Assignment 3:  Definition of a concept or term

The purpose of this assignment is to define (or perhaps redefine) a concept or term, using one or more of the definitional strategies discussed in your textbook and in class.

The need for definition arises when people have diverging ideas about what a term means or when an audience has difficulty understanding a concept. In addition, people often use definitions to achieve larger rhetorical purposes: if you accept all my definitions, I will most likely convince you of my point. In that sense, argument by definition is a very important rhetorical tactic. The purpose of this assignment is thus to teach you how define something--the nature of an activity, a kind of person, a condition, or a concept you know well—either in order to change an audience's thinking about the concept’s meaning or to help an audience understand it better. 

Assignment goals:

· Demonstrate the ability to construct a formal definition of a term or concept that has played a significant role in American culture, past or present;

· Demonstrate ability to analyze and write for a specific rhetorical situation, including the audience(s), purpose(s), topic, and context;

· Demonstrate ability to structure an extended definition (using exemplification, negation, cultural history, comparison and contrast, or stipulation of required elements) in a brief (3-5 pages) essay format.

Assignment protocol:

You may choose to approach this assignment in a few different ways:  

For example, you can change someone's mind about what a term or concept means. Perhaps your mother thinks feminism means one thing, but you think it means another: change her mind. Or your friends have a negative impression of the pro-life (or pro-choice) movement: define the term in a way that will change their impression. Maybe you want to define science in such a way as to argue that intelligence design doesn’t belong in science curriculum. Or, as Frank X Walker did, to redefine your place of origin to change people’s stereotypes. Terrorism; freedom of speech; racism; conservative; equal; family values; politician; environmentalist; school choice; patriotism: all these are words that people may define differently than you. Enlarge their understanding. 

On the other hand, you might define a term that is unclear to your audience, but which they have some need to understand. Any number of cultural terms could be defined here. For instance, you might define the blackface and its connotations to enlighten friends who don’t understand why others find it offensive. Or you can trace the usage history of any number of common stereotypes in America. You could take a term which your audience has only a vague notion of--hip-hop or liberal or urban sprawl--and pin down the meaning for someone who can profit from it. New words or foreign words or slang words might be a possibility. Or you could inform someone of the meaning of an ethnic or regional term--like shtick or Cincinnati chili.
Either way, you’ll want to start with a formal definition.  Identify a larger class to which your term or concept belongs, and then identify the characteristics that distinguish it from the other members of that class.  Placing a term or concept within a category may help your audience better understand it, or identifying features that make it different may help them to think of it in a new way.  Either means of using definition rhetorically can be effective.  Your rhetorical situation--that is, what your audience knows and the nature of their need for this definition--will help you understand which parts of the thesis need the most development and support.

Of course, none of this has any purpose without a clearly identified audience to whom you are making this argument.  In your proposal, identify the audience and their needs, biases, beliefs, knowledge level, and/or values.  You don’t have to identify them in the essay itself, but your essay should be written to appeal to this specific audience.

Grading standards:

In this assignment, I am looking to see that you have done the following things well:

· Effectively placed (or perhaps displaced) your term or concept in a category that you identify and explain;

· Effectively addressed the rhetorical situation of your own argument, including audience, purpose, claim, and context, using language, tone, and other rhetorical strategies in such a way as to best appeal to that audience;

· Developed an extended definition using one or more definitional strategies;

· Used definitional strategies to achieve a rhetorical purpose relating to American culture;

· Organized your essay in a coherent and effective manner;

· Constructed effective paragraphs and sentences;

· Formatted your essay according the MLA style guide in your St. Martin’s Handbook.

Specific guidelines for completing each step of the essay are included on the review sheets we will use in our peer review workshops.
