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COMM 4340 – Rhetoric & Politics 
 
 

Mark Hlavacik 
Mark.Hlavacik@unt.edu 
Office – 320A GAB 
Hours – MW 12-2PM

Course Description 
Rhetoric & Politics will explore the symbolic means by which people in the United States pursue their political 
interests. This expedition into the wilderness of American political culture will be, at times, quite treacherous. 
Despite the danger, the motto for COMM 4340 will be to go boldly. Although COMM 4340 will not tell students 
what to think of the wonders of political discourse they encounter, it will not tolerate students abdicating judgment. 
Over the course of the semester, COMM 4340 asks students to 
read about and develop their own distinctions between ethical and 
unethical political rhetoric and between what it means for a 
democracy to thrive or to flounder. 
 
COMM 4340 focuses on the strained relationship between 
communication and democracy. It asks what is wrong and right 
with the current state of democracy in the United States? And, what 
does communication have to do with it? To answer these questions 
and to facilitate the kind of lively class discussion we usually have 
face-to-face, students in COMM 4340 will do two kinds of reading. 
As usual, we will read twenty-five scholarly pieces, all concerned 
with the relationship between civic discourse and democracy, most 
focusing on the American context. In addition, though, we will also 
read five short stories, all of which are speculative or science 
fiction. These will provide the basis for our discussions of the 
scholarly readings, a basis that will hopefully stretch everyone's 
imagination beyond our familiar conceptions of what it means to 
live and take part in a democratic society. 
 
This is a course in the practice of advanced citizenship. At all times, students in COMM 4340 will be expected to 
contribute their ideas and questions to an intellectual community concerned with the betterment of political 
discourse. Students who complete Rhetoric & Politics will emerge with: enhanced expectations for the quality of 
political discourse, the analytical sophistication to recognize whether those expectations are met, and the 
symbolic resources to articulate their judgments. 
 
Course Goals 
The core object of COMM 4340 is for students to investigate the role of civic communication in democracy. In 
that process, students should test and refine their ideas of what civic communication is and should be, and what 
democracy is and should be as well. By pursuing this reevaluation, students should: 
 

• Gain a familiarity with the scholarly discussion of democracy and civic discourse. 
• Practice close textual analysis as they interpret and discuss the the assigned speculative fiction. 
• Apply and improve their creative and persuasive communication skills to the analysis of civic discourse. 
• Construct their own understanding of the past, current condition, and future of American political life that 

is not merely a single historical narrative nor a narrowly idealistic projection, but instead derives its 
coherence from the broad consideration of what democracy can be and what roles communication can 
play in it. 

 
In other words, I'd like you to think big. 
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Course Materials 
 
Suggested Course Text 

• University of Chicago Press, The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010). 9780226104201. 

 
Course Assignments 
The following are rough descriptions of each of the assignments. More specific requirements for each including 
rubrics will be made available on blackboard. None of the assignments in COMM 4340 are optional. If a student 
does not complete and submit any of the assigned work for COMM 4340, he or she will fail the course. 
 
Reading Discussions (33%) 
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 (45%) 
 
The Updated Media Project 
 

1) Select an old piece of political communication. Recreate it in a newer medium. 
2) A reflective essay explaining the decisions you made in re-mediating the piece of communication, using 

course concepts from at last half of the readings from this unit. 
 
Part 1: Re-Mediating a Piece of Political Communication 
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 
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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 this unit. You do not need to formally cite your 
sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are using. 
 
Your reflective essay should identify the original piece of political communication and describe its purpose. It 
should then discuss the re-mediated piece you created and reflect on the decisions you made when you created 
it. In particular, you should focus on what difference the new medium makes for (A) the content and form of the 
message, and (B) the quality of the message as a contribution to democratic discourse. 
 
The Propaganda & Persuasion Project 
 

1) Create two pieces of political communication with roughly the same content: one persuasive and one 
propagandistic. 

2) A reflective essay explaining the decisions you made in creating the contrasting messages using course 
concepts from at last half of the readings from this unit. 

 
Part 1: Creating Two Pieces of Political Communication: One Persuasive, One Propagandistic 
You task is to make two pieces of communication that are as similar as possible, but where one is persuasive 
and the other is propagandistic. For this, you will need to have some distinction between propaganda and 
persuasion in mind. Such ideas are littered throughout the readings from this unit. Here are some common 
distinctions you might consider: 
 
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 this unit. You do not need to formally cite your 
sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are using. 
 
Your reflective essay should identify a distinction between propaganda and persuasion you intended to 
implement. I should then discussion two pieces you created and reflect on the decisions you made when you 
created them so that their content would be similar, but their valence as propaganda and persuasion would 
contrast. In particular, you should focus on what difference it made to create one message that is propagandistic 
and one that is persuasive. What just could not stay the same? Finally, your reflection should hypothesize how 
the two messages would be likely to impact civic discourse differently moving forward. 
 
The Class Constitution Project 
 

1) Create a brief, written constitution for class discussion in COMM 4340. See details below. 
2) A reflective essay explaining the decisions you made in creating your constitution using course concepts 

from at last half of the readings from this unit. 
 
Part 1: Creating Creating a Class Discussion Constitution 
A written constitution is a legal document that creates the basic rules for how a government will be run. Who 
holds what powers and how they come to have them, who holds what rights and they come to have those, and 
it usually includes some visions of the purpose and nature of the government it institutes. 
 
Your constitution should only address how our class discussion board ought to be governed. For your 
constitution, I am looking for three elements: 
 

1) A preamble. This should be a paragraph (more or less) that offers a vision of the purpose and ideal 
functioning of the COMM 4340 discussion board. 

2) Rules. Here you should propose some rules for the discussion board. These are usually a less is more 
situation, but consider what codified norms would be best for creating good class conversations. You 
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might also want to think about our class's existence within the larger institutional structure of the 
university. 

3) Rights. For this section, you should identify a set of discussion-specific rights. Typically rights are 
possessed by people, but animals and ecological systems are sometimes granted rights as well, so feel 
free to be creative for how you identify and assign rights, but once again, less is probably more. 

 
I don't have an overall length in mind for this project, but I expect most of your class constitutions will be a page 
or two. I am most concerned that you have chosen your norms carefully and that you defend them thoughtfully 
in your reflection. Also, because this is a short document, I am expecting some polish. Direct, error-free prose. 
If you are going get creative and use an old-time-y font, please ensure that it is still legible. 
 
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 this unit. You do not need to formally cite your 
sources so long as you are clear about which readings you are using. 
 
Your reflection essay should explain the choices you made in constructing your class discussion constitution. 
You might expand a bit on your preamble. You might also explain the relationship between the vision offer in the 
preamble and the specific rules and rights you chose to codify. Although your class discussion constitution is not 
a plan for running an entire government at scale, it should think through some of problems that arise from political 
discussion that were covered in the unit readings and how you envision them being managed by this set of rules 
and rights. 
 
Final Project: “Take Me To Your Leader” Speech (22%) 
For your final project, you are to write a "take me to your leader" speech. This is the kind of speech an alien 
gives in a classic science fiction film when they arrive on Earth. However, your speech will be written from the 
perspective of an alien species that has perfected democracy and will offer an assessment of the condition of 
democracy in the United States. 
 
The speech should be at least five pages (double-spaced, 12pt font) and should be premised on one of the 
three prompts you will find below, each of which will allow you to offer a different assessment of the state of our 
democracy. Your grade will certainly benefit from your creativity, but what you have to say needs to be 
grounded in concepts from the course readings and your points of analysis (for example, discussions of our 
recent presidential election or arguments about the state of civic discussion) should be true to life and well-
informed. 
 
Prompt 1: Prepare to be Destroyed . . . Earth is That Bad at Democracy 
For this prompt you will write a speech for Democratoid, an interplanetary assassin alien sent to destroy life on 
Earth. Democratoid's employers have determined, through careful study of the United States and democratic 
institutions and culture, that humans are not capable of sustaining democracy. As a result, if humanity ever 
succeeds at developing to the point where it can leave its own solar system and begin colonizing other star 
systems, its inability to live peacefully and democratically means it could become the scourge of the galaxy. 
But, before firing a speed of light projectile at the sun so that our star is torn open and the inner solar system 
engulfed in the resulting inferno, Democratoid delivers an explanation for his act of mundicide from his 
employers, who have been observing us closely and reading our democratic theorists. 
 
Prompt 2: Take Me to Your Leader . . . We Have Much to Discuss 
For this prompt you will write a speech for Democratron 3000, the robot representative of the Intergalactic 
Federation of Democratic Civilizations (IFDC). Democraton has been sent to Earth to deliver the news that, 
with the right improvements to the American democratic system, humanity can earn a membership in the 
IFDC. In its speech, Democratron lays out the good and the bad of democracy as it is practiced in the United 
States based on an IFDC report that is surprising well-versed in Earth's theories of democracy and 
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communication. Democratron offers a few thoughtful suggestions for how we might succeed in our struggle to 
create a more democratic society and, in the end, Democratron asks to be taken to the president so that it can 
be sure the IFDC's message is delivered completely and accurately to Earth's leaders. 
 
Prompt 3: We Come in Peace . . . To Join Hands with a Democratic Earth 
Democratia is an ambassador from the Olympus system, a star with a remarkable 1,037 small planetoids 
within its habitable zone, each of which is home to its own planetary democracy not unlike an Ancient Greek 
city state. What are the odds? Democratia has traveled to Earth to offer humanity an alliance with Olympian 
democracies because they have determined that Earth shares their democratic values and system of 
government. In her speech proposing an alliance, Democratia uses her knowledge of Earth's democratic and 
communication theory, some of the history of its democratic governments, and her surprising familiarity with its 
current events to make the case that Earth democracy, while imperfect, has developed to the point where it 
has made humanity capable of cooperating with the galaxy's other democratic species. As a skilled 
intergalactic ambassador, she is complementary of our democratic way of life in a way that is detailed and 
believable. 
 
Course Policies 
Please note that the University of North Texas boasts some great resources for rhetorical humans who also 
happen to be undergraduate students in COMM 4340: 

• UNT Writing Lab (http://ltc.unt.edu/node/362) 
• COMM Library (https://communication.unt.edu/communications-library-search) 

As you find cause to seek help along the way in COMM 4340, 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. 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 
Attendance is required for COMM 4340. 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 4340 with the exception of university-approved activities and 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 4340 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 4340. 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 
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You will likely hear class members express ideas and opinions very different from your own in COMM 4340. 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 and the goes for other categories of speech. 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 and more. 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 
Rhetoric & Politics is divided into five units that vary in length from one to four weeks. Each unit 
contains a module for each of its weeks. The units are linked below on this page and also underneath 
the Washington Post image from the protests of the Emancipation Memorial on the home page. You 
will have one assignment due each week, at the end of the module, with the exception of the week 
before finals, which you will use to work on final project. There is no final test. The assignments are 
all listed here in the overview. 

Two Challenges 

This unit considers two challenges American democracy faces that are not themselves 
communicative. The first challenge is the history of anti-black racism in North America that stretches 
back to the early seventeenth century. The second challenge is the difficulty of doing democracy at 
the large scale of a country, rather than the smaller scale of a city. For both weeks, we will read a 
short story. 

Week 1 

Story by Arthur C. Clarke. 

Essays by Ta-Nehisi Coates and Nikole Hannah-Jones.  

Discussion #1: What does it mean to have faith in American democracy? 

Week 2 

Story by Ursula K. LeGuin. 

Essays by Robert Putman and Walter Lippmann. 

Discussion #2: What kind of community does a democracy require? 

 

The Rise of Media 

This is the first of the three main units. Each considers an aspect of communication that is said to 
cause problems for democracy. These units each begin with a short story, then consider five readings 
that discuss the problem, and finish with two readings that deny the problem. 

Week 3 

Story by Ray Bradbury. 

Essays by Neil Postman and Jay David Bolter. 

Discussion #3: How can democracy work when technology makes communication hard to trust? 
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Week 4 

Essays by Damien Pfister, J. Michael Hogan, and Edward S. Herman & Noam Chomsky. 

Discussion #4: What obligations should the media have in a democracy? 

Week 5 

Essays by Marshall McLuhan and Shelley Boulianne. 

Discussion #5: What forms of political participation has new and emerging media unleashed and how 
might they be good for democracy? 

Week 6 

Work on and submit your updated media project. 

 

The Rise of Propaganda 

Week 7 

Story by Octavia Butler. 

Essays by Garth S. Jowett & Vicoria J. O'Donnell and Thomas Frank. 

Discussion #6:  

Week 8 

Essays by Jacque Ellul, Clyde R. Miller, and Ian Haney Lopez 

Discussion #7:  

Week 9 

Essays by Michael Walzer and Edward Bernays. 

Discussion #8:  

Week 10 

Complete and submit propaganda and persuasion project. 

 

The Downfall of Norms 

Week 11 
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Story by Ted Chiang. 

Essays by Joseph M. Bessette and George Orwell. 

Discussion #9:  

Week 12 

Essays by Richard Hofstadter, Patricia Roberts-Miller, and Theodore Roosevelt. 

Discussion #10:  

Week 13 

Essays by Henry David Thoreau and John Most & Emma Goldman. 

Discussion #11:  

Week 14 

Complete and submit discussion board constitution project. 

 

Final 

Week 15 

Work on your take me to your leader speech. 

Finals Week 

Submit your take me to your leader speech. 


