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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 310: History and Theory of Rhetoric – Classical Rhetoric 
(3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Judy Segal 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

Classical Rhetoric and Contemporary Persuasion 

 
Course Description: 
Rhetoric is the art of persuasion and the study of that art; rhetorical theory suggests a method for 
discovering the means of persuasion in public and private life, in institutional and social settings, across 
a range of media.   
 
There is no better way to understand rhetorical theory and method than to study rhetoric's history, 
especially its ancient history; Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric as “the faculty of discovering, in the 
particular case, what are the available means of persuasion” still provides a good starting place for 
analysis. 
 
Our attention will move back and forth between Classical rhetorical theory and its contemporary 
applications.  Our core texts are works by Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero—but we will also read some 
contemporary rhetorical theory and criticism, and analyze current advertisements, Web pages, political 
speeches, and other texts.  As rhetorical study has always been interested in public discourse, we are 
lucky this year to have English 310 coincide with a U.S. Presidential election. 
 
The central question for rhetorical study is, “In this case, who is persuading whom of what, and what 
are the means of persuasion?â€• Central questions about rhetorical beings (that is, all of us) are, 
"How do we come to believe what we believe?" and "What does it take to make us change our minds?" 
We will take up these questions, along with other, more specific, ones: â€œHow can eloquence itself 
render a speaker unpersuasive?â€� and â€œWhat strategies do speakers use to make themselves 
persuasive on matters of values?â€• 
 
Required Texts: 

 Plato, Phaedrus (trans. Hackforth) 
 Aristotle, Rhetoric (trans. Cooper) 
 Custom course packet, including further Classical readings (Gorgias, Cicero); resources for 

analysis; and recent articles by such authors as Joseph Gusfield (on the literary rhetoric of 
science), Lisa Storm Villadsen (on the rhetoric of public apologies) and Chris Halcomb (on 
figures of speech in Presidential rhetoric). 
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Recommended Texts: 

 Plato, Gorgias (any translation) 

Course Requirements: 

 oral presentation - 15% 
 mid-term exam - 20% 
 term essay: rhetorical analysis - 25% 
 final exam - 30% 
 participation - 10% 

 


