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Problem 

Many of the writing technologies which have been developed in the past two decades, techniques and 

devices that are often called ―new media,‖ depend on (or are defined by) their relationship to the 

concept of ―periodicity,‖ the frequency with which they are published (or ―updated‖).  The phenomena 

of ―desktop publishing‖ and ―Web publishing‖ have profoundly altered the relationship of author to 

text and text to audience.  By delivering textual products rapidly and easily, these technologies put a 

premium on temporal aspects of writing that are not often examined.  Although scholars of Rhetoric 

and Composition have been quick to tackle many of the changes inherent in new media writing (such 

as the role of identity online, the problem of access, or the establishment of Web-based ethos), the 

problem of periodicity has not been adequately addressed.   

Periodicity manifests itself in contemporary writing technologies in the most basic, definitional 

features of both genre and instrumentation.  For example, blogs are generally defined as regularly 

updated webpages that publish in reverse chronological order and often allow for reader comments.  

Blog audiences expect those updates, and the structure of blogging software is designed to encourage 

them.  In another case, podcasts deliver audio files directly to an iPod or other MP3 player, but what 

distinguishes them from other digital audio files is that they are published at regular intervals and 

―pushed‖ to ―subscribers‖ (audiences) through the use of RSS feeds.  Both phenomena have received 

flurries of critical attention, in which advocates often argue (some more cautiously than others) for 

including these technologies in the composition classroom.  At the very least, these modes of writing, 

and of delivering writing, are becoming increasingly popular, and are more and more likely to be a 

large part of our student‘s writing lives.  Yet while many scholars have examined the genre 

conventions and pedagogical applications of these forms of writing, little attention has been paid to the 

ways in which these technologies alter fundamental relationships between text and audience, and 

between the author and the methods of delivery. 

The study of technologies of periodicity necessarily involves a study of two features of traditional 

rhetorical theory: delivery and audience.  Delivery has long been one of the least-studied canons of 

rhetoric and has only recently (with the advent of online, internetworked writing) resurfaced as a 
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prominent theme in rhetorical studies.  Periodicity has an odd relationship to more traditional concepts 

of delivery, however.  The principle of Kairos, for instance, which is commonly translated as ―right 

time and proper measure,‖ has long been considered one of the key concepts of delivery.  Periodicity, 

however, seems anti-kairotic in many ways: the production and dissemination of texts on a regular 

schedule disregards any judgment of the appropriateness of timing.  A daily newspaper publishes once 

a day regardless of the events that it is reporting on, and length, format, and other ―proper measure‖ 

concerns are often determined more by economic or technological constraints than they are by the 

judgment of the author.  Still, the periodic dissemination of texts is certainly a type of delivery, and 

one that has a strong effect on the ways in which we conceive of audience.  

These technologies encourage regular publication by unregulated individuals, and so much of the 

criticism regarding their role in public discourse has focused on questions of ―quality‖ and legality.  

That focus on ―popularization,‖ though, has led scholars to ignore the role of periodicity in 

determining the form, style, and ultimately the readership of periodically published texts.  These 

technologies alter the means of disseminating texts (the modes of delivery), and in doing so have 

substantial impact on our readings of those texts, on our ideas about who is reading them; despite that 

influence, though, the periodic nature of delivery is not well-studied.  My project will analyze the 

effects of regular publication (as either a function of, or as the basis for, a new technology) on concepts 

and constitutions of audiences. 

Background 

The history of several of the ―technologies of periodicity‖ that I will discuss is fairly recent, and well-

documented.  Given the distributed nature of production on the World Wide Web, however, there are 

naturally a number of different accounts of how technologies such as podcasts and weblogs came 

about.  As Mallory Jensen points out, in the beginning of her essay ―Emerging Alternatives: A Brief 

History of Weblogs‖ (2003), ―In 1999 there were dozens of blogs. Now there are millions. What 

happened?‖  

As Rebecca Blood notes, in her essay ―Weblogs: A History and Perspective‖ (2000), John Barger is 

commonly credited with inventing the term ―weblog‖ in December of 1997, to describe the list of links 

he posted on his website ―Robot Wisdom.‖  Yet the ―beginning‖ of podcasting could be located a 

couple years on either side of that date: either with the personal web-diaries of individuals such as 

Jerry Pournelle and Justin Hall, or with the institutionalization of blogging as a commercial practice, 

with the founding of Pita.com and Blogger.com in July and August of 1999.  Regardless of the specific 

timeline associated with the ―invention‖ of blogging, however, this new form of writing is clearly 
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having an impact on American culture, including our understanding of how writing will change in 

coming decades.     

Writing technologies based on the principle of periodicity are certainly not new, however.  In The 

News Revolution in England: Cultural Dynamics of Daily Information, C. John Sommerville argues 

that the invention of the newspaper in late seventeenth-century England fundamentally altered the 

reading practices of Western culture.  Early on in the book, Sommerville mentions the concept of 

periodicity: the regular, schedule-dictated production of texts.  His definition of periodicity is more 

economically focused than mine, however: he suggests that ―periodicity is a marketing strategy, a way 

of holding property in information—information of the most ordinary sort.  Beyond that, it is a way of 

turning everything into information of the most ordinary sort‖ (4).  My use of ―periodicity‖ is indebted 

to Sommerville‘s, although I attempt to define it within a more explicitly technological context. 

The expectation of regular publication also entails an expectation of regular audience (or does it?), one 

that will come to depend upon the regularity of publication.  Indeed, the definition cited from 

Sommerville, above, imagines periodicity as a strategy for creating a community (in Sommerville‘s 

case, a community of consumers).  Those communities, of course, are not always welcome; given 

society‘s general fear of the new or unknown, technology-based communities often face a fair amount 

of suspicion.  For instance, in early eighteenth-century London the rise of the coffee house and the 

periodical press led to fear and suspicion of seditious, uninformed, and ―populist‖ rhetoric.  As a result, 

many of the early English periodicals were defined by their reactions to, and against, audience 

expectations and governmental oversight: many modern-day technologies of periodicity face similar 

reactions, from scorn shown toward the ―blogosphere‖ as a source of news, to concern over copyright 

violations and the inherent ―copyability‖ of digital texts.   

Critical Question 

How does the periodic production and dissemination of texts influence contemporary understanding, 

and composition, of audiences?  

Response to the Critical Question 

My response to this critical question will take the form of three distinct topics of research and analysis: 

Historical Material (focused on eighteenth-century periodicals), Contemporary Material (focused on 

blogs, podcasting, and other ―new media‖ technologies), and Pedagogy and Theory (focused on both 

practical and theoretical applications of my conclusions, especially in the areas of audience and 

delivery).  Although these areas of analysis might seem disparate at first, my dissertation will illustrate 
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the ways in which all three of these areas, and the texts I study under the auspices of each on, are 

actually intimately related to one another.  Theories derived from eighteenth-century periodicals (such 

as Public Sphere Theory) are applied to new media texts, just as online writing changes the prevalent 

assumptions in the field regarding audience and delivery.    

The purpose of this study is to determine in what ways the social reception of those new concepts of 

audience can impact the use and development of technologies of periodicity.  Those technologies, 

though, were not developed in a vacuum; neither, then, are the concepts of audience that they 

engender.  Just as each new medium is, in many ways, a remediation of a previous technology, I argue 

that social receptions of rhetorical technologies build off of, and react against, past reactions.  Because 

those social reactions often take the form of community creation (from British coffeehouses to the 

Blogosphere), the remediation of periodic technology necessarily involves a remediation of 

communities as well, demonstrating a direct effect on people‘s lives.  This project draws strong 

historical connections between contemporary innovations in the delivery of texts and past debates over 

technologies which were, themselves, the ―new media‖ of their day in order to better understand the 

impact of periodicity.  

Historical Material 

By looking in depth at an historical instance of periodic production and dissemination, my project will 

attempt to identify certain characteristics and affordances of periodicity that can be used to interrogate 

contemporary use of periodic technologies.  For instance, the first known daily newspaper in England, 

the Daily Courant, began its run in 1702.  Around the same time a large number of daily, semi-weekly, 

and weekly periodicals of various sorts (from the essay-papers made famous by the Spectator and the 

Tatler, to trade magazines such as the Collection for the Improvement of Husbandry and Trade) were 

becoming increasingly popular.  During this period, debates over the proliferation of coffee houses 

(locations that depended in part on periodicals to draw in customers) questioned the value and nature 

of the ―new medium‖ of the periodical press.  By looking at these historical examples of periodicity, 

and the debate constituting their reception, my dissertation will establish claims about the role of 

periodicity in contemporary culture and the ways in which new technologies involving periodicity can 

change the practice of writing.  

My project will not only analyze the ways in which cultural reception can shape new technologies, it 

will also attempt to theorize the ways in which new technologies, by shifting cultural concepts, can 

alter writing patterns, genres, and even the nature of audiences.  An example of this type of analysis is 
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Stuart Sherman‘s Telling Time, which suggests that the advent of better time-keeping devices in the 

early eighteenth century altered the patterns of everyday life, to the extent that writing genres such as 

the essay and the diary were profoundly affected.  My own project will analyze the interaction of 

coffeehouses, the birth of the postal system, and the periodical press: all three institutions which, 

although they existed prior to this period, changed profoundly during the first decades of the eighteenth 

century.  I will be examining the texts of periodicals, but also audience reactions to the periodical press 

(which often did not appear in periodical form), historical accounts of the postal system, and the debate 

over the legitimacy of the coffeehouse (centered in part around the regulation of those institutions by 

government licensing).  This period-based cultural analysis should provide a useful analog to the type 

of analysis I will perform on more contemporary material. 

Contemporary Material 

As stated in the Background section, many of the writing technologies that are gaining popularity 

today depend upon principles of periodicity.  By examining case studies of certain blogs and podcasts, 

as well as broader accounts of the cultural ―impact‖ of these phenomena, I plan to better explain the 

ways in which periodicity functions within these media.  There is some precedent for such research: 

for instance, Richard Selfe, when asked about incorporating podcasting technology into composition 

assignments, remarked that ―The primary value of podcasting seems to be the commitment to 

systematically broadcast media over time. One has to plan carefully enough to take advantage of what 

[Louis] Ulman calls ‗serial writing‘ or in this case, serial composing. To imagine yourself as the author 

or one of the authors of a podcast, you have to think about projects that deserve a serial and long-term 

organization and the commitment that goes along with it.‖
1
  Selfe‘s suggestion that the benefit of 

podcasting technology is the commitment to seriality (or periodicity) suggests that a deeper 

understanding of this concept is warranted.  Where Selfe locates that benefit solely in a revised concept 

of authorship, I would suggest that there is a complimentary revision of readership and rhetorical 

situation.  Another useful example might be Barbara Warnick‘s book Rhetoric Online: Politics and 

Persuasion on the World Wide Web (2007), wherein Warnick analyzes changing notions of time, 

space, credibility, and intertextuality as they affect ―public discourse‖ (Warnick bases her analysis in 

part on the public sphere theories mentioned later in this prospectus.  Warnick‘s 2002 book, Critical 

Literacy in a Digital Era: Technology, Rhetoric, and the Public Interest, is also relevant). 

My contribution to this conversation, and my answer to the critical question above, will parallel my 

treatment of the historical material in many ways.  I will establish a cultural context and historical 

                                                      
1
 From ―Expanding Composition Audiences With Podcasting,‖ http://www.bgsu.edu/cconline/podcasting/classroom.htm 

http://www.bgsu.edu/cconline/podcasting/classroom.htm
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narrative for the development of several technologies: blogs, podcasts, RSS feeds, and micro-blogging.  

I will build off of the work of other scholars, especially Rebecca Blood, Carolyn Miller, Kathryn C. 

Montgomery, Siva Vaidhyanathan, and Barbara Warnick, as well as analyzing primary texts (options 

range from fairly well-known sites such as Boing Boing, the Drudge Report, the Huffington Post, or 

the F Word, to other, lesser known examples).   

Pedagogy and Theory 

My project will examine, finally, the impact of changing concepts of writing, publication, authorship 

and audience on the composition classroom.  Specifically, I want to do two things: 1) highlight the 

ways in which composition instructors already use principles of periodicity without necessarily calling 

it that, and 2) suggest ways in which periodicity and various ―new media‖ applications can be used to 

improve (or at least offer an alternative) traditional composition practices.  There is already a 

reasonably small collection of scholarship on the use of blogs and other periodic technologies in the 

classroom, but the historical perspective of the earlier sections, and the explicit theorization of 

periodicity, should provide a new standpoint from which to enter the conversation.  I will also bring in 

some case studies of periodic technologies in the classroom as I have either experienced them at Penn 

State, or in programs that I have helped to implement (specifically: the Blogs at Penn State software 

which is being used in the 202C Online pilot program for Spring of 2009). 

Rationale for Subject Selection 

There are two main reasons that my dissertation will focus on the historical period and texts that I have 

described above.  The first is historical relevance: 1702 marked the first recorded run of a daily 

newspaper.  While there were certainly texts produced throughout the previous century that impacted 

the development of early English newspapers and periodicals, the decade before and after the turn of 

the eighteenth century marked the beginning of periodic publication as a sustained practice in the 

English-speaking world.  As such, that moment in history best represents one of the earliest cultural 

reactions to periodicity.
2
  

My second main rationale for focusing on newspapers and periodicals from the 1690s and 1700s is that 

they are intricately connected to one of the most popular new ―theoretical lenses‖ that has been used to 

discuss contemporary concepts of audience: Public Sphere Theory (PST).  Although there are 

numerous permutations of Jurgen Habermas‘s original theory, the fact remains that the concept of a 

                                                      
2
 This is not to say that periodic publication did not exist before this point: one example of an earlier periodic writing 

technology might be the scribes who copied weekly ―newsletters‖ that updated nobles on the deliberations of Parliament.  

The newspapers and other periodicals, though, are a) more accessible to historians, b) were more accessible to audiences at 

the time of publication, and c) are widely considered to have had a larger impact on reading culture. 
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―public sphere‖ (or multiple spheres) is based on the coffeehouse culture of periodical readers during 

this time period.  Rightly or wrongly, this historical example has been used to generate a theory that 

many critics have adopted to describe audiences and reading practices in contemporary practices.  As 

such, it merits a great degree of attention. 

My rationale for the selection of contemporary texts that I am studying is not as straightforward.  In 

many ways, the history of contemporary technologies of periodic publishing is not as clear-cut as the 

history of the newspaper.  Where the authors and publishers of the first daily newspaper (The Daily 

Courant) have been fairly well determined, the ―first weblog‖ or ―first podcast‖ are labels with much 

less concrete referents.  In her essay ―weblogs: a history and perspective,‖ Rebecca Blood suggests that 

―When Jorn Barger, editor of one of the original weblogs, Robot Wisdom coined the term 'weblog' in 

1997, he defined it as ‗a webpage where a weblogger 'logs' all the other webpages she finds 

interesting.‘‖  Yet many people identify early authors of ―online journals‖ as the original bloggers, 

reaching back as early as 1994.  The subscription software, RSS, which makes blogs even more 

thoroughly periodic, was not developed until 1999.  I intend to study, if they are available, some of the 

earliest examples of blogs and podcasts: those with small readerships among the techno-literate.  These 

texts may well prove the equivalent of the newsbooks of the 1640s though: antecedents to the 

technology I am studying which are interesting and useful, but ultimately beyond the scope of this 

project.  The majority of my focus will be on the forms of writing that are appearing in our classrooms 

and our lives: the WYSIWYG blogging platforms and RSS aggregators that are changing the nature of 

publication. 

Methods and Methodologies 

My main method will be traditional library research, read through the methodological lenses of 

historiography, technology studies, and Public Sphere Theory.   

By traditional library research I mean the close analysis of published scholarly and primary texts 

accessed through print and online sources, mostly through Pattee and Paterno Library at the University 

Park campus of The Pennsylvania State University.  I will be putting historians of eighteenth-century 

periodicals into conversation with contemporary rhetorical theorists and new media advocates.  The 

majority of my engagement in critical conversations will be drawn from and written in response to 

texts from the library, on the topics of periodicals in eighteenth-century Britain, new media writing in 

the past two decades, and theories of audience and delivery in rhetorical theory.  Many of the primary 

sources I will be examining are available online, as well: for instance, the Burney Newspaper 

Collection, released just last year, includes digitized copies of thousands of periodicals previously only 
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available in archives.  New media texts such as blogs and podcasts are, of course, also readily available 

online. 

The bulk of my project will involve analysis of primary documents (both periodicals from the 1700s 

and periodically published ―new media‖ texts: blogs, podcasts, RSS compilers).  I will be reading these 

texts 1) as indicators of cultural norms, trends, and values, such as attitudes toward the concept of 

widespread publication or ―freedom of the press,‖ 2) as specific instances of technological production 

and adaptation, the material products of a certain technological process, and 3) as writing that can be 

examined according to traditional rhetorical principles of purpose, exigence, audience, and appeals.  

Therefore I will be attempting to discern what these texts can tell us about the cultural contexts they 

come out of (and what those contexts can tell us about the texts), as well as what the texts can tell us 

about the technologies that produced them and the theories that are meant to explain them.    

A smaller, but still significant, portion of my project will deal with secondary literature that takes this 

type of writing (or writing in general) as its object: theories of audience, historical studies of 

periodicals and writing technologies generally, etc.  My project will draw together conversations from 

a number of different fields, in order to establish the background (literary history, history of 

technology) and principles (rhetorical theory, technology studies, and Public Sphere Theory) that will 

be vital to my analysis.  

My methodology is informed by the three main theoretical lenses mentioned above (historiography, 

technology studies, and Public Sphere Theory), which I see as complementary in many ways.   

Historiography 

My historiographic practices will be modeled closely after Cheryl Glenn‘s, from her book Rhetoric 

Retold: Regendering the Tradition from Antiquity Through the Renaissance.  I intend to use rigorous 

contextualization to establish the cultural and rhetorical circumstances for the time period and location 

that I am discussing, and I will analyze specific case studies as examples of broader trends.  I 

understand the practice of historiography to be a re-construction of past events which not only 

interrogates the relationship of historical narrative to the available evidence, but also acknowledges the 

positionality of the historiographer him- or herself as a part of, and influence on, the creation of that 

narrative.  Perhaps the best way to articulate my attitude toward the practice of historiography as a 

methodology comes from a descriptive metaphor offered by Richard Lloyd-Jones, in an essay from 

Learning From Histories of Rhetoric: Essays in Honor of Winifred Bryan Horner (ed. Theresa Enos).  

In that essay, Lloyd-Jones claims that, rather than seeing history as a collection of facts, as he had been 
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taught in school, we ought to understand facts as simply the ―hooks‖ upon which one hangs the 

brightly colored thread of historical narrative.  The more hooks one has the more complex and 

interesting the story, but the thread can be hung on the hooks in a number of different ways, and indeed 

the hooks themselves are not necessarily fixed.  What‘s more, he points out that revisionist historians 

often move hooks around or discover hooks that have not been used before; the fun of history is most 

to be found in the various weavings of the narrative thread, and the truth of history is most to be found 

in the relationships made between the hooks, rather than the hooks themselves.  I think the ―truth‖ of 

any historical project is necessarily going to be a mediated one; while the ―hooks‖ of ―fact‖ (or 

evidence, or documents) are a necessary and desired framework upon which to build an historiographic 

project, the end result is going vary depending on who is hanging the threads.    

Technology Studies 

A ―technology studies‖ methodological lens entails approaching technological phenomena as 

historically and socially contingent, yet also capable of inherent biases.  What that means is 

understanding that technology is not value-neutral, and is not separate or distinct from everyday human 

activities.  Langdon Winner, a scholar whose work helped to create the field of technology studies, 

suggests that we ought to see technologies not simply as ―tools,‖ but rather as ―a form of life.‖  In other 

words: the technologies we use are simultaneously products of social construction (the rules, 

connotations, and typical uses of a given technology determined by the cultural context of its use and 

dissemination) and of inherent affordances (the biases that Winner describes).  Approaching literacy 

technologies as neutral tools not only risks re-inscribing oppressive power relations, damaging the 

conditions of human life, and ignoring the economic, social, and political impact of history, but it also 

fundamentally misrepresents the very thing that we as scholars are meant to be studying: the influence 

of technology on the production of rhetoric.   

Even traditional work on the history of rhetorical technologies has, until recently, neglected much of 

the available material in this field.  Lisa Gitelman and Geoffrey Pingree‘s recent collection New 

Media, 1740-1915 (which borrows its methodology from Carolyn Marvin‘s When Old Technologies 

Were New) is one of the first books to take seriously the idea that innovations in communication 

technology are not limited to the present day, and that the history of such innovations (even those that 

are failed and obsolete) can be worthwhile and informative to current studies of technology.  Marvin‘s 

work on the telegraph, like Gitelman‘s work on the phonograph (in Always Already New: Media, 

History, and the Data of Culture) and the collected work on various other old technologies, suggests 

that some patterns of social reaction to new technologies can be recognized and analyzed, while also 
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pointing out the need to constantly contextualize the social reception of technologies.  My project will 

be modeled after the work of Marvin and Gitelman, although I will apply my conclusions primarily to 

contemporary perspectives on rhetorical theory. 

Public Sphere Theory 

As a methodological lens, Public Sphere Theory entails an assumption that audiences can be described 

by the physical, discursive, and theoretical spaces in which they consume, and participate in, 

conversations.  Perhaps more to the point, PST presupposes a concern with the formation and social 

role of ―public opinion‖ as a check on the authority of the State and private interests.  Such an 

engagement with PST necessarily begins with the work of Jurgen Habermas, whose Structural 

Transformation of the Bourgeois Public Sphere inspired widespread, enthusiastic response from 

scholars in the humanities and social sciences when it was first published in English in 1989.  

Habermas suggests that the phenomenon of the ―public sphere‖ (a supposedly neutral and accessible 

space for debate between citizens, reagardless of rank or priviledge) first appeared in the coffeehouse 

readership of early 18
th

-century periodicals.  Later scholars have adopted the language of the ―public 

sphere‖ as a model for discussing ―democratic deliberation‖ in a number of contexts, not least of which 

is online, internetworked writing.   

Habermas‘s conception of the public sphere is not without critics, though.  For instance Nancy Fraser, 

along with others in Craig Calhoun‘s collection Habermas and the Public Sphere, critiques 

Habermas‘s theory while still arguing for its continued viability.  Fraser‘s argument focuses on four 

specific points that she sees as in need of revision.  She claims that Habermas 1) overstates the 

accessibility of the public sphere, 2) wrongly limits discussion to only one public (Fraser suggests 

instead that there are multiple ―publics,‖ a concept that is taken up by Michael Warner in his book 

Publics and Counterpublics), 3) mistakenly values the ―neutral‖ bourgeois discourse as an ideal, 

something to be strived for, and 4) overestimates the effectiveness of ―public‖ discourse at countering 

the will of the State.  Fraser attempts to recuperate the concept of the Public Sphere as a theory that 

could be liberatory, given the right caveats.  She focuses especially on the possibilities for a decision-

making model, a means of determining how groups can come together and discuss what actions to take 

collectively. 

My own use of Public Sphere Theory (PST) is certainly not uncritical.  To say that PST is one of my 

methodological lenses would be accurate, but does not acknowledge the extent to which my project is 

designed to critique many of the uses to which PST is often put.  My project will examine some of the 
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foundational assumptions of PST, and suggest ways in which a more informed understanding of 

history might alter our concept of what exactly a ―public sphere‖ is.  Indeed, while I do believe the 

vocabulary of ―public spheres‖ can be useful, I would argue that Fraser does not go far enough in her 

critique.  The theoretical model that Habermas argues for is based upon some questionable sources, 

such that we might well re-evaluate the use to which PST can be put, both in Rhetoric and 

Composition Studies and more generally.  My project will engage the popular trend of discussing 

―publics‖ as if they were a given, a natural phenomenon, and suggest instead that the base criteria for 

what should be considered a ―public‖ ought to be revised. 

Chapter Outline 

 

Preface 

In this preface I will review three main topics.  First, I will articulate the purpose of my project, which 

is to better understand theories of audience generally in the context of technology, and public sphere 

theory specifically in the context of current composition theory, as well as the ways in which historical 

studies of technology can inform current practice.  Second, I will lay out my rationale for subject 

selection.  For the eighteenth-century periodicals I am studying, my rationale is based on their 

historical relevance, and their relevance to contemporary theories.  For contemporary texts, my 

rationale is also related to historical relevance for some, such as the first blog/the history of the blog 

(examples here include the personal-diary-blogs of Justin Hall and Jerry Pernelle, or Dave Winer‘s 

Scripting News), or the invention of RSS; social/cultural importance for others: the advent of 

Microblogging with Twitter (an example would be the way in which Twitter was used by both 

campaigns and political pundits during the 2008 presidential election, to keep a running tab on the 

latest updates); lastly, there is local relevance: I will be using examples of Penn State programs (such 

as the Podcasting at Penn State and Blogs at Penn State programs) that have been based on these 

technologies.  See the ―Rationale for Subject Selection‖ section of this proposal for more detail.  

Finally, I will explain my methodology, which is composed of three methodological perspectives: 

historiography, technology studies, and Public Sphere Theory.  See the ―Methods and Methodologies‖ 

section of this proposal for more detail. 

Introduction  

Literature review: I will survey the theories of audience and delivery in Rhetoric and Composition, as a 

means of setting up my place in that conversation.  I will focus specifically on those theorists native to 
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composition theory (Ong, Lunsford and Ede, Booth, Park, Elbow, Kroll, Kirsch, Eberly, etc.), as well 

as a few who are not (for example: Warner and Fraser in Public Sphere Theory, Downie and Dean in 

eighteenth-century literary history, and Carolyn Marvin and Lisa Gitelman in media history).  I will be 

trying to invoke the rich history of audience in the field, but also show where it maybe needs to go 

somewhere new.  I‘ll also attempt to position myself in relationship to technology studies and public 

sphere theory scholarship.  The ultimate goals will be to a) demonstrate my knowledge of and 

relationship to previous work, b) set up the current state of the conversation so that my own 

contribution stands out as something new, and important. 

Chapter 1 

How Has Periodicity Developed Across the Ages? (And how has it stayed the same?)
3
 

This will be a definitional chapter, in many ways.  I will be attempting to establish what periodicity is, 

why it matters, and what some possible ramifications are for the field of Rhetoric and Composition.  

This chapter will take as its focus primarily contemporary criticism and definitions of various 

technologies, examples of the concepts I am talking about, and a very brief review of how periodicity 

has been discussed before (it hasn‘t come up much).  Because periodicity is closely related to 

publication, by which I mean the mass production of texts, there are not many examples from the 

Classical era to draw on, but I will relate periodicity to some classical concepts (including the canon of 

delivery and the concept of Kairos specifically).  

Chapter 2   

What Was An Eighteenth-Century Periodical (and Why Is It Important Now)?   

This chapter will begin with an in-depth contextualization of the eighteenth-century circumstances 

surrounding publication and the invention of the periodical press.  I can then provide a brief 

background narrative about the forerunners of the early periodicals, as well as mentioning the set of 

evidence (the discussion of coffeehouses and periodicals) upon which public sphere theory is based.  I 

will then also want to point out the ways in which public sphere theory depends upon (although often 

does not acknowledge) a discussion of media: the ―spheres‖ being discussed are always spaces, either 

physical or textual.  Those spaces come about as a result of rhetorical technologies, a point which is 

not articulated very often.  The mediated nature of public spheres will be the first (of many) reasons 

contemporary theorists should care about eighteenth-century periodicals.   

                                                      
3
 As I work, I will keep these parenthetical remarks in place to remind me of the chapter‘s scope and purpose. 
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Some of the more intense historical work begins in this chapter, as well: I will provide a definition of 

what a periodical was in the 17
th

 century, in the 18
th

 century (and how it changed between the two), the 

political, cultural, and social origins of periodical publication (in doing so I will reference Dean here, 

and Downie, as well as bring up C. John Sommerville, and the ways in which Habermas was right, or 

at least picking up on something important).  From there I will begin looking (in a very preliminary 

way; saving most of the analysis for the next chapter) at examples of periodicals, as part of a more 

general definition of what a periodical is; that will involve a discussion of who their audiences could 

have been/were represented as being.  I will have to limit my study to the period 1690-1730, with 

references to the ―newsbooks‖ of the 1640s and 50s.  Throughout: I will make reference to the ways in 

which this historical work relates to current understandings of periodic publication, public sphere 

theory, and audience and delivery in composition. 

Chapter 3  

What Can Periodicals Tell Us About New Media? (Part Of The Answer: They Were Once New Media) 

This chapter begins where the last left off: looking at specific periodicals in their historical context 

(including the modes of distribution/circulation).  This chapter will take a much more detailed look at 

specific periodicals, though, using 3 or 4 examples as case studies to prove a broader point: that there 

was a shift in how the reader of the periodical was addressed/invoked as the medium/genre matured 

and developed.  I will be analyzing three categories of periodicals: essay-papers (such as the Spectator 

or the Review), news-papers (such as the Post-Boy or the London Gazette, the official newspaper of 

the British government), and trade magazines/advertisers.  This chapter will also begin the work of 

drawing parallels between this technology-driven genre and some of the contemporary genres: I will 

rely heavily on recent work analyzing the genre of the blog, including on Carolyn Miller and Dawn 

Shepherd‘s foundational essay and the work of Susan Herring et. al.  Some characteristics I will 

analyze will include: use and placement of advertising, tone and length of content, and relationship of 

author to audience (to name only a few).   

Chapter 4  

Where Is Periodicity Now? (Is Our Recent History Really So Different?) 

This chapter makes the—hopefully smooth—transition from the discussion of historical texts that are 

hundreds of years removed from the present day, to texts that make up the recent history of the last two 

decades.  This chapter will have undertake some of the same contextual work as Chapter 2, 
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establishing certain historical landmarks around which to ground an historiography of periodic 

technologies (such landmarks will have to include the invention of the term ―weblog,‖ the invention of 

RSS feeds and aggregators, and ―rise of the blogosphere.‖ I will be looking at both the ways in which 

insights into periodic production can inform our understanding of audience and delivery, and the ways 

in which concepts of audience (our perception of what audience is and who it means) changes along 

with technology.  This chapter will attempt a critical engagement with rhetorical theory, adding to as 

well as revising past discussions of audience and delivery.  The chapter will also provide an analysis of 

contemporary cultural practices that is informed by the historical study of the last two chapters.  The 

project will move beyond simple analogies or common themes that appear in relation to periodic 

technologies, and focus instead on the nuanced understanding of social reception and technological 

affordances garnered by the study of early periodicals. 

Chapter 5 

 Are Our Classrooms Periodic?  (Does That Mean They Are Also [Proto]-Public?) 

This chapter will address the critical question from a pedagogical perspective.  What does periodicity 

have to do with the teaching of writing?  Is it a principle we need in non-technology-oriented classes?  

The answer, in part, is that periodicity is a principle that is already at work in the classroom, but 

usually we don‘t need to think about it at all.  I will address periodicity in contexts ranging from daily 

writing exercises (and the pedagogy of having a schedule, i.e. a syllabus), to the benefits and 

drawbacks of teaching students to blog.  Some of the periodicity-related concepts (such as periodicity 

as a creator of communities, or of ―publics‖) will also be relevant here.  How might we teach the new 

concepts of audience that are open to us now?  Ought we to teach students to write to ―public‖ 

audiences?  How public is the classroom, and what does that mean for pedagogical practices? 

Conclusion 

Where Do We Go From Here?  (If We Can‘t Go Back, How Do We Go On?) 

Inferences, implications, and conclusions: this final section will summarize my findings, suggest 

possible areas for future research, and close down the project. 

The contents will probably have something to do with bringing together ―old‖ and ―new‖ media, 

looking at periodicity across the ages, and an historical perspective on technological change. 
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