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Constituted by Agency:
The Discourse and Practice of Rbetorical
Criticism

SONJA K. FOSS

The schemas of perception, assumptions, rationales, definitions,
rules, values, and wdeological commitments of a discipline are made
visible by analysis of the structure for knowledge of that discipline; this
structure has been called a variery of names, wncluding paradigm (Kuhn,
1970), discursive formation (Foucault, 1970, 1972}, world view, and concep-
tual framework. My goal here is to identify this struccure for the discipline
of rhetorical criticism—ro discover what and how we know about rhetori-
cal criticism through an investigation of its conceptual framework. My
purpose is not t0 demonstrate that our current framework is in error or
unproductive buc rather to make visible the framework that governs our
thought and practice. If we can recognize that this structure is not
natural, we may create, if we choose, alternative frameworks.

The text I used in my efforc to glean the characteristics of the
conceptual framework of rhetorical criticism included major essays and
books written about rhetorical criticism since 1915, when the Quarterly
Journal of Speaking first was published. | relied largely, however, on
material appearing in the last twency or so years, in which the most
discourse about the theory and philosophy of rhetorical criticism has been
produced.

I did not have to go far to discover a tool to use to unpack our
framework for knowledge, for the discipline of rhetorical criticism irself
offers critical methods designed to discover a rhetor's world view of how
that rhetor structures che world. I chose Kenneth Burke's {196g) pentad,
a content-analytic tool designed to discover how a rhetor labels the
structure and outstanding ingredients in, and thus names, a sicuation.
Once we are able 1o see how a rhetor perceives the world, of course, we
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