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RHET 387: Introduction to Rhetorical Criticism 
 

Instructor:   Heather Ashley Hayes        
       
NOTE: Email is the best way to contact me, but do not count on me checking email after 10pm. Please allow 
up to 24 hours for a response. My office phone will work as well; I check messages every day. 

 
 
Course Description 
This course will explore rhetorical criticism as a methodology and as a key component of the field and 
discipline of rhetorical studies. The course will also be an introduction to some of the theoretical concerns 
attached to the discipline of rhetorical studies, as practiced through rhetorical criticism, more broadly. It will 
primarily address, and analyze, three questions: 
 1. What is rhetorical criticism, and how has it been articulated, practiced, and understood by scholars in 
the field and within both academic and public discourse? 
 2. In what ways does rhetorical criticism facilitate the possibility of critical publics, civic engagement, 
and access to communicative spaces? 
 3. How does a rhetorical critic orient oneself to the work of criticism? What ideas does a critic carry 
with them in their criticism? What does an ethical, inclusive approach to rhetorical criticism look like and how 
is it practiced? 
 
 
Course Objectives and Student Learning Goals 
 1. To learn different approaches to rhetorical criticism within the field of rhetorical studies, how they are 
practiced, and their central tenets. 
 2. To understand critical approaches to rhetorical criticism across a variety of artifacts. Also, to apply 
various orientations to rhetorical criticism to an artifact. 
 3. To display reflexivity and thoroughness in evaluating rhetorical artifacts, texts, contexts, and socio-
political culture. 
 4. To recognize and critique the force of power enacted, constrained, and reproduced through rhetorical 
criticism, as it is practiced in the field and in broader communication studies. To display self-reflexivity 
throughout the process of rhetorical criticism and communicative practice. 
 5. To create a piece of descriptive analysis and a contextual history of an artifact of a student’s choosing. 
Students will also begin the process of self-reflexively applying core concepts from the field of rhetorical 
studies to artifacts. 
 
 
Required Texts 
Ott, Brian & Greg Dickinson. The Routledge Reader in Rhetorical Criticism. New York: Routledge 

Publishing, Taylor and Francis Group, 2013.  
 
Additional Required Readings 
Our course website will contain some of the mandatory readings for this course beyond the required text. Please 
let me know as soon as possible if you are unable to access the site. 
 
Recommended Texts 
In this course, we will write all of our work in Chicago style, as consistent with some parts of rhetorical studies  
as a field. You might consider consulting a recent copy of The Chicago Manual of Style. 
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Learning Accommodations 
If you are a student with need for an academic accommodation in this course, please meet with academic 
resources spaces on campus. They will assist you in developing a plan to address your academic needs. All 
information about accommodations is considered private. If I receive notification that you are eligible to receive 
an accommodation, I will provide it in as discrete a manner as possible. 
 
Course Policies and Expectations 
Class time will center on the learning and practice of reading, discussing, and thinking critically about the 
material we interact with. Students will have many opportunities to speak in a non-graded, informal manner. 
There is a high expectation for discussion and group conversation. I expect that you will attend class every 
week, be on time, do the assigned readings, and engage with class discussions. You are expected to think 
critically about your own communicative practice and that of others.  
 
1.  Syllabus: Use the syllabus as your guide. You will refer to it throughout the course; however, I reserve 

the right to modify it as necessary in rare cases of schedule changes. Check your campus email and the 
course website each day in order to make sure you stay informed about the schedule of the course. 

 
2.  Assignments:  If you are sick the day an assignment is due, please make an effort for me to receive the 

assignment, if at all possible. To maintain a fair environment for all students, I do not accept late work. 
Assignments are due at the beginning of class on their respective due dates and will be counted overdue 
immediately thereafter. I return all assignments within two weeks; it is your responsibility to keep them 
as records of your grade in the case of any confusion.  

 
3. Academic Honesty:  Academic honesty is crucial to the integrity of the program of learning in a college. 

Any form of falsification, misrepresentation of another's work as one's own (such as cheating on 
examinations, reports, or quizzes), or plagiarism from the work of others is academic dishonesty and is a 
serious offense. It is therefore important for you to understand what constitutes plagiarism, and how to 
avoid it. 

 
 Plagiarism occurs when you, either intentionally or due to your own negligence, use someone else's 

words, ideas, or data without proper acknowledgement. To avoid plagiarism, whenever you use exact 
wording of another author in your written text, you must enclose the words in quotation marks, whether 
it be a paragraph, a sentence, or merely a well-turned phrase. You must then acknowledge the source in 
a precise and complete footnote. It is not enough to footnote the source without indicating by quotation 
marks that the words are someone else's. It is also not enough to change one or two words in a sentence; 
that does not make it your own sentence. Another common error is to use another person's ideas or data 
without indicating the source; even if you paraphrase the ideas, you must give credit in a footnote to 
their originators. In oral presentations, the original source also should be given proper credit in the form 
of internal source references and in bibliographic entries. While all of the above applies primarily to 
plagiarism from texts, scholarly articles, review, handbooks, encyclopedias, etc., it also applies to the 
use, either wholly or in part, of another student's paper. Use of another student's ideas or words on an 
examination or report constitutes plagiarism. Similarly, giving your ideas or words to another student to 
represent as his or her own is considered cheating and may also therefore be a violation of the 
institution’s academic honesty policy. This kind of behavior threatens our ability to think and interact 
critically, and to have a successful seminar. 

 
4. Attendance Policy: You are expected to attend class on a regular basis and be prepared for class time. 

Unless you have made specific arrangements with me (or have a documented family or medical 
emergency), I reserve the right to lower your course grade after your third absence. When you are 
absent, it is your responsibility to get the course notes, announcements, and information from a peer 
and/or the course website. Please do not email me or come to office hours to ask “what you have 
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missed” in a class session when you have been absent unless you have already consulted the course 
website, your campus email, and a peer in the course. If you still have additional questions for me at that 
time, I will then be happy to discuss the missed class session with you. 

 
5. Grading Procedure:  Specific guidelines for the grading of assignments will be outlined below, on the 

course website, or in additional documents distributed in class or through class discussions. If you are 
uncertain about any assignment criteria it is your responsibility to ask either in class or by email at least 
several weeks prior to the due date. I invite feedback about the course or any specific assignment. If you 
are confused about feedback you received, please contact me and I can offer clarification and further 
direction on how to improve work in the future.  

 
6.  Graded Written Assignments: Written assignments will be graded primarily for content and for writing 

with an eye toward your thesis work ahead. Everything turned in must be typed and must adhere to these 
three guidelines. 

1. 8 ½ x 11 in. paper, stapled in upper left-hand corner 
2. Typed, double-spaced, 12-inch font, one-inch margins, Times New Roman font 
3. Chicago style format for citation 

For specific assistance in citation, refer to The Chicago Manual of Style, either the 16th or 17th edition, or 
ask me for assistance before assignments are due. 
 
Other Points to Consider: 
• Make thoughtful contributions to class discussion by doing the assigned readings and centering 
discussion in those texts, it will only make the course richer for you, and all of the community of 
interlocuters with whom you occupy the classroom space this semester. 
• Be on time for class.  

 
Course Assignments and Evaluation 

All coursework is graded on a system that adheres to the following guidelines: 
A Achievement outstanding relative to level necessary to meet course requirements 
B Achievement significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements 
C Achievement meeting the basic course requirements 
D Achievement worthy of credit even though it does not fully meet the basic course  

  requirements in every respect 
F Performance failing to meet the basic course requirements 
 

Required projects for Introduction to Rhetorical Criticism 
1.  Descriptive Analysis Paper 1: Each student will write a descriptive analysis of an artifact they are given 

in class. Students will have 2-3 artifacts from which to choose. Students should engage solely with the 
artifact they select to analyze and focus on, putting to work their critical descriptive analysis skills, 
drawing from the text of the artifact rather than its contextual or rhetorical histories. While papers may 
vary in length, they should fall around four to seven pages. Students should expect to consult with me as 
they embark upon the descriptive analysis, if they have questions about its scope. 

 
2.  Rhetorical History & Context Paper 1: Each student will examine the artifact used for their descriptive 

analysis paper 1 and now discuss the primary historical and contextual factors they find inform, 
constrain, and/or represent the artifact. Students should engage academic sources that discuss the history 
and context of the text. They are expected to consult primary research, if possible. Importantly, this 
paper will focus not on the textual and descriptive aspects of the artifact but rather its historical and 
contextual dynamics. While papers may vary in length, they should fall between four to seven pages. 
Students should expect to consult with me as they embark upon the rhetorical history and context paper, 
as the scope of these projects can often become expansive in breadth. 
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3.  Final Paper – Descriptive Analysis: For the final assignment in this course, students will now choose an 

artifact on their own and produce two papers: a descriptive analysis and a key concepts paper. The first 
of these papers is a descriptive analysis paper. Students are required to meet with me by week eight of 
the semester to discuss their chosen artifact. Descriptive analysis papers may vary in length but should 
fall between four to seven pages.  

 
4.  Final Paper – Key Concepts: The second paper in the final assignment for this course is a key concepts 

paper. Using the artifact students selected for the descriptive analysis paper above, students will produce 
a key concepts paper. In this paper, students will draw from the course material and discussion, selecting 
a concept from the course to engage their artifact. Students are expected to cite academic sources that 
discuss the concept they are using in the paper. Students should also develop a thesis statement that 
clearly links the concept to the artifact they have chosen, making an argument they would reasonably 
expect would inform a larger project paper in rhetorical studies, were they to embark upon one using this 
artifact and this concept. Papers may vary in length but should generally fall between five to eight pages. 

 
Some key journals of note in rhetorical studies, communication, and other relevant fields  include (but are not limited to): 

 Argumentation and Advocacy 
 Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 
 Communication Monographs 
 Controversia 
 Critical Studies in Media Communication 
 International Journal of Communication 
 Philosophy and Rhetoric 
 Rhetoric and Public Affairs 
 Rhetoric Society Quarterly 
 Southern Communication Journal 
 Quarterly Journal of Speech 
 Western Journal of Communication 
 
5. Reflection for Final Paper Assignment: For this final assignment in the course, students will write a 

reflection about the final paper process. This should be a self-assessment that evaluates the work of the 
final two papers, gauges how much more research would be necessary in order to make the final two 
papers into a working longer project (like a thesis for the department) and assesses the work necessary to 
effectively build the argument/thesis offered in the final key concept paper. This paper may also reflect 
upon the different research, brainstorming, and writing processes the student used, or hopes to use in the 
future, when engaging projects like this again. Students should overall ask themselves questions like: 
how did I go about the process of this work? What was most difficult? What would I do differently? 
What concerns do I have about the work I have done? Papers may vary in length but should fall between 
three to five pages in length. 
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Tentative Schedule for Introduction to Rhetorical Criticism 
 DATE TOPIC READINGS 

(RRRC = Routledge Reader in Rhetorical 
Criticism) 

 WEEK ONE 
 

The Path to Becoming a 
Rhetorical Critic 
 

1. RRRC: Campbell, Karlyn, “Criticism 
Ephemeral and Enduring,” p. 27-32  
 

C
R
I 
T 
I
C
I 
S
M 

WEEK TWO 
 

CRITICISM: Week One 1. RRRC: Dow, Bonnie, “Criticism and 
Authority in the Artistic Mode,” chapter 
9 
 
2. RRRC: Condit, Celeste, “The Critic as 
Empath,” chapter 8 
 
3. Foss, Sonja K. “The Nature of 
Rhetorical Criticism” & “Doing 
Rhetorical Criticism” 

T
E
X
T 

WEEK THREE 
 

TEXT: Week One 1. Lucas, Stephen. “The Stylistic Artistry 
of the Declaration of Independence”  
 
2. Leff, Michael. “Temporal Dimensions 
in Lincoln’s Second Inaugural” 

 WEEK FOUR 
 

TEXT: Week Two 
 
 

1. RRRC: Nakayama, Thomas. 
“Show/Down Time: ‘Race,’ Gender, 
Sexuality, and Popular Culture,” p. 367-
379 
 
 
 
 
 

C
O
N
T
E
X
T/
H
I 
S
T
O
R
Y 

WEEK FIVE 
 

CONTEXT/HISTORY:  
Week One 

1. Turner, Kathleen, “Introduction: 
Rhetorical History as Social 
Construction,” In Doing Rhetorical 
History, Kathleen Turner (Ed.) 
 
2. Clark, E. Culpepper & Raymie 
McKerrow, “The Rhetorical Construction 
of History,” In Doing Rhetorical History, 
Kathleen Turner (Ed.) 
 
3. Browne, Stephen, “Remembering 
Crispus Attucks: Race, Rhetoric and the 
Politics of Commemoration”  

 WEEK SIX 
 

CONTEXT/HISTORY:  
Week Two 

RRRC: Dickinson, Greg, Brian L. Ott, 
and Eric Aoki, “Spaces of Remembering 
and Forgetting: The Reverent Eye/I at the 
Plains Indian Museum,” p. 338-353 
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 WEEK SEVEN 
 

CONTEXT/HISTORY:  
Week Three 
 

and 
 
AUDIENCE: Week One 

1. Hariman, Robert & John Louis 
Lucaites, “Public Identity and Collective 
Memory in U.S. Iconic Photography: The 
Image of ‘Accidental Napalm’” 
 
2. RRRC: Black, Edwin, “The Second 
Persona,” p. 595-603 
 
3. RRRC: Philip Wander, “The Third 
Persona,” p. 604-625 

A
U
D
I 
E
N
C
E 

WEEK EIGHT 
 

AUDIENCE: Week Two 
 
 

1. RRRC: Charland, Maurice, 
“Constitutive Rhetoric: The Case of the 
Peuple Quebecois,” p. 432-447  
 
2. McGee, Michael Calvin, “In Search of 
the People: A Rhetorical Alternative”  

 WEEK NINE 
 

AUDIENCE: Week Three 
 
 

1. Lee, Michael, “Us, Them, and the War 
on Terror” 
 
2. Zaeske, Susan, “Signatures of 
Citizenship: The Rhetoric of Women’s 
Antislavery Petitions” 

 WEEK TEN 
 

AUDIENCE: Week Four 1. RRRC: DeLuca, Kevin Michael & 
Jennifer Peeples, “From Public Sphere to 
Public Screen: Democracy, Activism, 
and the ‘Violence’ of Seattle,” p. 380-
400 
 
2. Hall, Stuart, “Encoding/Decoding” 

I
D
E
N
T 
I 
T
Y 

WEEK ELEVEN 
 

AUDIENCE: Week Five 
 

and 
 
IDENTITY: Week One 

1. Cloud, Dana, “Hegemony or 
Concordance? The Rhetoric of Tokenism 
in “Oprah” Winfrey’s Rags-to-Riches 
Autobiography”  
 
2. RRRC: Lake, Randy. “Enacting Red 
Power,” chapter 46 

 WEEK TWELVE 
 

IDENTITY: Week Two 
 
 

1. Kelly, Casey, “Detournement: 
Decolonization and the American Indian 
Occupation of Alcatraz” 
 
2. Nakayama, Thomas and Robert 
Krizek, “Whiteness: A Strategic 
Rhetoric” 
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 WEEK THIRTEEN 
 

IDENTITY: Week Three 1. Cisneros, David, “Rebordering the 
Civic Imaginary: Rhetoric, Hybridity, 
and Citizenship in La Gran Marcha”  
 
2. Sloop, John and Kent Ono, 
“Criticizing Vernacular Discourse” 

 WEEK FOURTEEN 
 

IDENTITY: Week Four 1. RRRC: Ott and Keeling, “Cinema and 
Choric Connection,” chapter 37 
 
2. Rand, Erin, “Gay Pride and Its Queer 
Discontents”  

 WEEK FIFTEEN 
 

IDENTITY: Week Five Text+Field, “Introduction,” (Sara L. 
MacKinnon, Robert Asen, Karma R. 
Chavez, and Robert Glenn Howard, Eds.) 
 

 
 


