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Chapter One – Rhetoric as Symbolic Action: 

 The entire concept behind rhetoric seems to originate from the understanding of 

rhetorical agency. Rhetoric scholar Karlyn Kohrs Campbell defines rhetorical 

agency as “the capacity to act, that is, to have the competence to speak or write 

[or engage in any form of symbolic action] in a way that will be recognized or 

heeded by others in one’s community” (43). This simply means how others 

respond is based on the way a person presents themselves through their acts of 

speaking and writing. Having the ability to persuade and make others believe in 

what you are saying is important when using rhetoric. It’s also important to 

believe in your own words and see how rhetorical agency can leave an impact on 

not only others but yourself. 

 The concept of rhetorical agency presents another key point from the reading 

which is symbolic action. Symbolic action is “expressive human action, the 

rhetorical mobilization of symbols to act in the world” (Palczewski, Ice, Fritch 7). 

There are so many different ways to describe, use, and interpret symbols. 

Symbolic action is essentially displaying symbols with meaningful intent behind 

it to persuade your audience. 

 One final key takeaway was the idea behind civic engagement. Civic engagement 

is “people’s participation in individual or collective action to develop solutions to 

social, economic, and political challenges in their communities, states, nations, 

and world” (Palczewski, Ice, Fritch 7). The use of rhetoric and symbolic action is 

important when trying to accomplish the act of civic engagement. In essence, 

rhetoric would not be possible without the influence from the other concepts 

presented within the text. Each concept contributes some type of meaning behind 

what rhetoric is. 

Chapter Two – Language: 

 Language is a powerful concept that results in different assumptions on what it is 

and how it affects people. One main idea behind language is the use of symbolic 

action. “Kenneth Burke, one of the most significant rhetorical theorists of the 

twentieth century,” came up with a theory based on language called dramatism. 

Dramatism is “an idea that is premised on two interlocking assumptions: (1) 

“language is primarily a species of action… rather than an instrument of 

definition,” and (2) the best way to understand human relations and motives is 

through an analysis of symbolic action” (45). This ultimately infers that language 



and symbolic action correlate with each other to ultimately both meaning the 

same thing. Based on the theory, language is viewed as not just words but words 

that can affect people’s emotions. 

 Nowadays, language has become even more meaningful and symbolized with the 

words we speak every day. A terministic screen is “a screen composed of terms 

through which humans perceive the world, and that direct attention away from 

some interpretations and toward others” (47). This concept has given more words 

different meanings over the years. When hearing certain words, those specific 

words automatically trigger what you imagine or think after hearing it. As from 

the example in the book, when most people hear a specific color or better yet race 

of a person, they automatically connect them with the first thing that pops into 

their head. Hearing that a person is a criminal, people typically imagine a black 

person right off the bat. This kind of attention has lead individuals to stereotyping 

and initially promoting the concept of judging a book by its cover.  

 Another huge concept to consider with language is the use of metaphors. The 

book defines a metaphor as “a figure of speech in which two dissimilar things are 

said to be similar, offering a new perspective on a known issue” (Palczewski, Ice, 

Fritch 51). Metaphors are extremely important when determining the language 

you will want to use. This type of figure of speech is used daily by every person, 

whether they know it or not. Metaphors allow you to see other ideas or concepts 

displayed in a new and different light. 

Chapter Eight – Rhetorical Situations: 

 We have learned that rhetoric can be expressed in terms through the means of an 

argument. This argument presents a situation, more specifically a rhetorical 

situation. Communication scholar, Lloyd Bitzer, defines rhetorical situation as 

“a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting an actual or 

potential exigence which can be completely or partially removed if discourse, 

introduced into the situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring 

about the significant modification of the exigence” (Palczewski, Ice, Fritch 227). 

In essence, the rhetorical situation presented can change perspective as new ideas 

or findings are revealed. To better understand the rhetorical situation, the concept 

of exigence must be defined. 

 Bitzer also defines the concept of exigence as “an imperfection marked by 

urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is 

other than it should be” (227). This concept further identifies the meaning of the 



rhetorical situation as compared to a potential problem that is waiting to be 

solved. Comparing this to a problem that needs to be solved means, for the 

rhetorical situation, there must be a rhetorical response. Rhetoric in Civic Life also 

explains “if rhetoric cannot create a change in the exigence, then it is not a 

rhetorical situation” (227). This statement relates to the concept of cause and 

effect, in which there must be something offered to the situation in order to 

change the initial exigence presented.  

 Bitzer believes there are three components to any rhetorical situation: exigence, 

audience, and constraints. Chapter seven first presented the concept of the 

rhetorical audience, Bitzer’s second component of the rhetorical situation. Here 

he defines it as “an audience that ‘consists only of those persons who are capable 

of being influenced by discourse and of being mediators of change’” (229). A 

person who has any impacted on the alteration of the rhetorical situation is 

included in the audience. Any one person that cannot and does not leave an 

impact would not be considered part of the rhetorical audience. The third 

component, as Bitzer explains, is constraints which are “persons, events, objects, 

and relations which are parts of the situation because they have the power to 

constrain decision and action needed to modify the exigence” (231). The third 

component should be the most important component for the fact it is the one thing 

that changes the rhetorical situation. Without it influencing the outcome, it would 

not be considered a rhetorical situation.    

Chapter Nine – Publics and Counterpublics: 

 The last element of rhetoric discussed in Rhetoric in Civic Life is on the topic of 

publics. A public is “formed by people coming together to discuss common 

concerns, including concerns about who they are and what they should do, and as 

a result constructing social reality together” (Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch 266). 

With argument being such a huge factor in rhetoric, the topics of these arguments 

are what form a public. It’s people who view concerns or ideas similarly and can 

relate to one another. The term public, however, is a difficult concept to interpret 

due to the fact it can be interpreted in many different ways. 

 Argument within publics is presented mainly through counterpublics, who are 

those people that expand on the idea of argument. Counterpublics can be defined 

as “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups 

invent and circulate counterdiscourse to formulate oppositional interpretations of 

their identities, interests, and needs” (273). These counterpublics give individuals 

the chance to argue new topics and settle existing arguments on topics. Rhetoric 



in Civic Life provides the example of when women from all over came together to 

share their experiences in regards to sexual harassment. They formed a bases for 

an argument and addressed a major concern women everywhere have 

experienced. In order to understand the multiple types of publics, it’s important to 

first understand the symbolic action being portrayed.  

 Within today’s society, the publics that begin to emerge is based on the concept of 

networked publics. Networked publics are “interconnected publics and 

counterpublics formed or strengthened as a result of the communication practices 

enabled by the Internet and social media” (291). These publics change the 

perspective in how technology has promoted public participation with common 

concerns. More people are able to connect through different networks in order to 

argue or support concerns. With publics being such a difficult concept, the way an 

individual identifies themselves is based on the public they best relate to and can 

form an argument with. 

 

 

 

 


