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Task for group or whole-class discussion: Working in small groups or as
awhole class, share your letters. Then pick representative examples ranging from
the most positive to the least positive and discuss how the letters achieve their
different rhetorical effects. If your intent is to support Riddle, to what extent
does honesty compel you to mention some or all of your negative memories? Is
it possible to mention negative items without emphasizing them? How?

Analyzing Angle ofVision

Just as there is more than one way to describe the party you went to on Saturday
night or to write about sweatshops, there is more than one way to write a letter of
recommendation for U. R. Riddle. The writer’s angle of vision determines what is
“seen” or “not seen” in a given piece of writing—what gets slanted in a positive or
negative direction, what gets highlighted, what gets thrown into the shadows. As
rhetorician Kenneth Burke claims in the epigraph for the chapter, “A way of seeing
is also a way of not seeing.” Note how the writer controls what the reader “sees.” As
Riddle’s former professor, you might in your mind’s eye see Riddle as long-haired
and sloppy, but if you don’t mention these details in your letter, they remain
unseen to the reader. Note too that your own terms “long-haired and sloppy” inter-
pret Riddle’s appearance through the lens of your own characteristic way of seeing—
a way that perhaps values business attire and clean-cut tidiness. Another observer
might describe Riddle’s appearance quite differently, thus seeing what you don’t see.

In an effective piece of writing, the author’s angle of vision often works so
subtly that unsuspecting readers—unless they learn to think rhetorically—will
be drawn into the writer’s spell and believe that the writer’s prose conveys the
“whole picture” of its subject rather than a limited picture filtered through the
screen of the writer’s perspective.

Contrasting Angles of Vision in Two Texts Consider the differences in
what gets seen in the following two descriptions of the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge in Alaska (the ANWR), where proponents of oil exploration are locked in
a fierce battle with anti-exploration conservationists. The first passage is from a
pro-exploration advocacy group called Arctic Power; the second is from former
President Jimmy Carter.

ARCTIC POWER’S DESCRIPTION OF THE ANWR

On the coastal plain [of the ANWR], the Arctic winter lasts for 9 months. It is
dark continuously for 56 days in midwinter. Temperatures with the wind chill can
reach —110 degrees E. It’s not pristine. There are villages, roads, houses, schools, and
military installations. It’s not a unique Arctic ecosystem. The coastal plain is only a
small fraction of the 88,000 square miles that make up the North Slope. The same
tundra environment and wildlife can be found throughout the circumpolar Arctic
regions. The 1002 Area [the legal term for the plot of coastal plain being contested] is
flat. That’s why they call it a plain. [...]

Some groups want to make the 1002 Area a wilderness. But a vote for wilderness
is a vote against American jobs.

JIMMY CARTER'’S DESCRIPTION OF THE ANWR

Rosalynn [Carter’s wife|] and I always look for opportunities to visit parks and
wildlife areas in our travels. But nothing matches the spectacle of wildlife we found
on the coastal plain of America’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska. To the
north lay the Arctic Ocean; to the south rolling foothills rose toward the glaciated
peaks of the Brooks Range. At our feet was a mat of low tundra plant life, bursting
with new growth, perched atop the permafrost.

As we watched, 80,000 caribou surged across the vast expanse around us. Called
by instinct older than history, this Porcupine (River) caribou herd was in the midst of
its annual migration. To witness this vast sea of caribou in an uncorrupted wilderness
home, and the wolves, ptarmigan, grizzlies, polar bears, musk oxen and millions of
migratory birds, was a profoundly humbling experience. We were reminded of our
human dependence on the natural world.

Sadly, we were also forced to imagine what we might see if the caribou were
replaced by smoke-belching oil rigs, highways and a pipeline that would destroy
forever the plain’s delicate and precious ecosystem.

—Jimmy Carter. From “Make This Natural Treasure a National Monument” from The New York
Times, December 29, 2000. © 2000 The New York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission
and protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, copying, retransmission
of this Content without express written permission is prohibited.

How Angle of Vision Persuades To understand more clearly how angle of
vision persuades, you can analyze the language strategies at work. Some strategies
that writers employ consciously or unconsciously are described below.

Strategies for Constructing an Angle of Vi ]
Strategy ANWR Example U.R. Riddle Example
State your intention e Farlier passages in the preceding * You might say “Riddle would
directly. excepts directly state Arctic Powers’ make an excellent manager”
pro-drilling and Carter’s anti-drilling or “Riddle doesn’t have the
stances. personality to be a bank
manager.”
Select details that ® Arctic Power writer (AP)“sees” the ® A positive view of Riddle would
support your cold, barren darkness of the ANWR; select and emphasize Riddle’s
intentions; omit Carter sees the beauty. good traits and de-emphasize or
or de-emphasize AP spotlights the people who live omit his bad ones.
others. on the coastal plain while making ¢ Anegative view would take the
the animals invisible; Carter spot- opposite tack.

lights the caribou while omitting
the people.

* To AP, drilling means jobs; to Carter
it means destructive oil rigs.
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