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hrough its title, The Rhetorical Act, this book boldly announces that it is about

rhetoric. Because media commentators often use rhetoric to mean “hot air” or

“lies,” you may well ask why you should study rhetoric in a class or read a book
about rhetorical action. One way to answer this question is to encourage you to read
the prologue and epilogue of this book. Another way is to define rhetoric properly and
to show the possible value of a rhetorical perspective on human action.

For the moment, we will define rhetoric as “the planned use of symbols to achieve
goals.”! Although we will explain that definition in greater detail later in this chapter,
you should note these key elements. Most examples of rhetoric are not spontaneous,
spur-of-the-moment exclamations; rather, they are carefully thought-out messages.
This definition is very broad in scope because the symbols that make up those carefully
planned messages can be of many types—written and spoken language‘; non‘verbal
behaviors; fine arts such as paintings, drawings, and sculptures; music; visual images
such as photographs, motion pictures, or television programs—in sh(')rt, any form of
symbol. And finally, the goal, aim, or purpose of such messages is to influence a par-
ticular group of people—an audience—in some way, usuall'y to somehow changfe th‘eu'
thoughts or behaviors. From a rhetorical perspective, we view human communicative

acts in that way.
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Any “perspective” is literally a way of '
look), an angle of vision, a way of seeing. All perspeetive
distorted or biased: each looks at this rather than that; cac '

it di ve we seem some thlngs very wc“, other

Put a bit differently, from any perspective we can seem - lwavs doi
things less well, and still other things not at all. Because Sefmeii L 8 WayR "”;I,’ 'thc
looking and seeing from somewhere, it is impossible to avoid taking some point of view
or perspective. . )

l;oni)etimes perspectives are physical—actual places frOfn which to view materia
things. For example, go to the top floor of the tallest building at your university and
look out through a window. What do you see? Likely, you will see t:h.e tops of trees
and other smaller buildings on campus, and perhaps even a geom‘etrlcal pattern of
walkways crisscrossing a central quad or plaza. Then, leave the building and as you do,
stop on the front steps and take another look at the campus. It is the same campus, of
course, but because your perspective has changed, what you see is likely very different.
You see the same trees, buildings, and walkways, but from this view point you see the
trunks of the trees and the facades of the buildings rather than their tops, and the
geometrical pattern of the walkways may not be apparent. From these two different
physical perspectives, then, you see some things well, other things less well, and still
other things not at all. ‘ "

Sometimes perspectives, like a rhetorical perspective, are mental or intellectual
rather than physical. Rather than places from which to view material things, they are
orientations or attitudes that frame the way we think. Just what is the mental or intel-
lectual perspective that we call rhetorical? It might best be understood by comparing it
to other mental or intellectual perspectives with which you might be more familiar,
such as a philosophical or scientific perspective.

Whereas scientists would say the most important concern is the discovery and test-
ing of certain kinds of truths, rhetoricians (who study rhetoric and take a rhetorical
perspective) would say, “Truths cannot walk on their own legs. They must be carried
by people to other people. They must be explained, defended, and spread through lan-
guage, argument, and appeal.” Philosophers and scientists respond rightly that, when-
ever possible, assumptions should be tested through logic and experiment. In fact, they
would argue that you and I should pay more attention to how scientific or philosoph-
ical conclusions are reached and tested. Rhetoricians reply that unacknowledged and
unaccepted truths are of no use at all. Thus the bias of a rhetorical perspective is its
emphasis on and its concern with the resources available in language and in people to
make ideas clear and cogent, to bring concepts to life, to make them salient for people.
A rhetorical perspective is interested in what influences or persuades people: in other
words, in the planned use of symbols to achieve goals.

Those strongly committed to a rhetorical perspective argue that some scientists
and philosophers delude themselves, when they claim they are not persuaders and
do not use rhetorical strategies in their writings. In a review of two books reporting
research on Neanderthals, for example, Stephen Jay Gould, who taught biology,
geology, and the history of science at Harvard, said that humans are storytelling
creatures and commented on “the centrality of narrative style in any human dis-
course (though scientists like to deny the importance of such rhetorical devices—
while using them all the time—and prefer to believe that persuasion depends upon

fact and logic alone)."? .



When objectivity is highly valued, as it is in science and philosophy, some feel
that any hint of the sort of subjectivity that usually characrerizes rhetorical decision
making must be denied. The folly of holding such a suspicious view of rhetoric is
apparent in the evolution versus intelligent design controversy making the rounds
in state school board policy debates on what should be raught about Darwin's
theory of evolution in high school biology classes. In his documentary about the
recent evolution debates, A Flock of Dodos, Randy Olson, a protégé of Professor
Gould’s and a twenty-year marine biologist turned filmmaker, pokes fun at his
own colleagues for refusing to engage the creationists and intelligent design advo-
cates in public forums. Scientists are their own worst enemy, Dr. Olson maintains,
when they think biology and rhetoric don’t mix—that explaining the importance
of evolutionary theory to citizens is beneath them. He cautions half-jokingly, “If
evolutionists don't learn to adapt to the new media environment, then their mes-
sage could go the way of the dodo!"? Similarly, feminist challenges to traditional
philosophy call attention to possible sources of bias in modes of philosophizing,
pointing to rhetorical impulses in the works of great philosophers.* In other words,
rhetoricians can identify persuasive elements in all discourse, including scientific
and philosophical communication.

A rhetorical perspective, then, focuses on the sorts of issues on which informed and
honest people can disagree. It focuses on how people arrive at social truths; that is, on
the kinds of truths created and tested by people in groups and that influence social and
political decisions. These truths represent what a group of people agrees to believe or
accept; such truths become what the group takes to be “common sense.”

Among the important social truths a rhetorical perspective might teach you to
examine are the processes by which taxpayers, parents, congressional committees,
school boards, and citizens respond to issues that cannot be resolved solely through
objective means such as logical analysis and experimental testing. Should affirmative
action programs, for example, be used to rectify past discrimination against minorities
and women? Early acceptance of affirmative action as an appropriate remedy for past
discrimination has shifted as doubts arise about “quotas” or “reverse discrimination.”
What constitutes discrimination? What remedies for past discrimination are fair to
all those who compete for jobs and admission to educational programs? As another
example, should air quality standards be set high enough that cars must be redesigned
to use alternative energy sources, gasoline reformulated, and industries converted to
use less polluting fuels? How can we balance our concern for healthy industries that
create good jobs with the impact of pollution on the environment and on human
health? Still another example: Will harsh penalties for convicted rapists provide
better protection for women, or will such penalties increase the reluctance of juries
to convict!

For social questions such as these, philosophers can point out contradictions in
our thinking and spell out the implications of a given position. Social scientists can
give us the best available data about the lack of women and minorities in categories

of employment, about available pools of minority applicants for jobs, about causes and
effects of pollution, and about the low conviction rates of accused rapists. When we
have looked at the data and examined the logic of the conclusions drawn from them.

we still must make decisions that go beyond the facts and make commitments that Q0
beyond sheer logic, ‘
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' Why Has Rhetoric Become a Dirty Word?

Not so long ago, the predominant meaning [of theto-
ric] was “the art of expressive speech” or “the science
of persuasion”; now the much-abused word, with a
root related to “oratory,” is laden with artificiality:
empty talk is “mere” rhetoric.

But rhetoric, in its positive sense, fills a linguistic
need: “The technique of articulate argument” is too
much of a mouthful. If we mean “empty talk,” or wish
to deride the fulsome fulminations of a blowhard, we
already have a large selection of sneering synonyms
available: from the euphemism “bushwa” to the acro-
nym “bomfog.” ([The word] “bomfog,” an acronym
for “brotherhood of man, fatherhood of God,” is not
written in caps—because it relies on its similarity to
two small words.)

The most effective way to rehabilitate “thetoric,”

oo—you can’t say “thetori-

o (A verb is useful, t ‘
bloviate. (A v have the spe cifically spuri-

1
cize,” and worate” does not

ous connotation.)

Bloviation is most often associated with the state-

ments of Warren Gamaliel Harding——“Gamalielese,”
H. L. Mencken called it—but the word has deep roots
as an authentic Americanism. In Dictionary of Slang,
Jargon & Cant, Albert Barrere and Charles Lelat?d
placed bloviate's origin before 1850, and defined it as
dering from the subject, and idle or

“verbosity, wan ‘ ) | nd i
inflated oratory or blowing, but which word it was

probably suggested, being partially influenced by
‘deviate: = = . -
So, if you rnean-“bloviating,” get off “rhetoric’s

back: We need “rhetoric” to do a job that no other

word does as well.

I think, is to offer a colorful, yet suitably pedantic term
to cover its pejorative meaning. The word [ have in
mind is bloviation, a noun back-formed from the verb

- Source: WilliamvSaﬁrc; Safire’s Ngw Politica! Dictionary (New
York: Random House, 1993).

From its beginnings, this emphasis on social truths has been the distinctive quality
of a rhetorical perspective. What fragmentary historical records exist seem to indicate
that rhetoric was first studied and taught early in the fifth century BCE by sophists
or wise men in Greek city-states around the Mediterranean. These city-states began
to become more democratic, and as citizens met together to decide the laws under
which they would live, as they brought suits and defended themselves against charges
of wrongdoing, and as they celebrated the values that gave them a sense of identity,
the need to speak cogently and clearly became increasingly important. Accordingly,
men such as Gorgias of Leontini, Protagoras, Isocrates, and others began to teach male
citizens (only males were allowed to speak and vote) how to present their ideas more
effectively and to write about what made some speeches more persuasive and some
speakers more appealing than others. iy

WHAT IS RHETORIC?
The oldest major treatise on the art of rthetoric that is still available to us is On
Rhetoric, written by Aristotle in fourth-century BCE Athens. The Greek word for
rhetoric comes from rhétoriké, -iké meaning “art or skill of,” and rhétér, meaning an
experienced political/public speaker. Rhetoric, then, was for Aristotle the’ T skigil ¢
speaking in the sorts of public forums common in ancient Athens—in the legislat;
assembly, in the courts, and on ceremonial occasions. The aim of such sg k’we
was social influence, or persuasion, Thus, he defined rhetoric as “the ability jie
: ’

[particular] case, to see the available means of persu asion” (1355b).5 in each
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In Rhetoric and in his other works, Aristotle distinguished among kinds of truth. He
believed that there were certain immutable truths of nature, which he designated as
the provinee of metaphysics or science (theoria). He also recognized a different sort of
truth consisting of the wisdom or social knowledge (phronésis) needed to make choices
about matters affecting communitics or a whole society. These truths, not discoverable
through science or analytic logic, he described as contingent; that is, as dependent on
cultural values, the situation or immediate context, and the nature of the issuc. They
were the special concerns of the area of study he called rhetoric, the means of making
decistons on issues where “there is not exact knowledge but room for doubt” (1356a).6

The contingent qualities of social truths can best be illustrated by looking at what

it means to say that something is “a problem.” Put simply, a problem is the gap that
exists between what you think ought to be (value) and what is; it is the discrepancy
between the ideal and the real, between goals and achievements. Problems come to
exist because people can perceive and define them as such in interaction—that is,
through rhetoric. As you will realize, what is a problem for one person (or group)
may not be a problem for another person (or group). Some U.S. citizens, for example,
perceive a problem with current income tax laws that they believe give an advantage
to individuals with very high incomes at the expense of workers who earn much less.
The problem, as they sce it, is a matter of fairness (a value), and they urge lawmakers
to raise the income tax rate for those with high incomes. Other citizens, however,
view individuals with high incomes as “job creators” who stimulate economic growth
through their investments. As they see it, raising taxes on high-income individuals
would stifle that investment and harm the economy overall—especially for those with
lower incomes.

Quite obviously, then, defining problems depends on goals and values, and these
can change. In this same sense social truths—and thus rhetoric—are “subjective” and
“evaluative”; rhetoric addresses issues that arise because of people’s values, and these
will change through time in the face of altered conditions.

Rhetoric is, of course, also concerned with data that establish what exists and with
logical processes for drawing conclusions from facts and implications from principles
and assumptions. Indeed, Aristotle considered rhetoric an offshoot of logic, and a rhe-
torical perspective is characterized not only by an emphasis on social truths but also
by an emphasis on reason-giving or justification in place of coercion or violence. This
distinction can be subtle. In general, rhetorical efforts seek to affect the free choices
of groups or individuals, whereas coercion creates situations in which only one choice
seems possible—the costs of any other option are too high, the pressure too great,
the threat too terrible. Violence coerces by threatening bodily harm or death if any
choice but that desired is made. Reason-giving assumes that by presenting the impli-
cations of the available options, one can persuade an audience to choose from among
them freely, based on the reasons and evidence offered. Rhetoric presumes that
audiences have some real freedom of choice.”

Of course not all of the reasons used by rhetors (those who initiate symbolic acts
seeking to influence others) will make sense to logicians or scientists. Some rhetorical
reasons are grounded in facts and logic, but many others are grounded in religious
beliefs, history, or cultural values; in associations and metaphors; in hunger or desire,
resentments, or dreams. A rhetorical perspective is eclectic and inclusive in its search
for what is influential and why. In fact, rhetoric’s concern with justification grows out

of its focus on social truths tested by people in their roles as voters, property owners,

What Is Rhetoric?
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Obviously, in some situations you ¢
just trust me,” but such situations are
relationship to those addressed is sO close and str

reason for action or belief.

I most cases, then, even t
reasons, justify your views, explain your
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widely accepted, meaning they are agreed to by most people. US culture is strongly
pragmatic; therefore, “go0d” reasons tend to show that an act is useful and practica].
U.S. culture is strongly capitalistic; therefore, good reasons tepd to show that an act
is profitable, or assume that an action should be judged by its impact on “the bottom

line.” Other societies and some U.S. subcultures place greater emphasis on the sensual
fArm behavior that is pleasurable and expres.

and aesthetic; for them, good reasons a . . -
sive, such as precision ice skating, acrobatic skateboarding, skillful hang gliding, danc-
If in musical sound, singing in close harmony,

ing the tango really well, losing onese
rapping, or savoring and preparing unusual foods, regardless of whether or not those
behaviors are pragmatic of economically beneficial.

Because rhetoric is addressed to others, it is reason-giving; and because it is social

and public, it uses as reasons the values accepted and affirmed by a subculture or cul-
ture. In this way, thetoric is tied to social values, and rhetors’ statements will reflect the
social norms of particular groups, times, and places (see Figure 1-1).

Because it is addressed to others, providing justifications that they will understand
and feel, rhetoric is a humanistic study, and as such it examines all kinds of human
symbol use, even the bizarre and perverse. From the beginnings of rhetoric in classical
antiquity, rhetoricians have understood that persuasion occurs through both argument
and association, through the cold light of logic and the white heat of passion, through
explicit values and subconscious needs and associations. Accordingly, the field of rhet-
oric has come to examine all of the available means by which we are influenced and by
wh'ich weiEan inﬂt%ence others. Thus modern interpretations of rhetoric go far beyond
Aristotle’s emphasis on the art or skill of speaking in public. As we suggested earlier in

Figure 1-1
What Is Rhetoric?

* Rhetor 'C‘Sthe study OfWhat is persuasive

9 .RhethjC IS the PUYPQSIVGUSG of messages to n.\!fl.,tej.&‘:; Seﬂ _‘
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this chapter, a contemporary rhetorical perspective seeks to understand the potential
for social influence in all forms of symbol use—written and spoken language; nonver-
bal behaviors; fine arts such as paintings, drawings, and sculptures; music; visual images
such as photographs, motion pictures, ot television programs; and probably more.

In summary, thetoric is the study of what is persuasive. The issues with which it is
concerned are social truths, addressed to others, justified by reasons that reflect cultural
values. Rhetoric is a humanistic study that examines all the symbolic means by which
influence occurs.

There are seven defining characteristics of thetoric, each beginning with the letter
b (see Figure 1-2). First and foremost, rhetoric is public; that is, it is addressed to others.
It is public because it deals with issues and problems that one person alone cannot
answer or solve; the issues are communal; the solutions requite cooperative effort.
Because rhetoric is addressed to others, it is propositional; developed through com-
plete thoughts. That’s the case because one person’s ideas must be made intelligible
and salient for others whose cooperation is needed; that’s also the case because much
rhetoric is argumentative, making claims and offering reasons in their support. In that
sense rhetoric is not random thoughts but some kind of coherent, structured statement
about an issue or concern. As you will immediately recognize, rhetoric is purposive,

aimed at achieving a particular goal, such as selling a product or influencing thought
or action. Even the most apparently expressive discourse can have some kind of instru-
mental or purposive goal; for example, cheering for a team expresses the feelings of
fans, but it raises the morale of players and may improve their performance, helping
them to win. That’s closely related to rhetoric’s emphasis on problem solving. Most
rhetorical discourse arises in situations in which we as audience and thetors experience
a felt need: a desire for closure (farewell address), a desire to mark beginnings and ini-
tiate a process (inaugural address), a desire to acknowledge death and to memorialize
(eulogy). In some cases, of course, the problem is more concrete: how can a fair and

accurate resolution be reached about eminent domain, high-tech surveillance, and

access to medical records—all issues that pit privacy rights against government safe-
guards? Closely related to rhetoric’s purposive, problem-solving qualities is an emphasis
on the pragmatic. The Greek word praxis or action is the root for “practical,” meaning

that it can be put into effect or enacted. Pragmatic is a synonym of practical, but it also

- Rhetoric is .
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e postic
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RHETORICAL ACTS

As we have described it, a rhetorical perspective takes note of the rhetorical or per.
suasive dimension in all human symbol-using behavior, Although all human actions
can be considered implicitly persuasive, we do not wish to define “the rhetorical act”
s0 broadly. The lines separating rhetorical acts from other acts are difficult to draw,
however, and in this book we shall treat the concept of rhetoric in both its broad and
its narrow senses.

The broadest view of rhetoric is expressed in the statement, “You can never not
communicate,” meaning that whatevyer you do or say (or don’t do or say) can be
obsex:ved and interpreted. For example, an unsmiling expression can be interpreted
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A rhetorical act, however, is an intentional, created, polished attempt to overcome the
challenges in a given situation with a specific audience on a given issue to achieve a par-
ticular end. A rhetorical act creates a message whose shape and form, beginning and end,
are stamped on it by one or more human authors with goals for an audience. If you study
all forms of influence, you will become aware of all the available resources for persuasion.
Similarly, when you analyze your rhetoric and that of others, you must consider persua-
sive effects that may not have been fully under the control of or consciously intended by
the source.

RHETORICAL PURPOSES

Because intention and impact are so important to a rhetorical perspective, we want to
consider the range of meanings included in the words persuasion and influence. From
the persuader’s point of view, these meanings describe a range of purposes or inten-
tions, not simply agreement or opposition. From the point of view of a reader, listener,
or viewer, they reflect processes that constantly engage us as we experience the world,
try to understand it, and decide what actions, if any, would be appropriate as responses.
In other words, rhetorical purposes are conscious attempts to influence processes
that are occurring in us all of the time as we come in contact with the world and the
people in it.

Creating Virtual Experience

Through their use of symbols, rhetors call up ideas, pictures, and experiences in those

they address. If a rthetor writes, “The burning sun beat down on the stubble in the oat

field, and seen through a haze of sweat, the stalks suddenly seemed to be hair sprouting

in a crew cut from the scalp of a red-haired giant,” you can draw on past sensations and
experiences to re-create your own mental picture. Although each reader’s picture will

be different, and each will reflect the reader’s unique past, most will concern summer

in a rural area.

Fundamentally, to act rhetorically is to communicate or to initiate an act—to
express something in symbols—that someone else can translate into virtual experi-
ence. When something is virtual, it does not exist in fact; it is as if it existed. There
is no sun, no stubble, no sweat, no scalp, no red hair, no giant on this page. But if a
rhetor writes about them vividly enough, you can imagine them; it is as if you saw and
heard and felt them here and now. That re-creation in your mind is virtual experience.
In response to the rhetor’s words, you imagine a scene, create a mental picture, and
what you experience is virtual experience—experience called forth and shaped by your
response to the symbols produced by someone else. Effective communication creates
an image or idea in your mind that approximates the image or idea that the speaker or
author wished to convey. S ‘

In other words, the fundamental rhetorical purpose, the most basic kind of
influence—communicating—requires you to initiate a rhetorical act that can be trans-
lated into virtual experience by others. The most basic question in rhetoric is how to
do that. : il

One kind of rhetorical action is intended primarily to produce virtual experience.
Most works of literature, for example, are written to expand and shape our experience.

. Rhetorical Purposes 9
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Altering Perception

Literary works can also have political effects by altering our per.c%ptic.m or under-
standing of situations and events. Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist® re-created the
experiences of orphans in English poorhouses so movingly that readers demanded
reform. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin® depicted scenes of slavery so
vividly that the book became a major force for its abolition. The same sensory or
aesthetic stimuli that enliven good literature are a major means of persuasion. By
creating virtual experience—the more vivid the better—literature can contribute to
the second rhetorical purpose we want to discuss: altering perception.

George Washington wrote, “It is among the evils, and perhaps not the smallest, of
democratic governments, that the people must feel before they will see.”'® Whether or
not you must experience something before you can comprehend it, it is surely true that
vivid experience improves our capacity to understand. g :

For an example of how an author can change the meaning of an experience for an
audience—that is, alter perception of that experience—consider what Corlann Gee
Bush does to one's experience of a series of paintings by the famous western artist and
sculptor, Charles M. Russell. In her essay “The Way We Weren’t: Images of Women
and Men in Cowboy Art,” she writes about how cowboy art has influenced viewers
to believe in “the romantic West, the West of myth and }legen_d‘.’?u, She is particularly
concerned with how women were depicted and uses five portraits of a Keeoma woman
by Russell as illustrations. In these paintings an American Indian woman is shown in
either a reclining or hip-slung pose as a highly sensual and spirited person. As ordinary
viewers, we are likely to assume that these are portraits of a real person and take them
as indications of the character of Keeoma women in the ninét,geﬁthcentury, To alter
such a perception, Corlann Bush tells us; L

The truth is that Russell’s wife, Nancy, was the model for the Paintmgs To pOSé,‘she 1l
in buckskin and surrounded herself with artifacts. Russell painted the objects realistically;
he painted her as an Indian. In this way he was able to paint hlswlfeas the sensual woman
he knew her to be while preserving her place within the moral code of white society.... This
repressed sexuality was transposed onto an Indian woman whao dldnotextst but who lived,
nonetheless, deep in the subconscious of white American males. (27) 0

Once we have this information, we see the paintings differently; they become a visual
record not of a Keeoma woman of the past but of the stereotypes of American Indian
women in the nineteenth century that persist in the paintings.

Our impressions of the U.S. West have also been influenced by popular culture
including the novels of Louis !Amour, John Wayne westerns, telévision series such a

10 Chapterl A Rhetorical Perspective
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Bonanza and Gunsmoke, and by miniseries based on Larr?f McMurtry’s novels. If y;)ur
images of the West come from such sources, your perceptions may be. altered by IE ot-
mation provided by historians. For example, although Afrlcan Amerlcans“rarely a%f(;:
appeared in the West of popular culture, we wete surprised to learn that' Geo‘rge d
Saunders of the Trail Drivers Association, as valid an authority as there is, estimate
that about 25 percent of all cowhands were black.”!2 Although they constituted only
a small percentage of western settlers, Robert Haywood explains why such a large per-
centage of cowhands were African Americans:

In an age when blacks were stereotyped as either foolish or primitive and where their
opportunities to advance, either socially or economically, were limited, ranch-related jobs
offered more dignity and more opportunity for self-expression than any other employment
available. Whites in the ranching business realized the importance of the contributions of
all cowboys—black, white, or Mexican—and adjusted their prejudices accordingly. ... The

mutual interdependence left little room for arrogant displays of racial superiority or overt
discrimination, no matter how ingrained. (169)

If we accept it as true, Haywood’s information may alter our perceptions of the popular
culture portrait of the West, and he makes his rather surprising data more plausible by
explaining why African Americans tended to congregate in this somewhat unlikely
occupation. ;

Our perception of cowboys was also altered by the provocative western film,
Brokeback Mountain, directed by Ang Lee. The tender, tragic love story of two men
challenges western mythology about tough he-men, such as those seen in cigarette
advertising or in John Wayne westerns. These lonely men, one an orphan starved for
affection and the other living in the shadow of his fathet’s disapproval, find tender-
ness and affection in each other in their isolated jobs as sheepherders through a long
summer. As we experience the movie, perceptions of cowboys in the West, isolated
from civilization under brutal conditions, as we have previously experienced them in
books and movies, may subtly be changed. : e -

Perceptions of gay men also may be affected by the example of John Amaechi,
the first former professional basketball player to be openly gay, who has written
an autobiography, Man in the Middle. The six-foot, ten-inch former center for the
Orlando Magic was asked if he thought we would ever see an active male player
come out. He replied: “We're asking the people with the most to lose financially,
emotionally, psychologically, to fall on their sword in the hope that it will change

the world. ... [I]f the image of a young boy [Matthew Shepard] without his shoes
being strapped to a fence and left to die doesn’t end homophobia, then a gay Shaq
won't either.!3 e a it

To recapitulate, the most minimal rhetorical purpose, the smallest effect produced,
is to add to the sum of your audience’s experiences, If you can frame such :egpe,;iem;es,_

you may be able to influence how those virtual experiences are interpreted.

Explaining

If we evaluated rhetorical acts by how much they altered beliefs,
be failures. Normal, healthy human beings whose physical enviro
their own control do not change their beliefs
whether the message lasts five minutes or five ho

nearly all would
nments are under
In response to a single message—
urs. If people are influenced to ‘a_flt»,e,r,
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i onse
ths, or even years, and in resp to many
their beliefs, they do so over wecks, months,
different messages.

when we encounter an intense
The need for explanation is most strongly felt :

example, that you read ¢
apparently irrational experienceMLet'us Szpfr?:fr;liierfricai /;,merican teenage;
a
hear news reports about Trayvon Martin, | W e
in Sanford, Fllorida, who was shot and killed by an Hispan g atch

his highly ¢
; ' bruary 2012. In response to t : ¥y con-
patrolman, George Zimmerman, 1o Febru ayny editorials appeared trying to explain

A et s : icized incident, m ,
troversial and widely public accompanied by statements about how

why it happened and what it meant, ofter? it SaEn i v
wITr ’
we should respond. As the controversy s

attorneys, and their supporters made repez}ted telev1510cr11 ?Iifeiriincte}sl ;nkm}::h ihEY
offered their explanations of events leadm-g up to a? }? o ;i fgt oy g- 11 e
these editorial writers, attorneys, and other individuals, rhetors ;n p e }i:xp a-
nations for events that have distarbed those they address. Nofe, c?wev;r, that an
etieounter with a disturbing event precedes the felt need for ex};: ana}tllor}. -dsla result,
rhetors sometimes begin by creating that kind of experience ; roEgI_ vivi z;lnguage
and disturbing information and then offer and justify what they believe is the most

plausible explanation.

Linda A. Fairstein, former director of the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit in the

Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, began prosecuting rape cases in the micll—
1970s and is the author of a book called Sexual Violence: Our War Against Rape.!*

Much of the book describes the changes that have occurred in rape laws, which no
longer require corroboration of an alleged victim’s testimony, for ex.ample. Because
it is partly a memoir of her career and partly a series of real-life crime stories, the
book’s vivid virtual experience of how the criminal justice system treats rape victims,
describes the experiences of individuals with whom we can identify. This evidence is
obviously intended to alter perception. However, Fairstein goes beyond the data to
explain and to argue that rape is different from other violent crimes because it is so
much more intimate, which emphasizes the significance of the sexual element in this
crime. Her views will find a ready audience because women, particularly the millions
of rape victims, have found rape to be a special kind of outrage whose impact often
persists for years in nightmares and sleeplessness. Fairstein’s book provides much evi-
dence about rape and about its treatment in the criminal justice system; it documents
the horrors that occur but gives hope that legal changes have made the system better
able to understand the crime and to punish those who commit it 13

Formulating Belief

By this time it should be apparent that rhetorical action is not a one-shot event but
a process. Although there is a somewhat orderly progression from enlarging audience
experience to altering perceptions, which, in turn, leads to a search for explanations,
followed by efforts to determine which interpretation is most satisfactory, these are
not discrete, separable processes for coming to terms with experience n(;r are they
discrete rhetoric'(.ll purposes. Virtual experience occurs within some kind of frame-
work; new experience can alter 3 framework to change rpel.'ce tion. When percep-
tions change, we seek explanations; sometimes we de’mand exp la a;tions before we
consider ?lterlfng. our perceptual framework, pefhap,s even befl‘)orz articipating in
the creation of virtual experience. As these other 1p.r'cncesses overlag and intersect,

12 Chapterl A Rhetorical Perspective
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so do the processes by which we formulate a belief or discard one belief for another.
Similarly, the processes by which a rhetor urges us to believe arise out of prior expe-

rience and conceptualization.
As an illustration, let us return to the nineteenth-century U.S. West. Virtual expe-

rience might be created by the autobiography of Nat Love, also known as “Deadwood
Dick,” one of the West’s most notorious African American cowboys,'¢ or by reading
the memoir of Charlie Siringo, the “cowboy detective” who wrote of experiences on
the trail with African American trail riders,!” or from the biography of Print Olive,
one of Dodge City’s toughest ranchers, whose life was saved by James Kelly during a
shootout in a saloon.!® The experiences they provide would challenge those in most
popular culture. Before prior perceptions were abandoned, however, you might seek
out historical works, such as The Negro on the American Frontier by Kenneth W. Porter,
The Black West by Loren Katz (both cited earlier), or Black People Who Made the Old
West by Loren Katz!® testing whether the experiences depicted were accurate and
typical and seeking explanations of why African Americans were disproportionately
represented among cowhands in the West.

Once that was completed, new questions might arise. Why haven’t western
novels, films, and television programs reflected this reality? At this point, you are
an audience member prepared to consider the claims of a rhetor who attempts to
convince you that these omissions were no accident but a result of the racism that
is a legacy of the history of slavery in the United States. Such a rhetor might have
gone through the process we've described to reach a point at which everything
seemed to fall together and a belief emerged. Many rhetorical acts attempt to pro-
duce such a “precipitating moment” in which the audience agrees, “That’s it. That’s
the way it is.” Few rhetorical acts succeed, however, in taking members of an audi-
ence through all these stages to transform their attitudes. At best, most confirm a
position already being considered (somewhere between the search for explanation
and the choice of one interpretation) or reinforce an explanation the audience has
pondered and considers plausible. Indeed, those who achieve such modest goals have

been resounding successes as persuaders.

Initiating Action

Let us suppose, however, that you are present at a thetorical event that formulates the

beliefs of a group about the misrepresentation of African American cowhands in the

West. The pleased rhetor now urges action—but finds that most audience members
are not ready to do anything about it. Those who share this belief may not write novels
or produce films or television programs; indeed, they may not have the resources to do
any of those things. Even if they share this attitude, they may not believe that action is
needed; concern about misrepresentation may be a low priority. ‘ ~
As this example suggests, shared belief is not necessarily linked to a willingness or
an ability to act. At such a moment, doubts arise about whether beliefs have really
been formulated, and such doubts have merit. But an examination of rhetorical pro-
cesses suggests that the situation is normal, Even when beliefs are formulated, action
will not follow unless that belief is reinforced, rendered salient, and then channeled so
that action seems appropriate, possible, and necessary. Note that these processes are
the primary function of most religious discourse, which is designed to urge peOple to
act on their faith, to put their beliefs into practice. i

Rhetorical Purposes 13
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Although the audience in this case might nOtr}::pS even members of school
or film producers, it may well include parents, pe lusion of mote material about
boards. A skillful thetor might want to urge the inc

t
ry schools and sugges
B oo anld S(;Ct‘;lzdlz':lci of such material, an
that this misrepresentation is just one example C;l M T s e
example that is particularly telling because it retlec

. ; ; sitive images that
the African American past to slavery, ignoring the diverse, p(;ate picture of the
all students need to encounter in order to form a more accu

nat{“?ilscizsr?ces of success in initiating action would increase 1.f other mesfs?lges
reinforced such proposals and suggested the importance of t.eachmg more A mi':ﬂl
American history. Television specials on racism include st.udles demonf;tratlr.lﬁg :1 a
many African American children still have negative self-images, first identified in
earlier studies by Kenneth Clark that formed part of the basis for the 1954 Supfeng
Court desegregation decision in Brown v. Board of Education (347 U.S. 483 [1954]).
Buttressed by such reinforcing messages, a thetor who proposed action to change cut-
riculum and textbooks would have a better chance of succeeding.

If messages and events support each other and are publicized, beliefs will be
strengthened, and concerned individuals will form or join groups to formulate plans
for influencing the school board and textbook publishers. Rhetorical acts aimed at
initiating action will appear. An editorial will urge that units on African American
history be developed and included in the curriculum; a parent group will press the

school administration to act and formulate acommittee to coordinate efforts to modify
textbooks. '

Maintaining Action
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_ Figure 1-3
Range of
" Rhetorical
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Creating ] L '
Virtual Altering Formulating | Initiating | Maintaining
Experience | Perception [ Explaining | Belief | Action | Action
Use sensory | Give a fresh | Develop the | Prepare a Urge Rally the
cues to angleonan | who, what, | one-sided behavioral | troops
re-create an | old topic where, why, | case change
experience when, and
how
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IMAX Sticker: Trust | Guns “The Problem | N.O.R.M.L | Presale savings
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THE DISCIPLINE OF RHETORIC

Rhetoric is also the name of an academic discipline. A discipline is a field of study, an
area of expertise, a branch of knowledge. A discipline provides theory, application,
and experimentation, and criticism to test them all. Theories are explanations that
seek to account for processes and data. Rhetorical theories seek to account for the
processes in language and people that influence belief and action. Applications are rules
for action that are developed from theory. Rhetorical applications suggest how you can
use rhetorical principles to be an effective moral agent and to protect yourself—that
is, to think critically and make informed judgments—as you participate in rhetorical
action initiated by others. Experimentation seeks to isolate variables or elements in the
persuasive process and to test theoretical explanations as carefully as possible. Critical
analysis examines rhetorical acts in order to describe processes of influence and explain
how they occur. Both experimentation and criticism (of theories, applications, experi-
mental research, and rhetorical action) contribute to the modification and application
of theory.”” In the chapters that follow, we develop theory about the nature and appli-
cation of rhetorical processes, which is supported by experimental research and critical
analysis that qualify, refine, and illustrate these theoretical concepts.

In its theory, the discipline of rhetoric examines the symbolic dimensions of human
behavior in order to offer the most complete explanations of human influence. This
broad view is tested by critical analysis. Rhetorical application focuses more narrowly
on rhetorical acts—written and spoken messages designed to achieve predetermined
effects in an audience. Experimental studies of persuasion focus more narrowly on
thetorical acts and test the adequacy of prior explanations of them and the appropri-
ateness of rules for application.

As a discipline, rhetoric is the study of the art of using symbols. This understanding
is reflected in many well-known definitions of rhetoric: “That art or talent by which
discourse is adapted to its end” (George Campbell);?3 “the use of language as a sym-
bolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols”
(Kenneth Burke);** as well as the definition from Aristotle that we offered earlier in

- The Discipline of Rhetoric 15
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cademic discipline of thetoric offers theor

k s eation. and critical analysis. It studies the social use of words by peqy|
. CXDCIlllnhmdfi‘;’;;l use of words to decide who shall make what kinds of deiie
in groups, the politice . - :
;111)52):1113 ttl:e elthical use of words t(.) ?LlStifY l?ehff{ angl a:alsf)enitthrsougti culturg] valyeg
Rhetoric is related to logic and empirical Valldatlc?n eccl' " tL}l1 = ?;ebmaterials_ It
is different from philosophy and scier}ce becausbe it ;;u :Sca P elaV§i1 able Procesge
for influencing people, and it deﬁne§ influence roa y. 4 ccor m.g z, it considers how
eople use language to alter perception, to expl::.un, to change, reinforce, apd c
1lzelief, and to initiate and maintain actions. Put in rgo;e }t]radltlccl)nal terms, it st
the ways in which symbols can be used to teach, to delight, and to move.
This book is based on the ancient idea of the .relatlonshlp bet.ween art ang
practice—the belief that you cannot improve a skill su.ch as speak}ng o writip
unless you understand the theory, the concepts, and the 1degs on Wth.h it is based
Conversely, you cannot understand the theory unless you use it and test it in Practice.
In our view, this ancient relationship demands that those who would learn aboyt theto.
ric must take the posture of a rhetor-critic. The rhetor is an initiator of rhetorjcg] action
who tries to make the choices that will make her the most effective moral agen. Asa
rhetor you come to understand all the forces at work in persuasion, some of which are
outside your control. The critic analyzes, describes, interprets, and evaluates thetoricg]
acts to understand what they are and how and for whom they work. As a critic Yo
learn to criticize your own rhetoric to improve it, and as a critic-consumer you leam
analyze others’ thetoric in order to make decisions as intelligently as possible.
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CRITICISM IS FEEDBACK

As students of communication you already know that the communicative process is
not one-sided. Rather, receivers (audiences) virtually always send return messages back
to sources (thetors). Many models of comm

: unication call those return messages “feed-
back.” When you speak or write, the immediate audience gives you useful but limited
feedback. If you speak, they look at yoy intently, smile in amusement, frown in puzzle-
ment, look dway in annoyance or boredom, read the paper sleep tak:e a note to check
out a statistic, and the like. If yoy write a letter to the editoror’ an op-ed, .your piece
dited form and provoke rejoinders—more

and evalyat; anddj scussed in class. Such feedback is
uation by an experienced student of rhetoric

» And read map, éxpe-rimenponder‘éd many critical analyses, studied

d the aim of i 1. ental 'Stl,ld_i_e‘S._Ideally-, you should aspire to
: to teach you to be one. If you understand
ce of steadily improyip g your performance
oW 1o evaluate your own work, and you

- &Qm‘_.the thetoric of others.
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No one can teach you rules that will apply in all cases or even predict the occa-
sions for rhetorical action that each of you will encounter. If you are to be an effective
persuader, able to communicate your experiences, to place them in interpretive frame-
works, to justify your interpretation as most plausible, and to initiate and maintain
action consistent with your interpretation, you will need skills that enable you to find
the words that will create virtual experience in your audience, to discover a frame-
work that is intelligible in that particular time and place, to select justifications with
salience on that specific issue, and so on. As a result, this book does not try to teach
you universal rules (there are none!) but instead tries to teach you to be a critic. In
each case, theory and application are related to critical analysis of rhetorical acts, with
the goal of teaching you how to analyze your own and others’ thetoric. To the degree
that we succeed in doing that, the process of learning that begins here can continue
outside the classroom and throughout your life.

MATERIAL FOR ANALYSIS

The Real Heroes and Sheroes of NeWOrlean_s .
by Larry Bradshaw and Lorrie Beth Slonsky? .

1 TWO DAYS after Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans, the Walgreens store o
at the corner of Royal and Iberville Streets in the city’s histo'ric.Frer"rch’ Quarter
remained locked. The dairy display case was clearly visible through the widows. It was
now 48 hours without electricity, running watet, plumbing, and the milk, yogurt, and

cheeses were beginning to spoil in the 90-degree heat.

2 The owners and managers had locked up the food, water, pampers and

prescriptions, and fled the city. Outside Walgreens’ windows, residents and tourists -
grew increasingly thirsty and hungry. The much-promised federal, state and local aid
never materialized, and the windows at Walgreens gave way to the looters.

3 There was an alternative. The cops could have broken one small windowand
distributed the nuts, fruit juices and bottled water in an organized and systematic |
manner. But they did not. Instead, they spent hours playing cat and mouse,
temporarily chasing away the looters. ‘

4 We were finally airlifted out of New Orleans two days ago and arrived home on . o
Saturday. We have yet to see any of the TV coverage or look at a newspaper. We are
willing to guess that there were no video images or front-page pictures of European-or
affluent white tourists looting the Walgreens in the Erench Quarter. L

5 We also suspect the media will have heen inundated with “hero” image‘Sifo_ o
the National Guard, the troops and police struggling to help the “victims® ofthe. -
hurricane. What you will not see, but what we witnessed, were the real heroesand

sheroes of the hurricane relief effort: the working class of New Orleans.

Criticism 1s Feedback
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