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Doing Rhetorical Criticism

The definitions of the terms rhetoric and vhetorical criticisn in chapter 1 have
provided a starting place for understanding rhetorical criticism. Knowledge
about what rhetorical criticism is does not automatically translate into the
ability to do criticism, however. This chapter is designed to provide you with
an overview of the actual process of producing an essay of criticisrm.

Because this textbook is a first experience with rhetorical criticism for
many of you, you probably will feel more comfortable initially practicing rhe-
torical criticism using specific methods. Using these methods enables you to
begin to develop your critical skills and to learn the language and basic proce-
dures of criticism. This chapter, then, provides you with information about
how to do criticism when your starting point is a formal method of criticism.
A variety of these methods are presented in chapters 3 through 11. Chapter 12
offers a different way of doing criticism—generative criticism—an approach
you probably will want to try as your skills as a critic grow. Using this
approach, you will create a method or framework for analyzing an artifact
from the data of the artifact itsel.

Your starting place, however, in most of the chapters is with a method of
criticism—either one you have chosen or one selected for you by your profes-
sor. When you begin with a particular method, the process of rhetorical criti-
cism involves four steps and possibly five or six depending on your

~ preferences or your professor’s assignment: (1) selecting an artifact; (2) ana-
* lyzing the artifact; (3) formulating a research question; (4) reviewing relevant
literature (optional); (5) writing the essay; and (6) applying the analysis in
activism (optional).

electing an Artifact

* Your first step is to find an artifact to analyze that is appropriate for the
- method you will be applying. The artifact is the data for the study—the rhetor-
_l_i:_al- act or artifact you are going to analyze. [t may be any instance of symbol
tse that is of interest to you and seems capable of generating insights about

9
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Formulating a Research Question

The research question is what you want to find out about rhetoric by
studying an artifact. It suggests what your study contributes to our under-
standing of how rhetorical processes work—your contribution, in other
words, to rhetorical theory. In contrast to much qualitative research, the
research question in rhetorical criticism is typically generated after you do
your analysis because the analysis shows you what you have learned that can
constituie a contribution to our understanding of rhetoric. This contribution is
captured in your research question. Although you may choose to state your
research question as a thesis staternent instead ol an actual question in your
essay, you want to be able to articulate what your research question is in your
mind because it encourages you to be very clear about your objective in your
analysis. Research questions are questions such as: “How does an ambiguous
artifact persuade?,” “What strategies can help people regain credibility after
they have been discredited?,” “What strategies do marginalized groups use to
challenge a dominant perspective?,” or “How does a political leader construct
a nation as an enemy?”

To create a research question, use the principle behind Jeopardy and cre-
ate a question for which the analysis you have just completed is the answer.
Use your findings to discover what is most significant, useful, or insightful
about your artifact and make that focus into a research question. If your anal-
ysis reveals, for example, that an artifact is making a highly controversial topic
seem normal, your research question might be something like, “What rhetori-
cal strategies facilitate the normalization of a controversial perspective?”

Research questions tend to be about four basic components of the commu-
nication process—the rhetor, the audience, the situation, and the message. If
you are having trouble developing a research question, identifying the arena
in which your study belongs might help you formulate your question.

» Rhetor. Some research questions deal with the relationship between
rhetors and their rhetoric. Questions that focus on the rhetor might be
concerned with the motive of the rhetor, the worldview of the rhetor, or
how the rhetoric functions for the rhetor. “What is the meaning of the
term compassion in the homilies of religious leaders?” is a research
question that has the rhetor as a focus.

-» Audience. Some research questions are concerned with the relationship
- between an artifact and an audience. Although rhetorical criticism does
~not allow you to answer questions about the actual effects of rhetoric on
‘an audience, you can ask questions about the kind of audience an arti-
fact constructs as its preferred audience or how an artifact functions to
facilitate the development of certain values or beliefs in an audience. A
'sample research question centered on an audience is; “What is the ideal
audience constructed by reality television?”

Situation. Other research questions deal with the relationship between
an artifact and the situation or context in which the artifact is embed-
“Such questions might deal with the impact of a situation on an arti-
fact, the rhetor’s definition of a sitnation in an artifact, or whether the
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and “What is the
perceptions of the crisis?”

a message are questions such as: What are the features of effective
apologies?,” “How does rhetoric generate support for propositions that
are contrary to cultural norms?,” or “What rhetorical strategies do indi-
viduals subjected to involuntary confinement use to create families?”

When vou formulate your research question, try
beginning critics sometimes make as th

* What rhetorical strategies are used to . . | ?

* How do ... fimction in the rhetoric of ., . ?

* What are the rhetorical processes that characterize the rhetoric of . . | 7
* What are the mechanisms by which . . . »

* How do rhetors construct S ?

* How is the rhetoric of . . | constructed?

* What rhetorical strategies are available to . . »

* What is the nature and function of rhetoric designed 1o . . . ;

* What is the nature of the worldview constructed to . ?

* What are the features of P

* What are the characteristics of . . »

* What strategies are used to construct worldviews that function to ., 7
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There is one more thing to avoid as you develop your research question.
Do not include your specific artifact or data in your research question.
Although there are exceptions with some methods of criticism (such as the
ideological approach), the question usually should be larger than the artifact
you are analyzing. You should be able to use any number of artifacts to answer
the question rather than being limited to the one you chose to study. Turn the
question that [its the analysis of your artifact into a more general one by mak-
ing the elements of the question more abstract. Instead of a question such as,
“How did George W. Bush reassure citizens after the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 117,” your question could be, “What rhetorical strategies do political
leaders use to reassure citizens after catastrophic events?” You have made the
name of the rhetor of the artifact you are studying into the more abstract term
of political leaders and the terrorist attacks of September 11 into catastrophic
events. Instead of a question such as, “How does the National Rifle Association
make its ideology palatable to resistant audiences?,” your question could be,
“How do organizations with strong ideologies construct messages that appeal
to normally resistant audiences?”

Reviewing Relevant Literature

The next step in the process of rhetorical criticism is an optional one. You
will want to engage in this step if your professor requires that your essays of
criticism include a literature review or if you are preparing an essay for con-
vention presentation or possible publication in a journal. In this case, the liter-
ature review is designed to familiarize the readers of your essay with key
findings from previous studies. [t is designed to provide contextual knowledge
the reader will need in order to understand vour findings and their signifi-
cance. The literature review allows you to enter the conversation about a topic
in your field by acquainting yourself with what others are saying so you can
extend the conversation they have begun.

Identifying the Literature to Review

How do you figure out what literature to review? Let’s take a research
- question and develop the categories of literature that you would include in
your literature review. Assume that you did a metaphoric analysis for your
essay and that the research question you came up with, as a result of your
analysis, is, “What are the metaphors used by state legislators in argumenta-
tion about children's issues?” You are interested in seeing how the metaphors
reate particular realities around children’s issues and encourage legislators
to perceive and deal with such issues in particular ways. As you search for lit-
erature on the topic, you might be tempted to search for all studies that have
o:do with state legislators, children’s issues, argumentation, and metaphors.
But these topics are too large—you can't possibly include in your literature
iew all of the studies on even one of these topics, nor would you want to.
Such: a literature review would be unfocused and would get your readers off
dck from the narrative you want to tell about the current state of the litera-
nd how it relates to the findings of your analysis.
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tion for clues about what your literature review should contain, also lock to
vour artifact, particularly if it is an artifact that is well known, produced by a
prominent person, or significant for other reasons. You want to see if studies
of your artifact have been done, how they might inform your own analysis,
and whether they shed any light on the research guestion you are asking. H,
for example, you are going 1o use as your data a work ol art by feminist artist
Judy Chicago, see if studies have been done on her art in the past and include
them in your Hterature review. If your data are Walt Disney cartoons, see what
studies have been done ol them and what kinds of lindings about what kinds
of questions those studies produced. In the case of legislators’ discussions
about children’s issues, you probably aren't going to find many studies that are
all that useful to include in your literature review—"argumentation abeut chil-
dren’s issues” isn't a particularly well-known kind of artifact, and it is not
associated with anyone of prominence. In this case, your artifact—a set of
speeches by legislators—would not be a source of literature for you.

Coding the Literature

You now have gathered the literature you want to include in your litera-
ture review, and you are likely to find yourself facing two commeon. problems
when vou survey the literature. One is how to keep track of and deal with ali
the literature. You might remember when you wrote papers in the past and
highlighted passages or had Post-it notes stuck on virtually every page ol every
book and article you collected. A second problem is how to organize and pres-
ent the literature. Even if you could process all of the material you have effi-
ciently, how do you organize it so that it makes sensc to your readers? The
following system of coding the literature addresses these problems and
enables you to engage the literature in an efficient and manageable fashion.

Coding the literature means gleaning the ideas that are relevant and useful
for your project from the literature. Do this coding the first time you read a
book or an article instead of reading it {irst and then going back through it to
code. When your literature is gathered and is stacked before you, sit at your
computer and take a book from the top of the pile. Review it for ideas that
have a direct bearing on your research question and artifact. Use all the clues
the book provides to discover what is relevant for the rhetorical process you
“are investigating—the table of contents, chapter titles, headings, and the
“index. For each chapter that seems relevant to your research question, ask: “Is
- this chapter relevant for my study?” If it isn't, do not read it, and do not code
it. When you come upon a relevant chapter, review it heading by heading and
subheading by subheading. Ask at cach heading, “Is this section relevant for
me?" If it isn't, skip it. When you find a relevant idea, take notes about it on the
computer. Using single spacing, type either a direct quote, a paraphrase, or a
summary of the idea you find useful, and include the source and page number
for'each note you take. Insert a double or triple space between the notes.

Use the same process to code your articles that you use to code the books.
ook through each article to see which sections seem relevant to your
research question and artifact. When you see a section that might be useful,
it, seeing if there are excerpts you want te pick up. Be careful when you
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are coding articles that you don't get lost in the details of a study. Highlight
only the findings of the study, Because you are looking for claims and conclu-
sions that are relevant to your research question,

know anything about how the

notes apart.
If you are not a fast keyboarder, there is another way to code literature
that may work better for

Creating a Conceptual Schema

Your next task is to turn the
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A conceptual schema is not a chronological description of literature in
which you take each study and talk about it in the order in which it was done.
These kinds of literature reviews are tedious because they do not make an
argument or connect the studies in any way. Your literature review, in con-
trast, is going to be organized by major topics and not by individual studies. In
fact, you may find that the same study appears in more than one of the subar-
eas of your literature review.

You have the mechanism for creating a conceptual schema for your litera-
ture right in front of you. Go to your compuier and make a list of the labels
that are on your envelopes. Leave a couple of spaces between each of the
labels as you type the list. Make the font for the list large—perhaps 26 point—
and then print it out. Grab your scissors again, and cut the labels apart. Take
the labels to your desk, a table, a bed, or the floor, and lay them out in any
order in front of you. Begin to play around with the relationships you see
among the topics represented in the labels. Maybe you have three different
topics that are the major variables that have been studied. Lay out those three
labels across the top of your space. Are there other labels or topics that belong
under them? If so, position them in that order. Do you have some topics that
disagree with a position? Some that agree? If so, group them together. Per-
haps you discover that the literature can be organized by influences, compo-
nents, functions, outcomes, models, different ways of doing something, steps
in a process, perspectives on a phenomenon, or comparison and contrast. You

can try out different ways of organizing the literature just by moving the labels
into different patierns. Keep trying alternatives until you come up with a con-
ceptual schema that encormpasses all or most of the major Jabels and that
seems to you to be the most effective way to tell the story of your literature.

There is no right or wrong conceptual schema for a body of literature.
Someone else could review, code, and sort the same literature you did and
come up with a very different conceptual schema from what you did. That is
not a problem. You want to organize the literature in a way that makes sense
to you, connects the major subjects covered in the literature, and helps you
engage the theoretical conversation related to your research question in a
coherent way. Developing your conceptual schema from the labels enables
you to accomplish all of these objectives in a way that is grounded in vour
unique interpretation of the literature.

Writing the Literature Review

: Let’s assume that you now have your conceptual schema for your litera-
" ture review. In other words, you have in front of you the labels that represent
~your envelopes arranged in this schema on the desk or floor in front of you.
“This layout is a visual representation of your conceptual schema. Take a pic-
“ture of it with your phone so you won't forget it.

Choose a section of the literature review that you want to write. You can
begin with any section because you know exactly what your sections are, how
they relate to each other, and the order in which you want to discuss them.
Find the envelope with the slips related to that topic, take them out of that
¢nvelope, and lay them out in front of you. Move them around and play with
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content into your compute
slip, the fourth slip,

e
context necessary so that your essay of criticism can coniribute to a theoreti-
cal conversation in the comrnunication discipline, !

Writing the Essay

includes five major cormp

research question, its contribution to rhetorical theory, and its significance
literature review if you are inc
of your artifact and its context;

to be discussed in separate secti
headings, but you want to include these topics in your essay in some way.

Introduction

Your task in the introduction to the essay is the task of the introduction of
any paper. You want to orient the reader to the topic and present a clear state-
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ment of purpose that organizes the essay. In the introduction, identity the
research question the analysis answers. You don't have to state the question as
an actual question in your essay—it often is stated as the purpose or thesis
staternent in your essay, using words such as “I will argue,” “T will suggest,” or
“T will explore.” If the research question you have formulated, for example, is
“What are the functions of reality television for audiences?,” you may want to
state it in this way: “In this essay, I will explore how reality-television shows
function for audiences to try to discover the appeal of such programs.”

A major purpose of the introduction is to generate interest so that your
readers will want to read your essay, even if they have no initial curiosity about
your artifact. One way to invite them into the essay is by suggesting that they
will learn something of importance to them. If possible, think of some reat life
examples of rhetorical processes with which your readers have had experience
that relate to your analysis. If you are analyzing a speech by a member of the
National Rifle Association to gun-control supporters, you might provide exam-
ples of individuals who have attempted to persuade those who hold views that
are hostile to theirs. If you are analyzing a speech in which a rhetor attempts
to synthesize two polarized positions, you might argue that this artifact is a
model of how rhetors can create identification between opposing positions.
Knowledge about how to do this, you can suggest, is important for managing
conflict effectively between other opposing factions.

Another way to generate interest is by providing information about other
studies that have been done on the artifact you are analyzing that are incom-
plete, inadequate, or do not provide a satisfactory explanation for it. If you are
including a literature review in your essay, this is a logical way for you to gen-
erate interest. You can suggest that vour study is important because it extends,
elaborates on, builds on, challenges, or in some way adds to knowledge that
already exists concerning a particular rhetorical process. When you discuss
why the knowledge about the rhetorical process to which you are contributing
is important, you are addressing the “so what?” question in research. This

question asks you to consider why the reader should care about the topic and
continue 1o read the essay.

Description of the Artifact

If the readers of your essay are to understand your analysis of an artifact,

_ they must be somewhat familiar with the artifact itself. To acquaint readers with
“the artifact, provide a brief overview or summary of the artifact near the begin-
'mng of the essay. Give readers whatever information they need to understand
e artifact and to be able to follow your analysis. If you are analyzing a film, for
+example, tell when the film was released and who directed it and provide an
erview of the film’s plot, major characters, and significant technical features.
Ibyou are analyzing a speech, include in the description of the artifact who gave
the speech, on what occasion, and the date and place of the speech. You also
want to provide the context for the artifact, locating it within the social, politi-
itd economic arrangements of which it is a part. If, for example, you are
nalyzing a Harry Potter book or movie, give a brief explanation of the Harry
er phenomenon—tell who the author of the books is, the number of books in
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Bring in relevant literature as you explain your findings to elaborate on or
extend your ideas. Be sure that you feature your ideas in your analysis section,
though, and make the topic statements of your paragraphs about your ideas
and not echoes of the ideas of others. Any theories or concepts you believe are
relevant to your analysis should be used to support, elaborate on, and extend
vour ideas. Don't let the ideas of others subsume yours.

If you used the technique of cutting apart your observations on individual
strips of paper in the coding step, you have available to you a very easy way 1o
write up your analysis. Organize the piles in the order in which you want to
talk about the components of your findings. When you are ready to write a
section of your analysis, take the pile relevant to the topic of the section and
sort the strips of paper within it, laying out the pieces in the order in which
you want to discuss ideas and examples and eliminating those you decide not
to include in your essay. As you write, connect the topics of the strips with
transitions, previews, SUIMIMAaries, and interpretations.

The approach of cutting apart and organizing your observations makes
writing up your essay easy. You have the freedom to write the sections of the
analysis in any order—you do not have to begin with the first component of
the schema. Each pile contains all of your ideas relevant to a section; you do
not need to see what happens in one section to be able to write the next.
Another advantage of this system is that you cannot lose track of where you

are because the ideas of your schema are clearly organized, and all the con-
tent you want to discuss is identified and waiting in the piles.?

Contribution to Rhetorical Theory

Your essay ends with a discussion of the contribution your analysis makes
to rhetorical theory. This contribution is your answer to your research gues-
tion. At this point in the essay, move away from your specific artifact and
answer your research question more generally and abstractly. Transcend the
* specific data of your artifact to focus on the rhetorical processes with which

* you are concerncd. Suggest to your readers how your analysis of your artifact
contributes to an understanding of the larger rhetorical process with which
your essay is concerned, discussing the implications or significance of the
‘contribution you mentioned in the introduction.

- Your contribution to rhetorical theory is likely to be made in one of two
ays: identifying new concepts or identifying new relationships among con-

pts. Concepts and relationships are the two basic elements of theories. Con-
epts are the componenis, clements, or variables the theory is about. The
concepts tell what you are looking at and what you consider important. State-
ents of relationship are explanations about how the concepts are related to
ne another. They identily patterns in the relationships among variables or
oncepts, and they tell how concepts are connected. One rhetorical theory
icerning the process of credibility, for example, suggests that, to be credi-

wct. If you ana-".
vould be orga-
ons evident irt:

1 rhetor must demonstrate intelligence, moral character, and good will
the audience. The concepts of the theory are intelligence, moral char-
nd: good will, and the theory posits that all three of these concepts,

eling together and displayed in an artifact itself, contribute to an audi-
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ence’s perception that the rhetor s credible; this is a statement of relation-
ships. Your analysis can contribute to rhetorical theory, then, by identifying
Important concepts in a rhetorical process, by suggesting how concepts relate

ich one might pre-
and individaal.”® Byt your analysis allows you o
suggest a theory that “more fully encompass

Applying the Analysis in Activism

For some rhetorical critics, there is a final step of criticism that goes
beyond writing an essay of criticism that makes a contribution to an under-
standing of a rhetorical process. They see critics as change agents whose role is
to use the criticism they produce to engage in activism, They want critics to use
their criticism to transform society in some way. For these crities, the “larger,
general public” is an audience for criticism” just as much as scholars in the
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communication discipline because the critic should not simply try to “under-
stand or explain society but to critique and change it.”® For critics who choose
to be activists, the objective is to challenge the “norms, practices, relations,
and structures that underwrite inequality and injustice.”” They want their criti-
cism to “make a difference in the world” by addressing the questions, “How do
we live, and how might we live differently?"® Karlyn Kohrs Campbell summa-
rizes this position by explaining that “criticism plays a crucial role in the pro-
cesses of testing, questioning, and analyzing by which discourses advocating
truth and justice may, in fact, become more powerful than their opposites.”?

Critics who adopt an activist stance justify this step in the process of criti-

cism by pointing out that “research is never a politically neutral act. The deci-
sion to study this group rather than some other, to frame the research
question this way rather than another, and to report the findings to this group
or in that journal rather than in some other forum privilege certain values,
institutions, and practices.”!® As a result, whether the authors claim to be
doing so or not, they are producing criticism that is either contributing to the
transformation of society into a more equitable and humane culture, or they
are reinforcing and reifying the status quo. As Samuel 1. Becker explains,
“The major question most of us face in our lives as scholars is not whether our
research should be useful; it is, rather, what it should be useful for and for
whom it should be useful.”!! Others justify the activist stance for rhetorical
critics by pointing to the fact that communication inherently is a practical dis-
cipline that yields useful knowledge. They note that the historical roots of the
discipline of communication “were grounded in producing useful knowledge,
such as teaching people to become better speakers in their everyday interac-
tions and in the public sphere.”!?

There are a number of ways in which your essay of criticism may function
as an instrument of change. Your findings, for example, may help explain and
demystify the rhetorical practices that sustain inequality and oppression. By
identifying and pointing to these rhetorical practices, you can help others see
how inequality is constructed and encourage individuals to create alternative
rhetorical practices that create different conditions. If you have analyzed pro-
test rhetoric of some kind, vour essay might point to the practices that are
effective and ineffective in efforts to create change, and your findings may be
used to create more effective campaigns for social change or to elect certain
political candidates. If you are analyzing the rhetoric of groups who voices are

-not often heard, you can help bring those “forgotten or silenced voices”!? into
-the dialogue to provide a more comprehensive perspective on an issue and
-more innovative and workable solutions to it. As Raymie E. McKerrow sug-
gests, you can use what you have learned to “identify the possibilities of future
action available.”!* -
.-If you choose to be an activist critic, you have a number of possibilities for
isserninating the results of a rhetorical analysis. You can begin by enacting
: what you have learned from your critical analyses in your own life. If you have
learned about strategies for creating a more equitable and humane world from
jour: analysis of certain kinds of rhetoric, you can enact those strategies in
your own life. You also have the option of interacting with friends, family, and
lleagues about the results of your analyses, encouraging those around you to
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consider how the symbolic practices they encounter and their own use of sym-
bols affect their everyday lives. You can share your findings in more formal
ways with others—on a website or blog, for example, or by writing an op-ed
piece for a newspaper.!5 If you are a teacher, you can make use of yvour find-
ings in educational settings, teaching best practices about the nature and func-
tion of rhetoric and the ways in which rhetoric creates worlds. You may choose
to work on a political campaign or on behalf of a movement for some kind of
social change. Your knowledge of rhetorical criticism can help you analyze the
messages from those who oppose your perspective, analyze those that the cam-
paign is producing, and design more effective messaging for the public audi-
ence. If your focus is on an analysis of silenced voices, you can share your
findings about the rhetoric of these individuals with policy makers and stake-
holders involved in an issue, and you also can share your findings with those
who are silenced, encouraging them to understand their own rhetorical
choices and to develop their own responses and interventions into discourse
that silences them. In various ways, then, as an activist rhetorical critic, you
“furnish inspiration and directions toward more promising ways of life,”16

Assessing the Essay

What makes one essay of criticism better than another? By what stan-
dards is an essay of criticism judged? Rhetorical criticism is a different kind of
research from quantitative research, so it is not judged by the standards that
are used for such research. In quantitative research, the basic standards of
evaluation are validity and reliability. Validity is concerned with whether
researchers are measuring what they claim they are measuring, and reliability
has to do with the replicability of resulis if the same set of objects is measured
repeatedly with the same or comparable measuring instruments. In contrast,
the standards of evaluation in rhetorical criticism are justification, reasonable
inference, and coherence.

The standards used in rhetorical criticism to judge analyses of artifacts are
rooted in two primary assumptions. One assumption is that objective reality
does not exist. As discussed in chapter 1, those of us who study rhetoric
believe that reality is constituted through the rhetoric we use to talk about it;
reality is a symbolic creation. Thus, the artifact you are analyzing does not
constitute a reality that can be known and proved. You cannot know what the
artifact “really” means or how it “really” works because there are as many
realities about the artifact as there are critics and vocabularies from which to
conduct inquiry about it.

A second assumption on which the standards of rhetorical criticism are
built is very much related to the first: A critic can know an artifact only
through a personal interpretation of it. You cannot be objective, impartial, and
removed from the data because you bring to the critical task particular values
and experiences that are reflected in how you see and write about that artifact.
As a result of these assumptions, your task as a critic is to offer one perspective
on an artifact—one possible way of viewing it. You are not concerned with
finding the true, correct, or right interpretation of an artifact. Consequently,
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two critics may analyze the same artifact, ask the same research question, and
come up with different conclusions. One might interpret an artifact as the
reframing of an issue, another as a visual metaphor of juxtaposition, and
another as the creation of a compelling rhetorical vision. As David Zarefsky
notes, “These interpretations are different but compatible. Each of them may
offer valuable insight on the case, enabling criticism 1o proceed additively
rather than only by substituting one explanation for another.”!? The essays of
criticism the two critics write, then, both can be excellent essays of criticism.

Justification

The primary standard used in judging an essay of criticism is justifica-
tion—the argument made by a critic.’® You must be able to justify what you
say or offer reasons in support of the claims you make in your report of your
findings. All of the ways in which we judge arguments, then, apply to judg-
ments about the quality of a critical essay. You must have a claim—the conclu-
sion of the argument you are seeking to justify. The claim is the answer to the
question, “Where are we going?” You must provide evidence to support the
claim you are making and have sufficient evidence from the artifact to back up
your claim. This evidence constitutes the grounds of your argument—the data
from the artifact on which the argument is based. Grounds provide the
answer to the question, “What do we have to go on?”

The easiest way for an audience to see that the artifact is as you claim it to
be is to use ample quotations from a discursive artifact and ample descrip-
tions of the dimensions of a visual or musical one. You also must quote the evi-
dence accurately, and the evidence you cite should be representative of the
artifact as a whole. This standard of adequate, accurate documentation
requires that what you say exists in an artifact is, in fact, there.

Reasonable Inference

A second standard by which essays of criticism are judged is reasonable
inference. What this means is that you must show how you moved from the
data of the artifact to the claims you are making. As you write your essay, you
must show the reader how the claims you make can reasonably be inferred
from your data. If, for example, you suggest that the straight lines on a build-
ing suggest rigidity, you would want to explain how you inferred rigidity from
straight lines—perhaps because of their “straight-and-narrow” nature or their
visual lack of variation and deviation.

What you are doing here is explicating the warrants of your claim in your
argument. The warrant authorizes movement from the grounds to the claim
and answers the question, “How do we justify the move from these grounds to
7 that claim?”"® Although your readers must be able to follow you from the data
"~ to your claims, they do not have to agree with those claims—they do not have
to come up with the same claims that you did to judge vour essay to be rigor-
ous or excellent. Each critic brings a unique framework and biases to the pro-
‘cess, so complete agreement on the interpretation of an artifact is not likely.
Your readers, however, should be able to see and appreciate how you arrived

T your ¢claims,
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Coherence

A third criterion by which essays of rhetorical criticism are judged is
coherence. You must order, arrange, and present your findings so that they
form a unified whole, created through clear and logical links among ideas and
structure. Coherence requires that a critic do sufficient analysis of the findings
to present them in an insightful and useful way. If you are doing a metaphoric
analysis, for example, you could report your findings as a list of the metaphors
used by the rhetor in the artifact. To satisly the criterion of coherence, how-
ever, you would engage in an additional act of analysis. You would want to
organize the metaphors into categories and provide an interpretation of those
categories within a coherent framework. The act of presenting your findings
in a coherent way usually provides many more insights into your artifact than
simply listing the findings.

Parallel constructs and labels for your findings create coherence as well—
the labels should be parallel in terms of level of abstraction and language. 1f
your [indings include three major strategies, those strategies should be equally
concrete or abstract, equally specific or general, and their wording should
match one another in length, tone, and type of vocabulary. For example, you
would not want as the names for the three rhetorical strategies you discovered
as a result of your analysis to be labeled asks for forgiveness, justification for
having committed the crime of murder the past year, and individuals making
themselves vulnerable. The strategy of justification is much longer and more
concrete than the other two strategies, and they all use different verb forms.
The third one names someone involved, while the others do not. More parallel
labels would be labels such as requesting forgiveness, justifving the crime, and
being vulnerable.

The criteria for evaluating an essay of criticism point to the essence of rhe-
torical criticism as an art, not a science. In rhetorical criticism, artifacts are
dealt with more as the artist deals with experience than as the scientist does.
As a rhetorical critic, you are required to bring a variety of creative abilities to
bear throughout the process of rhetorical criticism—helping the reader envi-
sion and experience an artifact as you do, conveying vour interest in and per-
haps passion for an artifact, persuading readers to view the artifact’s
contribution to rhetorical theory as you do, offering a compelling invitation to
readers to experience some aspect of the world in a new way, and writing in a
way that is not dull.2®

What Comes Next

The chapters that follow are designed to provide additional guidelines for
you to use as a rhetorical critic. They provide formal methods of rhetorical
criticism that will give you practice developing your skills in the art of rhetori-
cal eriticism. To help you become comfortable with the critical process and to
learn to produce excellent criticism, the chapters include four components,
cach offering a different opportunity for exploring the method and the kinds of
insights it can produce for an artifact.
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Each chapter begins with a theoretical overview of the critical method,
including a discussion of its origins, assumptions, and units of analysis. The
second part of the chapter details the procedures or steps for applying the
method to an artifact. This is followed by sample essays in which the method
has been used. Some of the sample essays were written by students who were
just Jearning about criticism, as you are, and some were written by seasoned
rhetorical critics. If you are a beginning critic with no experience in rhetorical
criticism, you will find that the essays by the students are shorter, simpler, and
more accessible, but all of the essays were selected because they model the
application of a method with particular clarity. You also will notice that all but
one of the chapters contain as a sample an essay that analyzes the same arti-
fact—the speech given by Jiang Zemin, the president of the People’s Republic
of China, at the ceremony at which the United Kingdom handed Hong Kong
over to China in 1997. All of these were written by Andrew Gilmore to show
how the various methods of criticism produce different kinds of insights into
the same artifact, revealing some aspects of the artifact and concealing others.
Each chapter includes a list of additional samples of essays in which the
method of the chapter has been used. This list can be found on the book’s web-
page at www.waveland.com. It will give you many places to go for inspiration
and models when you are writing your own essays of criticism.

Eight of the chapters are organized alphabetically: cluster, fantasy-theme,
feminist, generic, ideological, metaphoric, narrative, and pentadic criticism.
The steps in the process of rhetorical criticism discussed in this chapter are
repeated in each of these eight chapters to provide a basic framework for crit-
icism that remains constant regardless of your method, artifact, or research
question. The exceptions to this alphabetic organization are the chapters on
neo-Aristotelian criticism and generative criticism. Neo-Aristotelian criticism
is presented first because it was the first method of criticism developed in the
communication field and was assumed to be the only method of criticism pos-
sible for many years. It thus served, in a sense, as an exigency to which the
other formal methods responded. It differs from the others in that it dictates a
particular end for criticism, and it is rarely used by rhetorical critics today.
The chapter on generative criticism concludes the book because it involves a
different process for doing criticism than the process presented in the other
chapters. In the generative approach, a critic does not begin with particular
units of analysis and generates a method or an explanatory schema from the
data of the artifact itself. Generative criticism is an advanced approach to crit-
icism that you will be ready to try after you have gained practice in criticism
by using some of the formal methods of criticism.

. You are about to embark on the exciting adventure that is rhetorical criti-

ism. If you are like most rhetorical critics, you will find yourself engaged,
ntrigued, inspired, and sometimes frustrated and baffled as you work through
critical methods and analyze artifacts. The process of rhetorical criticism is
demanding and difficult, but it is also fun. It is a skill that makes you more
aware of the communication processes at work in the world, and it will enable
you to analyze the worlds others have created. More important, it enables you
to choose more deliberately the symbolic worlds that you yourself inhabit as
ou become more conscious of how you want your own world to be.
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