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COMM 4040 – Rhetorical Theory Mark Hlavacik 
Mark.Hlavacik@unt.edu  Office – 320A GAB 

 Hours – MW 12-2PM

Course Description 
This course is a survey of the rhetorical tradition that focuses on a selection of notable developments in 
rhetorical theory. Throughout the semester, the class will encounter a series of thinkers and texts, each of 
which hypothesizes about how words and other forms of symbolic action achieve various forms of solicitation. 
Although the rhetorical theories we will encounter most often conceptualize rhetoric as an art of persuasion, we 
will also ask how this art of persuasion relates to the social formations it inhabits. Specifically, we will explore 
rhetoric’s relationships with democracy, education, citizenship, culture and technology. Our encounters with 
rhetorical theory and its authors will begin in the ancient Greek world and extend all the way to the late 
twentieth century. 
 
To succeed in this course, you will need to read closely, take careful notes, and participate thoughtfully in our 
digital discussions. You will also need to exert considerable creative and analytical effort for each assignment. 
Rhetorical theories can be challenging to engage with because the processes by which we engage them—
interpretation, discussion, and persuasion—themselves are expressions of rhetorical theory. If or when things 
get confusing, take notes and ask questions, do not shy away from what you find difficult to understand. 
 
When you have successfully completed Rhetorical Theory, you will possess and be possessed of a 2,500 
yearlong intellectual tradition. The Western world has had rhetorical theory longer than it has had, paved 
roads, written English, or Jesus Christ. Your understanding of this tradition should form the basis for further 
academic exploration as well as critical engagement with the world of symbolic action, one that has been 
configured by rhetorical theory for millennia. 
 
Course Goals 
 
The core goal of COMM 4040 is to familiarize students with the rhetorical tradition and the most consequential 
insights it offers. In pursuit of that understanding, students should: 
 

• Practice reading historically distant texts in a way that combines an awareness of the context that they 
come from with an openness to making cross-cultural connections between ideas about the nature of 
rhetoric from different times and places. 

• Apply and improve their creative and persuasive communication skills. 
• Recognize the history of rhetoric as contested. 
• Construct their own understanding of the intellectual history of rhetoric and gain a sense of investment 

and ownership in that history. 
 
Course Materials 
 
Required Materials 

• The course Canvas page. 
 
Recommended Materials 

• 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 4040 are optional. If a student 
does not complete and submit any of the assigned work for COMM 4040, he or she will fail the course. 
 
Reading Discussions (40%) 
You have two tasks to complete for each discussion. 
 
Task 1: Respond to the Prompt 
Your response should: 

• Be at least 200 words. 
• Address the prompt thoughtfully, even if to disagree with it. 
• Make use of all of the assigned readings from the week. 
• Connect ideas between the readings. 
• Make analogical use of assigned speculative fiction piece. In other words, although the speculative 

fiction we are reading is not always about communication or democracy, give some thought to how the 
ideas it addresses are relevant to communication and democracy. 

 
Task 2: Comment on Two Posts By Classmates 
Your comments can be just a couple sentences, but they should forward the conversation in some way, and 
might do so in one of the following ways: 

• Ask a good question. Good questions are challenging, but constructive and should be grounded in he 
course readings. 

• Make a connection. Perhaps your classmate’s post made you think of an example the confirms or 
denies something they've said. Perhaps there was something from a previous reading that is relevant 
to what they wrote. 

• "Yes! And!" Is there something a classmate has written that you agree with. Say so, but be sure to give 
your own reasons that are also grounded our readings, current or past. 

• "I'm not so sure." Is there something a classmate has written that you don't agree with. Say so, but be 
sure to give your own reasons that are also grounded our readings, current or past. 

 
Three Unit Projects (36%) 
 
The Ancient Greek Rhetoric Project 
 
Part 1: Choose a Creative Task 
 
CREATIVE TASK A: PARADOXICAL ENCOMIUM 
An encomium is a speech of praise. A paradoxical encomium is a speech in praise of something that is widely 
disliked or disregarded. Gorgias's "Encomium of Helen" praises someone typically blamed for causing a war. 
Caelio Calcagnino "On the Flea" praises something that is typically disliked or disregarded. For this creative 
task, you must write your own paradoxical encomium on any subject you like. It should be a single page (a 
whole one, not a half), double-spaced, and it should be cleverly crafted and carefully proofread. 
 
CREATIVE TASK B: ADVERTISEMENT FOR THE COMMUNICATION STUDIES MAJOR 
Isocrate's "Against the Sophists" is an advertisement for his school that attacks the education being offered by 
the sophists, who he reviled. For this creative task, you are to create a print advertisement for the 
Communication Studies major. This advertisement should include at least 200 words and should sell the major 
as the best way to learn about rhetoric at UNT. Your advertisement should have a visual component and it 
should laud some of the benefits of a rhetorical education mentioned in our Ancient Greek Rhetoric unit. 
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You are welcome to pick any piece of political communication and any new mediated form. Some transitions 
might be fairly straight-forward, such as taking a World War II propaganda poster and turning it into a 
Facebook ad. Others might require more tinkering, such as taking the same poster and making it a TikTok 
video. 
 
Part 2: The Reflective Essay 
 
The reflective essay must be at least three full pages (12pt font, doubled spaced) and must make use of 
course concepts (with direct references to the the specific readings) from at least half of the readings in this 
unit. You do not need to formally cite your sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are 
using. Parenthetical citations are fine, such as (Conley, pg. 9) or (Plato, Gorgias, pp. 10-12). 
 
Your reflective essay should explain what your rhetorical goals were in making your creative project such as, 
who you imagined to be your audience, and why you chose to appeal to them in the way that you did. It should 
also discuss the ideas about rhetoric you incorporated into creating either your paradoxical encomium or your 
ad. These ideas that can be literally embedded in the text such as an appeal the power of words like that in 
Gorgias's "Encomium of Helen," and they might also be ideas about how rhetoric works to persuade people 
(such as Aristotle's ethos, pathos, and logos) that helped guide you as you put your project together. 
 
The Roman & Medieval Rhetoric Project 
 
Part 1: Choose a Creative Task 
 
CREATIVE TASK A: TWEETS DICTAMINIS 
For this creative task you will identify an existing tweet. Any tweet by anyone except one you have purpose 
written for this assignment. You must then re-envision the tweet as a medieval letter following the five parts for 
a letter described by Conley on page 94. Your tweet should preserve the purpose of the original to the best of 
your ability, but will have to embellish a good bit. The letter does not need to be longer than a single page, 
double-spaced, but it should be cleverly crafted and carefully proofread. 
 
CREATIVE TASK B: REDESIGNING RHETORICA 
For this creative task you will design a visual representation of Rhetoric based loosely on the description 
provided by Martanius Capella in The Marriage of Philology & Mercury. You may create your Rhetorica via any 
visual artistic mode you prefer, from drawing he/she/they yourself to using collage or various meme-making 
tools. I will be impressed if you have great illustrating skills, but I am looking for cleverness in your visual art 
and your ability to capture the essence of Rhetorica, not how well you can draw. 
 
Part 2: The Reflective Essay 
 
The reflective essay must be at least three full pages (12pt font, doubled spaced) and must make use of 
course concepts (with direct references to the the specific readings) from at least half of the readings in this 
unit. You do not need to formally cite your sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are 
using. Parenthetical citations are fine, such as (Conley, pg. 9) or (Plato, Gorgias, pp. 10-12). 
 
Your reflective essay should explain what your rhetorical goals were in making your creative project such as, 
who you imagined to be your audience, and why you chose to appeal to them in the way that you did. It should 
also discuss the ideas about rhetoric you incorporated into creating either your paradoxical encomium or your 
ad. These ideas that can be literally embedded in the text such as an appeal the power of words like that in 
Gorgias's "Encomium of Helen," and they might also be ideas about how rhetoric works to persuade people 
(such as Aristotle's ethos, pathos, and logos) that helped guide you as you put your project together. 
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The Modern Rhetoric Project 
 
Part 1: Choose a Creative Task 
 
CREATIVE TASK A: MODERN GESTURE INSTRUCTIONS 
For this creative task you will choose a modern communicative gesture. It doesn't matter what context it occurs 
in, but it needs to be embodied in some way. Your task is to define the gesture and create instructions for 
doing it. Your instructions should have some visual element and your definition should discuss the various 
uses and meanings of the gesture. 
 
CREATIVE TASK B: UNRELIABLE NEWS NARRATIVE 
For this creative task you will choose a news event and create an unreliable narration of it. Your narration 
should include an indication as to whose voice it is in and it should not exceed two pages, double-spaced. 
Because it is meant to be unreliable, your narration should distort the event, but it should do some in some 
programmatic way--usually this is so that it ultimately makes a point about the person speaking. 
 
Part 2: The Reflective Essay 
 
The reflective essay must be at least three full pages (12pt font, doubled spaced) and must make use of 
course concepts (with direct references to the the specific readings) from at least half of the readings in this 
unit. You do not need to formally cite your sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are 
using. Parenthetical citations are fine, such as (Conley, pg. 9) or (Plato, Gorgias, pp. 10-12). 
 
Your reflective essay should explain what your rhetorical goals were in making your creative project such as, 
who you imagined to be your audience, and why you chose to appeal to them in the way that you did. It should 
also discuss the ideas about rhetoric you incorporated into creating either your paradoxical encomium or your 
ad. These ideas that can be literally embedded in the text such as an appeal the power of words like that in 
Gorgias's "Encomium of Helen," and they might also be ideas about how rhetoric works to persuade people 
(such as Aristotle's ethos, pathos, and logos) that helped guide you as you put your project together. 

 
Final Project (24%) 
For the final project, each student will select one of the works of rhetorical theory we read during the semester 
and engage in a more intensive study of it than we have time to undertake together as a class. To demonstrate 
a deep understanding of the object, each student will produce four documents related to their chosen 
theoretical work. First drafts of the pieces of the project will be due during the semester with the final draft, a 
portfolio including all four documents, due during finals week. 
 

Author Bio: A 2-3 page contextualization of the author and the theoretical work you have selected. 
This brief paper should: explain how the author fits into the larger rhetorical tradition, explain how the 
theoretical piece fits into the author’s accomplishments and biography, explain how the theoretical work 
fits into the larger rhetorical tradition. Basically, you should answer the questions: What is this 
theoretical piece, who is the person who wrote, and why? 
 
Precis: A 1-2 page outline of the argument of the theoretical work you have chosen. This should reflect 
a careful and close reading of your chosen object.  
 
Lesson Plan: A 1-2 page plan for how you would teach this theoretical work to an introductory class of 
communication majors and/or minors. What do they need to know about the ideas in this theoretical 
work? What do they need to know about its author? How could you introduce them to this work in a way 
that they will understand and remember it? 
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Contemporary Application: A 3-4 page paper wherein you apply one or more of the theoretical ideas 
from your chosen work to a contemporary rhetorical phenomenon of your choice. You could use the 
theory to examine a speech, a book, a television show, how people comment on facebook—any 
phenomenon that is in the slightest rhetorical. This paper should demonstrate your understanding of 
your chosen work through a valid application of one or more of the ideas from it. 

 
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 4040: 

• 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 4040, 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 
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 
Seminar participants are expected to approach attendance as professionals. Any absence aside from an 
emergency should be communicated in advance. Overall, absences should be minimal and explicable. 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 
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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. 
 



 
 

7 

Course Schedule 
All course readings are available as either scans or links from Canvas. 
 

Rhetorical Theory consists of an introductory unit, three longer units that move chronologically through the 
history of rhetorical theory, and a concluding unit that sets aside time for completing the final project. The units 
vary in length from one to four weeks and each unit consists of one module for each of its weeks. You will have 
an assignment to complete most every week. There are no tests and the final is the final project, which is due 
during (you guessed it) finals week. 

INTRODUCTION 

This unit introduces the concept of rhetorical theory as well as an overview of its origins and history. 

Week 1 

• Chapter 1 from George Kennedy's A New History of Classical Rhetoric 
• James Murphy and Andrea Lundsford's "On Reclaiming Rhetorica" 
• Chapter 1 from James Herrick's The History and Theory of Rhetoric 
• Discussion #1 

ANCIENT GREEK RHETORIC 

This is the first of the three main units. Each addresses an era of the history of rhetorical theory. Each week 
contains a set of readings that are divided into three sections, each of which is intended to be an amount of 
reading that would usually be assigned for one class session. These main units each contain four weeks the 
last of which is set aside for completing the unit project. 

Week 2 - The Sophists & Citizenship 

• Chapter 3 from George Kennedy's A New History of Classical Rhetoric 
• Pages 1-7 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Two Fragments by Protagoras 
• "The Encomium of Helen" by Gorgias 
• Page 33-44 from Cheryl Glenn's Rhetoric Retold 
• Discussion #2 

Week 3 - Isocrates, Plato, & Education 

• Pages 8-13 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Exceprts from Plato's Gorgias 
• Excerpts from Plato's Phaedrus 
• Pages 17-20 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Isocrates' Against the Sophists 
• Excerpt from Isocrates' To Nicocles, AKA "The Hymn to Logos" 
• Discussion #3 

Week 4 - Aristotle & Democracy 

• Pages 64-72 from Mogens Herman Hansen's Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes 
• Pages 13-17 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Chapters 1-3 of Aristotle's The Art of Rhetoric 
• Jordan Loveridge's Arabic Interpretation's of Aristotle's Rhetoric 
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• Discussion #4 

Week 5 

• Complete and submit your unit project. 

ROMAN & MEDIEVAL RHETORIC 
 
Week 7 - Cicero, Quintilian, & Democracy 

• Pages 117-121 & 140-147 from George Kennedy's A New History of Classical Rhetoric 
• Cicero's De Optimo Genere Oratorum 
• Pages 32-33 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Excerpt from Cicero's de Inventione 
• Excerpt from Rhetoric ad Herennium 
• Pages 177-186 from George Kennedy's A New History of Classical Rhetoric 
• Excerpt from Quintilian's de Institutio Oratoria 
• Discussion #6 

Week 8 - Augustine, Capella, Jewish Rhetoric, & Education 

• Pages 74-78; 105 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Excerpt from St. Augustine's de Doctrina Christiana 
• Pages 106-123 from James Murphy's Rhetoric in the Middle Ages 
• Excerpt from Martanius Capella's The Marriage of Philology & Mercury 
• Brandon Katzir's Classical & Medieval Jewish Rhetoric 
• Discussion #7 

Week 9 - The Ars, Catherine de Pizan & Culture 

• Pages 90-101 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Cheryl Glenn's "Author, Audience, and Autobiography: Rhetorical Technique in The Book of 

Margery Kempe" 
• Excerpt from The Book of Margery Kempe 
• Jenny Redferns's "Christine de Pisan and The Treasure of the City of Ladies: A Medieval 

Rhetorican and Her Rhetoric" 
• Excerpt from Christine de Pisan's Book of the City of Ladies 
• Discussion #8 

Week 10 

• Complete and submit your unit project. 

MODERN RHETORIC 
 
Week 11 - Blair, Campbell, Whately, Austin, & Education 

• Pages 191-194; 211-216; 232-234 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Excerpt from Hugh Blair's Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres 
• Excerpt from George Campbell's The Philosophy of Rhetoric 
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• Pages 237-241; 256-257 from Thomas Conley's Rhetoric in the European Tradition 
• Excerpt from Richard Whately's The Elements of Rhetoric 
• Figures from Gilbert Austin's Chironomia 
• Discussion #9 

Week 12 - Booth, Burke, & Democracy 

• Chapter 10 from James Herrick's The History and Theory of Rhetoric 
• Excerpt from Wayne Booth's The Rhetoric of Fiction 
• Kenneth Burke's "The Rhetoric of Hitler's Battle" 
• Excerpt from Kenneth Burke's A Grammar of Motives 
• Discussion #10 

Week 13 - Foucault, Fraser, & Technology 

• Chapter 11 from James Herrick's The History and Theory of Rhetoric 
• Excerpt from Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish 
• Nancy Fraser's "Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 

Democracy" 
• Discussion #11 

Week 14 

• Complete and submit your unit project. 

FINAL 
 
Week 15 

• Work on final project. 

Finals Week 

• Complete and submit final project. 


