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Page Tectonics: On Applying Scientific Metaphor to an Unsettled Theory of Composition

Definition and Rhetorical Framework
I will examine the application of a scientific metaphor (plate tectonics-geological theory of 
kinetic movement/shifting of the Earth’s surface) to illuminate compositional limitations and 
possibilities in what I am calling page tectonics, a theory of composition in unavailable designs 
(“awaywithwords”), or areas of text shift/movement. In The Meaning of Meaning, I.A. Richards 
describes “whenever a term is thus taken outside the universe of discourse for which it has been 
defined, it becomes a metaphor, and may be in need of a fresh definition”; definition is relevant 
to some purpose or situation (111). If I am to explore usefulness of this metaphor, I must 
illustrate that it can extend from its grounding in scientific theory to inventive use in a 
composition of fluxus (shift/interactivity). In its extension, what does it permit that current 
theories of composition do not? Is it valuable enough to come into usage? 

In “The Stases in Scientific and Literary Argument”, Jeanne Fahnestock and Marie Secor 
describe the stases as a point at which questions arise about a subject. The rhetorical stases from 
low to high (in order of hierarchy) are: fact, definition, cause, value, action (428). Where to think 
about these questions falls in the order of the hierarchy, as questions of fact must be answered or 
assumed before questions of value or policy can be addressed (429). In order to explore the 
usefulness (value) of applying a scientific metaphor to illuminate compositional limitations and 
possibilities, I must concern myself with questions of definition and value. 

Plate Tectonics as Page Tectonics: Value of Compositional Metaphor
“Word dust drifted streets of broken music car horns and air hammers - The Word broken 
pounded twisted exploded in smoke” (Burroughs 147). 

Composition is overwhelmingly viewed as a settled practice. What is valued-efficiency, text 
reproduction, adherence to format, grammatical correctness, summarization/synthesis of expert 
scholarship, etc.-have constructed a monument to Composition. This monument of weathered 
stone and heavy wooden doors, settled in its pretentious girth, supposedly welcomes creativity 
and invention, but these are characteristics of composition that cannot be packed into its canon. 
In Writing New Media Anne Frances Wysocki reminds us that 
 “writing, like all literate practices, only exists because it functions, circulates, shifts, and 
 has varying value and weight within complexly articulated social, cultural, political, 
 educational, religious, economic, familial, ecological, political, artistic, affective and 
 technological webs; we know that...writing is one of many operations by which we 
 compose and understand our selves and our identities” (2). 
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Composition cannot be a settled practice; it must remain dynamic in its activity/interactivity. 
When the monument of Composition is pushed upon to leave the traditional page, its musty 
library shelves, its worn ornate rugs, and dust encrusted, iron framed windows, it doesn’t budge. 
In this static space composition is less identity exploration than idol worship. But what if 
composition was imagined as shifting instead of static? What we imagined as texts, and what we 
have not yet thought of in unavailable designs, could move as seen fit. Like Burroughs’ word 
dust, what we view as composition leaves the page, leaves hallowed Composition (that trembles 
on the fault line-word falling [Burroughs]), and scatters to find linkages of expressive and 
conceptual use in the moment of happening space (English Composition as a Happening). 

In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson describe what they call structural 
metaphor as the conceptualization of the nonphysical in terms of the physical. There exists a 
correlation between physical entity and something metaphorically structured as a physical entity, 
as the less clearly delineated idea is expressed in terms of the more clearly delineated idea (59). 
Illustrating composition as a stone monument is my conceptualization of traditional 
Composition.  What I propose here is another structural metaphor for composition; not another 
imposing structure to become settled, but a theory of structural kinetic movement: plate 
tectonics. Plate tectonics is a scientific theory which describes the large scale movements of the 
Earth’s lithosphere, which is broken up into tectonic plates. These plates move at one of three 
types of plate boundaries: convergent (collisional), conservative transform, or divergent 
(spreading). Along these boundaries is where the Earth is active: earthquakes, volcanic activity, 
the building of mountains, and the creation of trenches. The key principle of plate tectonics is 
that the lithosphere exists upon the fluid-like asthenosphere. Activity occurs between plates, 
between geologic mediums, as a kinetic phenomenon. What is thought to be solid and settled 
beneath our feet moves, shifts. Composition is a plastic every day art and is well served by this 
emphasis of activity, particularly between boundaries/structures/mediums in happening space 
(Sirc). Although suggesting a theory as a metaphor seems to turn conceptual metaphor on its 
head, as conceptual metaphors are used to understand theory through the illustration of one idea 
expressed as another, I am proposing the use of theory (scientific) as metaphor to illustrate 
another theory (compositional) based on physical movement. This seems to align with what 
constitutes as structural metaphor in that I want to conceptualize composition (nonphysical) in 
terms of the theory of plate tectonics (physical). Lakoff and Johnson explain “Because so many 
of the concepts that are important to us are either abstract or not clearly delineated in our 
experience (the emotions, ideas, time, etc.), we need to get a grasp on them by means of other 
concepts that we understand in clearer terms (spatial orientations, objects, etc.). This need leads 
to metaphorical definition in our conceptual system” (81). Composition is an abstract concept 
while plate tectonics is not; the scientific theory is much more concrete (as far as general 
acceptance of the concept/theory). According to the function of structural metaphor, it seems 
plate tectonics is useful for understanding composition. However, Lakoff and Johnson are careful 
to make a distinction between conventional (metaphors we live by) and unconventional metaphor 
(52-53). Conventional metaphor is systematic metaphor that is integral to our culture-our living 
and thinking-and is fixed in convention, thus our understanding. Such conventional metaphor can 
be illustrated by the idea “theories are buildings”, in “The foundation of his theory lies in social 
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psychology”. Unconventional metaphor, either extension of conventional metaphor or unused 
parts of the conventional metaphor, or novel metaphor, fall outside of conventional metaphor into 
the domain of figurative metaphor. A novel metaphor (the one I find most interesting) might state 
“Classical theories are the fly paper to creativity.” While the novel metaphor (or extension or 
unused metaphors) can be interesting, they are not accepted or used as are the conventional 
metaphors we live by. This seems to render my plate tectonics metaphor as isolated from a 
broader context. Although it fits the framework of a structural metaphor, it is not conventional in 
cultural use; it is novel. Systematic metaphors are durable in that they are embedded in our 
culture so much so that they are integral to our thinking and understanding. Durability as 
widespread use of metaphor deserves to be examined. What I am concerned with in my 
compositional metaphor is not necessarily durability, but usefulness. I argue that usefulness is not  
limited to qualification by durability, or widespread use, but that it lends itself pedagogically, 
practically, and inventively, thus having value. 

Perhaps a plate tectonics view of composition is far from mainstream circulation, but it remains 
useful in its novelty (its unusualness, its offbeatness). Lakoff and Johnson explain the usefulness 
of new metaphors in stating they make sense of our experience in the same way conventional 
metaphors do: they provide coherent structure, highlighting some things and hiding others. They 
are imaginative/creative and can give new meanings to our past, to our daily activity, and to what 
we know and believe (139). New metaphors, like systematic metaphors, provide coherent 
structure by highlighting some features while suppressing others; they too make sense of our 
experience. By providing coherent structure to our experiences, the metaphor creates similarity: 
the composition experience is perceived only in understanding the experience of activity in plate 
tectonics (151). By highlighting the shift/activity of plates in plate tectonics, available methods 
of composition are illuminated in their activity/interactivity. What we view as solid or static is 
actually shifting in both concepts-the Earth’s surface and composition (how and why we 
compose in the moment of activity/interactivity). Usefulness, or value, is therefore not limited to 
systematic metaphor as it operates in new metaphor as well. 

In continental philosophy metaphor is the process of conceptual borrowing or reassignment, 
recombination, and juxtaposition which revises our perception of the world. In this happening 
space, this encounter, metaphor can spark invention when we become interested in the 
interactivity between two things. I would liken this to Lakoff and Johnson’s explanation of 
metaphor as imaginative rationality (193). Metaphor unites reason and imagination, or seeing 
one thing in terms of another thing, “to comprehend partially what cannot be comprehended 
totally”. I set out to illuminate compositional possibilities and limitations in light of scientific 
metaphor, to see unavailable designs in the interactivity of texts (materiality, means, or media). 
While this examination of metaphor is limited (as it is introductory), it is valuable to see one 
thing (composition) in terms of another thing (plate tectonics) partially, on a smaller scale at 
happening in between spaces; keeping composition from settling into Composition. 
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