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The Art of Rhetoric

What is rhetoric?


Rhetoric is 1) the art, ability, or study of using language effectively in speech or writing, especially to influence or persuade one’s audience; 2) the study of language structure and style, particularly specialized aspects of language use in literature, such as figures of speech; 3) the use of inflated or pretentious language; affectation in speech or writing  (“Glossary”).  The philosopher Aristotle “defined rhetoric as the art of identifying (and applying), in any given situation, the most likely means of persuasion” (Simpson).  It is from Aristotle that we have taken our basic principles of rhetoric:

be clear

be forceful

be concise

be emphatic (Simpson)


“Consider the fact that “the most influential and powerful people in our society are good communicators….Language is … an instrument of power for those who know how to use it” (“Classical Rhetoric”).  In communicating our emotions and experiences to others, we are limited by language.  A brief summary of Classical Rhetoric tells us

this is because language is made up of symbols that stand in place of the real thing.  If, for example, we wish to describe a particular aroma, we must resort to comparisons with known aromas.  If we can’t compare the aroma to another one or if the person to whom we are describing the aroma has never smelled the reference aroma, we are in trouble.  Language is posterior to reality and hence incapable of encompassing and communicating it.  We exchange words, not realities  (“Classical Rhetoric”)

You, as a student, have actually been developing your rhetorical skills for quite some time now.  Every moment you’ve spent studying essay types and essay structure has been a lesson in how a message is effectively communicated to an audience.  When you read or discuss a piece of literature—whether it is a poem, a short story, a novel, an essay, or a dramatic work—you are evaluating the individual tools of rhetoric.

Therefore, when you evaluate rhetoric, you may analyze the writing on the basis of

--structure (i.e., plot, rhyme scheme, meter, organization of ideas or points)

--the message or theme

--its credibility (believability)

--usage (diction, syntax, fluency, tone, dialogue, sound, imagery, figurative language)
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