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What Is Rhetoric? 

WILLIAM COVINO and DAVID JOLLIFFE 

■ Covino, William, and David Jolliffe. "What Is Rhetoric?" Rhetoric: Concepts,
Definitions, Boundaries. Ed. William Covino and David Jolliffe. Boston:
Allyn & Bacon, 1995.3-26. Print.

Framing the Reading 

Rhetoric is an incredibly difficult word to define because it refers to several different but 

related concepts. Covino and Jolliffe created an anthology of readings to try to build a big 

picture of what rhetoric is (and what it's about), as a way of trying to give the most com­

plete picture. And to introduce that anthology, they wrote the introductory chapter "What 

is Rhetoric?" to answer that question from several different angles. That is the reading we 

have included here. 

Covino and Jolliffe are well qualified to attempt to answer this big question. William 

Covino is currently President of California State University-Los Angeles, having spent 

his career researching persuasive writing and rhetorical theory. He's been very good at 

explaining some of the relationships between imagination, argument, and how writing 

can be most persuasive. Covino shares with David Jolliffe an interest also in literacy, 

with its focus on how people learn and use the systems of argument in their cultures. 

Jolliffe, who holds the Brown Chair in English Literacy at the University of Arkansas­

Fayetteville, focuses extensively on the teaching of rhetoric, as well as the history of 

rhetorical theory. 

Their chapter offers a set of comparative definitions of rhetoric from rhetorical theo­

rists throughout time, and in discussing these definitions, a sense of the term starts to 

emerge. Covino and Jolliffe also give an overview of some central principles or con­

cepts of rhetorical theory that were first codified by Greek and Roman rhetors such as 

lsocrates, Aristotle, and Cicero from the fourth through the first centuries BCE. Readers 

who aren't familiar with rhetoric can exper�ce this chapter as a difficult whirlwind 

of information. However, those who study rhetoric see it as a compact review of key 

concepts. 

This selection won't tell you everything you need to know about rhetoric. Instead, its 

purpose is to introduce you to key concepts that other rhetoric scholars use and assume 

their readers will understand. This is a first opportunity to read about rhetoric and have key 

concepts explained. This reading will serve as a reference; you can return to it for explana­

tions of terms you'll encounter in other articles. 






















