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Rhetoric and composition have taken renewed interest in the topic of attention as a practical activity, conceptual toolset,  
and social phenomenon.  This occurs alongside many public and scholarly discourses claiming attention to be in 
widespread “deficit” and to be creating “crises” across public and private life.  The dynamics of contemporary attention, 
however, have become complicated, and our practices of attention are outpaced by new technologies refiguring 
communicative practices.   
A growing number of scholars across the disciplines have identified deficiencies in our understanding of attention and have 
formed “critical attention studies” to redress these deficiencies, retheorize attention, and suggest how the humanities can 
respond to assorted problems of attention in the era of digital culture. 
       Applying critical attention studies to rhetoric/composition leads us to ask for conceptions of attention that equip 
people to adapt through continual changes in the mediascape.  What should writers attend to?  In what manner should 
they attend?  What are the different kinds of attention, and how can they be taught?  These practical and pedagogical 
questions depend upon understudied theoretical foundations that fashion a sense of what attention is and endow our 
capacities of engagement. 
       This talk will overview Kenneth Burke’s work as a rich site for the theoretical foundations of attention praxis.  His 
dramatistic paradigm reads language as a species of action, and his concepts—such as terministic screens, motive, and 
orientation—identify social dialectics between symbolic and material aspects of the environment.  His work’s implications 
about attention illuminate how symbols create ways of seeing and not seeing.  Since good writing requires attending to 
others’ attention, Burke’s critical vocabulary helps us analyze symbolically-constructed features of social contexts (e.g. 
relations, values, identifications) and capacitates writers to control of the symbolic aspects of attention.  

 
David Landes is Assistant Professor at the American University in Dubai and Founding Director of the campus Speaking 
Skills Center.  He received his Ph.D. in communication, Rhetoric, and Media from the University of Pittsburgh and has taught 
at Stanford, MIT, Middlebury, and University of California at Santa Barbara.  His current project focuses on understanding 
attention via case studies in the fields of linguistics, music and performance, media, and composition as a part of his book 
that builds a rhetorical 
theory of attention.   
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