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COMM 3340 –  
Methods of Rhetorical Criticism 
 
 

Mark Hlavacik 
Mark.Hlavacik@unt.edu 
Office – 320A GAB 
Hours – MW 2-4PM

Course Description 
We are all critics. We must be. To live safe—let alone meaningful—lives we must make critical judgments 
everyday. Some judgments are big like whether or not to change your major. Many judgments are small like 
whether or not to finish that burrito. But, in every case, we arrive at our decisions through some process, 
intentional or otherwise. Our judgments are important to us, but they are also important to other people. Just 
about as often as we make judgments, other people try to influence those judgments or the processes by 
which we make them. 
 
Communication Studies 3340 is concerned with processes of critical 
judgment, but not the major or the burrito kind. COMM 3340 will not 
teach you how to select a lunch or a future. Those are issues best 
tackled with a philosopher or life coach. COMM 3340 is also not a 
class about how to persuade your friend to give up his burritos or her 
major in aviation logistics. That is persuasion and you can learn 
about it COMM 2140: Rhetoric and Argument. Instead, COMM 3340 
is a class about judging the judgments people make when they 
attempt to influence other people’s judgments. That third level of 
abstraction is rhetorical criticism and if it makes no sense now, then 
you are in the right class. The readings, assignments, and 
classroom format of COMM 3340 are all designed to help you 
develop analytical competence as a critic of the rhetorical milieu in 
which you are swimming. 
 
In this class, we will read about thirty articles written by rhetorical 
critics. At times, these will be technical and dense, but the questions 
they pursue are always grounded in that third level of judgment. We will spend the majority of our time in class 
talking together about what we have read and how we might apply it to the world. Eight times, no more, no 
less, we will take quizzes over the reading. In this class, we will write about thirty pages as well. I will ask each 
of you to pick a single rhetorical artifact that you will shower with criticism throughout the semester. It might be 
a speech or a book, a twitter campaign or an album, a monument or a video game, or just about anything else 
with sufficient communicative breadth and complexity to withstand a semester of scrutiny. I will ask each of you 
to perform four short rhetorical criticisms of the object and one longer criticism. Together, we will practice our 
critical judgment as well as our skills at writing those judgments in rigorous and convincing prose. I promise, it 
will be fun. 
 
Course Materials 
 
Required Course Text 

• Burgchardt, Carl R., Readings in Rhetorical Criticism, 4th ed. (State College, PA: Strata 2010). 
1891136232. 

 
Suggested Course Text 

• University of Chicago Press, The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010). 9780226104201. 
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Course Assignments 
The following are rough descriptions of each of the assignments. More specific requirements for each including 
rubrics will be made available during class. None of the assignments in COMM 3340 are optional. If a student 
does not complete and submit any of the assigned work for COMM 3340, he or she will fail the course. 
 
Participation (10%) 
Participation is an evaluation of each student’s contributions to the classroom. Simply being present in the 
classroom is a requirement of COMM 3340 and not a contribution to it. Students’ contributions can come in the 
form of, but are not limited to: speaking in class, insightful commentary on the required readings, bringing in an 
example for class discussion, performing exemplary work which can be modeled by other students, asking or 
answering questions, and attending office hours if necessary. 
 
Reading Quizzes (40%) 
Beginning in Week 3, we will have eight weeks of class in which we read examples of rhetorical criticism. Each 
of these reading weeks will involve reading one article per class session modeling the method of criticism we 
are exploring that week. Each Friday of our reading weeks, I will administer a brief reading quiz at the 
beginning of class that will draw a small set of questions from the week’s readings. There will be eight reading 
quizzes and each is worth 2.5% of the overall course grade. 
 
Short Criticisms (30%) 
You will have four opportunities to write short criticisms; you must write three. The short criticisms will be a 
minimum of four pages and a maximum of six pages. Each short criticism corresponds to one of the four units 
in this class and you will have your pick of two critical methods to make use of for your criticism. The short 
criticisms will build toward the long criticism that is the capstone for the course and they will give you an 
opportunity to demonstrate your understanding of critical method you choose. 
 
Long Criticism (20%) 
From the four short criticisms, you will plan and prepare a longer criticism of your chosen rhetorical artifact. 
This longer criticism will draw on discoveries you have made in your shorter criticisms, but will be substantially 
its own work. This longer criticism should represent the most revealing rhetorical examination of your chosen 
artifact you can create. The long criticism will be due on the last day of class and serve as a culmination of 
what you have learned in Methods of Rhetorical Criticism. It should be no fewer than ten pages, but no more 
than twelve. 
 
Course Policies 
Please note that the University of North Texas boasts several great resources for rhetorical humans who also 
happen to be undergraduate students in COMM 3340: 

• UNT Writing Lab (http://ltc.unt.edu/node/362) 
• COMM Library (http://communication.unt.edu/research/library) 

As you find cause to seek help along the way in COMM 3340, do not forget that these are available to you. You 
can find more details by following the links or asking your instructor. 
 
Guidelines for Submitting Assignments 
Assignments will be collected at the beginning of class the day that they are due. Barring documented 
emergencies, even if you are absent on the day that an assignment is due it is your responsibility to submit the 
assignment to me via email on time. All assignments should be typed using a standard font, such as Times 
New Roman. Please use one-inch margins and either an eleven or twelve-point font size. Handwritten work will 
not be accepted. Staple all work that is more than one page. No paperclips or folding over, please. Carefully 
proofread all assignments before submitting. Submissions should include your name, the course name, and 
the date on the first page. Late work will be accepted for half credit up to a week after the assignment is due. 
This does not extend past the last day of class. It is your responsibility to notify me as soon as possible if you 
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believe your will have to turn an assignment in late. I reserve the option of declining late work when a student 
has not notified me that the work would be late before it is past due. 
 
Attendance 
Because COMM 3340 includes in-class activities and discussions, attendance is critical and will be enforced. 
Consequently, each student will be expected to participate in the creation and maintenance of an intellectual 
and professional community of study. Students who arrive late or attend class without the necessary materials 
or completed assignments may be counted absent. You are responsible for obtaining assignments, notes, 
and/or schedule changes that are made during missed classes. There are no excused absences in COMM 
3340 with the exception of university-approved activities and extreme emergencies. In both cases the student 
must provide documentation of the absence promptly for it to be excused. The first three unexcused absences 
in COMM 3340 will have no effect on your grade, but every absence greater than three will result in a half-
grade deduction from the final grade. If a student misses more than one third of all of the class sessions, the 
student will automatically fail COMM 3340. In the unfortunate event that you face an emergency that is likely to 
remove you from class for an extended period, please get in contact with the Dean of Students office 
(https://deanofstudents.unt.edu). The Dean of Students office can provide you with support and options for 
managing your academic career during an extended emergency.  
 
Classroom Citizenship 
You will likely hear class members express ideas and opinions very different from your own in COMM 3340. 
You are expected to listen to opposing viewpoints and respect your classmates’ rights to hold those 
viewpoints. This does not mean that you are expected to compromise your own beliefs or values. Please be 
polite and respectful in your responses to others’ ideas. When appropriate, provide constructive feedback to 
your classmates’ contributions. You will likely receive constructive feedback yourself. You should strive to take 
it as an opportunity to improve your active listening, critical thinking, and communication skills. Please 
remember that no matter how free speech is from government restriction, it can never be free from 
consequence. An insult is an insult. It will hurt feelings without regard to its legal status. As an educator, it is 
my job to make sure that the classroom in which I teach welcomes students as much as it challenges them. 
From time to time, I may make proportionate interventions in class discussion in the pursuit of that balance. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Dishonesty of any kind is unacceptable in this course. Dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, plagiarism, 
cheating, fabricating information or citations, facilitating acts of dishonesty by others, having unauthorized 
possession of examinations, submitting the work of another person, submitting work turned in for credit in a 
previous course, or tampering with the academic work of other students. Academic dishonesty will result in 
academic sanctions, which may include automatic failure of the course. For more complete information on 
UNT’s procedures and policies regarding academic integrity, follow this link to check out your Student 
Handbook: http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf. 
 
Disability Access 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. 
Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to 
verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with an accommodation letter to be 
delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request 
accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as 
possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each 
class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of accommodation during faculty office hours or by 
appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their 
designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student.  For additional information see the Office of 
Disability Accommodation website at: http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940-
565-4323. 
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Course Schedule 
All readings can be found in the course text, Carl R. Burgchardt’s Readings in Rhetorical Criticism or on the 
course Blackboard page. 
 

Date Class Discussions and Activities Readings and Assignments Due 
W – 1/21 Introduction to Course 

Introduction to Article Reading 
Read: The Syllabus  

F – 1/23 What is the difference between a book and a 
speech and what does it matter when we ask 
whether a book or a speech was any good? 

Read: Herbert Wichelns, “The Literary Criticism 
of Oratory” 
 

M – 1/26 What can we learn about a society through 
the close examination of messages designed 
to persuade broad publics? 

Read: Ernest Wrage, “Public Address: A Study 
in Social and Intellectual History” 
 

W – 1/28 What questions should we ask when we 
criticize a piece of rhetoric and for what 
purpose(s) should we ask those questions? 

Read: Lloyd Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation;” 
Edwin Black, Excerpts from Rhetorical 
Criticism: A Study in Method  

F – 1/30 Share and discuss artifacts. What makes an 
artifact rhetorical? What makes a rhetorical 
artifact a good candidate for criticism? 

Due: Rhetorical Artifact Proposal 
 

M – 2/2 Unit One: Text and Context 
Must rhetorical criticism take into 
consideration the ethics of persuasion? 

Read: Forbes Hill, “Conventional Wisdom—
Traditional Form—The President’s Message of 
November 3, 1969” 

W – 2/4 How can/should we distinguish the 
boundaries between text and context? 

Read: Michael Leff and Gerald Mohrmann, 
“Lincoln at Cooper Union:  A Rhetorical 
Analysis of the Text” 

F – 2/6 What is gained and lost when a critic’s writing 
or speaking style mimics his or her subject of 
analysis? 

Read: Stephen Browne, “‘The Circle of Our 
Felicities’: Thomas Jefferson’s First Inaugural 
Address and the Rhetoric of Nationhood” 
Reading Quiz: Neo-Classical Criticism 

M – 2/9 When something is universal to all texts how 
do we tell if it is of critical significance to the 
one under analysis? 

Read: Michael Leff, “Dimensions of 
Temporality in Lincoln’s Second Inaugural” 
 

W – 2/11 Can a critic approach a text as sacred and 
succeed at the task of criticism? 

Read: Stephen Lucas, “The Stylistic Artistry of 
the Declaration of Independence” 

F – 2/13 What do we make of the relationship between 
neo-classical criticism, close textual analysis, 
and their subjects of criticism? 

Read: Edwin Black, “Gettysburg and Silence” 
Reading Quiz: Close-Textual Analysis 
 

M – 2/16 How the hell are we supposed to write? 
 

Bring: Notes Toward Paper One 

W – 2/18 What the hell are we supposed to write? 
 

Read on Blackboard: Thomas Benson, “The 
Senses of Rhetoric” 

F – 2/20 WTF do you mean I’m supposed to do this 
four more times? 

Due: Paper One 
 

M – 2/23 Unit Two: Drama and Metaphor 
How does a view of the world as drama help 
open new possibilities for criticism? 

Read: Kenneth Burke, “The Rhetoric of Hitler’s 
Battle” 
 

W – 2/25 The pentad as the grounds of critical inquiry. 
Good idea? Bad idea? 
 

Read: Mari Boor Tonn, Valerie Endress, John 
Diamond, “Hunting and Heritage on Trial: A 
Dramatistic Debate Over Tragedy, Tradition, 
and Territory” 
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F – 2/27 How do critics create distance between 
themselves and what they criticize? Should 
they? 

Read: Brian Ott and Eric Aoki, “The Politics of 
Negotiating Public Tragedy: Media Framing of 
the Matthew Shepherd Murder” 
Reading Quiz: Dramatistic Criticism 

M – 3/2 Where and how do we draw the line between 
language and metaphor? What makes a 
metaphor rhetorically interesting?  

Read: Michael Osborn, “Archetypal Metaphor 
in Rhetoric: The Light-Dark Family” 
 

W – 3/4 What are good metaphors for the work or the 
identity of the critic? 

Read: Robert Ivie, “Metaphor and the 
Rhetorical Invention of the Cold War ‘Idealists’” 

F – 3/6 What is a critic to do when he or she finds 
multiple metaphors at work in the same 
artifact? 

Read: Michael Butterworth, “The Politics of the 
Pitch: Claiming and Contesting Democracy 
Through the Iraqi National Soccer Team” 
Reading Quiz: Metaphoric Criticism 

M – 3/9 Paper Two Workshop 
 

Bring: Notes Toward Paper Two 

W – 3/11 What makes exciting writing? Read on Blackboard: Except from John 
Gardner, “The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for 
Young Writers” 

F – 3/13 Your critical artifact: better or worse? 
 

Due: Paper Two 

M – 3/16 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
W – 3/18 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
F – 3/20 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
M – 3/23 Unit Three: Social Movements and Genre 

What does or should a critic mean when he 
or she labels his or her critical object a social 
movement? 

Read: Leland Griffin, “The Rhetorical Structure 
of the Antimasonic Movement” 

W – 3/25 What are boundaries for critical text when the 
goal is to analyze a social movement and 
how ought those boundaries be determined? 

Read: Herbert Simons, “Requirements, 
Problems, and Strategy: A Theory of 
Persuasion for Social Movements” 

F – 3/27 How can an action be analyzed for rhetorical 
meaning and/or artistry? 
 

Read: Susan Zaeske, “Signature of 
Citizenship: The Rhetoric of Women’s 
Antislavery Petitions” 
Reading Quiz: Social Movement Criticism 

M – 3/30 What is a genre and how do we identify a 
new genre? 

Read: Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen 
Hall Jamieson, “Form and Genre in Rhetorical 
Criticism: An Introduction” 

W – 4/1 How should a critic classify a rhetorical act 
into a genre? How do we know a failed 
attempt at a genre? 

Read: BL Ware and Wil Linkugel, “They Spoke 
in Defense of Themselves: On the Generic 
Criticism of Apologia” 

F – 4/3 Can a genre be performed accidentally? 
What would that mean for criticism of such an 
accident? 

Read: James Darsey, “Joe McCarthy’s 
Fantastic Moment” 
Reading Quiz: Genre Criticism 

M – 4/6 Paper Three Workshop 
 

Bring: Notes Toward Paper Three 

W – 4/8 What makes clear writing? 
 

Read on Blackboard: Kit Hume, “Rules to 
Revise By” 

F – 4/10 How is your critical artifact different now? 
How do you think you will see it by the end of 
the semester? 

Due: Paper Three 
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M – 4/13 Unit Four: Identity and Ideology 
How can criticism negotiate the evaluation of 
an identity and the aspiration for one? 

Read: Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, “The Rhetoric of 
Women’s Liberation: An Oxymoron” 

W – 4/15 How does a critic connect issues of identity to 
larger, structural concerns? 

Read: Bonnie Dow, “Feminism, Miss America, 
and Media Mythology” 

F – 4/17 How does a concern with identity help a critic 
explain or make analytical use of irony? 

Read: Charles Morris, “Pink Herring & The 
Fourth Persona: J. Edgar Hoover’s Sex Crime 
Panic” 
Reading Quiz: Identity Criticism 

M – 4/20 Must critical work that concerns ideology be a 
project of reveal? 

Read: Thomas Nakayama and Robert Krizek, 
“Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric” 

W – 4/22 How does ideology help or hinder critical 
judgment, especially judgment concerned 
with ethical issues? 

Read: Dana Cloud, “Hegemony or 
Concordance? The Rhetoric of Tokenism in 
‘Oprah’ Winfrey’s Rags to Riches Story” 

F – 4/24 How does the rhetoric of ideology address its 
beginning? Can it? 

Read: Kevin DeLuca and Anne Demo, 
“Imaging Nature: Watkins, Yosemite, and the 
Birth of Environmentalism” 
Reading Quiz: Ideological Criticism 

M – 4/27 Paper Four Workshop Bring: Notes Toward Paper Four 
 

W – 4/29 What, now, is the most revealing criticism you 
can make of your chosen artifact? 

Due: Paper Four 

F – 5/1 Final Paper Workshop I Bring: Whatever You Have 
M – 5/4 Final Paper Workshop II 

 
Bring: Whatever You Have 

W – 5/6 Final Discussion of Rhetorical Criticism Due: Long Criticism 
 

F – 5/8 READING DAY READING DAY 
 


