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Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is criticism that seeks to identify and analyse those properties of literary works which account for their likely aesthetic effect(s) on readers.

Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is thus concerned with the conjunction of properties in the work on the one hand and their aesthetic impact on readers on the other. 

Properties that create aesthetic impact are located on all textual levels, from the local level (within the sentence) to the global level (the work) and even beyond, i.e., in the relations between the work on one hand and on the other hand its genre, antecedent works or traditions, current ideologies, etc.

No properties of literary works are interesting merely by being there. Criticism that describes textual properties but does not discuss how these correlate with their impact on readers is not Rhetorical Criticism.

Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works assumes that is possible to make generalisations about aesthetically potent properties, and it is interested in generalised descriptions of them, i.e., of properties that recur across works, genres, periods, etc.

The higher the level of these properties, the more interesting they are; i.e., properties pertaining to the totality of a work and accounting for its overall aesthetic impact are - all else equal - more interesting than local properties.

Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works assumes that aesthetic impact is an essential function of literary works, different from, e.g., cognitive and persuasive functions. Hence, literary criticism that wants to be adequate to the nature of its object must concern itself with aesthetic impact.

However, there is a strong tendency in professional literary criticism and scholarship to see the major function of literary works as being predominantly cognitive and/or persuasive.

¸This is probably because it is much easier to speak analytically about meanings, message or Weltanschauung in literary works than about their aesthetic potency. Also, there has been something like a ban in humanistic scholarship against speaking about emotional and other psychological responses ("the affective fallacy"), and so-called philosophical aesthetics has been busy telling us that aesthetic experiences do not exist.

As a result, we have a paradoxical situation where the very properties that have made, e.g., Shakespeare a classic in English literature, namely the exceptional aesthetic potency of his writings, has been largely neglected by literary analysts and historians in favour of properties in these writings that are not exceptional (if they are there at all), such as their "messages," their Weltanschauung, etc.

Adequate Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works does exist within professional literary criticism, but is not very common (in fact, it constitutes only a small fraction of the enormous quantity of literary criticism). One fine example of a contemporary literary scholar who does what I would call 

Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is the Shakespeare expert Stephen Booth.

A rejoinder to all this might be that nowadays we have Reader Response Theory, and does it not do all that I claim Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works should do? No, and the differences are:


1) Most Reader Response Theory still clings to the notion that what readers ultimately do with texts is "interpret" them, i.e., make meaning; Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works understands that meaning-making is only part of the literary reading process, and only a means, not an end.


2) Along with its emphasis on meaning-making, most Reader Response Theory focuses on the individual work in its supposed uniqueness; Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is concerned with the way generalised, trans-textual properties correlate with aesthetic impact.

The only reason to exclude Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works from rhetoric proper is that many classical conceptions of rhetoric, including that of Aristotle, defined rhetoric as being (mainly) concerned with oral, persuasive utterances in public contexts. However, other rhetoricians in antiquity, the renaissance and modern times have included literature among the utterance types that rhetoric should be concerned with. (E.g., Longinus, Quintilian; Puttenham; Kinneavy, Barthes.)

Aristotle himself, in his Poetics, presented one of the first and most important instances of what I call Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works; only he did not call it that.

While Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works has been neglected or even condemned by a majority of literary scholars, it has been practised in standard-settting ways by great humanistic thinkers outside literary scholarship itself. One example is Freud's theory of Jokes as presented in Der Witz und seine Beziehungen zum unbewussten. In this work Freud does to a particular genre of text (the joke) precisely what Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works should do: identify general properties that are aesthetically potent in a particular way (i.e., they make us laugh) - and theorise on what it is that happens when jokes make us laugh, and why.

Another great thinker who has done pioneering work in Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is L.S. Vygotsky in his The Psychology of Art. (See below.)

There is today a strong international effort in empirical research on literary reading. This is a valuable effort which has brought interesting insight. However, it often focuses on describing the activity of literary reading and the many functions and competencies that are involved in it - a demanding and interesting project; but in the process, it tends to forget the rewards (or "gratifications," as some would say) which readers find in literary reading, and which make them invest their time and effort in it in the first place. By contrast, Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works should focus on these rewards; they are the essential end or function of literary reading, and the activities that constitute literary reading are merely the means.

An important reason why rhetoric should include Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is that one element in a system is best understood if the other elements in the system are also understood. Even if rhetoric places persuasive utterances at its centre of attention, it will understand these better if it also understands other, related or contrasting, utterance types.

An further important reason why rhetoric should include Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works is that text properties which have aesthetic impact are crucially involved in other genres of text that are central to rhetoric even in the narrowest definition of it: e.g., political rhetoric, religious rhetoric, advertising, etc. Without a proper understanding of how aesthetic properties affect audiences rhetoric will not be equipped to analyse how these genres work.

I shall suggest some hypotheses about aesthetically potent properties, as a contribution to Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works as a more systematic discipline. To back up the hypotheses suggested here I present a few excerpts from studies done with two groups of readers (one was a group of American graduate students in English literature at a major Midwestern University; the other a class of rhetoric students at the University of Copenhagen). Both these groups were asked to bring along self-selected examples of literature (or other genres, e.g., film) which they had found aesthetically powerful to the highest degree, and to make some informal comments on how and why. 

Hypothesis 1. Many aesthetically potent text properties have an impact not by conveying a certain meaning but by initiating a euphoric process of grappling with sign functions in the text. This is the Jakobsonian "poetic function": the sign itself is our focus of attention; however, what that means is this: it is the sign function we face that fascinates us, not the content, nor the expression. This may be so for a variety of reasons, e.g., because the sign function is open-ended or even obscure, contradictory, innovative, economical (i.e., a small amount of expression carried a large amount of meaning)  …

CLAIRE on Dylan Thomas's “Fern Hill”: I'm interested by the way he has "Now as I was young rather than "Now when I was young" and "as I was green and carefree"‑‑the word as is really crucial to the way you feel about time . . .

SUSAN: Now the first line has me completely fascinated: "Now as I was ..."‑‑you'd think that the next logical word would be "as I was walking down the street, as I was reading the book, as I was..."‑‑and when we have and adjective, "as I was young," and it just seems so illogical 

MIKE: As seems to imply a length of time rather than a specific point in time

CLAIRE on the poem "It is a soul . . ." by Fanny Howe: it doesn't tell me what it is referring to, I mean, "It is a soul pur​suant . . . It stands"‑‑ what's it?

CLAIRE on the same poem, in which there is a mention of  "A long green serpent": she's made it into some image of everything‑‑all sorts of different things . . . and she refuses the possibility of pinning it down

BILL on Keats, "Ode to a Nightingale," stanza 3: When I look at the sense of what's being said it's almost banal‑‑everyone dies, OK?‑‑and yet these lines seem to convey a lot more of the sadness . . . and the only thing I can point to is the sounds . . . and oh, the commas‑‑the way he draws that line out almost painfully . . . he forces you to read those lines much slower . . . that is the source of the enjoyment for me, and I can't explain it. I don't know what is symbolic about these sounds or anything like that.

A Danish respondent on the ending of The Great Gatsby, where a green lantern acquires a symbolic status: These lines made a great impression on me because they actually contain the entire "message" of the book, without it being stated in a straightforward admonishing fashion. The narrator expresses himself through a symbol that has been used throughout the book (the green light = hope), and in the ending he uses such wonderful imagery, so simple but still containing the whole essence. This symbolism and the transferred meaning of the words have a striking and gripping effect on me, and they give me a greater, "sensual" understanding of the whole pattern of things and of the message.

Notice that what fascinates this reader is not the message of the book, but precisely certain features of the sign functions whereby the "message" is transmitted.

Hypothesis 2. A formula which seems to unite many aesthetically potent text properties is where one item has two or more very different or even opposite aspects, either at the same time or at the different times, either in the view of one and the same beholder, or in those of different beholders. Aristotle's anagnorisis is one instantiation of this; many of the joke structures analysed by Freud also belong here; so do phenomena like tragic irony, dramatic irony, and many others.

BILL on Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead: something that is said earlier is changed by the way we…​by the later events, I think that happens a lot in this play

… I think it's only after events take a serious turn at the end that we suddenly start to realize that what saw happening before was not just pure slapstick.

A Danish respondent on a scene from Francis Ford Coppola'a Apocalypse Now! where a fleet of battle helicopters bombard a Vietnamese unit with Wagner's "Ride of the Valkyries" as soundtrack. The scene begins with a breathtaking dawn panorama and ends with houses burning and limbs flying through the air. The comment is:

and this is the incredible paradox: it is still magnificent … It is this paradox that has such a strong effect on me: I experience violence and death in their full meaninglessness, presented in a way that makes it beautiful

BILL on Keats, "On First Looking into Chapman's Homer":  that last line kills me every time . . . it is the way it somehow captures the awe‑‑the astonishment . . . a very quiet line . . . if he had ended this poem with a shout: "Good God, would you look at that'", that sort of a line, it would have ruined the poem entirely

CLAIRE: If he brought it back to himself, if he brought it back to his reading, then that would destroy it for me.

BILL: the octave sets up what he's talking about . . . but the sestet makes me forget that he's talking about Homer‑‑I just of get caught up in the image

L.S. Vygotsky has the following observations on the properties that account for the aesthetic impact of Hamlet:

The meaning of the tragedy is in its catastrophe, the killing of the king, which we have been expecting from the first act on, but which we reach by a totally different, unexpected path. In fact, the catastrophe comes as a result of a new plot, and when we reach that point we do not immediately realize that it is the point to which the tragedy has been carrying us all along.

… When we learn of Ham​let’s imminent death we lose, once and for all, any hope that the trag​edy will ever reach the point toward which it has been developed. We are convinced, indeed, that all events are running in the opposite direc​tion. But at that very instant, when we least expect it, and are person​ally convinced that it is impossible, the catastrophe does finally come to pass (The Psychology of Art, Ch. 10).

A.C. Bradley has suggested a general "formula" for what is essential in Shakespearean tragedy; according to this formula the ultimate aesthetic appeal of Shakespeare's great tragedies instantiates the principle of two opposite aspects united in the same item (in this instance, the "item" is the tragedy as a whole). Bradley sees Shakespearean tragedy as presenting an idea with “two sides or aspects which we can neither separate nor reconcile …”:

a world travailing for perfection, but bringing to birth, together with glorious good, and evil which it is able to overcome only by self-torture and self-waste" (Shakespearean Tragedy, 37-39).

Susan Sontag, in her 1964 essay “Against Interpretation,” declared: “In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.” It is time to answer that call. The Rhetorical Criticism of Literary Works that I propose is such an erotics of art.

