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CHAPTER 36 =

Persuasion, Audience, and
Argument

Carolyn R. Miller
North Carolina State University

Davida Charney
University of Texas, Austin

A writer writes in order to influence readers, to change their beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors.
Readers make judgments about validity and plausibility; they ask questions about impor-
tance, relevance, and interest: and they decide whether action is warranted. The authors
and readers who interact by way of a written text operate from specific sociohistorical con-
texts, contexts that may differ in time, location, and culture. Writing is thus a complex,
dynamic, and situated mode of communication, and persuasion—the aim to influence—is
a dimension of all writing, not a distinct type or genre of discourse that can be separated
from “informative” or “expressive” or other supposedly nonpersuasive types. Researchers
who seek to understand these dimensions of writing—the interactions of writer, reader,

cializations in composition studies (including rhetoric, technical and professional communi-
cation, electronic media), and occasionally in other disciplines, such as history, sociology,
psychology, and philosophy. Comprehensive introductions to the field of rhetoric are pro-
vided by two recent encyclopedias, Enos (1996) and Sloane (2001). Questions raised from the
rhetorical perspective have been approached with a variety of historical, speculative, analyt-
ical, observational, and experimental methods, and there are several useful guides to meth-
ods of analysis and research in the areas we cover. For rhetorical analysis and rhetorical
criticism, Barton and Stygall (2001) include a chapter by Fahnestock and Secor, Bazerman and
Prior (2004) include a chapter by Selzer, and Jasinski (2001) includes a long entry on criticism
in contemporary rhetorical studies, For other modes of textual and verbal data analysis,
Barton and Stygall, Bazerman and Prior, and Geisler (2003) provide detailed guidance.

In this chapter, after providing a brief orientation, we synthesize rhetorical research into
current questions about the central issues of audience and argument, focusing on studies of
three kinds: analysis of textual features, inquiry-based experimentation, and pedagogical
application,
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