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Abstract  

Many scholars have discussed the possibilities for using rhetorical theory in the study 

of public relations (for an overview, see e.g., Ihlen, 2010). At the same time, the 

rhetorical approaches to public relations have been criticized for missing out their 

critical potential and for not really representing an alternative paradigm (L'Etang, 

1996, 1997). Thus, this chapter takes up this challenge, first by exploring how critical 

rhetoric has been discussed among rhetorical scholars, secondly, by discussing what a 

critical rhetoric of public relations can be in light of the this debate.  

In its singular form, critical rhetoric is often tied to the work of Raymie E. 

McKerrow (1989). McKerrow argued for de-centering the agent and instead 

privileging the phenomenon under study. Indeed, it is argued that “an agent’s agency 

can be understood as an effect” (McKerrow & St. John, 2009, p. 325). However, 

given the strategic character of public relations it seems pertinent, not only to study 

public relations rhetoric as a phenomenon, but also to keep agency in focus. With a 

view to the debate about another rhetorical concept, that of the rhetorical situation 

(Bitzer, 1968), it is possible to argue for the existence of a complex, dialectical 

relationship among action, agency, and structure (Ihlen, 2011).  
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