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Abstract
This project achieves two aims: (1) to examine the complex, rhetorical relationship between text
and context, author and audience, and (2) to demonstrate how to use an arts-based approach
to research in the field of Communication Studies. We underestimate the tension between the
professional critic and the everyday critic’s role in the rhetorical life of a work. Local discourse
communities are a vital voice in a rhetorical work; without them, we do not have the ability to
build a rhetorical work fully into a “text”. And so, by underestimating the everyday critic, we have
an incomplete understanding of a work. Using arts-based research, this project explores the nature
of fragments and how they function to construct a text.
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1. introduction1
“The Yellow Wallpaper” is a short story written as a series of journal entries set in the
1800s2. A woman details her summer in a rural home at the suggestion of her husband,
a doctor. She has recently given birth and is suffering from an unexplained ailment. The
narrator is confined in one room in the house and her mental and physical health seem
to decline. For this project, seven women and I created artifacts in response to the short
story3. This project had a multi-faceted goal, where the first component was to examine
the complex, rhetorical relationship between text and context, author and audience. This
was done by highlighting the ways that we underestimate the everyday critic’s participatory and co-creative role in discourse once it has been offered for public consumption, and by observing the influence that a discourse community has on the rhetorical
life of a work. A second component was to demonstrate how to use arts-based research
approaches to explore rhetorical questions in a communications paradigm, which was
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done by using creative collaboration as a form of data collection, and curating a discourse community around a work.
Communication scholars make the distinction between a “work” and a “text”4.
A work is a singular, complete item created by an author; in this project, the work we
examine is the short story “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman5.
A text is a conversation; it is the work plus discourse fragments which surround it6.
If we know that a text is polysemic and fragmented, scholars are still understanding
how texts are constructed in various discourse communities7. Together with many
authors at the intersections of cultural studies8 and rhetorical theory9. McGee10 argues that text construction is “something done more by the consumers than by the
producers of the discourse”. Continuing these conversations, I will use an arts-based
approach to explore how a fragmented text is rhetorically constructed by the everyday critic.

2. method
How does an audience understand and co-create meaning in an object after it has
been offered for consumption? After securing approval from Purdue University Fort
Wayne’s Institutional Review Board, I recruited collaborators through my personal
social media pages and contacted people I know face-to-face. From this outreach (see
Figure 1), eight women contacted me to collaborate and seven followed through to
completion with the project.
By arts-based approach, I don’t mean that I required my collaborators to produce
artefacts within a high arts tradition. I creatively approach text construction and analysis, together with the everyday critic. In practice, this meant that the collaborators
produced a variety of artifacts, driven by their creativity and sometimes using artistic
repertoires. They could have sent a voice memo to me, tweeted about the story, or even
baked pastries that they thought the narrator might have eaten. I then gathered these
artifacts and had conversations with my collaborators, co-creating an analysis together.
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Figure 1 - Screenshot images of the call for collaboration that I posted
on my personal Instagram and Facebook pages. Also shared by friends
to other personal social media accounts

Collaborators could read the story, but it was not required for participation. Their interpretations and artifacts could have been derived from a memory of the story, rather
than the story itself. The guidelines for this project were intentionally vague in order to
be more faithful to the lived experience of interacting with a text “in the world”11. I was
mindful of my ability as researcher to dictate a separation and hierarchy between text
and context; I wanted my collaborators to select what deserves salience, import, and
attention.
After my collaborators made their artifacts, I met them separately in coffee shops
and over the phone. We had conversations about their creative process and interaction
with the project. This collaboration started with the call for participation on January 30,
2020 and ended with the last interview February 17, 2020. For length, not all collaborators are represented in this paper.
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3. discussion
I chose my collaborators based on specific requirements: notably, they all identified as
female. They also had similar world views: a belief in the importance of mental health
care, and all of them had close experiences with themes in the story. Hall12 argues that
when an audience has “equivalence” with a text, or, the audience demographic is similar
to the author demographic, the intended meaning is likely to be similar to the received
meaning. This is the case for the collaborators that I chose to work with: they have a
high equivalence with the text. But I did not anticipate that all my collaborators would
make the same artifacts and have the same thoughts about the story. Though intended
meaning and received meaning may be similar, we recognize that the work lives beyond
authorship and various meanings are constructed in discourse communities. So, how do
fragments function in a discourse community?
We constructed a convincing reading of the text from a conglomerate of the story
itself, the artifacts we made, and the conversations we had. I observed a relationship between text and context, author and audience in this specific discourse community, who
demonstrated three arguments. First, a work is not singular and fixed. Second, meaning
is not inherent to a work. And third, meaning is not singular and fixed.
As soon as I asked my collaborators to participate in this project, they indicated
that a work is not singular and fixed. The work, “The Yellow Wallpaper” does not exist
in one, unchanging, monolithic form. When I explained the project, I prompted collaborators to respond to “The Yellow Wallpaper” but I did not give them a copy the story.
When they oriented themselves to the story, they demonstrated the ways that context can
influence a work and change the form of a text. We understood the medium of the work
itself in multiple ways:
“I have never heard of it before... I just listened to it on Audible. I couldn’t find a copy
to read on the internet… (Just) have someone else read it to you… I love audiobooks
because they just are so good at like, conjuring an image, you know?” (October Newson, February 17, 2020).
“I could have just looked up a summary” (Joycelyn Ghansah, February 14, 2020).
“I looked it up on Google… just to see how I can get access. And then I printed it off
[later] and re-read it” (Anonymous, February 16, 2020).
Other collaborators had previous experiences with the work. One collaborator, Danielle,
read the story in high school, at a time when she was struggling with suicidal ideation
and trauma in her home life. She said “I have not reread it since… until just now because
of how close my reaction was to it. And I remembered it really vividly, even though it’s
been 20 years since I read it” (Danielle Sauder, February 15, 2020). Another collaborator, Brittany, had been assigned to read the story at various times through her schooling.
“I always remembered it, like being very engaged by it, and really enjoying it and liking
it… but then when I read it this time, you know, for this project, I realized that… I forgot about these little nuances… I realized that big picture stuff, I totally, totally forgot”
(Brittany Bertelsen, February 15, 2020).
12
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McGee13 suggests that there is no way to separate a work from its context, writing
“Discourse ceases to be what it is whenever parts of it are taken ‘out of context’”. The
medium and the memories that my collaborators commented on are just as essential as
the story itself. Branham and Pearce14 talk about the interchangeability and unstable nature of texts and contexts, and especially so in the case of rhetorical situations that take
on unconventional forms (for example, art and arts-based research). The everyday critic
not only influences context, but they are an essential fragment of context. Branham and
Pearce15 explain:
In any specific instance, “text” and “context” are constituted by the work of an interpretive
community. We argue that they are interactive, in that the meaning and, hence, substance of
each derives from the other, and that they are fully reflexive, in that each may function either
as text or as context.

My collaborators illustrated how text and context are inextricable from each other as we
negotiated our interpretation of the work itself.
Our second argument is that meaning is not inherent to a work. My collaborators
and I expressed this argument when we made decisions about our artifacts. We made our
artifacts with materials and understandings that are available at the local level.
Figure 2 - Brittany’s collage

McGee, “Text, Context, and the Fragmentation of Contemporary Culture”, 283 (original emphasis).
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Brittany made a collage for her artifact (See Figure 2). She pulled the first two magazines from the top of a pile at her home and started flipping through them, “whatever
made me think of the text… it was just kind of like a feeling, something I was aesthetically drawn to” (Brittany Bertelsen, February 15, 2020). Her decisions come from a
combination of magazines she had access to, the patterns she was drawn to, her experience as a wardrobe and lifestyle coach, and intuition.
Access to materials and time was a common theme for this project. Joycelyn attempted to make a video at first, but it did not result in the vision she had in mind. Next,
she tried to use digital 3-D technology to make an image, but that also did not have the
results she wanted. Thinking back about having to change her plans, she said: “Oh my
God, I told Chelsea I would turn this in on Tuesday, so I was like, forget it. There’s Plan
C” (Joycelyn Ghansah, February 14, 2020). Her digital collage features a park that is
near her house where she frequently goes to relieve stress (see Figure 3).
Figure 3 - Joycelyn’s digital collage

Similar to the professional critic, everyday languages and choices are anything but passive and subordinate. My collaborators and I intentionally used materials and understandings available at the local level. The tension between the intended and the received
meaning privileges the intended meaning of the author. Privileging intended meaning
maintains a dubious separation between text and context. Solomon16 critiques the role of
rhetoricians, and comments on reflexivity:
Although they provide an artificial replication of a natural process, convention programs and
issues of journals can offer still more multiple readings of the same work by different critics.
Such programs and essays increase our awareness of how much our critical conclusions
reflect our own textual constructions rather than the work per se.

Understanding a text as a conglomerate of discourses that include multiple audiences,
contexts, and influences that exist before and beyond it means that a text is necessari-
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ly fragmented. Herbig17 demonstrates that though discourses are fragmented, that does
not mean that they are not cohesive. By asking a local audience to interpret the text,
I am giving the everyday critic as much authority as the professional critic. In this way,
closing the separation between text and context, lessening the hierarchy between professional and everyday critic.
The co-creative nature of the text was becoming apparent. We found that there is
no singular, monolithic “work” and meaning is not inherent to a “work”. The third argument is that meaning is not singular and fixed. My collaborators and I found meaning
to be negotiated and constantly changing throughout this process of interacting with the
story, making our artifacts, and having conversations together. One of my collaborators
annotated a copy of the story. In her process, she became progressively more emotive
with her comments as she made her annotations. She noticed a pattern of manipulation
in the story and responded to the abusive plotline from a very intuitive and personal
standpoint which influenced her reaction to the work (Anonymous, February 16, 2020)
(see Figure 4).
Figure 4 - Anonymous collaborator’s annotations

Brittany, who made the magazine collage (see Figure 2), also had a process that unfolded as she worked, revealing interpretations through several “ding ding ding!” moments
that changed her way of knowing the work (Brittany Bertelsen, February 15, 2020).
During our conversation she related her interpretation of the story to the modern struggle with comparison culture, which is a topic that she confronts frequently in her daily
work as a lifestyle coach. She did not think of the connection to comparison culture with
the story until she had processed the story through collage and conversation.
Sarah reclaimed a canvas painting that she disliked, painting over it for her artifact.
Her starting point for the project was an internal process ‒ wanting to reclaim a canvas
she disliked. While making her artifact, she had a slight shift to include an audience in
her interpretation. She said, “I decided to rip it up at the very last moment and I thought
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it would be cool for them, whoever… to interact with it, to feel like you’re ripping out
of your like, cage so to speak” (Sarah Thompson, February 14, 2020) (see Figure 5).
Figure 5 - Sarah’s painting with ripped elements

4. conclusion
In this project, I have demonstrated one way to build a text that centers the everyday
critic. I asked: “what would happen if, as McGee18 argued, I constructed a rhetorical
analysis under the assumption that ‘text construction is now something done more by
the consumers than by the producers of the discourse?’” Following this prompt, myself
and seven collaborators responded to a rhetorical work by making a variety of artifacts:
from digital collage to textile art to text annotation. We discussed the story, our interpretations, and our creative process extensively: drawing connections to our lived experiences, speculating on the other collaborators’ thoughts, and what potential viewers
of this project might think of what we have done. These fragments ‒ simultaneously
disjointed and interconnected pieces of information, constructed the discourse that I
selected to observe as the text of this project.
Through this exercise: making artifacts and discussing them, I observed three arguments that this group made about the nature of a text. First, a work is not singular
and fixed; second, meaning is not inherent to a work; and third, meaning is not singular
and fixed. I intentionally centered my interrogation around the everyday critic in order
to challenge the separation and hierarchy between every day and professional voices.
Underestimating the everyday critic is tantamount to misunderstanding the rhetorical
life of a work and the relationship between text and context.
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