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Becoming a Rhetorician:

Questions to Ask Yourself While You Read

Directions:  This interactive activity asks you to sort important questions about rhetoric into categories.  Think about our Introduction to Rhetoric unit.  How can you group these questions – what a patterns do you see in the TYPES of questions you should be asking yourself when you begin the rhetorical analysis process? Categories could be: rhetorical situation, selection of detail, rhetorical appeals, diction, evidence, etc. Be creative!
· What does the writer want the readers to be able to do, think, feel, or decide after reading the text? 

· What does the text enable readers to do while reading: compare facts, apply information, implement an action, etc.? 

· Is the writer addressing one particular group of readers or more than 
one?  How do you know?  
· What does the text imply about readers' knowledge or feelings about 
the subject?  
· Is the audience composed of insiders about the topic, or outsiders?  
· Why, according to the author, should the audience be interested in 
this topic?
· What sort of relationship does the writer establish with the readers? 
· Does she, for instance, assume at the beginning of the text that the 
audience will think favorably of her and her text or resist her and 
what she has to say? How does this relationship change over the course of time?  
· How does the writer know what she's saying is true? 
· How does she try to persuade the reader of it? 
· What types of evidence does the author provide:  quotes (from experts, from people involved in the situation)?  primary research (which can include actual experiments, interviews, asking around, etc.)? personal reflection and observation?  
· Does the writer use statistics, description?  
· Does the writer use examples, stories?  
· Are these examples and/or stories appropriate (that is, are they analogous to the situation the author's talking about)?  
· Why do you think she chose these particular pieces of evidence?  
· Are these information sources likely to be familiar to the audience, or new?  How does the writer introduce these sources?  Whom does the writer quote approvingly?  Disapprovingly?  What does she let us know about these people?  
· What other previous knowledge does the audience have about the topic?  
· What attitude does the audience take toward that knowledge?  
· Is the topic a particularly difficult one to deal with (like funeral arrangements or sexual harassment)?  
· What constraints does the writer face based on what’s been said about the topic before?
· How does she establish that her evidence actually supports her argument (i.e., what is her warrant?) -- or does she assume that you, the reader, automatically agree that this evidence is valid and sufficient?  
·  Are there any flaws in the writer's logic that you can detect?  More likely than gaping holes in logic are errors regarding relevance -- that is, including evidence that simply doesn't belong, or evidence that the writer doesn't connect thoroughly enough to her point.  Are there any cases of this?  
· Where does the writer use a lot of detail, and where does she stay relatively general?  Why? Two very common logical/rhetorical moves are:  a. asserting that phenomenon x is like or unlike phenomenon y; b. asserting that phenomenon x is important, or is not important.  Does the writer use either of these very common moves?  Why?
· Does the writer acknowledge counterevidence? If s/he does acknowledge counterevidence, does she deal with it fairly and thoroughly, or does s/he use it as a "straw man"?  
· Does the writer anticipate readers' objections or questions?  Does it seem like s/he is putting forward something that she anticipates a lot of resistance to?  
· If you were going to argue against any of the writer’s points, how would you do it?
· Does the writer use specialized terms or slang?  What do the writer's word choices imply about their assumptions about readers?  Is s/he careful to define certain key terms?  
· How does the order of the writer's points and evidence strengthen their case?  Why does the writer start where she does? Why does s/he finish where they do? 
· How does the writer structure supply rhetorical energy and interest to the piece? Are there places where it seems to slump?
· What's not there? What does the author assume everybody knows?  That is, what information does the author feel she has to supply, and what does she feel she doesn't (because the audience already has it)?  What does the author assume everybody believes? Are there any statements that the author feels she doesn't have to argue for?
· Why does the writer need to address this particular issue at this particular time?  Is there some sense of urgency behind the text?  How does the writer describe the significance of the issue?  How does the writer tie the issue to more general issues of importance?  
· Why has the author created this text?  Why does she say she has?  What is her motivation?  Is there a difference between what she says about her purpose and motivation, and what the context or circumstances might indicate?
· How would you characterize the writer's tone of "voice"?  Friendly?  Serious?  Threatening?  Does she use "our," "we," "us," and "you"?  Who's included in the "we" and the "they" (note that these pronouns to not need to be explicitly supplied for the writer to divide the world into us and them)?  What evidence does the author show that she/he and the reader belong in the same group? How do these choices help the author?  
· Does the author present anything as being normal, “what people do,” human nature, etc.?  What does this idea about “how people really are” combine with other elements of the writer’s persuasion?
· Does the text give any information about the author, and if so, why?  Does the audience have any previous knowledge regarding the writer that she could draw on rhetorically?  In considering this question, remember that Aristotle said rhetors need to establish three things regarding their ethos:  that they are knowledgeable, of good character, and have the audience's best interests in mind.  How does the author establish this?

· Are there any characters in the text whom the writer encourages you to feel sympathy for?  Or antipathy for?  Or any other emotion?  Why?  
· What things or ideas does the writer present as being particularly good or bad?
· Does she use any emotionally charged language, slanted language, or language with strong connotations -- that is, language that evokes strong, usually emotional, associations in the reader's mind?  Why or why not?  
· How do you react emotionally to the text?  What are the particular features of the text that provoke these emotions?  
· How does the writer motivate her audience?  How does she heighten the audience's perception of its own needs and values?  
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