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Rhetoric as a Major Subject

In the University of Copenhagen, Rhetoric is a full dedicated four-year program, leading to an MA.
 It is popular and has many more applicants than places. For students majoring in other subjects, there are also two half-year electives, in oral and written communication, usually taken together, and both popular.

The program is based on the following general assumptions about the identity and role of such a subject:

Rhetoric, unlike many related academic fields, is normative. It is and always was the art of knowing what needs to be said. This normative self-identity is implied in all the ancient defintions of rhetoric, centered around "the art of speaking well." The normativity of rhetoric, however, has two dimensions. It not only teaches the individual to communicate in a way which serves his own interests; at least since Isocrates, good rhetoric also means communication that helps build human society and hold it together. Hence rhetoric is also committed to a critical and normative monitoring of ongoing communication in the public sphere.

Rhetoric is critical of public communication in order to be constructive. Critical monitoring of, e.,g., political communication is based on the idea that political communication is necessary in human society and has a legitimate function to serve, notably deliberation. Hence rhetoric should not degenerate into mere description or cynical distrust of all communication in the public sphere - a stance close to what we find in some "critical" orientations - but should insist that there is, or ought to be, such a thing as "good" public communication, i.e., communicatioin which serves its legitimate and necessary social function. A criterion for what that implies may be based on Aristotle's definition of rhetoric: its social function should be, on any issue, to "observe the persuasive" and make sure that good arguments on both sides are formulated, heard and attended to, while bad ones are criticized.

Rhetoric is about the functions of utterances. The normative and productive emphasis implies and demands an acute aweareness of different functions of utterances. Some types of communication are there to do certain things for us or to us, others are there to do other things. To instruct, to delight, to move, to persuade - these (and more) are different functions which sometimes work together, but sometimes separately. Rhetoricians should understand them all. Specifically, rhetoricians should understand how forms follow functions. The theory and practice of rhetoric should emphasize how any structural property of an utterance correlates with some specific function(s), and not with others.

Rhetoric is about speech AND writing. Public communication in ancient times was predominantly oral, but today it is oral and written, direct and mediated, verbal and visual. The understanding of any one of these modalities is strengthened by the understanding of how it interacts with, differs from and is enriched by the others. This implies that, e.g., speech communication and writing pedagogy, because of their common ground in rhetoric, are better off together than separated.

Rhetoric is about theory AND practice. In any dedicated rhetoric program, there should be an emphasis both on learning how to "do things with words," and on theoretical and normative reflection on how things are done with words in society. Free-floating "how-to" courses and detached theory both negate the ancient understanding of rhetoric as the art of communicating well.

� More on this, and a specific example of the "integrative" view of the subject that the program represents, may be found in my colleague Charlotte Jørgensen's position statement (in the "Pedagogy" group) "The 'Speech Workshop': A Pedagogical Model Linking Theory and Practice."





