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Rhetorical Criticism: The Past Fifty Years 
  

David Zarefsky 
 
 

 Not quite fifty years ago, in its fourth volume, Speaker and Gavel launched 

a feature called “Current Criticism.” Under the editorship of Wayne Brockriede, 

the journal took on an added mission: offering criticism of very recent cases of 

public address. Rather than traditional scholarly studies, the critiques were moiré 

like editorials: brief statements of an author’s point of view, with supporting 

arguments and evidence, ob topics of current interest related to public policy. 

The best of these essays were collected in a book edited by Robert O. Weiss and 

Bernard L. Brock and published for DSR-TKA in 1971.
1 

 

Revolutionary Change of the 1960s 

 Read against the then-prevailing trends in studies of public address, the 

“Current Criticism” essays were little short of revolutionary. First, they were 

centered on texts, topics, events, and controversies, whereas the typical public 

address study was biographical and speaker-oriented. Second, they eschewed the 

prevalent method of criticism, which involved the almost formulaic invocation 

of categories derived from Aristotle’s Rhetoric and carried the unwieldy if not 

libelous description of “neo-Aristotelianism” in favor of an argument-based crit-

icism that put forth claims and supporting reasons.
 2

 Third, they were frankly 

contemporary and unconcerned by the risk that judgments of current issues 

would lack perspective or that the critic would be unable to escape personal pre-

disposition or bias.
 3

 And fourth, they explicitly positioned the critic as an advo-

cate, espousing and trying to convince others of his or her views about the sub-

ject of the criticism. They rejected the view that the critic should be seen as a 

tabula rasa uninfluenced by one’s own beliefs or those of society at large. 

 If in its time “Current Criticism” had a revolutionary character, read fifty 

years later it seems to merit that most troublesome of epithets, “traditional.” The 

essays regarded “public address” as oratory. They concerned politics and public 

affairs. They primarily focused on arguments as the unit of analysis. And they 

evaluated speeches in the context of the actual audiences assembled to hear 

them. They were not primarily interested in the development or application of 

theory, nor do they appear to have been prompted by a desire to unpack or un-

mask ideology. 

 The shift in understanding of the essays in “Current Criticism” can serve as 

a marker for the dramatic changes in the study of public address and the practice 

of rhetorical criticism over the past half century. The most common form of 

analysis until the mid-1960s, as noted, was speaker-centered. The analysis in-

cluded sections providing his or her (usually his) biography, with special focus 

on rhetorical education and training. Major speeches were identified and briefly 

summarized. Then the analysis identified Aristotelian genres of rhetoric (delib-

erative, forensic, and epideictic), frequently used modes of proof with illustra-
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tive examples, characteristic choices of organization and style, and observations 

about delivery. Finally, there would be discussions of audiences and their reac-

tions to the speech, leading to the critic’s judgment of the speaker’s success or 

failure. Some of the most successful of these studies appeared in the two-volume 

A History and Criticism of American Public Address, edited by William Nor-

wood Brigance and published under the auspices of the National Association of 

Teachers of Speech in 1943.
 4

 A third volume, edited by Marie Hochmuth, was 

added in 1955,
 5

 by which time the national organization had changed its name 

to Speech Association of America. When this critical paradigm was applied in 

almost mechanical fashion, the essays were derided as “cookie-cutter” studies 

and this adjective sometimes was thought to be inherent in “neo-

Aristotelianism.” 

 To be sure, from the beginning this paradigm was not monolithic. In the late 

1940s, S. Judson Crandell initiated what would come to be known as movement 

studies, focusing on collective discourse rather than individual speakers.
 6

 Le-

land Griffin amplified the nature of movement studies with his brief theoretical 

essay in 1952 and his own investigations of the antimasonic movement of the 

1830s and the “new left” movement of the 1950s and early 1960s.
 7

 In an influ-

ential essay in 1947, Ernest Wrage called for replacing the conventional speak-

er-centered study with an idea-centered study, focusing on what happened to 

ideas in the process of their transmission to audiences.
 8

 His emphasis encour-

aged the study of controversies, not only formal debates and discussions but also 

clashes among diverse advocates that often took place across time. For Wrage, 

the value of studying public address was the contribution it could make to intel-

lectual and social history. A third challenge to conventional wisdom during 

these years was offered by Wayland Maxfield Parrish, who questioned the pri-

macy of identifying and discussing effects.
 9

 He was more inclined to emphasize 

the artistry of a speech than to be concerned with the instrumentalism of its ef-

fects. 

 The occasional challenges to the dominant paradigm before the mid-1960s, 

however, were nothing compared to changes that have taken place since. In part, 

this reflected the widespread questioning of norms and customs that character-

ized the 1960s. In part, it reflected the desire of scholars to explain (and some-

times to participate in) the rhetorical turbulence of their own times, phenomena 

that conventional approaches to public address did not seem able to explain. In 

part, too, it reflected a recognition that oratory no longer was the most common 

or influential form of public communication and hence might not serve as the 

appropriate paradigm case. Awareness of these anomalies unleashed substantial 

pent-up energy and encouraged pluralism in both objects and methods of study. 

 

Trends Over the Past Fifty Years
10

 

 To begin with, the scope of “public address” was broadened. Oratory was 

only one of its forms, not its defining feature. Informal conversations could be 

seen as public address, as could written documents, pictorial displays, art and 

music, popular culture, or actions understood symbolically. Even society and 

culture, some argue, could be seen as texts or representations.
11

 Social move-
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ments became one of the most often studied rhetorical forms during the 1970s; 

in later years the focus broadened to campaigns of all different kinds. Recently 

there has been great interest in studies of visual rhetoric, in studies of the per-

suasiveness of popular culture, and in analyses of how rhetoric can be used both 

to buttress and to challenge prevailing ideologies – to cite but a few examples of 

what today is encompassed by the term “public address. What has happened is 

that the term “public address” no longer identifies a rhetorical form (oratory) but 

rather a rhetorical function (evoking a public and addressing it). A definition 

that might embrace the variety of public address studies is “situated rhetorical 

practice” and this is the activity rhetorical criticism seeks to explain and assess. 

This definition emphasizes that anything that instantiates rhetoric can be under-

stood as public address, and that the key feature is that public address is ground-

ed in particular situations and contexts. It resists universal principles and lawlike 

deductions; it builds to inductive generalizations only by engaging the analysis 

of particular cases. 

 At the same time that we have evolved a much broader notion of what 

counts as public address, the field also has been characterized by a return to its 

roots with new energy and sophistication. Surprisingly, many of the earlier stud-

ies, in focusing so heavily on the speaker, neglected the rhetorical text. This may 

be why there are precious few studies even of such canonical works as the ora-

tions of Daniel Webster and John C. Calhoun, the debates of Abraham Lincoln 

and Stephen A. Douglas, or the sermons of Jonathan Edwards and Henry Ward 

Beecher. In contrast, one of the dominant contemporary trends is the close anal-

ysis of rhetorical texts, whether delivered by those historical giants or by more 

contemporary speakers such as Franklin D. Roosevelt, Martin Luther King, Jr., 

or Ronald Reagan. The purpose of the textual analyses is to unpack the some-

times subtle rhetorical artistry that a discerning critic can find in the text, and 

thereby to identify with some precision both the skill of the rhetor and the poten-

tial of the text to affect audiences. Usually in such studies the emphasis is on the 

critic’s relationship with the text. Often no claim is made about the actual inten-

tions of the rhetor or about the reception of the text by its actual audience. When 

there is information about either of these matters, it is taken into account, but the 

absence of such information is not regarded as disabling for the criticism. Some 

scholars have objected to this approach on the grounds that it exalts the critic 

above the rhetor and the actual audience, but their objection is mitigated by the 

tendency of textual studies to examine paradigm cases of rhetorical perfor-

mance, in which the significance of the rhetor and occasion can be stipulated 

safely and in which the immediate outcome of the discourse is well known. 

 If textual analysis examines rhetorical performance at the micro-level, a 

dominant emphasis at the macro-level has been to subject public address to ide-

ology-critique.
12

 This approach rests on four key assumptions: first, that the abil-

ity to influence others through speech is a source of power; second, that this 

power is not distributed evenly but is vested in those who also enjoy institution-

al, economic, and political power and personal privilege; third, that this power is 

wielded hegemonically so that the disempowered or oppressed may not be 

aware of their own condition; and fourth, criticism of rhetoric should unmask 
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this hegemonic power and thereby serve an emancipator function. Not surpris-

ingly, such studies presuppose the existence of intractable conflict. Whereas 

earlier studies located agency in the individual rhetor and assumed that one per-

son, properly prepared and motivated, could make a difference, studies of this 

type locate energy in large political systems or societies that extend their reach 

at the expense of the powerless individual unless they are stopped by the adroit 

practice of rhetorical criticism. Studies of this type have been dismissed as tau-

tological: if the critic’s ideological position is known in advance, there seems 

little need to perform the criticism, since it will report what the critic already 

“knows.” On the other hand, there surely are situations in which the subtle 

workings of language do minimize very real tensions and conflicts that an ideo-

logically-based criticism can usefully bring to light. 

 As a counterweight to the rhetorical power wielded by elites, a growing 

emphasis in rhetorical criticism has been on the discourses of the marginalized 

and underrepresented. If their voices have been too often silenced, the rationale 

runs, surely we ought to pay attention to the extant discourse they produced – 

both to bring to light how they deployed the rhetorical resources they did have 

and to offer role models. This approach also emphasizes the role of vernacular 

voices in the public dialogue, paralleling the emphasis on “bottom-up” social 

history that predominated in the years after the 1960s. Dovetailing with this em-

phasis has been a focus on the rhetorics of identity–discourses that celebrate 

difference by drawing attention especially to the speaker’s race, class, gender, or 

sexual orientation (to mention identity categories that currently loom large). The 

broader insight offered by these studies is the recognition that public discourse is 

a means both to express and to constitute one’s identity. 

 A fourth tendency worth noting in recent studies is to examine social and 

cultural practices as if they were texts. Topics ranging from commemoration and 

performance rituals to the quotidian practices of daily life can be examined for 

the messages they convey, the values they symbolize, and the bonds of commu-

nity that they fashion, strengthen, or weaken. Whether through the massing of 

bodies at protest demonstrations, the decisions to purchase or to boycott a par-

ticular product or service, the cultural penetration of metaphors of sports or war, 

the reception of works of art, or a variety of other stimuli, audiences are ad-

dressed – even though not in the discursive or linear fashion that characterizes 

oratory or persuasive writing. In contemporary life, broadcast and electronic 

media increasingly are the channels of address and topics increasingly blur the 

line between public affairs and entertainment. Rhetorical criticism accordingly 

has broadened its scope to encompass these messages and channels. 

 A final tendency to be mentioned here is the growing interconnection be-

tween rhetorical criticism and theory. The motives for early criticism were large-

ly pedagogical (to offer judicious criticisms that would provide role models to 

students for their own rhetorical performances) or historical (to explain and ac-

count for texts that were known or established to be historically important). 

These motivations for study have not disappeared, although the pedagogical 

motive especially plays a much less significant role. But joining them as a prin-

cipal motivation has been the desire to relate practice to theory. Sometimes this 
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relationship has taken almost a mechanical form: a general theory or principle is 

stated, a case study is offered to illustrate or apply it, and the unremarkable con-

clusion is reached that the theory can explain the case. The more general the 

theory, the less profound the conclusion that the theory fits the case. 

 More interesting perhaps are case studies that modify, extend, or challenge 

a theoretical position by examining what initially might seem like an anomalous 

case or even a counter-example.
13

 The astute critic might resolve the seeming 

puzzle by qualifying the theory, drawing attention to its unexplored ramifica-

tions, or reinterpreting its meaning, or alternately might conclude that the theory 

is questionable or that a different theory better explains the case. Also interest-

ing are critical studies that essentially generate theory by yielding conclusions 

that not only apply in the context of the specific case but also seem as though 

they would have more general application.
14

 As for the nature of the theory to 

which criticism relates, it is most commonly thought to be rhetorical theory, a 

body of knowledge which traces to the precepts of the ancients. Increasingly, 

however, political theory or social theory can be seen as the point of contact for 

rhetorical criticism. And, indeed, the boundaries among rhetorical, political, and 

social theory sometimes seem artificial, since all are concerned with human ac-

tion in the realm of the contingent. 

 From the foregoing brief review, it should be apparent that pluralism is the 

hallmark of contemporary rhetorical criticism. On virtually every dimension – 

scope of the field, object of study, method, even purpose – the limited range of 

choices that persisted until the mid-1960s had been replaced by a profusion of 

possibilities. The past fifty years have been qualitatively different from the pre-

ceding period of similar length. Despite the vast range, however, several patterns 

can be identified. 

 First, in keeping with the recommendations of the 1970 National Develop-

mental Conference on Rhetoric,
15

 there is a decided preference for studying con-

temporary discourse. A relatively smaller group of scholars are interested in and 

knowledgeable about earlier periods. Second, despite the growing international 

community of rhetoric scholars, most studies of rhetorical criticism are national-

ly circumscribed. Scholars in the United States, for example, tend to concentrate 

on U.S. public discourse. Third, while studies of religious rhetoric may have 

declined as a proportion of the total, studies of political rhetoric remain strong. 

But studies of popular culture and what are traditionally regarded as entertain-

ment media are gaining in frequency and significance. This reflects the fact that 

popular media supply the common topoi of contemporary culture in the way 

that, say, the Bible and the classics did in the early 19
th

 century. Fourth, as noted 

above, there is increasing interest in the relationship between criticism and theo-

ry and in the belief that critical attention should focus more on how rhetoric sus-

tains power. Fifth, while article-length studies continue to be published and to 

sustain journals such as Rhetoric Society Quarterly, Rhetoric & Public Affairs, 

and Quarterly Journal of Speech, there has been a significantly increased em-

phasis on book publication. Several university presses have established book 

series in rhetoric in which there is a place for works of rhetorical criticism. This 

move toward book publication enables scholars to develop arguments in more 
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depth and to have more opportunities to reach audiences beyond the boundaries 

of one’s own discipline. 

 

Current Challenges 

 Pluralism, however, is something of a mixed blessing. It validates the desire 

of any individual scholar to study whatever he or she wishes, and it recognizes 

that valuable insight can be derived from a study of almost any type. But the 

number of scholars working in the vineyards of rhetorical criticism is not very 

large and the intellectual resources are spread thin. The number devoting them-

selves to any one critical object or even any one type of critical object can be 

very small, even for what are widely regarded as paradigm cases of rhetorical 

performance. This makes it harder to subject studies to rigorous analysis and 

testing or to develop collaborative relationships among scholars with similar 

interests that could result in the improvement and greater sophistication of rhe-

torical studies. 

 Determining priorities for scholarly attention is a challenge both to individ-

ual scholars and to the field as a whole. There are other challenges as well. 

Among them are: (1) Developing a concept of agency that avoids both the naïve 

belief that one person or one message can make a significant difference and the 

cynical view that outcomes are totally determined by large impersonal forces 

and that no meaningful intervention in the course of events is possible. (2) Un-

derstanding how rhetoric has effects, how we know the effects of rhetoric in any 

given case, and whether the question of rhetoric’s effects is an empirical ques-

tion or a matter of a discourse’s potential as envisioned and argued by a critic. 

(3) Determining for any given study the appropriate balance between offering a 

case study of interest and developing or extending theory. If a given study aims 

to do both, then the question is about the right mix of these goals and how it can 

be achieved. (4) Determining what traditions in rhetorical criticism remain via-

ble and what the balance should be between honoring those traditions and strik-

ing out on new paths. This challenge applies both to methods of study and to the 

question of balancing studies of historical and contemporary cases. 

 When “Current Criticism” was launched, rhetorical criticism received a 

significant boost. The critical pluralism of the past fifty years has strengthened 

the subfield immensely. That pluralism should be the platform for the next gen-

eration of studies in rhetorical criticism. May they build upon the strong founda-

tion that has been laid, while taking the subfield to new and greater strength. 
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