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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 229A: Topics in the Study of Language and/or Rhetoric 
(3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Professor Judy Segal 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

The Rhetoric of Controversy 

 
Course Description: 
How—and where—do people argue about matters that matter?  How do members of the public weigh 
in on debates on such topics as abortion, same-sex marriage, assisted death, gun control, pipelines, 
health inequities, and biotechnology?  

The governing term for questions of how people try to influence each other on matters of public import 
is rhetoric--which is variously defined as “the faculty of discovering in the particular case what are the 
available means of persuasion” (Aristotle), “the use of language to induce cooperation in beings that by 
nature respond to symbols” (Kenneth Burke), and “language in its service of power” (James Berlin). 

In a time when arguments are made at public gatherings (the Occupy Movement, Idle No More), on 
radio and television, and on various online platforms, how do we participate in public discourse, and 
how are our minds made up and changed? How do we know a good argument when we see 
one?  How do we know whom to trust?  (Rhetorician Wayne Booth posed this question in 1974 [please 
excuse the sexist bias]: “If one mark of an educated man is that he can recognize a good person when 
he sees one, is it not strange that almost nothing in our enormous program of higher education deals 
with the question of how it is done?” (Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent, p. 158). 

This course will acquaint students with some useful concepts in rhetorical theory, and it will focus on 
public controversy.  We will have a sourcebook on rhetoric to keep us grounded in shared theory and 
terminology, but the rest of our readings/viewings will be on current controversies and will come from 
current media. 

English 229 is an introduction to rhetoric (and may lead students to 3rd and 4th year courses on 
rhetorical history, theory, and analysis).  Its aim is to illuminate the ways that North Americans, with 
freedom of speech, often polarized views, and opportunities to speak, to write, to protest, and to vote, 
work to persuade each other to believe as they believe and to do the right thing. 
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Required Texts: 

 Excerpts from James Jasinski, Sourcebook on Rhetoric: Key Concepts in Contemporary 
Rhetorical Studies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2001. 

 Short readings (and such) on current controversies.  These will be made available to you, 
usually for free, usually by hyperlinks, over the course of the term. 

Course Requirements: 

 In-class assignments and class participation: 20% 
 Mid-term exam: 20% 
 Paper – analyzing a controversy: 30% 
 Final exam: 30% 

 

 

 


