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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 politics 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 rhetoric. 
 
Class sessions in COMM 4340 will reflect two modes. Most days, 
students in COMM 4340 will come to class having read the 
assigned reading, prepared to discuss it along with examples 
presented in class. Other days, students will come either prepared 
to present their work or to listen and ask questions of the work 
presented by their classmates. 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 American 
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.  
 
This is a course in the practice of advanced citizenship. Students 
in Rhetoric & Politics will be asked to make and defend critical judgments about acts of political persuasion. In 
COMM 4340, we will assume that there is such thing as good and bad political speech and that the distinction 
between the two can be made along rhetorical lines. By the end of the semester, COMM 4340 students should 
be able to differentiate between ethical and unethical political rhetoric, and to defend their distinctions on 
analytical grounds that go well beyond whether the student agrees with the ideas that are being communicated. 
 
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. 
 
Discussion (10%) 
Participation is an evaluation of each student’s contributions to the classroom. Simply being present in the 
classroom is a requirement of COMM 4340 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 readings, identifying an example 
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for class discussion, performing exemplary work which can be modeled by other students, asking or answering 
questions, and attending office hours as necessary. 
 
Three Reading Tests (30%) 
COMM 4340 is designed to be an education in the way we form and discuss expectations for our political 
discourse. This education cannot be attained without reading a portion of the ongoing scholarly and public 
conversation about political rhetoric. To ensure that each COMM 4340 student leaves conversant in this ongoing 
discussion, there will be three reading exams. 
 
Propaganda Poster (10%) 
Each student will make a propaganda poster addressing a contemporary campus or political issue as part of the 
unit on propaganda and persuasion. The posters will be turned in as electronic files and each student will take a 
minute to tell the class about their creation on poster day. Posters will be judged primary on the quality of their 
composition as well as their execution of propaganda strategies. 
 
Rhetorical Citizenship Reflection (10%) 
During the modalities of rhetorical citizenship unit, we will learn about analyzing, speaking, petitioning, and 
resisting as ways of using rhetoric to take political action. During the semester, each student must go out into 
the world and get their hands dirty by responsibly taking a public political action of some kind. After doing so, 
each student must submit a 5 page rhetorical citizenship reflection that uses the course readings to describe the 
experience of taking political action and to reflect on its value, meaning, and process. 
 
Political Rhetoric Book Review (10%) 
During the Ethical Dilemmas in Political Rhetoric portion of the class, each student will select a book on the 
subject of political rhetoric from the list on blackboard, read it, and write a review addressed to the other members 
of the class. Good reviews will evidence a strong understanding of the book’s argument and provide a fair and 
useful assessment of the usefulness of the book for COMM 4340 students.   
 
Political Artifact Analysis (20%) 
Each student will create one political artifact analysis that will consist of a 4 page analytical paper and a 5 minute 
presentation. Each student will choose his or her artifact, research it in detail, and argue whether it qualifies as 
changing one’s mind or flip-flopping, debating or feuding, blaming or scapegoating, etc. The political artifact 
analysis should be grounded in the reading from the chosen unit and express and defend a distinction between 
the two relevant terms. Each presentation should include a visual element and model good civic judgment. 
 
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 (http://communication.unt.edu/research/library) 

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. 
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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 
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 
All readings can be found on the course Blackboard page. 

Date Class Discussions and Activities Readings and Assignments Due 
 
M – 8/28 

 
Introduction to Course & Readings 

 
Read: The Syllabus 

 
 
W – 8/30 

 
What’s Wrong with Political Rhetoric? 
Apathy 

 
 
Read: Excerpt from Robert Putnam, Bowling 
Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital 
 

F – 9/1 Culture Wars Read: Excerpt from Thomas Frank, What’s the 
Matter with Kansas? 
 

 
M – 9/4 

 
Labor Day 

 
Labor Day 

 
W – 9/6 Paranoia Read: Richard Hofstadter, “The Paranoid Style in 

American Politics” 
 

F – 9/8 Metaphorical Partisanship Read: Except from George Lakeoff and Mark 
Johnson, Metaphors We Live By 
 

 
M – 9/11 

 
Polling 

 
Read: J. Michael Hogan, “George Gallup and the 
Rhetoric of Scientific Democracy” 

 
W – 9/13 

 
Generational Changes  

 
Read: Except from Jennifer Lawless and Richard 
Fox, Running from Office 
 

F – 9/15 The First Reading Test 
 

The First Reading Test 
 

 
M – 9/18 

Persuasion & Propaganda 
Definitions 

 
Read: Excerpt from Garth Jowett and Victoria 
O’Donnell, “Propaganda & Persuasion” 
 

W – 9/20 The Institute for Propaganda Analysis Read: Clyde R. Miller, “How to Detect and 
Analyze Propaganda” 
 

F – 9/22 Public Relations 
 

Read: Edward Bernays, “This Business of 
Propaganda” 
 

 
M – 9/25 

 
Technological Dependence 
 

 
Read: Excerpt from Jacque Ellul, “Propaganda: 
The Formation of Men’s Attitudes” 

 
W – 9/27 

 
God Terms 
 

 
Read: Excerpt from Richard Weaver, The Ethics 
of Rhetoric 

 
F – 9/29 

 
Coded Language 
 

 
Read: Excerpt from Ian Haney Lopez, Dog 
Whistle Politics 
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M – 10/2 

 
The Second Reading Test 

 
The Second Reading Test 

 
 
W – 10/4 

 
Modalities of Rhetorical Citizenship 
Analyze 
 

 
 
Read: Excerpt from Stephen Toulmin, The Uses 
of Argument 
 

F – 10/6 Speak 
 

Read: Robert Asen, “A Discourse Theory of 
Citizenship” 
 

 
M – 10/9 
 

 
Petition 

 
Read: Excerpt from Saul Allinski, Rules for 
Radicals 
 

W – 10/11 Resist Read: Excerpt from Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny 
 

F – 10/13  Presentations of Propaganda Posters 
 

 
 
M – 10/16 

 
Ethical Dilemmas in Political Rhetoric 
Evolving & Flip-Flopping 
 

 
 
Read: Excerpt from Sidney Blumenthal, The 
Permanent Campaign 
 

W – 10/18  Read: Excerpt from Chaim Perelman and Lucy 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, The New Rhetoric 
 

F – 10/20 Debating & Feuding 
 

Read: Excerpt from Robert Branham, Debate 
and Critical Analysis 
 

 
M – 10/23 

 
 

 
Read: Excerpt from Jurgen Habermas, Moral 
Consciousness and Communicative Action 

 
W – 10/25 

 
Blaming & Scapegoating 

 
Read: Excerpt from Mark Hlavacik, Assigning 
Blame 
 

 
F – 10/27 

 Read: Excerpt from Kenneth Burke, Grammar of 
Motives 
 

 
M – 10/30 

 
Whistleblowing & Leaking 

 
Read: Excerpt from Miceli, Near, and Dworkin, 
Whistle-Blowing in Organizations 
 

W – 11/1  Read: Excerpt from Micah Sifry, Wikileaks and 
the Age of Transparency 

 
F – 11/3 

 
Investigative Journalism & Muckraking 

 
Read: Theodore Roosevelt, “The Man with the 
Muck Rake” 
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M – 11/6 

 
 

 
Read: Michael Halloran, "Doing Public Business 
in Public"  
 

W – 11/8 Inspirational Leadership & Demagoguery 
 

Read: Excerpt from Patricia Roberts-Miller, 
Demagoguery & Democracy 
 

F – 11/10  Read: Excerpt from James Darsey, The 
Prophetic Tradition and Radical Rhetoric in 
America 
 

 
 
M – 11/13 

 
What’s Right with Political Rhetoric? 
Political Friendship 

 
 
Read: Michael Walzer, “Political Action: The 
Problem of Dirty Hands” 

 
W – 11/15 

 
Constitutionalism 

 
Read: Joseph M. Bessette, “Deliberative 
Democracy: The Majority Principle in Republican 
Government” 

 
F – 11/17 

 
NCA – No Class Meeting 

 

 
NCA – No Class Meeting 

 
M – 11/20 

 
Deliberative Democracy 
 

 
Read: Except from Amy Gutmann and Dennis 
Thompson, Why Deliberative Democracy? 

 
W – 11/22 

 
Agonism 

 
Read: Except from Chantal Mouffe, The 
Democratic Paradox 

 
F – 11/24 

 
Fall Break 

 

 
Fall Break 

 
 
M – 11/27 

 
Reasonable Hostility  

 
Read: Excerpt from Karen Tracy, Challenges of 
Ordinary Democracy  
 

W – 11/29 Challenging Beliefs Read: Excerpt from Danielle Allen, Talking to 
Strangers 
 

F – 12/1 The Third Reading Test  
 

The Third Reading Test  
 

 
M – 12/4 

 
 

 
Artifact Analysis Presentations 
 

W – 12/6  
 

Artifact Analysis Presentations 
 

F – 12/8  Artifact Analysis Presentations 
 

 
W – 12/13 

 
Rhetorical Citizenship Reflection Due 

 

 
Rhetorical Citizenship Reflection Due 

 


