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Rhetorical Analysis of Non-Literary Texts

For many years, “rhetoric” meant “empty bombast”. Now, the term is increasingly being used, by academics especially, as denoting a new and interesting approach to texts. However, there is still some doubt as to its exact meaning. Similarly, the term “rhetorical analysis” (RA) is gaining currency but still denotes many different things that may not have much in common. This sketch offers a personal view of what “rhetorical analysis” might mean if the old term is to be taken seriously today.


Rhetoric in antiquity was a science (an “art”) of discourse, i.e., texts, not just sentences. That is probably why many disciplines now look to rhetoric for something they lack. But just as important is the fact that rhetoric was always a practical discipline: it was about making discourse – not just analysing it.


Rhetoric arose in Greek city-states when citizens began to have a say in civic affairs. Its central concern is the notion of good discourse; but this idea of “good” has at least two levels: 1) discourse that is good for the individual in the sense that it is likely to promote his intentions; 2) discourse that is good for society because it helps citizens negotiate their differences in a civilised way.


Because rhetoric sees it as legitimate, or even necessary, to teach citizens to speak and write well, the central question in any rhetorical analysis of a text is “How well is it written?” Other discourse-centred disciplines usually avoid this question. They are either purely analytical and interpretative; or they may have a critical angle, perhaps based on a theory that public texts are manipulative and tend to fortify existing power structures. One school that holds such a view is “Critical Discourse Analysis,” as represented by the English scholar Norman Fairclough. While such a view may often bring valuable insight, rhetoric nevertheless holds that writing well in order to promote one’s intentions is not necessarily suspicious or manipulative, and that it is better for society to teach this art than to ignore it.


But what is “well-written” discourse? This term is often used to describe texts that are elegant, revealing the author’s “way with words” or “gift of the gab”. This is not what rhetoric means by well-written. “Elegance” may be just what is needed in some genres and some situations, e.g., party speeches, essays and chat columns in newspapers, etc. But the all-important criterion for the rhetorical analysis of a text is how it performs its task. And for most tasks, elegance is unnecessary or even counterproductive; instead, other qualities are called for.


The rhetorical angle is that different texts have different functions to perform, and that these call for different features in the text. A typology of functions, still relevant today, was formulated by Cicero, who distinguished between the functions of docere (to teach or inform), delectare (to delight or entertain), and movere (to move or persuade). Of course, many more concepts might be added. Features that make for elegance in the text are mainly in place when where entertainment is dominant, but may have other uses as well (see Williams. A modern rhetorician, James Kinneavy, has proposed a fourfold typology of functions: expressive, referential, literary, and persuasive. Within each of these, he has placed a number of textual genres (see references below: Kinneavy 1971, 61). Thus, rhetorical function theory is really genre theory, and conversely.

A Three-Level Approach to RA: functions, qualities, features

A way to do rhetorical analysis is to apply a three-level hierarchy a concepts.


At the top, as we have seen, is the function the text is to perform: what do I intend to do with this text? 


In the middle come overall qualities that are desirable for texts that are to have a given function. Being aware of such overall textual qualities is an important part of a rhetorical awareness. Here is a random list of words denoting some of them: clear, concise, fast-moving, persuasive, interesting, amusing, brilliant, suggestive, austere, rousing ... a good exercise is to make a list of genres, including, e.g., a software manual, a sermon, and a TV commercial – and then, for each of these, run through the list of qualities, considering whether it is called for in that genre. 


Finally, there is the question of what features the text should contain in order to have the quality aimed at. For example, a humorous newspaper column, which, among other qualities, needs a certain elegance, might have: a high degree of variation in  sentence length and structure, a large vocabulary, many inventive phrases and metaphors, much specific, descriptive detail rather than abstracts, an abrupt beginning, a certain graceful jumpiness of content rather than strict and linear coherence, an overall topic that is drawn from a neglected aspect of everyday life and yet has wider human perspective, a cranky individualist point of view, etc. 


As this list indicates, we are not just talking about “stylistics” here. The features that go together to lend the text certain overall qualities are of all kinds and belong at all levels; they refer to all the choices a communicator makes. As a result, they are too numerous to list, but it may be helpful to categorise them under heading such as language; structure types; content types; tone; the image projected by the speaker/writer ( = what rhetoricians call ethos); strategies of argument, etc.
And that is not all. Nothing we might want to do with a text happens in a void. There is always a situation in which we want it to happen. The main factors constituting the situation are time, place, and above all, the audience. There are several parameters by which to identify and understand the audience. Theories of population “segments” represent one approach –rather too static, rhetoricians might add. Especially when facing a task of persuasion, one will also be likely to ask questions like, “Is the audience for me or against me, indifferent, or mixed? What is their image of me? What do they expect? What do they know? What do I have in common with them? In which respects can I hope to influence them, in which not?” 

Modes of Rhetorical Analysis

Rhetorical Analysis means, I suggest, textual analysis that relates all parts features of the text to a notion of its overall function. Putting it in simple terms, it is concerned with at least some of these questions:


What function, if any, does the text try to perform? How does it try to perform it? (I.e., what qualities does it try to embody in the text, and what features are chosen in order to do it?) How well does it do it? How could it possibly have done better?


But what is the purpose of such an analysis? There should be no doubt that in classical times as well as in its modern versions, rhetoric is a practical art. Its ultimate justification is to help people produce good discourse because that helps individuals as well as society. So the main purpose of rhetorical analysis is practical in the same way. We may recall the ancient concept of  “imitatio” - a whole cluster of pedagogical activities which have in common that one looks at model texts which are well written (or badly written, for that matter) in order to see what that may teach us about writing well. Such activities, with this underlying purpose, dominated the way texts were studied in higher education in the West for many centuries (along with the notion that we studied the canon in order to appreciate and enjoy it). The notion that we study texts in order to interpret their meaning, or simply to describe them in historical and other kinds of framework, is a recent one in Western education, hardly more than 150 years old. In that light, there is perhaps more reason to ask, “Why interpret?” than to ask “Why imitate?”


So RA may either have an evaluative emphasis (“How well does the text what it tries to do?”) or an imitative emphasis (“Could I do the same?”), or both – they often merge. Another distinction can be drawn between task-oriented and text-oriented RA. In the former, one begins with a task analysis (situation, audience, etc.), working inward toward the text itself and its features, relating them to the task. In the latter, one analyses the features of the text as it is, working outward, asking, “What effect would this have in the situation at hand?”

A Classic Example

As an example, we may refer to one of the most widely studied non-literary texts ever, Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. This was the keynote speech at the August, 1963, March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom; it was given from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial to a mainly black audience of about 250,000, all in strong sympathy with King’s cause. The speech was also broadcast on TV and published in newspapers.


A task-oriented analysis will begin with an analysis of the situation, which included not only King’s present audience but also the wider, less partisan audiences to be reached through the media, and the social and political situation in which the march occurred. As for the immediate audience, the huge crowd of sympathisers, the thing to do is to mobilise them. Not inform, please or persuade them, but rouse them, boost their feeling of unity and purpose, hope, self-respect, etc. At the same time, the signal to send to the wider, less sympathetic audience is one of strength, unity, but also dignity and non-violence. All of King’s rhetorical choices, whether of content, structure, or style, can be found to reflect these ends. 


In a text-oriented analysis one would look at textual features and ask what effect they are likely to have had in that particular situation. Take this passage: 

“let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania!


Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado!


Let freedom ring from the curvaceous peaks of California!


But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia!


Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee!


Let freedom ring from every hill and every molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.”

The rhetorical figure used here is anaphora i.e., beginning consecutive sentences with the same phrase. Its insistent, hammering, rousing effect is hard to miss. But the masterstroke is the way King builds a thrilling crescendo from hilltops in New England, to peaks in the West, to mountains and even molehills – in the Deep South! The point is that he never mentions the Deep South. He mentions a few states (a figure known as synecdoche or pars pro toto) – or rather, at first we may think he is just referring to symbolic peaks in those states. So the message “let freedom ring not only in the North, not only  in the West, but also in the Deep South” is a well-hidden subtext: it is left for the audience to work out. And no audience was ever better prepared to do so.


This manoeuvre on King’s part is important in RA because what separates it from “standard” textual analysis is that RA is not content to puzzle out the meaning of the text. It goes a step further and is concerned with the effect of this meaning being expressed in this way, i.e., in a subtext through synecdoche. If one reads out the quote, one cannot, at the mention of Georgia, etc., help responding inwardly, “”We know what you mean!” The fact that the subtext is not stated but left for the audience to work out must have contributed immensely to the rousing, back-straightening, mobilising effect that the speech in fact had.

A few words for summary and perspective. The small piece of analysis above is rhetorical, not because it refers to rhetorical figures like “anaphora” (I chose that as an example because it could be handled in a short space), but because RA is concerned with the total effect of certain choices made by a communicator in a specific situation. Most instances of RA would probably be more concerned with, e.g., the types of arguments used and the information offered in support of a given view. In practice, one can often do RA by trying to divide the text into “blocks” that each seem to serve a certain partial function; the next step is then to describe that function and to discuss whether that is what is called for at the present place in the text, or whether the block should be moved, deleted, shortened, expanded, or perhaps substituted with something else. The reason RA does all these things is that it is concerned with how any choice promotes or counteracts the speaker’s intention. 


In a wider perspective, RA might look at a speech, or public debate generally, to discuss whether this is the kind of debate that society needs to conduct its affairs in a reasonable way. For example, my own estimate is that the kind of debate and  media coverage we have in this country of, e.g., immigrants or the European currency, leaves much to be desired. This kind of RA, too, is concerned with assessing and evaluating the effects of messages. 


Of course, one cannot determine effects in a definitive way, but that should not keep us from making educated guesses. Rhetorical theory is about the laws and experiences that underlie such guesses. 


One more point. The fact that this article cites a famous political speech does not mean that RA is only about great speeches. It is about any type of text; what distinguishes RA is not so much the texts it studies as the questions it asks. For example, there are many areas of overlap between RA and reader-response-oriented approaches to literary texts. Gone are the days when critics must not discuss how texts affect readers (“the affective fallacy”); also gone is “the intentional fallacy”, i.e., the belief that we must not ask what a text intends to do. RA highlights both these questions because they are too important to ignore. It offers an approach to texts that was for centuries the dominant one in Western education. It may not aspire to that status any longer, but it claims to have an important contribution to make if we want to educate young people to be competent users and makers of texts.
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