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COMM 4040 – Rhetorical Theory 
 
 

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

Course Description 
This	  course is a survey of the Western 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 power, art, education, and citizenship. 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 
come to class prepared to participate in discussion. You will also need to exert 
considerable creative and analytical effort for each assignment and test. 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, and 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 multiple millennia. 
 
Course Materials 
 
Required Materials 

•   Herrick, James, The History and Theory of Rhetoric: An Introduction, 5th ed. (Boston, MA: Pearson 
2013). 0205078583. 

•   The course Blackboard page. 
 
Recommended Materials 

•   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 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. 
 
Participation (10%) 
Participation is an evaluation of each student’s contributions to the classroom. Simply being present in the 
classroom is a requirement of COMM 4040 and not a contribution to it. Students’ contributions can come in the 
form of, but are not limited to: speaking in class, insightful commentary on the required readings, bringing in an 
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example for class discussion, performing exemplary work which can be modeled by other students, asking or 
answering questions, and attending office hours as necessary. 
 
Two Exams (30%) 
Each of the two exams covers about half of the course material. There is no final. Exams are designed to hold 
students accountable for the readings, the class discussions, and the comprehension of core concepts through 
a mix of multiple choice, short answer, and essay questions. 
 
Mini-Speeches (20%) 
You are asked to prepare and deliver four short speeches for select class sessions of COMM 4040. Each mini-
speech will require that you employ a critical concept from readings. 
 

Paradoxical Encomium: Prepare a polished, 1-minute speech that celebrates something usually 
considered too insignificant or unattractive to be worthy of praise. 
 
Speech of Psogos: Prepare a polished, 1-minute speech in which you aim your verbal vim at a person 
you deem to be BOTH despicable AND a danger to or indecorous disruption of public life, communal 
thriving, common decency, or the common good (including the welfare of a particular sub-group). Your 
goal is to communicate this person’s offensiveness in the most animated language you can muster to 
inspire our indignation. This speech may not be made against a fellow classmate. 
 
Burden of Proof Speech: Prepare a polished, 1-minute speech about a burden of proof other than the 
one that falls on the prosecution in a court of law. You are very welcome to be creative. Briefly explain 
your example and describe one benefit and one drawback of it. 
 
Bodily/Visual Rhetoric Speech: Prepare a polished, 1-minute speech about a body or other visible 
object that does a particular kind of rhetorical work. What kind of work does it do? For whom? You will 
display an image of the body or other object while you talk, so make sure to put it in the appropriate 
Blackboard drop box. 

 
Mini-Papers (20%) 
In addition to the four speeches, you are also required to produce four brief papers for COMM 4040. All papers 
should be double-spaced, with 1-inch margins, and in a font that is easy to read in size 12. Like the speeches, 
each paper is expected to employ a rhetorical concept from our readings. 
 

North Texas Sublime: In 2 pages, argue for the sublimity—the extravagant, wild perfection—of 
something on or some place in North Texas. Your essay should clearly articulate how the thing you 
have chosen exceeds bounded-ness, forethought, or control in its successful quest for excellence. 
Ideally, you will explain, counterfactually, why the excesses of your chosen object are essential for its 
triumph. 
 
“Ultimate Term”: In 2 pages, name and account for an “ultimate term”—you can choose a god, devil, 
or charismatic term—that currently wields a lot of power or has had a mighty impact in/on the last 
decade. How so? What kind of rhetorical work does it do? With what audiences? Thinking back to the 
second persona, rhetors who use this ultimate term create what sorts of roles for their audiences? 
Thinking back to the enthymeme and its endoxai, what kind of social knowledge does your chosen 
ultimate term replicate, generate, or challenge? For better or worse, do you reckon? For whom? 
 
Surveillance Report: Beginning on Monday, March 28, start keeping track of the surveillance 
measures you encounter (e.g., CCTV/security cameras, security guards, bouncers, dorm monitors, 
professors making sure you’re behaving yourself). What role do they seem to play in maintaining the 
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order of things? Do they seem to unfairly target specific individuals or groups? What kinds of rhetorical 
action are foreclosed by these surveillance measures? Write 2 pages about your findings and thoughts. 
 
Finding Publics Online: In 2 pages, assess an internet public. Find a comment forum on a particular 
YouTube video or a string of product reviews for some object on Amazon, for example, and evaluate 
the quality of that public. 
 

Final Project (20%) 
The final project will include a proposal paper, a video, and an explanatory paper in which you to engage with a 
rhetorical theory of your choice. 
 

1-2 Page Project Proposal: This should describe the project in general. What rhetorical theory do you 
plan to craft your video around? Why this theory? How do you plan to explain and explore it? Will you 
time travel and speak about the theory in its historical context? Will you update an old term for our 
time? Will you apply a contemporary term to an on-campus controversy? 
 
4 Minute Video: The video will challenge you to explore a rhetorical term or theory of your choice, 
situating your concept of study in its historical origin as well as addressing its contemporary 
manifestations. Good videos will demonstrate their creator’s creativity as well as mastery of the chosen 
concept. 
 
2-4 Page Explanatory/Exploratory Paper: This paper will be due with the video and will account for 
some of the decisions made during the video’s production. This paper will also reflect on some of the 
limitations of the chosen rhetorical concept, suggesting areas for further theorization. 

 
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 
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office can provide you with support and options for managing your academic career during an extended 
emergency. 
 
Classroom Citizenship 
You will likely hear class members express ideas and opinions very different from your own in COMM 3340. 
You are expected to listen to opposing viewpoints and respect your classmates’ rights to hold those 
viewpoints. This does not mean that you are expected to compromise your own beliefs or values. Please be 
polite and respectful in your responses to others’ ideas. When appropriate, provide constructive feedback to 
your classmates’ contributions. You will likely receive constructive feedback yourself. You should strive to take 
it as an opportunity to improve your active listening, critical thinking, and communication skills. Please 
remember that no matter how free speech is from government restriction, it can never be free from 
consequence. An insult is an insult. It will hurt feelings without regard to its legal status. As an educator, it is 
my job to make sure that the classroom in which I teach welcomes students as much as it challenges them. 
From time to time, I may make proportionate interventions in class discussion in the pursuit of that balance. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Dishonesty of any kind is unacceptable in this course. Dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, plagiarism, 
cheating, fabricating information or citations, facilitating acts of dishonesty by others, having unauthorized 
possession of examinations, submitting the work of another person, submitting work turned in for credit in a 
previous course, or tampering with the academic work of other students. Academic dishonesty will result in 
academic sanctions, which may include automatic failure of the course. For more complete information on 
UNT’s procedures and policies regarding academic integrity, follow this link to check out your Student 
Handbook: http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf. 
 
Disability Access 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. 
Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to 
verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with an accommodation letter to be 
delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request 
accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as 
possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each 
class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of accommodation during faculty office hours or by 
appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their 
designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student.  For additional information see the Office of 
Disability Accommodation website at: http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940-
565-4323. 
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Course Schedule 
“Herrick” = readings from The History and Theory of Rhetoric: An Introduction. All other readings can be found 
via the course Blackboard page. 
 

Date Class Discussions and Activities Readings and Assignments Due 
W – 1/20 Introduction to Course 

 
Read: The Syllabus 

F – 1/22 Introduction to Rhetoric Read: Herrick, Chapter 1 
 

M – 1/25 Unit One: Greeks 
 

Read: Herrick, Chapter 2 

W – 1/27 Gorgias, the encomium, and the power(s) of 
rhetoric. 

 

Read: “Encomium of Helen” – Gorgias 
 

F – 1/29 Isocrates and broader principles of sophistic 
rhetoric. 
 

Read: “Hymn to Logos” – Isocrates; “Against 
the Sophists” – Isocrates 
 

M – 2/1 Discussion of effective public speaking. 
 

Deliver: Paradoxical Encomia 
 

W – 2/3 Plato, philosophy, and rhetoric. 
 

Read: Herrick, Chapter 3 
 

F – 2/5 Plato, Plato’s Socrates, and the sophists. 
 

Read: Selections from “Gorgias” – Plato 
 

M – 2/8 Platonic rhetoric, and platonic love. Read: Selections from “Phaedrus” – Plato 
 

W – 2/10 Aristotle and rhetoric. 
 

Read: Herrick, Chapter 4 

F – 2/12 Defining rhetoric, enthymemes, and 
epideictic. 
 

Read: Selections from “On Rhetoric” – Aristotle 
 

M – 2/15 Discuss rhetoric’s relationships with political 
discourse. 
 

Deliver: Speeches of Psogoi 
 

W – 2/17 Unit Two: Romans 
 

Read: Herrick, Chapter 5 

F – 2/19 Cicero and invention. 
 

Read: Selections from “De Inventione” – Cicero 
 

M – 2/22 Memories of Rome. Read: Selections from “Rhetorica Ad 
Herennium” – Pseudo Cicero 
 

W – 2/24 Quintilian and the good man speaking. Read: Selections from “Book VI” – Quintilian 
 

F – 2/26 Longinus and the sublime. 
 

Read: Selections from “Sublime” – Longinus 

M – 2/29 Discuss the relationship between rhetoric and 
mimesis and review for first exam. 
 

Due: North Texas Sublime Paper 
 

W – 3/2  Take: Exam 1 
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F – 3/4 Unit Three: Christian, Medieval, & 
Enlightenment Rhetoric  

Read: Herrick, Chapter 6 
 

M – 3/7 St. Augustine, rhetoric, and the church. Read: “De Doctrina Christiana Book 4: The 
Christian Orator” – Augustine 
 

W – 3/9 Rhetoric, the Enlightenment, and Whately. Read: Herrick, Chapter 8 
 

F – 3/11 Rhetoric, belletrism, and elocution. Read: Selections from “On Beauty” – Hugh 
Blair, “Chironomia: Chapter XIII” – Gilbert 
Austin 
 

M – 3/14 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
W – 3/16 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
F – 3/18 SPRING BREAK SPRING BREAK 
M – 3/21 Discussion of framing, stases, issues, and 

controversies. 
 

Deliver: Burden of Proof Speech 
 

W – 3/23 Unit Four: Rhetorical Theory in the 20th 
Century 
 

Read: Herrick, Chapter 9 

F – 3/25 Rhetoric and the masses. Read: “On Ultimate Terms” – Weaver 
 

M – 3/28 Discuss propaganda and persuasion. Due: Ultimate Terms Paper 
 

W – 3/30 Rhetoric and argument. Read: Selections from “The New Rhetoric” – 
Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 
 

F – 4/1 Read: Foucault – “Selections from Discipline 
& Punish”	  

Read: Foucault – “Selections from Discipline & 
Punish”	  

M – 4/4 Discuss the role of context. Due: Surveillance Report Paper 
 

W – 4/6 Rhetoric and argument. Read: Selections from “The New Rhetoric” – 
Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 
 

F – 4/8 Rhetoric and fiction. Read: Selections from “The Rhetoric of Fiction” 
– Booth 
 

M – 4/11 Burke and dramatism. Read: All contents of the Burke folder. 
Due: Final Project Proposal 
 

W – 4/13 Rhetoric and iconic photopgraphy. Read: Introduction from “No Caption Needed 
Introduction” – Hariman & Loucaites 
 

F – 4/15 Rhetoric and Tattoos. 
 

Read: “Hard Cases” – McNaughton 

M – 4/18 Discuss rhetorics of protest. Deliver: Bodily/Visual Rhetoric Speech 
 

W – 4/20 Rhetoric and publics. Read: Selections from “The Public and Its 
Problems” – Dewey 
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F – 4/22 Rhetoric and Counterpublics. Read: “Rethinking the Public Sphere” – Fraser 
 

M – 4/25 Discuss rhetoric as a way of being and review 
for second exam. 

Due: Finding Publics Online Paper 
 

W – 4/27  Take: Exam 2 
 

F – 4/29 In-class time to work on final projects. 
 

 

M – 5/2 Meet to watch final projects. 
 

Due: Final Project Videos and Explanatory 
Papers 
 

W – 5/4 Meet to watch final projects. 
 

 

F – 5/6 READING DAY READING DAY 
 


