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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 310: History and Theory of Rhetoric (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Judy Segal 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

Classical Rhetoric and Contemporary Persuasion 

 
Course Description: 
Rhetoric is the art of persuasion or influence--and the study of that art. Rhetorical theory offers a 
method for discovering the means of persuasion in public and private life, in institutional and social 
settings, across a range of media and genres. 

There is no better way to understand rhetorical theory and method than to study rhetoric's history—
and its ancient history is an excellent place to start! Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric as “the faculty of 
discovering, in the particular case, what are the available means of persuasion” provides a strong 
beginning for rhetorical study, and his categories and terms provide a reliable procedure for rhetorical 
analysis. 

Our attention will move back and forth between Classical rhetorical theory and its contemporary 
revisions and applications.  Our primary texts are Classical—but we will also read contemporary 
rhetorical theory and criticism, and consider the rhetorics of advertising, journalism, politics, law, and 
public discourse more generally. 

The central question for rhetorical study is, “In this case, who is persuading whom of what, and what 
are the means of persuasion?” 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: “How can eloquence itself render a 
speaker unpersuasive?” and “What do people say to get audiences to trust them?” 

There is no prerequisite for this course. 

Required Texts: 

 Plato, Phaedrus (trans. Hackforth) 
 Aristotle, Rhetoric (trans. Cooper) 
 Additional readings – some Classical (Gorgias, Cicero, for example), most 

contemporary.  These readings will be available online or sent to students as PDF’s; if 
necessary, they will be made available in a course packet. 

 



 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

Contemporary readings will (tentatively) include the following: 

 Carolyn Miller and Dawn Shepherd. “Blogging as Social Action: A Genre Analysis of the 
Weblog.” (2003). 

 Barbara J. Blakely. “iPods, Viagra, and the Praiseworthy Life: Epideictic Rhetoric in 
Technology and Medical Print Advertising.” (2011). 

 Carol Cohn. “Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals.” (1987). 
 Celeste Condit. “Two Sides to Every Question: The Impact of News Formulae on Abortion 

Policy Options.” (1994) 
 Lisa Storm Villadsen. “Speaking on Behalf of Others: Rhetorical Agency and Epideictic 

Functions in Official Apologies.” (2008) 
 Robert Rowland and John Jones. “Recasting the American Dream and American Politics: 

Barack Obama’s Keynote Address to the 2004 Democratic National Convention.” (2007) 
 Lisa Keränen. “Scientists under Scrutiny: The Centrality of Character in Science-Based 

Controversy.” (2010) 
 Virginia Chappell. “Expert Testimony: ‘Regular People,’ and Public Values: Arguing Common 

Sense at a Death Penalty Trial." (1995) 

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% 

 


