 3, 4],
and in the equally important but less influentia} philosophical tradition that

- derives from Richard Rorty [13, 14] and his critics {15-17]. Fish, ) shall argue,
provides a theoretical construct that identifies the discourse community w.ith a
particular institution, which is both disciplinary and organizational, and with the
expertise embodied within that institution. Rorty and his critics, in cfnntra?l.
provide a‘i’lié'&'ii?iiiEiif"ftilngquggzthat identifies the discourse community with
the larger social community and that calls into question traditional notions of
expertise associated with particular institutions. | shall argue that both of these
views may be fruitful for the study and the pedagogy of scientific and technical
communication. :

THE INTERPRETIVE COMMUNITY ‘OF STANLEY FISH

In his influential book, /s There a Text in This Class?, Fish develops a
theoretical construct that accounts, so he claims, for the assumptions and norms
that both permit and constrain literary intespretation {11]. This theoretical
construct identifies the discourse community --Fish's interpretive community -
with a particular institution, the institution of litera

( expertise embodied therein. It thy

e s i
ratherthan:he diterary:text;.asthé focis ofauthority in liter

The lnto’rﬁntivo Community as a Disciplinary Community

The interpretive community as Fish describes it is both a disciplinary and' an
organizational community. It is a disciplinary communily in the sense lhfl ll.
provides “the rules of the game” for both interpretation and communication in
literary study {11, p. 358]. The interpretive community is the slruc.ture of
assumptions and norms and practices that govern literary interpretation {11,
pp. 317-318]. h is a structure of assumptions and norms “understood to be
relevant.in relation to purposesand goals that are alicady in place? {11,

9 pp. 317-318). - This latter siipulation is impartant, for it insures that any

utterance, literary or otherwise, will be immediately heard from the perspective
_of a “shared basis of agreement” which is “never not already found" i,

2o pp.317-318]. . -
The alternative point of view, which places the locus of authority in the

[ literary text, sssumes a distance between hearing and understanding an utterance,

**a kind of dead space when one has only the words and then faces the task of

DISCOURSE COMMUNITY / 3

construing them” {11, pp. 317-318). The structure of assumptions and norms
that is the interpretive community insures, to the contrary, that any utlerance
will be immediately heard from the perspective of those assumptions and norms,
rather than norms inistakenly assumed to be embedded within the ulterance, or
the literary text, itself,
The interpretive community also governs communication in literary study.
If, as Fish argues, an utterance is always immediately heard from the perspective '
of the assumptions and norms of the inl\crprelivc community, then
communication in iteraty study-must.always he. pessuasive gathesahan
demoustrative Such communication is persuasive because “prejudicial or
perspectival perception is all there is,” and, given ‘‘a number of equally interested
perspectives,” the purpose of communication must be to *“try to persuade others
10 our beliefs” so that “they will, as 2 consequence of those heliefs, sce what we
see’” and so constilute a text in the same way that we do {11, pp. 365-366] .
Such communication cannot be demonstrative because demonstration assumes,
mistakenly, that we can be purged of our prejudices and perspectives “so as to
see clearly a text that is independent of them,” which it is not {11, pp. 365-366] .
“Insofar as it is identical to the structure of assumptions and norms that govern
interpretation and communication in literary sludyW&mﬁwmunmnjw

The Intirpretive Community as an Organizational Community

The interpretive community is also an organizational community in the sense
that it governs practice, not, however, the practice of literary interpretation but
the common practices of the pa‘rmummgauizmwml:mms_ilhal constitute the
community. The notion of the interpretive community has no consequences for
the practice of iteraryiinterp getation/Fish argues, because one has no choice
except (o function within the structure of assumptions and norms that he has
described. One cannot “*he forever analyzing heliefs, without ever being
committed to any,” and to bwwmmnmw;fwfmw:mmmm

wedrugiure.of assumptions and norms. from which that beliel derives: | | p- 370).
But the notion of the infer pretive community does have consequences for the
common practices of the organizations that constitute the community because
it addresses basic issues of concern 1o the community as a discipline, issues such
as the status of the text, the source of interpretive authority, and the like {1,
PP. 370-371]. As a result, the notion of the interpretive community earns its
proponent a hearing and candidacy for “the profession’s highest rewards"’ {11,
pp. 370-371) +just as theory generally earns its proponents publications,
promotions, and all of the other rewards (and abuses) that the community, as an
organization, bestows upon its mnembers 112, p. 125]. However, the notion of
the interpretive community apparently has no cunsequences for practical life
beyond or outside the institution of literary study, construed as either a
disciplinary or an organizational community.
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~ The Locus of Authority in the Interpretive Community

By identifying the interpretive community with the institution of literary
study in both its disciplinary and its organizational senses, Fish alsu, though
implicitly, identifies it with the expertise of members of that community. The
title of his book illustrates the shift in the Jocus of authority in literary
interpretation from the text to the interpretive community. The title, Is There
a Text in This Class?, is drawn from an anecdote about a student who asked the
question of a professor (Fish’s collcague) |11, p. 305). The professor's reply -
*Yes, there is a text in this class; what’s more, it has meanings: and | am going
to tefl you what they are™—illustrates the traditional reliance upon the authority
of the text and of the literary critic as the interpreter of that text {11, p. 371}.
Fish dues not say what his own reply might have been, but it would probably be
sumething like the following: “Yes, there is a text in this class; what’s more, it
has meanings; and | am going to tell you the rules of the game by which you may
create those meanings and try to persuade pthers to see them as you do.” This
reply (illustrated in Fish’s own practice [ 11, pp. 322-327]), suggests that the
institution of literary study retains possession of expertise in literary
interpretation, even as the locus of authority shifts from the literary text to the
interpretive community. )

THE INSTITUTIONAL COMMUNITY IN
~ SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION

Based upon the work. of Fish and related work in composition research,
literary theory, and the sociology of science, several recent studies in scientific
and technical communication have begun 10 explore the social contexts of
cotmnunication in the sciences and engineering |1-S|. These studies identify the
discourse community with particular institutions, either disciphinary or
organizational or both, and they show how these institutions govern practice,
including communication practices, and provide the locus of authority in these
fields.

Miller and Selzer, for example, seek to explain “*how working engineers and
managers employ the conventions of identifiable discourse communities when

they write reports, proposals, and other on-the-job documents™ |1, pp. 310-31 1],
They explain these conventions by way of their analysis of Ihree *special topics,”

or sources of argument and persuasiveness, in engincering reports: genre-specific;.

institution-specific, and discipline-specific topics [ 1, pp. 311-316] .- Similarly; v

Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller seek 1o discover what moltivates sesearchzand: .. -

development employees in a particular organization- 1o writetarid-edit their

internal documents and how their work environment influences them.to do so.
'_'* [2. p. 281]. They emphasize the importance of “a larger social process,” that

is, the disciplinary and organizational processes, by which scientists and engineers
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“create and maintain significant professional relali(mshipsAwilh colleagues™ and -
by which they *“fit themselves into the work community” {2, pp. 281-282,

©299.300).

Other recent studies pravide more general characterizations of discourse
communities in the sciences and engineering and show how these communities -
govemn practice and provide the locus of authority in these fields. Drawing upon
wurk in literary theory primarily, Samuels identifies “collaborative learning,
organizational behavior, and corporate mythology” as clements of “the

_ communities of discourse and of inquiry in . . . educational and professional

institutions™ |3, p. 64]. Drawing upon work in linguistics and composition
tescarch, Freed and Broadhead show how discourse communities generate the
institutional norms that govern practice, including conmunication practices {4] .
These institutional norms *“govern rhetorical decisions designed 1o make a text
adhere to accepted practices within a company, profession, discipline, o1 the
like” |4, pp. 156-157}. Finally, reviewing work in the sociology of science,
Lipson places the locus of authority in the “strong professions,” such as science
and law, within the professional community and identifies as the most important
feature of the community its “autonomy in determining who can practice and
what the requirements, standards, and conditions for practice are™ |5, pp. 8-15].

CONVERSATION IN THE
PHILOSOPHY OF RICHARD RORTY

In contrast 1o Fish, Rorty and his critics provide a theoretical frin
identifies the discourse community with the larger social ciiin ] 5
questions the traditional notion of expertise associaféd witliin:
discipline of philusophy in particular. Rorty’s view of ph
question the epistemology and the notion of &%

philosophy and sets in their place his conc
practice of discoursing and knowing in'a

Jettes b RS i
Rortyand the:Deconstriictionio .

';',lfiﬁé'(ﬁ’(;;(_!‘:ﬁ ?hllﬁfl)}’)ﬁ;’ﬂﬁ%l‘ﬂfﬁf “Nature, Roity seeks 1o deconstruct
tradifitnal episiemology and traditioial notions of expertise and set in their

place his view of philosophy as conversation f13]. Specifically, he seeks to
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deconstruct philosophy’s traditional theory of representation and its claim to
privileged representations, According to Rorty, traditional phitosaphy holds
that the mind is able (o accuralely represent, or “mirror,” what is outside it and
that philosophy's central cdncern is to understand how the mind is able 1o

. consiruct such representations and so 10 understand the possibility and nature of
knowledge itself [13, PP. 3, 12-13). Because it claims this special understanding
of the mind and of the nature of knowledge, philosophy as 3 discipline possesses
“privileged representations” and so is “foundational” with respect (o the rest of
culture, for “culture is the assemblage of claims to knowledge, and philosophy

traditional philosophy and suggests an alternative “epistemological behaviorism™
that explains knowledge *“by reference 1o what society lets us say” and “what it
is good for us to believe” 113, pp. 174-176). » .

In place of traditional philosophy, Rorty offers his concept of conversation,
which he explains behavioristically as the social practice of discoursing and

privileged experts but as ordinary participants. As the social practice of
discoursing and knowing, conversation is the sacial discourse thay justifies or
validates knowledge. Conversation is “the social justification of belief ," the
“justifying and being able to justify what one says™ {13, pp. 170, 389-390). 1
is the bond that unites the various discourses (hal occur between and beyond
disciplines, and as such it is “the ultimate context within which knowledge is 10
be understood™ |13, Pp. 317-318, 389.390) .

This social practice of conversation Rorty places within an interdisciplinary
~ context between and beyond disciplines, Borrowing the language of Thomas S,
Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, he distinguishes hetween normal
science and normal discourse, which occurs within a *“disciplinary matrix," and
revolutionary science and abnormal discourse, which occurs outside 3
disciplinary matrsix, berween disciplines or at the boundiries where disciplines
“blur and shift™ and form themselves anew {13, pp. 317-318, 322-333, 392).
In this fatter inlerdisciplinary (and even ex tradisciplinary) con text, conversation
is not epistemological buf hermencutic. Epistemology views participants as
“‘united by mutual interests in achieving a common end” (13, pp. 317-318).
Hermeneutics, in contrast, views participants as “persons whose paths through
life have falien together, united by civility rathes than by a common goal, much
less by a common ground” {13, pp. 317.318).

In this interdisciplinary context of conversation, philosophers necessarily
function not as Privileged experts but as ordinary participants, In this contexi,
the purpose of philosophy can no longer be to provide “foundations” for the
rest of culture but can only be “to keep the conversation going” because *“‘the
hope of agreement is never lost so long as the conversation lasys” 113, pp. 317
318, 377-378, 393-394). In the context of traditional epistemology, the

s v,
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philosopher is 2 privileged expert, ““the cultural overseer who knows everyone’s
common ground” {13, pp. 31 7-318]. In the context of conversation, the
philosopher js “the informed dilettante, the polypragmatic, Socratic intermediary
between various discourses,” the kibitzer, 1hé ordinary parlicipant whose )
Primary purpose is to keep the conversation going |13, pp. 317-318, 392.393) .

Rorty’s Critics and Sacial Reconstruction

Rorty’s crities object to his statement of philosophy’s purpose because it does
not appear to take adequate acconnt of the program of social reconstruction
prominent in his sources. In his more recent hook, Conséquences of Pragmatism,
Rorty emphasizes his debt 1o pragmatism and 10 Dewey in particutar {14,
especially pp. 160-166} . Bui Rorty’s critics, even when they applaud his
deconstruction of traditional philosophy, nonetheless object that he does not
recognize the task of social reconstruction that pragmatism, and Dewey in
particular, leaves for philosophy after the deconstruction [1517).

Bernstein argues, for example, that Rorty leaves unanswered several of
Dewey’s questions: “What are the social practices 1o which we should appeal?
How do we discriminate the better from the worse? Which ones necd to be

* discarded, criticized and reconstructed™ {15, pp. 767-769|. Campbell similarly

points to Dewey's call for “eriticism and evaluation to reconstruct our

- intellectual and sacial structures,” for “a methad, cultivated by philosophers, for

dealing with (he problems of men,” and for “'social action directed ag attempts
{o ameliorate critical social jlls™ (16, p. 176). Finally, in The Necessity of
Pragmatism, Sleeper objects 10 Rorty’s “insoucian reductionism™ and applauds
Dewey’s altempt “10 transform the culture that jy decaying around us” 17.p.11].

These critics suggest the need to set Rorty's coneept of conversation the
social practice of discoursing and knowing in an inle,rdisciplinary context within
a still larger social context. Nunetheless, they do nut vitiate Rorty’s suggestion
that even (and especially ) within this larger social context philosophers are no
longer Privileged experts, buj ordinary participants, Considered as » whule, this
philosophical tradition Pravides a theoretical framewark that identifies the
discourse community with the larger social commmity within which
philosophiers are (merely) ordinary participants in a conversation,

THE SOCIAL COMMUNITY IN
SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION

A few studies in scientific and technical communication, most. of them from
the field of speech communication, explore the problems inhérent in

and sacial context idenified by Rorty and his critics. These studies suggest the
difficulty ({f building and mMaintaining a discourse community, of keeping the
conversation going, across the boundaries thay separaie particular institutions,
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whether disciplinary or organizational, both from each other and from the public. deviations from these principles such as the omission of headings and other
They also point to the (perceived) loss of expertise that, apparently inevitably, formatting devices in a journal such as Physical Review Letters, On the basis of
accompanies a departure from one’s own disciplinary o organizational community. such research, teachers will need to decide whether 10 introduce their students 1o
Lyne and Howe illustrate the problem of communication across the the established principles or the variations and deviations or both, and they will
boundaries that separate disciplines from each other and from the public and the need to decide what advice to give their students with respect to these principles
" loss of expertise that accompanies departure from one'’s own community |18]. and these practices. Rescarchers might also study more substantive aspects. of
They show how the paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould rejected Darwinian scientific journal articles such as the criteria or standards of evaluation thatapply,
evolutionary theory in favor of his own theory of “punctuated equilibria™ as to different kinds of research. They. might note:: nplezthat Najor o

™
[y
=

an explanalion of the gap in the fossil record and how, in turn, biologists rejected
Gould because he was unfamiliar, so they claimed, with the relevant literature
and standard definitions in biology [18, pp. 133-140). They also show how
Gould was subsequently appropriated by scientific creitionists who found in his -
rejection of Darwinian evolutionary theory support for their own theories (8,
pp- 140-141]. They conclude that “distinct fields of discourse complicate
communication within the sciences” and that expertise depends not on
**a scientific writer’s position within a field of knowledge " but alsi'ipo
readers’ “different interpretive frameworks™ |18 p: 133].
Other studies suggest the-difficulty of keepiiig thie convei

_ it

2ii e

the boundaries that scparate oigal
problem of communication ac;
from each other {19]....1 poiniout,that in (h

and the automotive indusiry.o

0P I ! :
vz N X TS f
the importance-of.cost vr:performance criteria in a report on possible

gasoline marketing _gpe,r_zgtigzns,.,!hﬁ Awo, par e. etattan;ol s - ) acrodynamic applications of the principie of the fifth force in an applied research
the scientific; data base and do riot even agree that.thiére-is a prablem |19, p. 38) . journat or the emphasis on utility or safety criteria in an NSF proposal. Further,

Farrell and'Goodn'ikhi’:illusual_e:;ihe;pwhlem of comnmnicaiion‘acrossthe. ' - they might note in either instance the bhwrring and shifting of the discipline of

boundarythat separates organization he:public [20).- They Tite the physics into newer disciplines such as science and technology policy studics o
failure of technical-reasoning-and techwicat commiinicition betwéen experis and ' decision sciences and the spilling over of all of these disciplines into the social
the publicin the aftermatli'of tlieactident 4t Three' Mile lfla'i‘l'-"’hf' they community it and when criteria such as performance or safety hecome public
attiibute: this failire (0¥ Lick 'of actiial consenisus within the technical issues. Again, teachers will need to introduce their students to all of these
comnunity: “Th'é‘iu’siilﬁ@t’l‘ﬁn ":“il_(_)"gy! li:hiléd inference structures, sanitized disciplinary and interdisciplinary and extradisciplinary concerns. . .
language, and @quléiiéaled'm5i;f()|ls of §tatus and authority within the nuclear . Studies such as these, hoth actual and potential, suggest the need to-1each

power cominunity worked al cross purposes with the perceived need to make

students not only to
timely, clear statements guiding public action™ |20, pp. 295-296] . ‘

ommunicaie within the context of several discout
peciillysto develyp e ability oistep o

CONCLUSION B

Studies in scientific and technical communication that identify the discourse d.,g_.img(,!..q‘_ €as
conununity with particular institutions, either disciplinary or organizational, scientists:and-engineé
suggest the utility of studying, and teaching, the assumplions, norms, and - ‘ sonie institutional é(nmn.
practices, including the communication practices, of these institutions. For '~ ) helplessand confused wheiit
example, researchers in scientific and technical communication might study For this reason, | suggesi that Bodicinst
established principles of readability such as the use of headings or lopic sentences : community may and should be brought 10.4i
as they apply to scientific journal articles, and they might study variations and - ) scientific and technical communication.
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