Rhetorical Analysis  -  Introduction

Definition of Rhetoric and Rhetorical Strategies

Rhetoric is about using language to inform or persuade an audience. It is an important concept to understand, considering that it is a major component of the AP exam (two of the prompts are based on it), and it is prominent in everyday life (when was the last time you had to convince your parents to let you do something?). At this point in your life, you are quite experienced with rhetoric, even if you are not aware of it. Nevin Laib defines rhetoric as “a social art, a system of conduct, and a method of inquiry…. [It] is the means through which we support, explain, debate, and even discover ideas” (1). When one engages in rhetoric or uses language to achieve a specific purpose, one works to “’enlighten the understanding, to please the imagination, to move the passions, or to influence the will’” (George Campbell qtd. in Corbett and Connors 2). 

On the AP Exam, you are asked to analyze rhetoric and rhetorical strategies. Remember, analysis is about breaking something (in this case an argument) down into its separate parts or relationships (or techniques). Unlike Style Analysis, when it is possible to study a list of “terms” and then label those terms when responding to a passage, Rhetorical Analysis is about figuring out how a writer is presenting his argument, considering an almost infinite number of available strategies. Since the writer only adopts and adapts those strategies that best achieve his end, it is impossible to “memorize” a list of rhetorical strategies or provide “labels” in a response; in fact, trying to do so in response to an AP prompt will most likely result in a failing essay. 

AP Exam Prompts 

All of the following “sentence stems” have been used as prompts associated with rhetorical analysis on past AP exams. Consider the variety of topics covered in the prompt, along with what specific skills need to be employed when responding:  

· Analyze the rhetorical strategies used to establish a position OR achieve a writer’s purpose.

· Analyze how a writer criticizes a position and assess how effectively the writer’s position is developed.

· Analyze the methods used by the speaker to persuade his audience. 

· Analyze how the rhetorical strategies the writer uses reveal his position.

· Analyze the techniques used in the passage.

· Analyze the rhetorical strategies presented and comment on the intended and probable effects on the audience.

· Analyze how the writer uses rhetorical strategies and stylistic devices to convey her views. 

Definitions

Reasoning is made up of statements that lead to a conclusion. Reasons are conclusions and judgments. Rhetoric is the content and arrangement of an argument. Style is the content and arrangement of the language in the argument.

Synonyms:
Trinities:
claim – thesis – proposal
audience (( purpose (( writer

argument – case
audience (( assertion (( occasion

evidence – support – data
data (( claim (( warrant

cultural coding – era – period
reasons (( emotions (( values

Concepts to Consider When Dealing with an Argument

Your first step is responding to an AP passage is to determine what the passage is about. Looking at the five major components of rhetorical analysis can enable you to do this. Following each component are a few questions that may help you define that component.

Motivation for the Argument: the real life spark that causes the writer to begin writing. It may be a particular confrontation with someone who holds an opposing position. Sometimes, it is based on the writer’s values: the writer sees an event and feels that such occurrences should not happen or work out the way this one did. In the case of AP passages, look at the introduction to see if it will help you determine motivation; in some cases, motivation is quite subtle. 

What prompted the writer to present this argument? What, if any, is the writer’s history of work on this topic? What value(s) might have sparked this essay?

Reader: To whom is the writer writing? The writer might directly target someone, or focus on mobilizing a larger audience response. The most effective arguments are tailored specifically to their audiences, so this element is key to a successful rhetorical analysis.

Can you define the probable readers in terms of age, gender, occupation, education, position of power? What values do readers share with the writer? What range of positions might readers hold before reading?

Author: A writer can adopt a particular mask to present to readers, emphasizing common humanity or specialized education. The author may highlight the traits she shares with her readers, or write as an outsider who has a better perspective on a situation. How the author presents her character and knowledge and connects with the audience are key elements in understanding the argument’s effectiveness.

What do you know about this author? What specific qualifications does the author present to build credibility? What appeals to the author’s character are in the essay? In what ways does the author identify with the readers? Does this level of audience connection help the essay? How?

Limitations: Limitations are present in a number of areas: readers’ background knowledge and their attitudes toward the argument, writers’ own knowledge, perspectives on a topic, values, and emotional connection to a topic, and the historical, political, economic, and social contexts for the motivating event. All of these aspects “limit” what a writer can and cannot argue for.

What limitations does the audience impose on the writer? How do the author’s background knowledge and experience limit the argument? How do the author’s character or values limit it? How does the larger context (its “contexts”) of the argument constrain the writer?

Essay: The text itself is perhaps the most obvious piece of the rhetorical context to look at. Each argument has its own shape based on the specific claim, organization, argument strategies, types of evidence, and style.

What features of the text are most crucial to understand--the claim, arrangement of arguments, supporting evidence, appeals, style? What essay features make it more convincing? What parts are most difficult to read? What parts are most appealing? Why?

To remember these five major components of rhetorical analysis, use the acronym REALM: 

Reader 
Essay
Author 
Limitations 
Motivation 

Rhetorical Strategies

The following list of “techniques” is designed to help you think about how an author convinces his audience of his point. Remember, you can’t use these as labels; your job is to analyze the passage to determine what the author is doing. When analyzing strategies, you should be explaining how it works to appeal to the audience and how it fulfills the author’s purpose.

Persuasive Words – How are words used to get you to go along with what the speaker intends? 

Emotional Words – How are words employed to generate a certain response in the listener? What purposes are served? Consider the possible power of winner, loser, infantile, powerful, lovely, courage, freedom, radical.

Anecdotes, Stories, Metaphors – These cast an issue in a favorable or unfavorable light, or highlight or suppress certain aspects. They work by suggesting a likeness between a character and the listener, or a situation and the listener’s. 

Double-bind – One way of getting a child to eat her vegetables is to offer a choice: “Would you like peas or spinach?” Regardless of the alternative chosen, your desired objective is met. “Which kind of environmental bureaucracy do you want – one that stifles business and innovation, or one that burdens American industry with impossible extra costs?” 

Rapport – How does the author go about building a sense of friendliness on the part of the audience? Some methods are friendly introductions (“my friends”), complimenting, showing respect, speaking the audiences’ language, and conveying optimism.. 

Questions – A question can substitute for a request, give an opportunity for the speaker to answer his own question (instead of immediately presenting an assertion), and offer a suggestion that is embedded in the question.

Absolutes – We’ve all heard “never say never;” any totalizing statement is likely to result in a fallacy. But words like “don’t” and “must” creep in and can give a writer’s statements and indisputable air.
Other Strategies to Consider

Example

Definition

Cause & Effect

Comparison & Contrast

Process Analysis

Division & Classification

Illustration

Description 

Narration

Reflection

Thesis & Refutation

Problem & Solution

Hypothesis Testing

Contradiction with facts

Appreciative reporting

Dispassionate recollection

Voice 

Tone

Types of evidence (facts, quotes by experts, statistics, case studies)
1

