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The Nature of
Rhetorical Criticism

We live our lives enveloped in symbols. Wow we perceive, what we
know, what we experience, and how we act are the results of our own
symbol use and that of those around us. We distinguish between good
and bad professors because one-keeps us awake and interested in the
subject, and another does not. We see a movie and urge our friends to
see it. We listen to a speech by a political candidate and find ourselves
supporting her because of the humor and grace with which she presents
her arguments and the compassion they reveal. We choose posters,
prints, and paintings to decorate our homes that give us new ways of
seeing. These are but a few examples of the symbols we encounter every
day. As we do, we engage in a process of thinking about symbols, dis-
covering how they work, why they affect us, and choosing to communi-
cate in particular ways as a result of the options they present. This
process is called rhetorical criticism, and this book is designed to provide
the opportunity to explore the theory of and to develop skills in this
process.
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Rhetoric

A useful place to start in the study of rhetorical criticism is with an
understanding of what rhetoric is. Many of the common uses of the word,
rhetoric, have negative connotations. Rhetoric is commonly used to mean
empty, bombastic language that has no substance. Political candidates
and governmental officials often call for “action, not rhetoric,” from
their opponents or the leaders of other nations. In other instances,
rhetoric is used to mean flowery, ornamental speech that contains an
abundance of metaphors and other figures of speech. These conceptions
are not how rhetoric will be viewed in this book.

Here, rhetoric means the action humans perform when they use
symbols for the purpose of communicating with one another. This
definition suggests that four dimensions are of particular importance
in conceptualizing rhetoric: (1) rhetoric is an action; (2) rhetoric is a
symbolic action; (3) rhetoric is a human action; and (4) rhetoric functions
to enable us to communicate with one another.

Action. When we engage in action, we are making conscious
decisions about what to do. When we engage in rhetorical action, not
only do we make conscious decisions to communicate, but we also make
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&onscious  choices from among our communicative options. The

,@’
distinction between rhetorical and non-rhetorical action can be clarified
with an example of someone who does not exercise regularly and who

$&lays  tennis for the first time in many years. Following the match, he
&ic tells his partner that he is out of shape and doesn’t have much stamina.

This is rhetorical activity because he selects symbolic strategies in an
effort to explain to his partner how he is feeling, to suggest the source
of his discomfort, and perhaps to rationalize his poor performance. The
man also experiences an increased heart rate, a red face, and shortness
of breath, but these changes in his bodily condition are not conscious
choices, They communicate to his partner, just as his words do, but they
are not actions he consciously wills and thus are not rhetorical.

Symbolic Action. Rhetoric is accomplished through a system of
signs. In the simplest sense, a sign communicates when it is connected
to another object. A distorted heart rhythm is connected to a heart attack.
The freezing of water in winter is connected to a change in temperature.
The word chair is connected to an object on which to sit. Some signs
are symbolic; others are not. A non-symbolic sign is inherently connected
to its physical referent in the way that changes in heart rate and rhythm
are connected to a heart attack and the freezing of water is connected
to a low temperature. All of these events are communication, but they
are not rhetorical. A symbolic sign, in contrast, i-directly
connected to its referent and-is-a-h-m-he  word chair has

no natural relationship to an object for sitting; it was invented by
someone who needed to refer to such an object. Rhetoric involves the
kinds of signs that are symbolic; it- isthe  use of arbitrary symbols t o
communicate with other people. -@f.-

Human Action. The symbols we study in rhetorical criticism are
those that are created by human beings or are products of the human
imagination. Natural objects and events are not appropriate objects of
analysis because they are independent of human invention, will, and
control. Thus, we do not criticize the Grand Canyon or anthuriums, even
though we may judge them to be grand or beautiful and recognize that
they do affect our thought and actions. People can use natural phenom-
ena, however, as part of rhetorical action-they can use them in symbolic
ways. The Sierra Club, for example, may use a photograph of the Grand
Canyon in a membership-recruitment brochure, and a bouquet of
anthuriums placed in the center of a table may be used to create a
particular kind of decor; these constitute symbolic uses. J-Iumans,  then,
use all sorts of non-rmorical  ways.T

Likewise, communication among animals is not considered to
constitute rhetoric. Some people debate whether or not symbol use is
a characteristic that distinguishes humans from all other species of
animals, pointing to recent research with chimpanzees and gorillas in
which these animals have been taught to communicate using American
Sign Language or other kinds of  signs.  The debate about whether symbols
are uniquely human is unresolved and perhaps unresolvable. Such
communication, however, involves such a difference in degree that
whether or not it is also a difference in kind is largely irrelevant to the
position that the human is the symbol-using animal. Furthermore, even
if certain primates can be taught signs that operate in some fundamen-
tally symbolic ways, these species do not create any substantial part of
their reality through their use of symbols. Accordingly, humans are
animals who engage in action and who use rhetoric. Birds, bees, and
dolphins communicate, but they do not communicate rhetorically. The
term, rhetor, then, as used here, is a human designer, creator, or producer
of rhetoric such as a speaker, a writer, an architect, or a filmmaker.

Enables Communication. Rhetoric functions in a variety of ways to
allow humans to communicate among themselves, and they do so for kQ
a variety of reasons. In some cases, we use rhetoric in an effort  to :

o-change-in43meway-Jn.ather  p4&
instances, rhetoric is an invitation to understanding-we offer our
perspective and invite others to enter our world and to see it as we do,
not in the hope that they will adopt our perspective but so they can
understand us and our perspective better. Sometimes, .use  rhetoric.
simply as a means of self-discovery or for coming to self-knowledge.
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We may articulate thoughts or feelings out loud to ourselves or in a
journal or diary and, in doing so, come to know ourselves and perhaps
come to new perspectives on-or make new decisions about our lives.

As we communicate with one another for these various reasons, we
are creating, to some extent, a common world. Rhetoric is not simply
the translation of some knowledge that we acquired somewhere else into
a communicable form. It is the processby  which our reality or our world
comes into being; reality or knowledge of what is in the world is the
result of communicating about it.

The notion that reality is created through rhetoric means that reality
is not fixed. It changes according to the symbols we use to talk about
it. What we count as “real” or as “knowledge” about the world depends
on how we choose to label and talk about things. One example is in our
use of terms to describe love. We commonly describe love as madness
(“I’m crazy about him,” “
mad dver her,”

She drives me out of my mind,” “He’s gone
“ ’I m just wild about Harry”) or as magic (“She cast her

spell over me,” “The magic is gone, ” “I was entranced by him,” “She
is bewitching”).1  Because we communicate about love using a vocabulary
connected with madness and magic, we conceive of and experience love
as a condition in which we are slightly out of control and in an abnormal
state of some sort. The labels we use for love, then, suggest particular
ways of believing about, acting toward, and knowing love. The labels
focus our attention on certain features J exhibit an evaluation or attitude
toward those features, and thus encourage us to experience the concept
in a particular way. Labels affect our experience of empirical phenomena,
as well. To call a police officer a pig rather than, for example, a security
officer, suggests that we will view, interact with, and experience that
individual in a particular way.

As its definition suggests, the scope of rhetoric is broad. Rhetoric is
not limited to written and spoken discourse; indeed, speaking and
writing make up only a small part of our total rhetorical environment.
Sym3&4sassume-a-variety~ms;  any mess~~egardlessaEthe3Qrm
lfiakes or the channel of communication  it uses, is rhetoric and is_ .-__ ___._  ;___;---.---  -I--. -.-.-_ -
appropriate to stud$iZiGt~~~~al~c%ifiEism.  Rhetoric  includes, then, non--.. ---A
chXGZGGonverba~&~tibiils‘as  t;y~ll~&  discursive or verbal ones.
Speeches, essays, conversations, poetry, novels, stories, television
programs, films J dirt  , architecture, plays, music, dance J advertisements,
furniture, public demonstrations, and dress are all forms of rhetoric.

Rhetorical Criticism

R&t_orical  criti@p  is the p.rpce_ss.  of.systemgtic-ally&l.v.eatig&@  and
explainingebolic  acts and artifacts for the1vTpps.e  qf.understanding- - . -_ .- -c-4--._ - __.-  _.-.- --u_.-
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Systematic Analysis. We all respond to symbols constantly, and as
we encounter symbols, we try to figure out how they are working and
why they have the impacts on us they do. The process of rhetorical
criticism simply involves engaging in this natural process in a more
systematic and focused way. Through the study and practice of rhetorical
criticism, we can become more sophisticated and discriminating in
explaining, investigating, and understanding symbols and our responses
to them.

Symbolic Acfs and Artifacts. The objects of study in rhetorical
criticism  are qdd.ic-~~~~~~ti~~$s.  An act is executed in the
presence of the rhetor’s  mtendea  auience-a speech or a musical
performance presented to a live audience, for example. Because an act
tends to be fleeting and ephemeral, making its analysis difficult, many
rhetorical critics prefer to study the artifact of an act-the textJ  trace,
or tangible evidence of the act. When a rhetorical act is transcribed and
printed, recorded on film, or preserved on canvas, it becomes a rhetorical
artifact’ which then is accessible to a wider audience than the one that
witnessed the rhetorical act. Both acts and artifacts are objects of
rhetorical criticism. But since most critics use the tangible product as
the basis for criticism-a speech text, a building, a sculpture, a recorded
song, for example-the term rhetorical artifact will be used in this book
to refer to the object of study. The use of the term is not meant to exclude
acts from the critic’s investigation but rather to provide a consistent and
convenient way to talk about the object of criticism.2

Understanding Rhetorical Processes. One reason to engage in
criticism is to understand particular symbols and how they operate. A
critic is interested in a particular kind of symbol use or a particular
rhetorical artifact-the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C.,
for example-and engages in criticism to .deepen  the appreciation and
understanding of that artifact. But criticism undertaken only to comment
on a particular artifact tends not to be “enduring; its importance and
its functions are immediate and ephemeral.“3  Once the historical
situation has been forgotten or the rhetor is no longer the center of the
public’s attention, such criticism no longer serves a useful purpose if
it has been devoted exclusively to an understanding of a particular
artifact.

The critic, then, does not study a rhetorical artifact for its qualities
alone. Instead, the critic is interested in discovering what the artifact
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teaches about the nature of rhetoric. The critic moves beyond the
particularities of the artifact under study to discover what it suggests
about symbolic processes in general. Rhetorical criticism provides an
initial general understanding of some aspect of rhetoric og-the  basis of
the necessarily limited evidence available in the artifact.

The critic engag&.,rhetorical  criticism to make a contribution to
means a tentative answer to a question posed

A theory is a set of general
clues, generalizations, or principles that explain a process or phenome-
non and thus help to answer the question asked. We are all theorists
in our everyday lives, developing explanations for what is happening
in our worlds based on our experiences and observations. If a friend
never returns your phone calls, for example, you might come to the
conclusion-or develop the thepry-that the friendship is over. You have
asked yourself  a  quest ion about the state of  the fr iendship,  collected some
evidence (made phone calls and observed that they were not returned),
and reached a tentative conclusion (that the other person no longer
wishes to be your friend].

In rhetorical critic&,  the theorizing that is done deals with
explanations about how rhetoric works. The critic asks a question about
a rhetorical process or phenomenon and how it works, analyzes an
artifact or artifacts that might offer some general clues about that process,
and provides a tentative answer to the question. This answer does not
ha&to  be fancy, formal, or complicated, It simply involves identifying
some of the basic  concepts involved in a rheio&cal  phenomenon 0;
process and how they work. Theorizing, then, is a process of stepping
back from the myriad details of a phenomenon or process to take a
broader view of it and to draw some conclusions about what it suggests
for some aspect of rhetoric. The outcome should be a better under-
standina of rhetoric.

But the  process of rhetorical criticism does not end with a contribution
to theory.lts  final outcome is a c- ibution to the improvement o our
abilities as commumcators  and c--etorical  itics

-

ir$&ltly  suggest how more effective symbol use may be accomplished.
, In suggesting some theoretical principles about how rhetoric operates,
the critic is providing principles or guidelines for those of us who want
to comxnun~ate in m&e  self-reflective ways and to construct and employ
rhetorical structures that best accomplish our goals.5 As a result of our
study of these principles, we should be more-skilled, discriminating,
and sophisticated in our efforts to communicate-in talk with our friends
and family, in the design of persuasive messages for political and
advertising campaigns, and in the decoration of our homes, for example.
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various options available to rhetors in the construction of messages and
how they work together to create the effects they produce, we are able
to question the choices made in the construction of rhetorical artifacts
because we see  possibilities other than those selected. We are less
inclined to accept existing rhetorical practices and to respond
uncritically to the messages we encounter. As a result, our participation
in the shaping of our culture is less reactive and more proactive.
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