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Chapter 1
What Is Rhetorie?

1.1 Rhetoric and oratory

Rhetoric is primarily concerned with oral discourse. This can be clearly seen
from its word origin. The word “rhetoric” derives from the Greek word “rhétoriké” ,
and “rhétoriké” comes from the Greek word “rhétor”. “rhétor” as a verb means “to
speak” , and, as a noun, means “orator”, or “public speaker”. In ancient Greek
times, teaching students rhetoric meant teaching them to become orators. The word
“rhetoric” was then used to refer to the art of effective public speaking.

Oratory can be considered the foundation of rhetoric. Oratory is more than
ordinary speech but a special kind of public speaking. The orator speaks for a special
purpose, in a special way and at a special time. Oratory rises above the common level
of speech and has a greater level of appeal and emotional impact of the audience. Its
purpose is to impress, convince, or move the audience to action. Oratory had been
practiced long before the ancient rhetoricians developed a theory and a vocabulary for
rhetoric. The ancient rhetoricians observed that certain orators were effective and
others were not. They then developed a set of principles for successful
communication. These principles make up the art of rhetoric.

1.2 Connotation of rhetoric

Over the years the word “rhetoric” has taken on a wide range of meaning.
People may use the term to refer to skillful, but often deceptive, eloquence. They
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view rhetoric as a fraudulent practice which is intended to give some people an

advantage over others by appealing to their emotions or prejudices. Allied with this
view is the notion that rhetoric deals exclusively with language, rather than with
ideas. People who hold this view believe that flowery figures of speech and double-
talk give the appearance of substance, while the “real questions” go unanswered.
This view has had formidable support, most notably from Socrates and Plato. For
instance, in his Gorgias, Plato criticized the rhetoricians, “The rhetorician need not
know the truth about things; he has only to discover some way of persuading the
ignorant that he has more knowledge than those who know. ”

Although many people attach negative connotations to “rhetoric” , other people
do not. They regard all uses of language as inherently suasive, in effect removing the

@

onus of deception or manipulation. Historically, rhetoric ” had positive
connotations, suggesting a commendable skill with words. Today rhetoric, as it was
in history, is something that people have to resort to. The Declaration of
Independence, for instance, eloquently expresses the consensus of a people persuaded
to uphold certain self-evident truths. Similarly, writers of great literature have
employed language powerfully to make us cry, to poke fun at our human frailties,
and to command our support for important causes. As Gerard A. Hauser explains in

his Introduction to Rhetorical Theory:

Today rhetoric is most generally understood as the management of symbols
in order to coordinate social action. Management refers to the purposive
selection and arrangement of symbols. ... Symbols refer to any meaningful
system of signs that is referential. Music, dance, painting, mathematical
notation, cinema, to cite but five, comprise such systems. They can influence
our perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and even behaviors. ... Among human
symbol systems, language is the most basic. It is also the most pervasive and
most complex of these systems and the one most clearly and explicitly used to
influence others. To coordinate social action implies influence of some sort. At
the very least it would include the inducement of an attitude, but it can extend to
moving others to cooperative physical actions. (23)

Rhetoric is generally understood as a tool or a method. Its content is more
concerned with the hows of what people are talking about than the whats of what
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people are talking about. As a tool, rhetoric is inherently neither good or bad. A

deceitful person will use it to deceive and an ethical person will use it to make truth

and justice prevail.

1.3 Definitions of rhetoric

The word “rhetoric” has been defined differently. Look at some of the following
definitions given by scholars. '

Anonymous
Rhetoric is the science which refreshes the hungry, renders the mute articulate
makes the blind to see, and teaches one to avoid every lingual ineptitude.
Rhetoric published at Memmingen, 1490—1495, quoted
from Harry Caplan “Classical Rhetoric and
the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching”
Of Eloquence . Studies in Ancient and Mediaeval Rhetoric.
Anne King, Helen North, ed.
Ithaca; Cornell University Press, 1970. 109

Aristotle ;
Rhetoric may be defined as the faculty of observing in any given case the
available means of persuasion. This is not a function of any other art.
Rhetoric. Book 1, Chapter 21. 26

Francis Bacon;
[ Rhetoric is a technique making it possible] to apply reason to imagination, for
the better moving of the will.

Advancement in Learning. Book 2

Charles Bazerman
The study of how people use language and other symbols to realize human goals
and carry out human activities. . . ultimately a practical study offering people
great control over their symbolic activity.
Shaping Written Knowledge. The Genre and Activity
of the Experimental Article in Science.
Madison University of Wisconsin Press, 1988. 6
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Patricia Bizzell.

Rhetoric is the study of the personal, social, and historical elements in human
discourse — how to recognize them, interpret them, and act on them, in terms
both of situational context and of verbal style. This is the kind of study one has

to perform in order to effect persuasion, the traditional end of rhetoric.
“Foundational and Anti-Foundationalism”
Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness.
Pittsburgh; Pittsburgh University Press, 1992, 218

Carole Blair.

There is obviously no unrhetorical “naturalness” of language to which one could
appeal; the language itself is the result of audible rhetorical arts. ... Language
does not desire to instruct, but to convey to others a subjective impulse and its
acceptance. ... Language is rhetoric, because it desires to convey only doxa

[ opinion], not an episteme [ knowledge ].
“Nietzsche’s Lecture Notes on Rhetoric”
Philosophy and Rhetoric. 1983(2) . 106 —107

Wayne Booth;
The art of changing men’s minds.
The Prospect of Rhetoric. Bitzer, Black, ed. 1971.95

Donald C. Bryant:
Rhetoric is the method, the strategy, the organon of the principles for deciding
best the undecidable questions, for arriving at solutions of the unsolvable
problems, for instituting method in those vital phases of human activity where no
method is inherent in the total subject matter of decision. The resolving of such

problems. . . is rhetoric. (11)

Rhetoric is the rationale of informative and suasory discourse; it operates chiefly
in the areas of the contingent; its aim is the attainment of maximum probability
as a basis for public decision; it is the organizing and animating principle of all

subject-matters which have a relevant bearing on that decision. (12)

[ Rhetoric is the practice of ] adjusting ideas to people. .. and people to ideas.
(19)
“Rhetoric; Its Function and Scope”



