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Pentadic Criticism of GGC’s Freedom of Expression Policy 

Institutions of higher learning naturally comprise of populations that seek to question. When true 

dedication to learning is employed, sometimes students seek to question ideologies of larger 

audiences, which require a public venue. These are times when students exercise their freedom 

of expression as civic actors to an audience they hope to persuade to become mediators of 

change. College administrators enact policy that purport to allow, even encourage students to 

speak freely, but do so in a non-disruptive way. Georgia Gwinnett College has such a policy with 

initiatives to provide “a forum for free and open expression of divergent points of view,” while 

addressing concerns of community safety. I question, however, a policy that supports a 

conflicting message that supposes a freedom to act, but requires permission to do so. Using the 

pentadic rhetorical method of criticism, I seek to determine the motivations behind GGC’s policy 

that supposes to promote freedom of expression. 

The Policy 

Georgia Gwinnett College (GGC) is committed to providing a forum for free and open 

expression of divergent points of view by students, student organizations, faculty, staff 

and visitors. GGC also recognizes its responsibility to provide a secure learning 

environment which allows members of the community to express their views in ways 

which do not disrupt the operation of the College. Georgia Gwinnett College, in 

establishment of this policy, in no way supports, fails to support, neither agrees nor 

disagrees with ideas that may be voiced, but allows for a diversity of viewpoints to be 

expressed in an academic setting. 

This policy is applicable to students, student organizations, faculty, staff and visitors. 

Free speech area request forms are available from the Office of Student Activities and 

Leadership Programs. The following procedures apply to all activities authorized to use 

the designated free speech expression areas. Reasonable limitations may be placed on 

time, place and manner of speeches, gatherings, distribution of written materials, and 

marches in order to serve the interests of health and safety, prevent disruption of the 

educational process, and protect against the invasion of the rights of others as deemed 

necessary by Georgia Gwinnett College. 

http://www.ggc.edu/about-ggc/docs/free-speech-form-revised-jan2011.pdf
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The Rhetorical Pentadic Criticism 

Rhetorical pentadic criticism was developed by Kenneth Burke. Burke recognized that people 

may develop rhetoric for a particular purpose, but, intentional or not, may also have motives that 

are not as readily available to their audience. Through pentadic criticism, scholars are given a 

tool through which to develop further understanding of a rhetorical artifact and determine 

underlying motives of the rhetor. Obtained from studying drama, Burke developed five terms: 

agent (who performs the act), act (action or what is being done), agency (what means or 

instruments are being used to perform the action), scene (where the act occurs), and purpose 

(why or justification for the action). Each allows scholars to label different aspects as a means to 

deconstruct a rhetorical message. Through the process of deconstructing, rhetoric may be studied 

to determine how an audience is persuaded and what the motivating factors are. Further analysis 

is done to pair the terms, which unveil the dominant term. Identifying the dominant term may 

then be matched with the corresponding philosophical system which leads to the motivation of 

the rhetor.  

Analysis of Terms 

Agent: Speaker the person wishing to protest or create awareness about an issue 

Act: Conformity 

the speaker must comply with elements in the policy by 

completing a form before he or she may demonstrate freedom of 

expression; further, limitations are placed on freedom of 

expression demonstrations, requiring a 30-day waiting period after 

an approved demonstration before submitting additional requests 

for future demonstrations 

Agency: Form 

completion of the form, which requires basic information (name, 

date, etc.), attachment of any publicity materials, and timely 

submission 

Scene: GGC 
the speaker must visit GGC to submit the form to a GGC 

representative 

Purpose: Approval 
the speaker must obtain approval from GGC before he or she may 

demonstrate freedom of expression 
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Agent (Idealism) 

speaker-conformity: yes 

speaker-form: yes 

speaker-GGC: no 

speaker-approval: no 

 

Act (Realism) 

conformity-speaker: no 

conformity-form: yes 

conformity-GGC: no 

conformity-approval: yes 

 

Agency (Pragmatism) 

form-speaker: yes 

form-conformity: yes 

form-GGC: no 

form-approval: yes 

 

Scene (Materialism) 

GGC-speaker: yes 

GGC-conformity: yes 

GGC-form: yes 

GGC-approval: yes 

 

Purpose (Mysticism) 

approval-speaker: yes 

approval-conformity: yes 

approval-form: no 

approval-GGC: no 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results of the Analysis 

The resulting dominant term(s) after comparing the ratios include the form, suggesting agency 

and a philosophical system of pragmatism; and GGC, suggesting scene and a philosophical 

system of materialism. GGC’s Freedom of Expression Policy places emphasis, not on the 

speaker, but on the institution and its form or process for obtaining approval. Therefore, freedom 

of expression at GGC does not center on the speaker and his or her act of demonstration, nor 

does it focus on the speaker’s issue, whether to protest or create awareness. 

Using Burke’s pentad, students may reach a better understanding of the purpose of the policy. 

The purpose of these guidelines is not to provide a forum and encourage students to think and 

express themselves freely, but instead to regulate and control what happens on the campus. The 

policy offers a practical approach, suggesting “reasonable limitations” be placed on freedom of 

expressions in a pragmatic effort to “serve the interests of health and safety, prevent disruption of 

the educational process, and protect against the invasion of the rights of others.” A Burkean 

pentad analysis of the policy does not conclude that GGC is “committed to providing a forum for 

free and open expression of divergent points of view by students, student organizations, faculty, 

staff and visitors.” Instead, I suggest GGC is focused on a more materialistic approach concerned 

with interpretations being made through the lens of the public eye—branding or image. 

Attracting enrollment requires the College to convey to applicants and their parents a sense of 

security with an emphasis on portraying the College as an environment of higher education. 

However, the individual disappears in favor of promoting GGC. In other words, welcome to 
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GGC; this is the place you should be. Our Campus is dedicated to higher learning where students 

grow and are encouraged to question and develop critical thinking. But remember, before you 

step upon that soapbox with all of your newly acquired knowledge, please, first, take a number 

and have a seat. Someone will be with you in just a moment to approve your request. 


