FLC Writing Program / Rhetorical Knowledge 


Social Functions of Rhetoric
 
“Rhetorical criticism is the process of thinking about symbols: discovering how they work, why they help us, and choosing to communicate in a particular way as a result of the options they present.”  Consider a social movement or idea (like the civil rights movement, women’s liberation, global warming) and consider how each of these six categories apply.
Rhetoric Tests Ideas

It allows ideas to be tested on their merits. Practicing rhetoric (developing and presenting ideas/messages) provides an important—and peaceful—means of testing ideas publicly. Effective advocacy (public support for or recommendation of a particular cause or policy) means preparing and presenting arguments and appeals.

(Does presenting ideas in front of an educated audience influence content?)

Rhetoric Assists Advocacy

It is the method by which we advocate ideas we believe to be important. It gives our private ideas a public voice. The art of rhetoric is used in preparing political messages.

(Does clarity and conformity to SWE help expression?)

Rhetoric Distributes Power

The guidelines one sets out as normative for writing and speaking are influenced by—and developed in the service of—existing power structures.  

(Who is allowed to speak in society? Whose ideas have a voice?)

Rhetoric Discovers Facts

Rhetoric assists in an investigative process that helps support arguments with evidence. Processes of rhetorical invention lead to critical thinking.

(Does critical thinking help express ourselves better? Construct better arguments?)

Rhetoric Shapes Knowledge

There is a direct connection between social knowledge and practices of speaking and writing. Rhetoric is epistemic (knowledge building)—through interaction people come to accept some ideas as true and to reject others as false. Once an idea has been thoroughly tested by a community or society, it becomes part pf what is accepted by that group.

(Does Truth depend of society or universal law?)

Rhetoric Builds Community

What people value, know, or believe, expressed through language, defines a community. Language therefore characterizes communities. Communities affect the ways people understand (interpretive communities) and the way people communicate (speech/discourse communities). In addition, communities often locate/define themselves in opposition to the “Other”—more dominant—discourse. 

�   From James A. Herrick’s The History and Theory of Rhetoric: An Introduction.
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