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Form from form: The case for exaptation in rhetorical genre
evolution
Noah Roderick

School of Humanities, Education, and Social Sciences, Örebro University, Örebro, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Since its beginnings in the 1970s, modern rhetorical genre studies
has used classical Darwinian adaptation as a key analogy, if not a
model, in the study of genre evolution. While the adaptation
analogy has obvious strengths, it also produces blind spots. As
the studies of rapidly evolving social media genres presented in
this article suggest, not all of a genre’s formal features are the
result of a purposeful adaptation to an existing rhetorical exigence.
Some features repeat and intensify because they are part of the
genre’s aesthetic landscape, becoming available to be coopted for
a rhetorical purpose later on. This suggests that along with
adaptation, exaptation should also be considered as a crucial force
in genre evolution. Moreover, the inclusion of exaptation in our
model of genre evolution also means that rhetorical genre scholars
will need to rediscover the language of aesthetics and form even
as genre continues to be studied as social action.
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Introduction

“The language of ‘evolution,’” observes Caroline Miller, “pervades recent genre scholar-
ship.”1 Sometimes the language of evolution is used in a general sense, as a means of
emphasizing the fact that genres do not stay the same and that they too have histories
of use.2 But often, evolution is written about in more explicit terms, as a generalizable
process.3 Going back to the earliest days of modern rhetorical genre scholarship, Kathleen
Hall Jamieson argues unambiguously that we “should approach study of genres with a Dar-
winian rather than a Platonic perspective,”4 and she goes on to attribute the perseverance of
certain traits to the “chromosomal imprint of ancestral genres.”5 In a now canonical 1975
study, Jamieson puts her Darwinian perspective to work, writing about the birth of presi-
dential genres such as the State of the Union address, which she traces back to the Georgian
era King’s Speech to Parliament as an ancestral genre. Extending the Bitzeran model of the
rhetorical situation,6 Jamieson identifies the ancestral genre as a constraint, which, for
example, provided a productive limitation on how members of Congress should
respond to the address.7 Talk of evolution therefore not only makes the case that genres
are dynamic, but it is also a way of describing relationships between genres in time.
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Jamieson’s study demonstrates the process of adaptation. The concept of adaptation is
foundational in classical Darwinian evolution, but of course neither Darwin nor his suc-
cessors left the concept untreated. Darwinian adaptation opposed itself to earlier notions
adaptation which relied upon principles of use and disuse rather than the adventitious
notion of natural selection that Darwin envisioned. Accordingly, the concept of adap-
tation is treated in particular ways by genre scholars. For one, genres act as the nexus
between a situation, the social definition of the situation (the exigence), and an individ-
ual’s intentions for that situation. Social situations, Miller notes, are unlike material
events in that they are expected to recur. “Recurrence,” she says, “is an intersubjective
phenomenon, a social occurrence, and cannot be understood on materialist terms.”8

Furthermore, “Situations are social constructs that are the result, not of ‘perception,’
but of ‘definition.’”9 Whereas perception is subjective, definition is understood to
approach the intersubjective, or to be in the process of becoming objectified (though
never actually achieved). Thus, in order for the content of an individual’s intentions to
become socially substantive—that is, in order for those intentions to relate to a social
object—they must be adapted to a recurrent form. Put simply, we adapt our actions to
become fit (ad aptus) for a genre. And since genres socialize individual intentions,
they too must adapt to the social exigences for which they are selected.

But is the path to fitness necessarily this linear? I would suggest that when we study a
genre, particularly when we study the evolution of a genre, we are vulnerable to a kind of
confirmation bias. That is, we first try to understand the social exigence for which a genre
is selected or “taken up,” and then we look for the genre’s recurrent features, attempting
to discover a function relative to the exigence we have already identified.10 From there,
we might be able to say something about the intentions of the genre’s users as well as the
ideologies and structures of its community of users. Although this approach works quite
well in most cases, there is also no good reason to assume that all of a genre’s features
exist (and persist) because they have been serving an identifiable function relative to
the exigence type. Genres are formal rather than formulaic, which means that a
genre’s features are neither fixed nor exhaustible by description. For every formal
feature that is identifiable by function, there may be others that persist without serving
a present rhetorical function. Such features may persist and intensify because they are
a part of the genre’s aesthetic landscape (i.e., the sum of the affective or stylistic qualities
which users perceive and imitate). And, as I demonstrate in this article, some of those
features that persist without rhetorical function may come to serve rhetorical functions
as the genre is repeated across several iterations. Furthermore, there may also be features
that exist because they were fit for one exigence but have since become fit for another
exigence. The two mechanisms I’ve just outlined should be categorized not as adaptation
but as exaptation, an evolutionary process in which morphological change and fitness are
not ordered linearly. My purpose in this article is not to discount the explanatory power
of adaptation, but to argue that adaptation should not be the only axis on which genre
evolution is traced.

The dialogic principle

To explain the mechanisms of change and stability, rhetorical genres studies (RGS) draws
primarily on what I would describe as the dialogic principle, which is taken from the work
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of Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin argues that a realistic view of language should begin at the
level of utterances rather than sentences. The boundaries of a sentence are determined by
an internal logic, whereas those of an utterance are negotiated by a chain of responses:

The boundaries of each concrete utterance as a unit of speech communication are deter-
mined by a change of speaking subjects, that is, a chain of speakers. Any utterance—from
a short (single word) rejoinder in everyday dialogue to the large novel or scientific trea-
tise—has, so to speak, an absolute beginning and an absolute end: its beginning is preceded
by the utterances of others, and its end is followed by the responsive utterances of others
[…].11

Thus when we take up a genre, it is in service of a response of some kind. If genres are
recurring types of utterances, then genres themselves can be thought of as responsive, as
existing in relationships with other genres. Similarly, in his study of the workings of the
U.S. Patents Office, Charles Bazerman frames the relationship between genres in terms of
Austinian and Serlean speech act theory, whereby there exists a responsive chain of illo-
cutionary acts and perlocutionary effects.12 Each genre in the patent process not only per-
forms its particular functions (authorization, information sharing, etc.), but it also calls
for and anticipates another generic performance. And just as any good answer shares
some substance with the question it is answering, co-responsive genres have a tendency
to converge in form and content. Thus, it becomes possible to observe just how such
“generic texts have highly patterned relationships with the texts of others.”13

Anybody who teaches is of course familiar with the dialogic principle of genres:
assignment prompts tend to converge upon course syllabi, which themselves tend con-
verge upon departmental learning outcome statements, and so on. Out of such dialogical
convergences, we can begin to discern a common context. The character of this shared
context is not simply determined by the institution or community in which the genres
happened to be located; it also speaks to a shared ideology which helps to shape,
among other things, relationships of power and mutual obligations between members
of a given institution or community. In the above example of school genres, one
might, for instance, discern a legalistic character repeating itself across individual
generic actions which may have a recursive effect on all other practices within the insti-
tution. RGS scholars have posited several concepts to describe relations between genres
and the attendant effects of convergence, including genre sets,14 genre repertoires,15 genre
systems,16 genre chains,17 and genre ecologies.18 Each of these concepts describes relation-
ships between genres at a different level of organization, and at some points their claims
are competing; but again, the dynamics described in each of these terms is complimen-
tary in they begin from some form of the dialogic principle. These theoretical concepts
have proved quite successful in their application to the “ethnomethodological” study of
genres, particularly in investigations of institutional practices.19

One of the most important insights that concepts of genre sets, systems, etc. have given
us concerns the role genres play in institutional conservatism. Genres which have stronger
ties to particular institutions or else to specific economic, religious, or political practices
have a conservative effect on those institutions and practices, both practically and ideologi-
cally. But this is a two-way street. Strong ties to particular institutions and practices have a
conservative force on the genres themselves, effecting a certain degree of formal stability
(even as all genres are only ever metastable). Again, these concepts have been very
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successful in applied genre studies, and they continue to yield valuable insights. On the
other hand, as any physicist will tell you, just because a theory turns out to be true, that
does not mean it’s complete. As Brian Ray argues, many such studies “tend to focus on
interactions between similar genres, a fact that limits rhetorical possibilities.”20 Ray’s argu-
ment comes from a study on the use of internet memes in genre pedagogy. And this points
to some possible limitations in the dialogic principle in our understanding of genre evol-
ution. Its explanatory power is at its greatest when applied to genres which have strong ties
to institutional contexts, but its returns are somewhat diminished with genres in the wild,
so to speak. In order to develop a more complete picture of genre evolution, we need to
look to other principles or, at minimum, other useful analogies.

The benefits and limitations of the natural selection analogy

No one has been more explicit in examining the analogy between generic/rhetorical evol-
ution and natural selection than Miller, particularly in her more recent scholarship.21 In
describing the mechanisms of generic change, Miller identifies two movements: The first
is purpose, which is the movement of an individual actor taking up a genre for a particular
communicative goal; and the second is function, which pertains to a cultural system in
which a situation’s exigence is located.22 The effects of these movements are divided
thusly: “In purpose, we see the potential for change and innovation; in function we see
the forces of stabilization and adaptation.”23 We therefore find the most fertile ground
for our natural selection analogy in the effect of function. If there is an agent behind func-
tional movement, it is dissimulated into the historical contingencies of the cultural
system itself. As with natural selection, functional movement is non-teleological.
While an actor may take up a genre for a purpose, genres themselves are not inscribed
with originary purposes, nor do they bend reliably towards such purposes within their
lifetimes. But just because there is not a clear agent for generic change, that does not
mean that there is not a clear mechanism for change. Miller explains,

I do not mean to suggest that genres don’t allow for innovation but rather that they require
us to account for innovation within a context of imperfect replication and incomplete stabil-
ization, and I think this is exactly what an evolutionary model emphasizes.24

Here we find a core assumption about genres, which is that they are replications (in this
case, replications of social actions). Innovation or change, then, is actualized in the differ-
ence between those replications. An innovation may be the effect of a purposeful differ-
ence on the part of an actor or it may merely be an ‘imperfect replication,’ the effect of an
injunction against identical replication imposed by the singularity of a situation and the
particular content of an action. From the view of natural selection, the distinction is
unimportant. What is important is that any particular innovation is held to scrutiny
by the situational exigence for which the genre is taken up. This scrutiny, as Miller indi-
cates, is scalable to the genre itself: “[The] survival value of a genre means that there are
social recognitions, practical accomplishments, and satisfactions in it as a form of social
action.”25 What begins to emerge is a picture of classical natural selection in which a
formal innovation is met with an existing environmental configuration within which
that formal innovation proves to be either disadvantageous, inconsequential, or advan-
tageous enough to be reproduced (again, ad aptus).
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Miller and Dawn Shepherd’s 2004 study on the evolution of blogs offers a good illus-
tration of what adaptation looks like for new genres.26 Miller and Shepherd argue that the
blog is an adaptation to a social exigence created by the television era—particularly reality
television—with all the attendant postmodern blurring of public and private spheres.27

They found that the action blogs perform is one of personal expression,28 though,
again, this particular form of personal expression exists in a postmodern context with
the public sphere converging upon the private, instead of the expressive act of stepping
out into the public sphere. But knowing something about the cultural context and rhe-
torical function of a genre only gets us so far. With a new medium, one runs up against a
material limit. The material limit of a new medium means that the form of any rhetorical
action is not already given. Paper birthday card messages, for instance, do not give users
all of the shape they would need in order to write a birthday post on Facebook, even if
individual users see them as serving more or less the same purpose. Form in a new
medium must be either be adapted and translated from genres in other media or else
it must emerge by other means.

Miller and Shepherd have stuck to the former in their investigation of the blog’s
formal characteristics. Although they found blogs less formally unified than expected,
there were a few characteristics that appeared with some frequency. These included
“reverse chronological structure,” “frequent updating,” and a “combination of links
and commentary.”29 Miller and Shepherd are able to trace such formal features to
those of the blog’s generic forebearers, such as internet directory services, print media
clipping services, and diaries.30 Interestingly, their discussion of formal adaptation
strays a bit from the dialogical principle. Genres which they determined to exist
within a shared kairotic context, such as reality television and the memoir, are not for-
mally convergent. They are instead, as Miller and Shepherd call them, “‘sister’ genres.”31

Presumably, the relative lack in formal convergence among those sister genres in com-
parison to, say, that of the institutional genres in Bazerman’s study comes down to the
fact that the sister genres are only indirectly co-responsive, as they exist together
within a more diffuse context. Thus, there is more than one principle of form at work
here. But what we see in either case is an assumption that regardless of the formal pos-
sibilities of a medium, genres evolve to adapt to an existing social exigence. Generic
forms may converge or they may be taken up discretely from other genres, but they
are always, as it were, dragged along by exigences, which are, if not named, then at
least apparent to communities of users. This assumption is perfectly reasonable in
most cases, but its weakness is that it leaves little room for the causal power of form
itself. As I will argue in the following sections, not all forms can be traced to a genre’s
genealogy, and not all generic innovations follow upon an already existing exigence.
In order, therefore, to get a more complete model of genre evolution, we will need to
reconceive of the relationship between form and genre.

Exaptation as another path to fitness

Clearly, what is emphasized in Miller’s natural selection analogy is the process by which
formal innovations are taken up to suit functional adaptations to an existing exigence.
She does, however, allow that evolution is more complex than that: “Nonfunctional inno-
vations may be replicated, may acquire function and become favored […].”32 Though she
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does not mention it as such, Miller seems to be describing exaptation. First introduced by
Stephen Jay Gould and Elisabeth S. Vrba in 1982,33 exaptation has become a
productive concept not just in evolutionary biology but also in disciplines as far afield
as the history of technology, political science, and computer science.34 Gould and
Vrba define it thusly:

We suggest that such characteristics, evolved for other usages (or no function at all) and later
“coopted” for their current role, be called exaptation […] They are fit for their current role,
hence aptus, but were not designed for it, and are therefore not ad aptus, or pushed towards
fitness. They owe their fitness to features present for other reasons, and are therefore fit
(aptus) by reason of (ex) their form, or ex aptus.35

In other words, while classical natural selection encourages us to think of evolution as
creative insofar as it moves towards fitness, exaptation encourages us to think of
fitness as itself an emergent phenomenon. Here the relationship between evolution
and fitness is not always unidirectional.

Gould and Vrba’s most cited illustration of exaptation highlights the fact that flight-
capable feathers in birds were originally an adaptation for thermal regulation, and then
coopted for predatory purposes—longer, more articulated feathers (which were better
adapted for those predatory purposes) were later coopted for short feats of flight. A
less colorful, though perhaps more “apt” example concerns the abundance of repetitive
DNA in the genomes of eukaryotic organisms (which include us). When the structure of
the double helix was first described, it was assumed (or hoped) that it would affirm the
unidirectional relationship between evolution and fitness:

The linear order of nucleotides might be the beads on a string of classical genetics: one gene,
one enzyme; one nucleotide substitution, one minute alteration for natural selection to
scrutinize.36

Hopes for such a neat ratio were quickly dispelled when it was discovered that a sig-
nificant percentage of nucleotide sequences are copies that play no role in coding for
proteins, and exert no pressure on the organism’s phenotype.37 Thus if DNA rep-
resents a molecular information system, then repetitive DNA would have to be seen
as noise (variously, “junk DNA”). In reality, there is a rich tapestry of repetitive
DNA, some of it (of the moderately repetitive variety) having been coopted to serve
crucial regulatory roles in gene expression.38 Most of these sequences simply transpose
themselves onto other parts of the genome, while others come to play a role in gene
expression. But their mere potential to play an adaptive role becomes a problem for
evolutionary biologists. Under the terms of classical natural selection, adaptation
explains the persistence of a particular structure, but how can adaptation explain
the persistence of something that has not yet played an adaptive role and may
never do so? One possibility is to adopt an orthogenic position (a sort of evolutionary
teleology) in which repetitive DNA guarantees a flexible canvas for future use; but that
of course comes close to undermining the whole premise of natural selection. The
other alternative is to take these sequences on their own terms, recognizing that
before anything else, they repeat. Those repetitions are responsible for the persistence
of the nucleotide sequences, but on their own, they represent a “nonadaptation.”39

However, because they persist, they are available to be coopted and serve another,
adaptive purpose—not the other way around.
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Exaptation does not contradict or negate the mechanism of adaptation in classical
natural selection, but instead adds two extra dimensions to the evolutionary process:

[1] Natural selection shapes the character for a current use—adaptation
[2] A character, previously shaped by natural selection for a particular function (an adap-

tation), is coopted for a new use—cooptation [exaptation]
[3] A character whose origin cannot be ascribed to the direct action of natural selection (a

nonadaptation), is coopted for a current use—cooptation [exaptation].40

All three of these dimensions terminate in “aptation,” but the latter two involve exapta-
tion.41 Returning to Miller and Shepherd’s analysis of blogs, it makes sense say that some
of the formal features they identified represent fitness by way of adaptation. Again, for
example, the diary-like form of “frequent updating” can be seen as an adaptation to
the exigence of personal expression in a reality television culture. The important thing
is that an exigence already exists at the moment in which the formal innovation
appears so that its fitness for that moment can be tested. But if exaptation happens in
genres, we would need to see evidence of an innovation emerging before the exigence
for which it was apparently fit.

Exaptation in genre evolution

Although the speed of biological evolution is far from uniform, it is usually the case
that a large number of iterations of a species need to be observed in order to see evi-
dence for adaptation. That’s the case too for genres. Some studies, such as Devitt’s
investigation into Scottish Kirk genres, may examine more than a century’s worth
of material.42 Arguably, there is an even greater temporal burden on the evidence
for exaptation. Gould and Vrba’s description of flight-capable wings, after all,
spanned across genera rather than species. There are, however, useful exceptions.
Genetic alterations that would not have been evident in fossil morphology are now
observable. Evolutionary biologists also have at their disposal stochastic models and
generations of short-lived fruit flies, which produce—albeit highly constrained—evi-
dence of evolutionary processes within contracted timeframes. But those of us who
study genres have our own equivalent of fruit flies in the rapidly proliferating and
often short-lived genres of user-content media. In the genres of media platforms
such as TikTok and YouTube, it is possible to see typified innovations in timeframes
of years or even months, rather than decades. These genres, then, give us our best
opportunity to see exaptation at work.

Exaptation was not I was looking for when I began a study on the book haul video
genre on YouTube. My goal, rather, was to replicate (roughly) the methods that Miller
and Shepherd used in their study of blogs. But it became clear rather quickly that the exi-
gences to which the genre was adapting seemed to be evolving at about the same speed as
some of its formal features. Causation is hard to establish, so this could easily be inter-
preted as adaptation within a contracted timeframe. But it also left open the possibility
that the formal innovations I was seeing were in fact creating opportunities for exigences
to which the genre could adapt, exigences which were not available to the genre before
the appearance of those formal innovations. I have since observed this possibly inverted
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relationship between form and exigence in other user-content media genres, such as the
POV genre on TikTok, which I will also describe briefly in the sections below.

Exaptation 1: Book hauls

The first possible illustration of exaptation in genre comes from a pilot study of six book
haul vlog channels on YouTube.43 The channels in the study were selected for three
criteria:

[1] A minimum of 20,000 subscribers;
[2] Continuously active since 2013;
[3] Acquisition of corporate sponsorship by 2018.

The primary goal of the study was to look at the evolution of one generic form in par-
ticular: the jump cut. To that end, data was gathered from the first videos of the year
from the years 2013, 2015, and 2018. The numbers and frequencies of jump cuts were
recorded, and observations were made about which functions jump cuts were serving
in each video.

The basic action of a haul video involves a vlogger unpacking and commenting upon
items purchased either on a shopping trip or online. Haul videos have been around since
at least 2008, and corporate sponsorship for prominent vloggers is common.44 Most haul
videos are fashion-oriented, with clothes, jewelry, and cosmetics as mainstays.45 It is
important to point out that haul videos are not product reviews; vloggers are almost
always enthusiastic about the products displayed. Among the purposes of the videos
are to showcase the vloggers’ tastes as well as their abilities as bargain hunters.46 There
are several divergent genres of haul videos, including mystery box hauls, hauls for hob-
byists of different kinds, and book hauls.

The book haul community has expanded rapidly in recent years, but when it first
appeared in the early 2010s, it occupied a rather niche space in comparison to the
fashion haul community. Because of its niche status, the book haul genre lagged
behind other haul genres in responding to a commercial exigence. There is, of course,
the element of conspicuous consumption and commodity fetishism which is common
to all haul videos; but within this video-mediated content, there is also an implicit
ethical argument for the importance of reading. Indeed, there is even an identifiable rhe-
torical purpose imbedded within the commodity fetishism, which coincides with the rise
of e-books. The argument here is that cover designs, paper textures, and other visual-
tactile features of the printed book are integral parts of the reading experience. Addition-
ally, the genre mediates individual arguments for the importance of certain works,
authors, and literary genres.

There are readily identifiable stylistic conventions in the book haul genre. The back-
ground typically consists of white bookshelves filled with well-ordered, tightly fitted rows
of books, and there is often an arrangement of fairy lights draped across the shelves them-
selves. Book haul entries are more often titled chronologically (either by month or by
season) than they are by theme. As in other haul videos, the presentations are unscripted
but edited monologues. Because the items displayed are books rather than, say, fashion
accessories, the presenters talk about the books’ contents and/or author backgrounds as
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well as the aesthetic qualities of the books as objects. This means that book haul videos
can be significantly longer than other haul videos, with many running past the twenty-
minute mark.

The relatively long running time of book haul videos further points to the importance of
editing techniques like the jump cut. The term jump cut has a variety of meanings depend-
ing on the medium; but in online videos, it means a cut that takes place within a static
frame. Jump cuts are always added in post-production. They are mostly seen in content
that features extended, unscripted monologues, such entertainment commentary, haul
videos, and some instructional videos. As in many other online video genres, jump cuts
in book haul videos serve to condense time, eliminate gaffs, and transition between dis-
played items. But there are also clear differences in how intentionally book haul vloggers
use jump cuts. More savvy vloggers use them to create anaphor or to divide topical bound-
aries (similar, for example, to the way in which writers divide between paragraphs). But if
we look at the relatively rapid evolution of the book haul genre, we can see that intention-
ality is not the only way in which the use of jump cuts has changed. There is also a marked
uptick in the frequency of jump cuts. In the six book haul channels studied, the average
number of seconds between jump cuts went from 12.5 in 2013 to 9.0 in 2015, before
rebounding slightly to 9.6 s in 2018. In a couple of cases, the change was dramatic. One
channel, Jean Bookishthoughts, went from an average interval of 27.7 s between jump
cuts in 2013 to an average interval of 6.5 s in 2015. Moreover, the standard deviation in
jump cut frequencies between 2013 and 2015 decreased significantly, going from 7.25 in
2013 to 4.1 in 2015 (there was a small increase in 2018, with an SD of 4.62). Such a narrow-
ing of differences could be evidence of typification, which I would attribute to a growing
professionalization among the vloggers between 2013 and 2015.

While the increase in jump cut frequencies and the decrease in frequency differences
in these videos can be attributed to a growing professionalization among the individual
vloggers, that might not be the whole story. As the use of jump cuts increased from 2015
onwards, they began to produce effects which went beyond their original functions of
gaff/dead air erasure, grammatical/topical division, and item transition. They started
to be used to introduce recursion as well, for example, in poking fun of something the
vlogger is saying while they are in the process of saying it. Jump cuts were also being
used to abruptly shift the energy of the monologue in order to create emphasis. When
jump cuts are used simply to cut out dead air, the effect is that time is condensed. But
when they are used to effect abrupt shifts in the monologue, it’s not so much that
time is condensed as it is that speed is increased. Or rather, speed is intensified (speed
in this context is an aesthetic quality). To explain, the purpose of cutting out dead air
is to make the vlogger less visible. Jump cuts, similar to hesitation markers in speech
(e.g., “um”), can be used to hide the presence of the speaker behind the speech itself.
Using jump cuts to create speed, on the other hand, has the opposite effect. It continu-
ously resets the audience’s attention, escorting it from the specific content of the action
back to the vlogger herself. The effect of speed emerges from this oscillation of attention.
What the book haul vlogger is doing, then, is dramatizing speed. As such the dramatiza-
tion of speed becomes an important formal feature of the genre. I would argue that when
the bare number of jump cuts increased from the genre’s early days in 2013 to its more
stabilized form in 2015, it is because vloggers were imitating (and thereby intensifying)
speed as a form.

QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF SPEECH 9



It is clear that by the late-2010s, the acquisition of corporate sponsorship and the per-
formance of advertisements had been added to the list of exigences for which the book
haul genre was adapting (as was the case for countless other genres on YouTube). Evol-
ving forms like the dramatization of speed have the effect of shifting attention to the
vlogger as a personality, which is no doubt useful in achieving and maintaining corporate
sponsorship. What is less apparent, however, is if a form like the dramatization of speed
was an adaptation to corporate sponsorship as an existing exigence, or if the form evolved
for a prior purpose (e.g., augmenting the vlogger’s presence within the community of
booktubers), and only subsequently helped to open up the genre for the corporate spon-
sorship exigence. If it’s the latter case, then we can see that generic forms are capable of
taking on additional rhetorical purposes during the course of a genre’s existence, and that
they therefore cannot be reduced to the exigences to which they are originally adapted. So
while it is by no means definitive that exaptation is at work in the evolution of book haul
videos, the asymmetrical relationship between form and exigence in this case calls out for
an explanation that cannot easily be supplied by the current conception of natural selec-
tion in RGS.

Exaptation 2: POV

The second illustration comes from the effervescent world of TikTok, and it suggests not
only that formal innovations can open a genre up to new exigences, but that formal inno-
vations may even play a role in the genre divergence (or speciation, if you like). TikTok
began in China in 2016 as a short form lip-syncing app.47 It quickly filled a void left in
Western social media by the 2017 shuttering of Vine, another short form video app which
was known for decontextualized, often weird content from its young users. One of the
most prominent genres on TikTok is the POV (variously, “roleplay”) genre. There are
now several divergent POV genres, but their defining characteristic is that the user
acts in a dialogue (usually in media res) with an imagined person or object in the
room with them. Most videos are comical but they often contain deliberative arguments
as well, for example, about gender expectations, sexual and racial identity, depression,
bullying, and other social issues relevant to the user community. Since the videos are
short, video titles do much of the heavy lifting for context. The reliance upon descriptive
titles for context is something that POV video titles share with still-image meme captions.
Another quality they share with meme captions is their tendency to be in the indicative
mood: “#pov the hopeful little girl who thought everyone would be nice if you were kind
to them, learned that’s not how it works”48 and “POV: Rosa swears she’s not hungry
because she hates eating in front of her man”49 are, in both length and tone, typical
titles for the genre.

Seamus Heaney observed in his translation of Beowulf that there was a feeling in the
language of the poem of “living inside a constantly indicative mood.”50 The same can be
said not just of the titles of POV videos but of sense one gets from the videos themselves.
The relationships that the imagined dialogues enact are social facts which happen over
and over in the users’ lives. The viewer is inserted into just one instance of one of
those social facts. And this hints at the genre’s possible origin. Again, TikTok originated
as a lip-syncing platform; but because the maximum length for a video was originally
only fifteen seconds, users needed to select a part of the song that expressed something

10 N. RODERICK



in particular.51 This often took the form of a statement delivered to an interlocutor in an
imagined scenario, using, for example, the refrain from the eponymous Taylor Swift
song, “You need to calm down, you’re being too loud”52 As TikTok user Jess Fisher
observes:

They could just be lip synching a song with intention, but it’s also like making the viewer feel
like they’re being looked at, or being seen […] The only difference between that type of thing
and the POV genre is putting their own dialogue to it and writing it themselves. Like content
creation rather than just lip synch.53

At some point, the quality of feeling “like they’re being looked at” was experienced with a
different intensity and therefore with new meaning, at which point it could be then
dramatized for other sorts of actions. Dramatizing the “being looked at” quality with
the introduction of more personalized and expressive dialogue opens up the genre to
new kinds of exigences. In this case, the shift between exigences was truly pivotal as
they moved from an epideictic to a deliberative mode. So pivotal was this shift that it sig-
naled for the community of TikTok users the appearance of a new genre entirely.

It could of course be argued that those social exigences to which the POV genre is
adapting (gender expectations, sexual identity, etc.) existed for TikTok users well
before the appearance of the POV genre, and that we therefore simply have another
case of adaptation, full stop. But that would be to misunderstand how causality works
in exaptation. In a larger, ecological sense, formal innovations in organisms do indeed
contribute to the creation of new environments to which those and other organisms
may adapt. For example, the vegetative and animal life on islands owe a lot to the
mere fact that birds can fly. On the other hand, birds were not the first animals
capable of flight. Other animals were already taking advantage of the predatory and
defensive opportunities afforded by flight when Archaeopteryx took its first sustained
leap 150 million years ago. Exaptation is not about the emergence of entirely new func-
tions; it is about the ways in which formal innovations open up the organism to other
functions and other niches to exploit. Above all, exaptation is the idea that given a par-
ticular timeframe, there is not always a bijective relationship between form and func-
tion.54 Thus, in the case of the POV genre, we can see how it is continuing to adapt to
certain social exigences, but its present ability to continue adapting to those exigences
(its fitness) is owed not to adaptation itself but to the openness of its formal character-
istics to other exigences. It is possible that a genre like POV may have a significant
enough impact on the cultural landscape in which it inhabits to actually contribute to
the creation of new exigences that it and its “sister genres” might adapt to; however, it
is not necessary to demonstrate that in order to show that exaptation is at work.

The use and disuse of form: The discursive-material division

The subtitle of Gould and Vrba’s article is “a missing term in the science of form.” It’s no
coincidence, then, that my call to incorporate exaptation into our picture of genre evol-
ution has also been, up to this point, an implicit argument for the importance of form.
The topic of form has a tangled history in modern genre studies. As Devitt observes, “In
pursuing new perspectives on genre, form has largely been set aside.”55 I would argue that
there are at least two reasons for this: the first has to do with the modern definition of
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genre as social action and the attendant division of the discursive from the material; and
the other has to do with modern genre theory’s origins in, and subsequent departure
from, the critical methods of literary formalism, with its tendency to see genres in
terms of static forms. In that context, it’s quite understandable that form would be de-
emphasized; however, in neglecting form altogether, we risk weakening the explanatory
power of genre theory. What is needed instead is a more nuanced conception of form
than the one modern genre theory has inherited.

There is a strict demarcation between the discursive and the material in the modern
conception of genre. Genre is social action, but thus far the definition of actor has largely
limited itself to humans. In this limited conception, action is the effect of human inten-
tions. Therefore, whenever form is discussed in reference to a genre, the tendency is to
privilege forms that adhere closely to modes of human reasoning which manifest in dis-
course, particularly modes of ordering, such as disposition, syntax, and indexicality.
Things like disposition, syntax, and indexicality might otherwise be called structural
forms, but structural form is just one subset among others which we might include in
our concept of form. In order to think beyond structural form, however, it will be necess-
ary to violate the fragile truce between the discursive and the material.

Genres mediate individual intentions as social actions. But every genre—just like each
individual act of communication—is itself mediated in some way, even if it is just by
voice and gesture. So, at minimum, genres are materialized by their media. For
example, it’s true that a political campaign speech given over a microphone in a conven-
tion hall is no more a campaign speech than the one delivered via a video conferencing
app (even if the immediate experience varies), but there is always material limit beyond
which a rhetorical action’s generic identity is no longer recognizable to a community of
users. A campaign speech mediated by sign language interpretation is recognizable as a
mode of the genre, even to people who do not understand sign language; whereas a cam-
paign speech delivered in binary code is probably not, even to those capable of interpret-
ing it. At best it would be an artifact of the real rhetorical action, produced for a slightly
different purpose. That’s not to say that binary code is intrinsically incapable of being a
mode of mediation for the campaign speech genre; it’s just not a typified mode for the
genre, and so it risks losing the authority that comes with genre recognition. Thus,
while genres have material limits by virtue of their mediation, such material limits are
not necessarily dictated by matter itself. What we’re left with is a situation in which it
becomes impossible to place the material constraints of a genre on one side or the
other of the discursive-material dividing line.

As S. Scott Graham points out, the relationship between genre and medium has been a
persistent problem for modern rhetorical genre scholarship, given its emphasis on genre
as social action.56 The problem becomes more urgent with the proliferation of new
media, where, as Graham demonstrates in his study of the tweetorial genre on Twitter,
the evolving formal constraints of genre and medium are co-responsive.57 The idea
that there would be an effective relationship between medium and genre is of course
not new,58 but the plasticity of new media in concert with the high iterability of
genres within those media clearly has an accelerative effect on the evolutionary processes
of both. Indeed, it is hard to look at the convergence of these evolutionary speeds without
seeing more primitive mechanisms at work. Graham reminds us that the social action
theory of genre came of age during the linguistic turn in the humanities and social
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sciences, and that “Any interest in the discursive or the semiotic required a postmodern
approach and the attendant rejection of materiality and materialism.”59 The autonomy of
the discursive from the material meant that genre and medium needed to be sat on two
sides of an ontological divide. In recent years, however, the linguistic turn has given way
to a turn towards realism, which includes process ontologies inspired by Henri Bergson,
Gilles Deleuze, and Bruno Latour. Such ontologies now fall under the umbrella term new
materialism, and one of the things that is “new” about this materialism is the rejection of
naïve physicalism. Thus, descriptions of relations, change, and endurance are no less
germane to discursive fields than they are to volcanos, hurricanes, and immune
systems. This is not matter of reducing the social-discursive to the material, but rather
ascribing a social dimension to matter itself. Applied to genre theory, this means that
social action is more than an intersubjective phenomenon called forth by human exi-
gences; it is a confluence of human actors and non-human actors which would have
otherwise been categorized as concomitant constraints.

A turn towards realism in genre theory seems to me a positive development because it
opens up ways to account for genre changes which do not always need to be traced back
to discernable and immediate human exigences, thereby allowing us to explore and
develop new methodologies in the study of genre. However, in adopting a strongly
process version of new materialism, there is a danger of once again dissolving the
affective power of genres themselves. In his new materialist approach to genre, for
instance, Graham rejects the notion of genres as “[discursive] entities.”60 He instead
claims, “Genre is a process. Genre is a verb.”61 And it is in this notion of genre as
verb that Graham is able to reconcile his materialism with the existing theory of genre
as social action. While I too reject the notion that genres exist on the discursive side
of a discursive-material divide, I see no reason to divest them of their status as entities
or objects as such. It is certainly true that genres are in a constant state of observable
change, and this is why the analogy to biological evolution has been such a productive
one. However, to admit that genres are objects with real forms does not necessarily
mean that those forms are rigid and eternal, as previous formalisms have held. On the
other hand, a process ontology, as Graham Harman rightly claims, “allow[s] objects
no surplus of reality beyond whatever they modify, transform, perturb, or create.”62

For genres, this would mean that the whole of a genre’s being is disclosed in each
generic action, which would also support the idea that any formal quality the genre pos-
sesses is present because it serves an existing function. As we have seen in the exaptive
view, however, it is possible for formal qualities to exist and endure without serving
any present function. There is thus a reservoir of being that may or may be tapped in
future iterations of the genre.

A genre is a special kind of object because it exists in a perpetual state of repetition, but
that does not mean that our experiences of genres are purely internal and associative. If
they were purely internal and associative, then they would not be able to do the work of
mediating individual intentions as social action; and if their qualities only belonged to a
transcendental mode of reasoning, they would not need to do that work. It would there-
fore be impossible for genres to do the work of mediating individual intentions as social
action if they did not have some sort of a phenomenal dimension. We are conditioned to
think of genres first in terms rhetorical purpose, which involves an interplay of individual
and social intentions. That’s understandable because the rhetorical action of genres is
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what makes them relevant for us study in the first place. But taken on their own terms,
genres are objects whose primary action is to repeat. It therefore behooves us to think
about genre not just in terms of intention but also in terms of intension. Acknowledging
the phenomenal dimension of objects means that we need to expand our idea of form to
include aesthetic qualities as well.

The use and disuse of form: Inherited limitations on the aesthetic

The other reason why the concept of form has fallen into disuse in genre studies is because
modern rhetorical genre studies, at its beginning, defined itself in large part against the
practice of genre criticism, which was native to literary formalism. Indeed, most contem-
porary schools of genre study—fromRGS to cultural studies to systemic functional linguis-
tics—owe their existence, in part, to their opposition to literary and/or linguistic
formalism. In creating a specific distinction from genre criticism, Campbell and Jamieson
quoteNorthrop Frye, who says of the practice, “The study of genres is based on analogies in
form,” with form being identified as “typical recurring images,” “associative clusters,” and
“complex variables.”63 This understanding of form was of something more or less fixed,
like Platonic ideas subsisting in texts with greater or lesser degrees of perfection. Starting
from this notion of formwas valuable to earlier literary criticism because it could be used to
createmore andmore descriptive taxonomies of texts and because it established a language
by which a text could be evaluated according to its taxon.While the aesthetic lexicon of the
formalists might have been useful to the authors producing literary texts, it was really
geared toward the appreciation of literary texts as products, and therefore served primarily
as a ready tool set for the audiences of those texts. But as Herbert W. Simons and Aram
A. Aghazarian point out, rhetorical actors are “far more constrained by situational
factors than are poets, novelists, dramatists, and the like,” and so there was already less
explanatory power in stable textual forms as genre criticism moved from the literary to
the rhetorical.64 Furthermore, with the development of ethnomethodogical approaches
to genre in the 1980s (and subsequent departure from the tradition of genre criticism),
RGS scholars became far more interested in the production of generic actions and the
ways in which genres shape participation in their communities and institutions of use.
Consequently, the historical arc of the field is one that moves from the analysis of impor-
tant political speeches to that of generic actions inmore quotidian contexts like workplaces
and schools. Alongwith their emphasis on the production of generic actions, Campbell and
Jamieson anticipate the later development of the ethnomethodological approach by calling
for an “inductive” approach to genre analysis.65 This means that instead of deducing a rhe-
torical action’s identity from a given constellation of forms, recurring formal features are
identified independently of any classification scheme and then analyzed according to the
function they serve for the rhetorical action in which they are found. While Campbell
and Jamieson agree with Frye’s call to create a firm conceptual framework of formal analy-
sis, they propose that any language of form be translated away from the aesthetic and into
the language of typical “strategies,” similar to rhetorical topoi.66 It is only after the rhetori-
cal function of the formal feature is identified that it can be identified as a type, at which
point it may be considered in relation to the constellation of forms that make up a
genre. The argument here is familiar: any given formal feature owes its persistence to an
existing and definable purpose to which it has adapted.
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But even in dismissing the language of form from the literary genre criticism of the
formalists, Campbell and Jamieson have inherited their misunderstanding (or perhaps
misuse) of aesthetics. Frye, after all, sought to turn literary criticism into a science,
where aesthetic forms would be pinned down to psychological structures and modes
of cognition, which is in fact a profoundly an-aesthetic position. Thomas Conley
thinks this misunderstanding is also because Campbell and Jamieson leave the concept
of form underdefined, arguing that “the use of ‘form’ to designate such diverse items
as enthymemes, commonplaces, figures, and situations does not succeed, in the long
run, in getting rid of the connotations of ‘Platonic’ form.”67 He sees at least five possible
meanings of form that might apply to the different ways in which Campbell and Jamieson
employ the term:

The several meanings will become apparent if we note that “form1” means “formative
element (as in “a formation of geese”)”; “form2” is close to what we mean by a “formality”
or by the sort of “form” implied by “formal dress”; “form3” is tantamount to “formula”;
“form4” resembles the molds into which plaster is poured or the “forms” that concrete-
workers use; and “form5” seems to stand for the “formal” (as opposed to the substantive?)
use of stylistic devices.68

Conley rejects the notion that things like arguments and strategies be included under the
rubric of form because, as he says, “audiences to do not apprehend speeches in those
terms.”69 He argues instead that “it would be useful to cultivate critical sensitivity that
is as analogous as it can be to the sort of apprehension audiences do experience, an appre-
hension more ‘syntagmatic,’ so to speak, than ‘paradigmatic.’”70 His claim, in other
words, is that before (or if at all) an audience analyzes a generic action into rhetorical
categories, it notices the style of the action as it unfolds. In order to disambiguate the
use of form as it is applied to genres, Conley seems therefore to recommend “form5”
as the guiding definition, thus returning it to something with more an aesthetic
connotation.

While I will conclude this essay by arguing that genre scholars should indeed “culti-
vate critical sensitivity” to the aesthetic experience of a genre, the concept of form as style
that Conley is arguing for is limited to how an audience notices stylistic devices for the
purpose of distinguishing one genre from another. So, while his criticism of the use of
form in RGS as ambiguous and “an-aesthetic” is compelling, it ultimately comes from
a theoretical position that rejects the socio-epistemic function of genre (i.e., genre as
social action) in favor of a classificatory function, albeit one that emphasizes practical,
audience identification rather than identity by deduction from classical categories.71

So, this too does not get us very far beyond the inheritances of genre criticism from
the literary tradition. Moreover, the choice between limiting the socio-epistemic role
of genres and limiting the role of the aesthetic in generic action seems to me a false
one. If we want to emphasize the aesthetic in our conception of form, the obvious can-
didate among Conley’s definitions of form would likely be, as Conley has indicated,
“form5” (form as stylistic device). However, I would argue that “form1” (form as for-
mation) is actually the better candidate because it allows us to conceive of aesthetic
form as generative—generative, in particular, of phenomenological experience. As
Harman argues, aesthetics should be considered “the first philosophy” because it is
about how “individual substances interact in their proximity to one another.”72 In
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other words, aesthetic experience is the primary mode of being in the world. Before any
meaning is assigned to an object, its formal qualities are encountered as a sensuous
experience. This means that the aesthetic experience is never completely closed to any
particular meaning, leaving open the possibility that new meaning can be poured into
the experience of any given form. Thus, when it comes to the production of typified,
generic actions, we do not just carry over forms as rhetorical strategies or category
markers from one action to another; we also repeat our sense impressions of multiple
generic actions, even if that is just the sense impression of how particular texts look
on the page. The aesthetic experience of a form is a matter of intensity and is therefore
singular. And when that singular experience is reproduced in a new generic action, there
is always a production of difference, no matter how great or small. So, while formal inno-
vations in a genre may be responsive to external exigences (adaptation), they may also be
driven by the intensification of certain experiences of the genre itself, which, as I have
argued, is how exaptation works in genre evolution.

Conclusion

Finally, although we can make a distinction between structural generic forms (e.g., dis-
position) and other kinds of forms, there really is no fundamental division between aes-
thetic and non-aesthetic forms. The aesthetic is a dimension of experience, not a class of
formal features. This means that even those formal features with clearly discernable rhe-
torical purposes also have an aesthetic dimension. In my observations of the book haul
and POV genres, I have identified more specific formal features as dramatizations whose
repeated, intensified effects have shaped the genre’s potential to act on certain exigences.
But even the most classical of rhetorical forms, the enthymeme, might be seen as a dra-
matization of doxa. Restating an enthymeme as a full syllogism with the inclusion of its
doxastic premise alters the feelings of collective understanding and identity between
speaker and audience—the effect, in other words, that Burke describes as consubstantial-
ity.73 Readers of Kenneth Burke will also be familiar with the concept of dramatism,
whose connotations straddle the boundaries of the rhetorical, the sociological, and the
aesthetic. There are, as it turns out, several concepts in regular circulation within the
field of rhetoric that can be used to describe both rhetorical strategy and aesthetic
quality, such as parallelism, antithesis,74 and incongruity,75 which Mohanty and Ratnesh-
war define as “a generic term for an artful deviation from ordinary modes of speaking or
writing.”76 Such concepts are versatile enough to deployed in genre analysis in any mode
(visual, textual, etc.). The challenge, if we want to build a conceptual framework and then
methodology for exaptation, is to make such concepts work for diachronic studies.

Wherever the formal strays from the formulaic, aesthetic intension will play a role in
the production of generic actions, and so exaptation will play a role in genre evolution.
This principle should hold for all genres, though, again, it is probably most clearly oper-
ative on the evolutionary paths of frequently iterated, multimodal genres, like those on
social media platforms. But since those very genres are becoming increasingly prominent
(if not hegemonic) in our public discourse, now would seem the right time to develop
methods capable of following genre evolution along every axis, both the functional
and the formal.
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