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========================== 

 Kenneth Burke's own uses of what Sonja Foss calls "cluster criticism" are found 

primarily in his discussions of literary discourse (Philosophy; "Fact") and history 

(Attitudes).   In Philosophy of Literary Form, Burke advises the critic to look at literary 

images in their particular contexts.  By this, he means not simply the "context" of a single 

document (as New Criticism would stress) but with an understanding of the social, 

historical, and cultural circumstances that have helped create or enable a discourse:  

words, for Burke, are "grounded in . . . 'contexts of situation'" (Philosophy 96).   A 

knowledge of social context, combined with a rigorous search for and organization of 

terms that are emotionally resonant--for example, terms "indicative of 'social tensions'" 

(Burke, "Fact" 172 qtd. in Coe 4)--allows insights into what a document or set of 

documents does:  what effects it has on audiences/readers and why.   

 

 While rhetorical criticism generally focuses on effects, cluster criticism is 

particularly helpful for showing how writers’ attitudes about controversial issues help 

shape persuasive rhetorical strategies.  By charting key terms or ideas that signal writers’ 

attitudes or positions, cluster criticism can illustrate how and why some speakers or 

groups believe they have more or less power than others to influence or control public 

discourse.  If the general goal of cluster criticism is to identify a writer’s motive for 

engaging in a rhetorical act (Foss 367), then “motive” cannot be separated from a group’s 

desire to create discourses with the power to shape larger public attitudes or, as William 

Benoit suggests, to justify publicly the actions a group has already taken (70). 
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 In the case of the White Ribbon Campaign, a group of men engages various 

rhetorical strategies to persuade women that it is appropriate for men to participate in the 

feminist forum of discourse about violence to women.  While these strategies open up 

possibilities for dialogue with women, they also engender conflict over who has the 

power to govern this forum.   I use cluster criticism to analyze documents by and about 

the WRC in order to illustrate why, and under what circumstances, the participants are 

motivated to defend, negotiate, or redefine the power to shape and govern discourse 

about this highly emotional and controversial issue.  

 

Step 1:  Finding Key Terms 

Defining Key Terms   

 Rhetorical critics William Rueckert (Kenneth Burke), Sonja Foss (Rhetorical 

Criticism), and Richard Coe ("Burke's Words") describe cluster criticism as a process or 

series of three interrelated steps.  The first step is "indexing," in which a critic sifts 

through documents to look for what Burke calls "key images," or key terms.  Of course, 

performing this step begs the question--what is a "key term?"   

 

 The general consensus among critics is that recognizing a "key term" depends on 

"frequency" or "intensity" [S. Foss, Rhetorical 368; Rueckert 84; Berthold 303; Cooks 

and Descutner 498).  Frequency simply  means number of occurrences in a document or 

part of a document.  For example, in her use of cluster criticism to analyze Burke's many 

meanings of "sheer," Crowell counts how frequently, or how many times, different 

versions of the word "sheer" or "sheerly" appear in a variety of Burke's texts.   I relied to 

some extent on frequency to help me choose two major key terms around which this 

study is organized, white ribbon and December 6.  The first term obviously has 

instrumental value in many of the WRC documents, so one would expect it to come up at 

least several times in a WRC document, but white ribbon also repeatedly takes on 
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symbolic or emotional qualities in numerous documents.  Per document, December 6 

occurs at least once, and often several times, in discourses focusing on the Montréal 

massacre and the WRC’s use of that event as a focal-point for raising men’s awareness of 

violence to women.  (See Appendix B for a description of documents I analyzed for this 

study.) 

 

 But apart from drawing my attention to uses of white ribbon and December 6, 

frequency did not play a major role in governing my selection of key terms.  Inevitably, 

the issue of violence against women, with a tragic event like the Montréal massacre in the 

backdrop, generates terms and arguments associated with women’s experiences of 

oppression at the hands of men.  Many of the terms arising out of the WRC documents 

had such associations and, thus, were emotionally “resonant” or “intense.”  Therefore, I 

often relied on “intensity” rather than frequency as a criterion to find terms that had a 

significant role in defining white ribbon and December 6.  Most rhetorical critics I've 

survyed who have adapted Burke's cluster criticism as a method of analysis (notably Foss 

in Rhetorical and "Women," Avalos, Berthold, Crowell, Cooks and Descutner, and Coe 

in "Burke's") explain that a critic can gauge "intensity" by noting where and when the 

term is occurring in the document, such as beginnings, endings, breaks, oppositions, and 

transitional moments (Burke, "Fact" 167 qtd. in Coe 4).  Coe stresses that a key term can 

represent "pivotal . . . crucial moments in the text," that is, "terms on which the essential 

issues of the text itself pivot."   

 

 In order to judge whether a term is “pivotal,” a critic must not only see where a 

term occurs, but be able to apply knowledge of the various contexts that have helped 

produce or shape the document.  Thus, knowing whether a term is “pivotal” depends 

largely on what knowledge and attitudes the critic brings to the documents, including 

social and political positioning.  I believe Coe may be accounting for such positioning 



Cluster Criticism:  Theory and Applications 
 

Page 4 of 13 

when he says that a critic can select "terms pivotal to [one's] purposes for reading (3), a 

point Foss also makes (Rhetorical 368).   

 

 Besides being aware of a term’s position in a document as well as how one’s own 

positioning influences the selection of terms, a critic might define a term as “intense” 

because there seems to be what Burke refers to as a "gravitational pull" between a word's 

"felt reference" and "a real state of affairs" (Attitudes 242).  In other words, a term is 

“intense” if it evokes feelings and images associated with a significant event in social, 

cultural, or political life.  For example, Canadians equate the term December 6 to the 

one-time tragedy of the Montréal massacre.  But in a number of WRC and associated 

documents, December 6 is also understood to symbolize an extreme manifestation of 

men’s continuing and daily violence against women (see Ch. 1).  For many Canadian 

feminists, there is a strong emotional association between the symbolic December 6 and 

“a real state of affairs” of women suffering daily at the hands of men, and a critic must 

take this “gravitational pull” into account when analyzing the significance of December 

6. 

 

Finding Levels of Relationships Among Terms 

 Another way of determining key terms is to note their relative importance to each 

other, as well as to the participants in a discourse.  Certain terms may be so frequent or 

intense that, as Berthold suggests, they essentially predominate or govern a discourse.  

While some cluster critics, including Berthold (303), use Richard Weaver’s phrase “god-

terms” to refer to these, I use Burke’s label, “ultimate” terms, to describe the “governing” 

terms in this study.  In my work with the WRC, white ribbon and December 6 emerged 

early on as the two governing or ultimate terms.  Obviously I expected that white ribbon 

would occur frequently, but I have found numerous instances when this term has 

significance beyond merely referring to the campaign.  Similarly, December 6 not only 
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refers to the Montréal massacre but also has political significance for various groups 

involved in debate over the WRC’s goals and methods. 

 

 Other key terms are less frequent or intense than the “ultimate” terms, but still 

highly significant because they are closely associated or linked with “ultimate” terms (see 

Step 2, below).  I refer to these as “associational,” “clustered,” or “linked” terms.  

Finally, a highly important relationship to note in cluster criticism is opposition--the way 

terms might seem to oppose each other (see Step 3, below) and what these oppositions 

might mean in terms of group’s motives in relation to power.  I use Burke’s word “agon” 

to refer to these oppositions. 

 

Linking Terms With Social Context:  Creating a Concordance 

 Because of the fact that certain terms take on intensity through a “felt reference” 

to a highly emotional event, a cluster critic should not list key terms out of context.  

Instead, part of identifying key terms is making a "concordance" (Coe, "Burke's" 4) of 

their occurrences.  To make such a concordance, the critic must not only record a 

frequently occurring or intense term but place it within a specific rhetorical event (social, 

cultural, political).  For example, Foss (“Women”) discusses how three major clusters of 

terms indicate attitudes in the Episcopal Church toward the ordination of women, and she 

contextualizes her analysis within a chronology of women’s struggle within the church 

and the church’s response.  Similarly, Avalos situates Betty Friedan’s use of “power” 

chronologically, in the context of Friedan’s early and recent writings, being careful not to 

assume that “power” always means the same thing. 

 

 To view terms within their social and political contexts, I created a “concordance” 

for this analysis, consisting of over 100 pages of quoted excerpts from the documents I 

examined.  Each page centers on one significant occurrence of white ribbon or 
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December 6.  Each contains an excerpt (from several sentences to several paragraphs 

long) from a significant or pivotal point in a document where the term occurred, a point 

that in my judgment gives the term “intensity” or “pull” in relation to other terms or 

events.  Within each excerpt, I highlight key terms and associated terms.  The excerpts 

serve to indicate how and why the term is important by sketching the larger contexts 

giving the terms their intensity, or by showing a term in relation to others.  For each 

excerpt, I also record the source-document and its date, and I often add an analytical 

comment about the highlighted terms:  particularly comparisons to other uses (either in 

different documents, or at an earlier or later date, by a different group or person, or within 

different political or ideological contexts).   

 

 The sample concordance page I provide (over) notes attitudes about the white 

ribbon as an effective symbol for the campaign.   In one of the WRC’s “Frequently 

Asked Questions” (FAQ) series, the writers stress associations with “visibility,” 

“accessibility,” and “peace” (implicitly associated with the agon “war) as justifications 

for choosing a “white ribbon.”  Within the excerpt I quoted, the underlined words and 

phrases indicate possible links with white ribbon.  Below the excerpt, I comment on how 

the terms in this 1993 FAQ compare with those in the WRC’s first FAQ of 1992.  The 

purpose of my comments is to help me trace occurrences and reoccurrences of terms 

referring to the ribbon, like “accessibility” and “peace,” so that I can eventually create 

clusters of related terms (see Step 2). 



Cluster Criticism:  Theory and Applications 
 

Page 7 of 13 

 
Concordance Page 

 
 

 
TERM:    white ribbon (wearing/distribution & symbol) 
 
DATE USED: latter half of 1993 and Nov. - Dec. 1993 
 
DOCUMENT: "Frequently Asked Questions about the White Ribbon Campaign."  
Source:  WRC.  2 pp.  From 1993 White Ribbon Campaign Outreach/Publicity kit.  8 pp. 
 
EXCERPT FROM DOCUMENT: 
"1.  How did the White Ribbon Campaign get started? . . . .We decided that a white ribbon--worn the first 
week of December leading up to the second anniversay of the massacre of 14 women at the Université de 
Montréal engineering school--would be a symbol of men's opposition to men's violence against women.   
"4.  Why a white ribbon?  WRC initially chose the white ribbon as a symbol of opposition to men's 
violence against women because it was very visible and very accessible.   Most people without even 
knowing it have white ribbon somewhere in their home (at the bottom of a closet or at the back of a 
drawer).  White ribbon can also be purchased from most shops including your corner grocery store.  White 
conjures images of peace, which is another reason why it was chosen. 
 
 
CONTEXT AND USE(S) OF TERM: 
This 1993 FAQ retains the wording of the 1992 FAQ in explaining the general symbolic significance of the 
white ribbon, but omits references to "millions of men" and "several ribbons."  In contrast to the 1992 
FAQ, this 1993 version elaborates on the "logistics" behind the choice of a white ribbon; stressing 
accessibility is a tactic to appeal to the mainstream.  This FAQ also notes the archetypal association of 
"white" with "peace," which is mentioned in several of the earliest WRC documents and news articles.  

  

 

Step 2:  Finding Associations Among Key Terms  

Determining Kinds of Linkages   

 After compiling a concordance of key terms, noting the contexts in which they 

occur, and deciding which terms seem to govern the discourse, the critic needs to 

determine "what goes with what" (Burke, Philosophy 18).  So the second main step of 

cluster criticism is to construct "associational clusters" of related terms (18).   Key terms 

can be linked grammatically, such as through conjunctions or the placing of terms 

together as a noun phrase; they can be linked semantically, through similarities of 

wording which Burke calls "imagery bridges" (19); or they can be linked “rhetorically,” 
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as Burke calls it, through parallelism, metaphor, certain patterns of organization, or the 

way people might associate a term with a particular social value. 

  

 In her analysis of John F. Kennedy’s presidential speeches, Berthold uses simple, 

linear charts to indicate various associations among such key terms as “freedom,” 

“strength,” and “security.”  I use a roughly similar method of charting clusters of terms 

associated with white ribbon and December 6.  In the following sample chart, (a slightly 

different version appears in Ch. 3), I outline some of the positive, proactive terms the 

WRC associates with the ultimate term white ribbon: 

 

Ultimate Term: white ribbon 

Key term linked with white ribbon =  RESPONSIBILITY 

Terms assoc. with  RESPONSIBILITY =   wearing (ribbon), supporting (women) 

WEARING (a white ribbon) as symbolically taking RESPONSIBILITY: 
      
Visibility   --->  seeing, noticing ribbons; stressing color White      
Accessibility  --->  getting ribbon materials easily 
Numbers  --->  thousands, millions of men; mass national campaign   
             
SUPPORTING (women) as taking RESPONSIBLE action: 
 
Oppose, Protest    --->  male violence against women 
Mourn      --->  victims of violence; the massacre 
Help Women's Program --->  donations/funding/"women's work" 
       

 

This chart illustrates that among the many key terms associated with the ultimate term 

white ribbon is "responsibility."  The linkage between these particular terms is more 

rhetorical than grammatical (see Ch. 2), established through argument and example. 

"Responsibility" is linked with lesser key terms like "wearing a ribbon" and "supporting" 

women.  In turn, "wear" is associated with terms suggesting the need to publicize the 
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WRC, such as "visibility" and "accessibility," while "support" is linked with proactive 

terms like "protest" and "mourn."    

 

 These terms are linked in various ways.  For example, verbs like "see" and 

"notice" in close proximity to white ribbon convey the idea that the white ribbon is a 

highly "visible" symbol.  Repetition of similar grammatical structures helps define the 

ribbon as a form of "protest":  "to show opposition," "to show your horror," "to call on 

governments."  There is also a rhetorical link between the white ribbon and the concept 

of "mourning," created partly through the WRC’s belief, which it shares with activist 

feminists, that men are "at war" with women.  The effect of this phrase, linked with 

“women,” is to create an “imagery bridge” between the idea of war casualities and men’s 

violence against women.  When combined with the emotional impact of the Montréal 

massacre, the term “mourning” defines women as war casualities, and in this way the 

WRC identifies closely with many women’s feelings about the massacre.   

 

Step 3:  Finding Agons 

Noting the Importance of Oppositions 

 Finding "what goes with what"--that is, associational clusters explaining or 

developing an ultimate term--illustrates part of what Burke would call the "whole drama" 

of a controversial rhetorical event.  The critic also needs to articulate "what versus what,” 

which means to note the "dramatic alignments" or "agons" (Burke, Philosophy 58) in a 

set of documents.  As Burke explains it,  

 
A total drama, as the agon, is analytically subdivided into competing principles of 
protagonist and antagonist.  Their competition sums up to one over-all coöoperative 
act (as the rôle of Iago and Othello "dovetail" with each other to compose the total 
progression of the tragedy).  (Philosophy 64). 
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Thus, what Foss, Rueckert, and Coe call "an agon analysis"--the third step of cluster 

criticism--is necessary for understanding the conflicts which shape rhetorical events.  

"Agons" are concepts that actually or potentially oppose the main key terms.   However, 

the intent of agon analysis is not merely to set up polarizations or dichotomies.  Rather, 

placing key terms and agons side by side, or making them syntactically parallel (creating 

"appositions," as Coe [4] expresses it; see below for an example) can highlight shifting 

relations between opposed principles, a process which, ideally, helps a critic chart social 

changes and transformations.    

 

Noting Attitudes Toward Power Through Agon Analysis 

 In the discourses of the WRC and the feminist groups which responded to the 

campaign, I found agon analysis essential in exploring shifts in attitudes toward power 

(or "rhetorical territory").  I used agon analysis to help determine to what extent, and 

why, various feminist groups were concerned about the WRC's means and motives, and 

to understand why at least some of the WRC's goals and methods were seen as a potential 

threat, a male "appropriation" of feminist rhetorical territory.   

 

 The ultimate term December 6 is a prime focal point for feminist (and 

profeminist) concerns about the WRC as a group of men appropriating feminist work.  In 

this study, I use agon analysis to gain insights into why these concerns arose.  In 1991 

and 1992, the WRC saw December 6 as the culmination of White Ribbon Week, a time 

for raising men’s awareness and encouraging men to take responsibility and action.  

However, some feminist groups responding to the WRC associated the WRC’s initial 

focus on December 6 with "appropriation" (linked with "men," "media space," and "male 

empire"), a term reflecting fears of men’s traditional power to dominate and silence 

women.  These fears of “appropriation” are agonistic to the WRC’s concept of “taking 

responsibility.”  In analyzing these agonistic concepts together, I found it easier to 
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understand not only the political controversies associated with December 6 but also the 

difficulties facing women and men of good will when what is at stake is the power to 

control the discourse about a sensitive issue of gender relations. 

 

 Indeed, I have found agon analysis helpful for illustrating why some groups 

believe that women should control or govern the discourse about men’s violence to 

women.  For example, while the WRC links white ribbon with "responsibility" and 

"commitment," some feminist (and indeed, a few profeminist) critics associate white 

ribbon with "empty gesture."  This, in turn, is associated with a variety of words and 

phrases signalling a lack of practical action such as "display" or "sport" (a ribbon), "easy 

way out," and "safe gesture"; or terms suggesting deception, such as "political" (meaning 

"hypocritical"), "mask" or "façade," and "unsafe.”  (The campaign attempted to respond 

to and address these concerns by defining the white ribbon not only as an indirect 

indicator of men "taking responsibility," but as an explicit "commitment" or "pledge" to 

help end male violence.  In Chapter Four, I discuss whether the WRC was conceding to 

women the power to control the discourse by responding in this manner.)  

 

 Placing agons in proximity can thus be a helpful way for a rhetorical critic to gain 

insights into how potential allies must negotiate the power to control discourse.  But in 

some cases, writers place agonistic concepts in apposition within a document in order to 

reinforce an argument.  "Apposition" is simply the placement of terms side-by-side, 

making it easier to see and articulate the often conflicting (or even contradictory) 

relationships between them.  For example, the WRC uses parallelism to contrast two 

agons--problem/solution--in its statement “Breaking the Silence” (see Appendix C):  

“Men have been defined as part of the problem.  But we are writing this statement 

because we think men can also be part of the solution.”  These agons are deliberately 
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placed in apposition to challenge the notion that ending men’s violence against women is 

primarily women’s work and to prompt some transformative thinking about the issue. 

 

 By emphasizing not only associations among terms but the complexities and 

contradictions arising out of how term oppose each other, a critic is better able to see how 

a text is "of and in the drama of human relations" (Rueckert 90).  Essentially, cluster 

criticism is designed to highlight the complexities arising out of conflicting emotions and 

attitudes rather than insist on "reduction to one 'cause'" (Burke, Philosophy 85).  Charting 

these complexities is an effective method of teasing out power relations in discourses 

between groups of unequal power; noting when power shifts from one group to another; 

and providing insights into how shifts in power might signal social change.   

 

Taking Cluster Criticism a Step Further 

 Another possible application of cluster criticism--though not within the scope of 

this study--might be to analyze the use and effectiveness of "links" in hypertext and 

hypermedia.  A growing body of scholarship is exploring the uses of hypertext for 

professional purposes--such as academic research or job training--and for classroom use 

(see, for example, TCQ's Winter 1995 special issue on hypertext and hypermedia).  

Hypertext is based on the principle that people think in a non-linear, associative manner.  

As Elizabeth Weise explains, hypertext creates "links" between and within documents in 

an information retrieval system; these links allow searchers to retrace their paths as well 

as find associated paths and documents (24-25).  Similarly, hypermedia--which presents 

information not only through text but graphics, video, and audio segments--allows users 

to navigate not only hierarchically, such as through menu selections, but associatively, 

following links embedded in the material itself (Grice and Ridgway 35).   
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 These hyperlinks often take the form of graphics or "hotwords."  In their 

examination of composing in a hypertext environment, Beverly Kolosseus and her 

colleagues explain that "hotwords" signal major topics that "link to. . . corresponding 

sections" or subtopics; in turn, "every subtopic . . . radiates outward from the center" and 

is also linked to a specific "location" (83).  Arguably, cluster criticism links key terms in 

more linear or hierarchical ways than do the "hotwords" in hypertext.  But the weblike 

image suggested by Kolosseus et. al. of subtopics "radiating" images and ideas seems 

irresistibly compatible with Coe's description of Burke "spinning the implications of his 

pivotal terms" ("Burke's" 22).  Just as, to use Burke's own concept, words have "gravity," 

hypertext hotwords attract attention and "radiate" possibilities.   

 

 For these reasons, cluster criticism could provide a framework or scheme not only 

for composing hypertext/hypermedia links, but for evaluating existing links.  Hypertext 

links and hotwords, like the key words in any other persuasive discourse, have the power 

to shape our emotions and attitudes about public issues.  Could the creators of easy-to-

use, attractive, or versatile hypertext and hypermedia links also have the power to shape 

the knowledge and social values of users in as yet unforeseen ways?  While cluster 

criticism is not the only means of gaining insight into this ethical question, its ability to 

focus careful attention on how and why particular audiences create associations with 

particular terms provides an accessible means to explore the consequences of our 

rhetorical choices. 
 
 

 
(If you’d like complete bibliographical information for any of the references, 
please contact the author.) 


