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SEDU C TIVE, MANIPULATIVE, UNTRUTHFUL­

these and other unsavory adjectives come to mind when 
"rhetoric" is mentioned. Denigrated and misunderstood, 

this article argues that rhetoric can provide a missing mode 
of inquiry for contemporary life. Two authors (Thomas B. 

Farrell and John D. O'Banion) whose work respectively 

examines rhetoric historically and in a present-day setting 

provide the technical, philosophical argument for rhetoric's 

revitalization. Another pair of authors (Jerome Bruner and 

Kieran Egan) provide supporting arguments, but from the 

practical perspective of education. My own contribution to 

this discussion is to move our understanding of rhetoric 
from its oral and literary roots into the realm of visual com­

munication. And even further, to consider the designer's 

generation of prototypes as rhetorical statements that go 
beyond presenting a clever argument to becoming the focus 
of deliberation with regard to the social and technical na­

ture of the future. In conclusion, I will develop the need for 

rhetoric in the context of contemporary culture by citing 

five examples of social or cultural problem that rhetoric can 

help to address. 
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RHETORIC- A BRIEF HISTORICAL LOOK 

1 Aristotle. 1995. Treatise on 
Rhetoric. Theodore Buckley. 
trans . Amherst , NY: 
Prometheus Books. See 
book 1, cha pter 3· 

What we communicate, how we communicate, how mean­

ing is interpreted, whether something is true or false and 

how we know that it is the case has always been subject to 

inquiry, if not speculation and argument for millennia. We 

are the species that lies and we know it, yet we rely on 

"good" information that we can accept as true. But not all 

information can be verified or proven to be true. And this is 

exactly the core of the problem with rhetoric's reputation. 

The frequent epithet "that's just rhetoric" is a clear indica­

tion of the distrustful and dismissive attitude most people 

have with regard to it. Rhetoric engages in messy human 

communications that encompass interpretation of events, 

alternative actions and ethics, opposing values or dramatic 

re-tellings that hinge on the reputation of the presenter or 

the source of the information rather than in truth. Yet truth 

has been the measure of rhetoric and that has been its 

downfall. Rhetoric is more about meaning and interpreta­

tion, as we shall see, than about truth. It is about contin­

gency and human agency. 

Early in Aristotle's Rhetoric/ he identifies three species 

of rhetoric: deliberative, which addresses the future and at­

tends to expedience and harm, focusing on the useful;judi­

cial, which addresses the past and attends to what is just or 

unjust; and evaluative, which addresses honor and disgrace, 

focusing on the good. Aristotle's rhetoric is a civic prac­

tice - it is about practical rationality. The three species of 

rhetoric can be separated for analytical purposes, but when 

put into practical use, their edges tend to overlap. Among 

these, deliberative rhetoric is the one to which I will return 

at the end of this article. 

More than two millennia of changing notions of rhetoric 

are examined in John D. O'Banion's recent book Reorient­

ing Rhetoric. By tracking its decline in the context of its 

changing cultural milieu, its current state and the reasons 



2 O'Banion, john D. 1992. 

Reorienting Rhetoric: The 
Dialectic of List and Story. 
Univers ity Pa rk: 
Penn sylva nia State 
University Press, 48. 

3 O'Banion , Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 11. 

4 O'Banion, Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 14. 
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for its dismissal become apparent. Originally, rhetoric was 

a reflection on cognition and communication. Along these 

lines, the significant shift from oral to written and, later, 

printed communication is the particular basis for 

O'Banion's analysis. 

Socrates wrote nothing, encouraging oral ways of knowing and 

discouraging writing; Plato wrote dialogues, preserving the 

semblance of oral language but encouraging more technical and 

cautious modes of thinking; Aristotle wrote exposition, in which 

conflicting voices became mute, silenced by the singular con­

trolling voice of the author. 2 

The relationship between thinking and styles of lan­

guage use has been investigated by many scholars. Using 

theories developed by Walter J. Ong and Jack Goody re­

garding the effect literacy has had on thinking, O'Banion 

develops his own analysis based on the "Story," a synecdo­

che for orality, and the "List," a synecdoche for literacy. 

Story and List become the pivotal elements in the telling 

of rhetoric's demise. Literacy frees thinking from the con­

straints of context and immediacy, which are among oral 

story telling's essential characteristics. Both the teller and 

the listener are caught in the linear flow of the story which 

unfolds in a very present moment-to-moment context. 

Writing encourages logical and systematic expression; it 

allows comparison because writing externalizes ideas and 

makes them concrete. While a story is a singular event, the 

List is generative - facilitating reordering and recombina­

tion. O'Banion quotes Jack Goody: 

Appearing in a variety of forms, the list makes visible and 

explicit the classifications and abstractions that writing both re­

quires and encourages. These processes of thought are character­

istic of Western logic, science, technology, and "rationality."3 

Literacy supports logic and orality supports narration or 

story telling. Figure 1 compares their differences. 4 

And so literacy with its List is detrimental to rhetoric in 

its original spoken form. Ong defines rhetoric as the art 



5 O'Banion , Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 48. 

6 O'Banion, Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 8 3· 

7 O'Banion , Reo rienting 
Rhetoric, 82. 
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FIGURE 1 A Comparison of List and Story 
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developed by a literate culture to formalize the oral com­
munication skills which had helped determine the structures 
of thought and society before literacy. 5 In this way oral­

based thinking -narration, reflective dialogue, reenactment 

and public address -was preserved. 

Other philosophers continued to develop rhetoric. Ci­
cero (ro6-43 sc) advocated a discipline of rhetoric that en­

compassed philosophy, poetry, drama, acting and criticism 
along with other arts. Quintilian (35 - ca roo) did not sepa­

rate rhetoric and logic but understood them as complemen­

tary. "It would be more accurate to say that logic is buried 
or secreted in narration, that narration is buried in logic, 
and that rhetoric encompasses both symbolic modes." 6 The 

facts of any case were presented in two ways according to 

Quintilian: narratively and logically. '"Proof' was narrati­

one congruens, and 'narration' was continua propositio. Proof 

was the 'congruent' or logical version of Story, and Story 
was the 'continuous' or narratival version of the proposi­

tion (to be defended in proof's Lists)." 7 The interrelation 



8 O'Banion, Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 9 8. 

9 O'Banion, Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 9 8. 

10 O'Banion , Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 125. 
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of rhetoric and logic was vital. To develop an argument 

meant telling a story or in a logical mode, analyzing the 
structural relationships derived from a story or the facts of 

a situation. 

Rather than truth, appropriateness was the rhetorical 
objective for Quintilian. "Truth alone did not win cases; 

the truth needed careful, lucid presentation. Nor did pre­

sentation alone succeed; such a speech, 'from its very mon­

strosity, meets with applause, [but] the case remains unin­
telligible."'8 Ideas and their presentation were conjoined 

and evaluated based on "appropriateness." He took a stand 

against excessive language. A "congruent argument was 
effective only when presented within a lucidly told narra­

tion of the contexts within which any argument could be 

perceived as appropriate."9 Both Cicero and Quintilian 

were committed to securing rhetoric's place in education. 

Somewhat later, Augustine (3 9 6-4 3 o) defends rhetoric 
on behalf of Christian truth. His interest was to level the 

playing field for persuasive presentation so that morality 

could be cogently and forcefully argued as well as false­

hoods and deceptions. Augustine defined the important 

attributes of narratio as brevity, clarity and plausibility. His 
concern was that through ignorance of rhetoric, cleverly 

presented falsehood would sway an audience and perhaps 

initiate regrettable actions. Learning rhetorical methods 

was not mysterious or subject to inspiration, but was in 

fact quite teachable. 

Underlying every medieval rhetorical treatise, whatever 

its genre, is the assumption that the communication process 

can be analyzed, its principles abstracted, and methods of 

procedure written down to be used by others. This is the essence 

of rhetoric. 10 
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LOGIC DISPLACES RHETORIC 

11 Eisenstein , Eli zabeth. 1983. 
The Printing Revolution in 
Early Modern Europe. 
Cambridge: Ca mbridge 
Unive rsity Press. 

Rhetoric and logic were complementary, alternative ways 
to examine, construct and present information for consider­

ation. They were not arranged hierarchically, but that 
would change. By the mid-fifteenth century, forces were at 

work that would dramatically change the cultural context. 
Johannes Gutenberg's invention of movable type and its 

expansion and democratization of reading material altered 

the institutions of that and subsequent times. Scholars no 
longer had to tediously hand copy manuscripts important to 

their work. Libraries grew in both the private and public 
realm. Elizabeth Eisenstein's book The Printing ReYolution 

in Early Modern Europe gives an extensive and credible ac­
count of the changing social and intellectual history that 
Gutenberg's invention helped to underpin. 1 1 The growing 
power of print, philosophical attention to the conception of 

truth, and rationality reduced interest in rhetoric. Style or 
eloquence became the focus of rhetoric as its formerly inte­
gral concepts of order and invention were stripped away. 

Peter Ramus (1) 15-1572), an orator and teacher- not a 

philosopher - was a pivotal figure in this change. 

Ramus, the development of his particular pedagogical 
style, and his impact on rhetoric deepened understanding of 
the shift from rhetoric and logic as a pair of complementary 
alternatives to logic as dominant with rhetoric as an embel­

lishment. Beginning with medieval universities there was 

increasing interest in creating order and efficiency in teach­
ing - in developing a method for knowledge delivery and 

application. Walter Ong traces what he calls "method agita­
tion" in the two generations before Rene Descartes (I)96 -

I6)o) , who is generally acknowledged to be one of the 

foremost thinkers advocating abstraction, rationality and 

method. Among the many methods developing at this time, 
Ong mentions methods of speculation, activity, light, dark­

ness, popular, exact, mental, sensory and a whole science. 



12 Ong. Walter ). 1958. Ramus, 
Method, and the Decay of 
Dialogue. Cambridge: Har­
va rd University Press, 230. 

13 Ong, Ramus, Method, and 
the Decay of Dialogue, 280. 
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This tremendous buildup in method in the period just preceding 

Descartes has never been adequately studied . .. the phenomena 

resulting from it in Ramism alone show the utter inadequacy of 

the view which regards interest in method as stemming from 

Bacon and Descartes. These late writers on method were great 

explosive forces indeed, but the reason was less the size of the 

bombs which they manufactured than the size of the ammuni­

tion dumps, stocked by whole centuries of scholasticism on 

which the bombs were dropped. 12 

Method was the most famous aspect of Ramus' reper­

tory of teaching tools. His desire was to simplify instruc­

tion. In some circles he is known as the greatest master of 
the shortcut the world has ever known. Ramism is deriva­

tive based on logical analysis, systems thinking and dia­

grammatic presentation. The dialectic or "logic" of the 

method transformed rhetoric, dividing it, suppressing as­
pects of it and elevating the operations of logic. Of the five 

traditional parts of rhetoric- elocution, pronunciation, 

invention, disposition or judgment and memory - only the 

first two are now associated with rhetoric. And these two 

can hardly be dissociated from it. 

Ramist rhetoric is concerned with expression, with communica­

tion, with speaking, with not only a subject matter but also an 

auditor. But it is a rhetoric which has renounced any possibility 

of invention without this speaker-auditor framework,· it protests 

in principle if not in actuality, that invention is restricted to a 

dialectical world where there is no voice but only a kind of vi­

sion. By its very structure, Ramist rhetoric asserts ... that there 

is no way to discovery or to understanding through voice, and 

ultimately seems to deny that the processes ofperson-to-person 

communication play any necessary role in intellectual life. 13 

While he emphasized logic, Ramus made no contribu­
tion to logic or mathematics. He was known as a fine orator 

and teacher who used polarities to organize and emphasize 

ideas. Further, he considered the stuff of thought to be in­
terchangeable as elements or items to be subject to endless 

combinations. Humanists of Ramus' time used "common-



14 Ong, Ramus, Method, and 
the Decay of Dialogue, 2 11 . 

15 Ong, Ramus, Method, and 
the Decay of Dialogue, 8. 
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places" to stock the imagination with "matter" by means of 
extensive reading and processing of much copie (ideas, 

phrases committed to memory, etc.). "Commonplace books 
and other devices were resorted to, in order to fix in 

memory, 'sentences' or proverbial matter, epigrammatic 

turns, apothegms, descriptive phrases, allusions, and con­
ceptual and verbal associations of all sorts ... abstract 

truths, hair-raising expressions, detached phrases, compari­
sons ... [to] be exploited at all cognitive levels, sensory and 
intellectual simultaneously." l 4 

A new science was taking shape in the sixteenth and sev­
enteenth centuries founded on the development of math­

ematics and an application of deductive procedures. This 
was a knowledge that was silent and diagrammatic - sepa­

rate from a concept of knowledge enveloped in disputation 

and teaching. Ramist logic owes a debt to medieval devel­
opments in quantification which were in part class logics. 

Influenced by this, Ramus concentrated on dichotomies 
which found a final form diagrammatically in his P. Rami 

Dialectica (see Figure 2). Ramist dichotomized tables dis­

play convincingly in space the results of research and think­

ing. Apprehended by sight, these visual models present 
their ideas in a clear and memorable manner. 

Ramism is at root a cluster of mental habits evolving within a 

centuries-old educational tradition and specializing in certain 

kinds of concepts~ based on simple spatial models for conceiving 

of the mental and communicational processes and~ by implica­

tion~ ofthe extramental world. 15 

Medieval society, dominated by church authority, family 

allegiance, tradition and faith with its widely accepted con­

ceptions of virtue and vice was giving way to an increas­
ingly modern society characterized by a focus on science 

and technology, logic, business and individualism, with in­
creasing doubt and confusion regarding what constituted 

virtue and vice. O'Banion cites Descartes as a pivotal 

philosopher in this regard because through his work philo­
sophical thought became more abstract and methodical. 

His search for abstraction, classification and certainty 
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F 1 G u R E 2 A Comparison of List and Story 

P. R A M I D I A L E C T 1 CA. 
TAB V LA GENERAL I S. 

This table is from the 1576 Swiss edition by Johann Thomas Freige 

of Peter Ramus' Professio regia. Ramist dichotomization takes 

its origin in part from class logic, which is built on the extension of 

terms and encourages quantified analogies. 
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undermined the rhetorical tradition, however Descartes' 

method is not inimical to rhetoric as long as it is viewed 

only as a method and not the method. 
To summarize the diminishing scope of rhetoric and its 

increasingly tenuous support, O'Banion lists nine crises in 
order of their appearance. 16 

1 Appearance and reality. Rhetoric is denigrated as being 
merely an act of appearance, failing to express reality. 

2 Faith~ knowledge;, and the narrowing of significance. 

Rhetoric is accused of unhealthy skepticism. 

3 Print;, truth;, and the quest for rationality. Rhetoric, rooted 
in orality, is judged obsolete by literate thinkers. 

4 Doubt;, fragmentation;, and the pursuit of method. Rhetoric 
is attacked for its reliance on traditional modes of 

knowledge. 

The separation of narration from logic, Story from List. 

Rhetoric is cut off from its basis for thinking. 

6 Past-blindness;, egoism, and rule-mindedness. Rhetoric is 

considered inappropriate for the Age of Reason. 

7 Immateriality and the search for substance and method. 

Rhetoric casts about for ways to survive. 

8 Absence, despair, and cultural deterioration. Rhetoric is 

marked by a glaring void -narration has disappeared as 

a way of thinking and arguing. 

9 ReleYance and rediscoyering of narrational bundles ofjudg­

ment. Rhetoric is reclaimed by a few. 

RHETORIC AS INQUIRY 

16 O'Banion, Reorienting 
Rhetoric, 107-109. 

Thomas B. Farrell agrees with O'Banion's assessment of 

the decline of rhetoric. He may be more inclined to locate 
our deprecation of rhetoric in the contemporary media pen­

chant for "high style," catchy sound-bites and buzz words 



17 Farrell, Thomas B. 1993. 
Norms of Rhetorical Culture. 
New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2 . 

18 Farrel l, Norms of Rhetorica l 
Culture, 62. 
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that while memorable, often signify nothing or obscure the 

issue at hand. For Farrell, the essential problem for rhetoric 
is that it is caught between the cunning of technical reason 

and the relativistic notion of meaning as demonstrated by 

post-modernism. He establishes his particular point of view 

early in his book Norms of Rhetorical Culture : 

As a theorx if this term is even applicable:) it [rhetoric J is seen 

as either an archaic longing for an original lost ideal or reason's 

evil twin, the carnivalesque sideshow of figurative relativism. 

This latter view has justifiably provoked suspicion from what 

remains ofphilosophy. But neither of these views does us much 

good when it comes to empowering, engaging, and trying to 

ameliorate the collaborative practices of civic life. 17 

Using Aristotle 's ethical and aesthetic rhetorical tradi­

tion as a base, Farrell desires to use rhetoric to inform the 

practice of contemporary advocacy. Aristotle begins in­
quiry with appearance, but recognizes there are multiple 
ways to approach appearance. He defines three methods: 
analytics, dialectics and rhetoric. Analytics are concerned 

with the grammatical relationships between subjects and 
predicates; dialectics deal with dichotomous relationships 
formed by question and answer; rhetoric explores appear­

ance by proposing themes and arguments which invite 

judgment, decision and action. 

Rhetoric as practical reason provides us with a manner of en­

gaging the particularity of appearances. Specifically, it pre­

sents audiences with appearances as particular contingencies in 

which they share an interest. The argument for rhetoric's ethical 

propensity thus turns on the mutual regard that speakers and 

audiences must have for one another, given the simultaneous 

condition of being a witness to the construction ofproof and an 

agent vulnerable to the partisanship of others." 18 

In this sense, the audience is reconceived as a party with 

a vested interest, not a passive audience, a market entity or 

a voyeur. The audience takes on a responsibility as a social 
agent engaged in "formulating and adjudicating proofs on 



19 Farrell, Norms of Rhetorical 
Culture, 79 · 

20 Farrell, Norms of Rhetorical 
Culture, 77. 
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difficult, but inescapably public practical matters ... the 

reflective judgment of the audience remains pivotal to the 
story's outcome." 19 

Rhetoric's material is appearance in all its particularity 

and the assignment of meaning which leads to possible hu­

man action. As such, contingency, which is troubling to 
some (philosophy and ethics in particular), becomes an is­
sue. "Aristotle distinguished the contingent from both the 
necessary and the impossible. The contingent is neither 

something that is necessarily the case nor something that 
could never be the case. Rather, it is something which 
sometimes is and sometimes is not the case." 20 The volun­

tary nature of the contingent binds it to human agency. 
Contemporary rhetorical theorists are engaged with de­

veloping theory with unmistakably ethical, aesthetic and 

normative significance. Theory and practice in rhetoric re­
quire criticism - it is a manner of thinking that turns on the 

invention of possibilities for persuasion, judgment, resolve 
and action. The goal of rhetoric for Aristotle was for the 
audience to see a situation more clearly and be able to act 
more judiciously as a result. 

These philosophical arguments for rhetoric may seem 
remote from the scientific and technological context in 
which we live. One might ask why the facts of a situation 

are not a sufficient guide to human action. The very facts 

one considers are often subject to contingency. Many so­

called facts remain open to interpretation depending on the 
viewpoint one brings to a situation. Which facts take prior­

ity, how compellingly they are presented, even the order of 
their presentation alters their perception. But it is the very 

scientific and technological context in which we live our 

lives that has created a resurgence of interest in the ethical 
issues that arise as a result of increasing human control -

human agency - over what were formerly thought to be the 
acts of a supreme being. 
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RHETORIC AS LEARNING PROCESS 

21 Bruner, jerome. 1996. 
The Culture of Education . 
Ca mbridge: Harvard 
University Press, x-xi. 

To underscore the abstract argument for rhetoric, I will 

present two more concrete arguments, one from Jerome 

Bruner, a psychologist, the other from Kieran Egan, an 

educator. Their recent work is concerned with education. 

While Bruner only mentions rhetoric in passing in his 

book The Culture of Education, many of his observations are 
synonymous with or at least tangential to cultural criticism 

which leads to a repositioning of rhetoric and narrative. Af­

ter a lifetime of investigation of perceptual psychology and 

human cognition from a scientific perspective, Bruner is in­

terested in developing a cultural psychology. The test frame 

for his enterprise is education, a cultural institution gener­

ally regarded as now failing to meet ordinary performance 

expectations and failing to adapt to contemporary needs. 

Taking the broadest possible view of education, culture 
and psychology, Bruner considers "the questions that 

loomed large in creating such a cultural psychology -

questions about the making and negotiating of meanings, 
about the constructing of self and a sense of agency, about 

the acquisition of symbolic skills, and especially about the 
cultural 'situatedness' of all mental activity ... learning, 

remembering, talking, imagining, all of them are made 

possible by participating in a culture."21 

Bruner discusses two strikingly different views about 

how the mind works. One is computational and concerned 

with the sorted, coded, stored, retrieved information pro­

cessing view of mind. The other is culturism or a technical­

social way of life organized and construed by virtue of 

symbolism. He defines culture as superorganic. The com­

putational approach is concerned with all the ways in which 

information is organized and used, but only information 
in the well-formed and finite sense. In contrast, culturism 

concentrates on human beings in community - how they 
create and transform meaning. 



22 Bruner, The Culture of 
Education , 6. 

23 Bruner, The Culture of 
Education, 11. 

24 Bruner, The Culture of 
Education , 57· 

25 Bruner, The Cu lture of 
Education, 133. 
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This clarity, this prefixedness of categories that imposes the 

most severe limit on computationalism as a medium in which to 

fram e a model of mind ... For the meaning making of the cul­

turalist, unlike the information processing of the computation­

alist, is in principle interpretive') fraught with ambiguity, 

sensitive to the occasion, and often after the fact. Its "ill­

formed procedures " are like "maxims" rather than like fully 

specifiable rules." 22 

Despite the extreme difference between computational­

ism and culturism, they are not unrelated. Once meanings 

are established, they can be subject to formalization that can 

be managed by a rule system. In this sense, the meanings 

are transformed from their ill-formed beginnings to a well­

formed state, thus becoming more abstract and manipula­

ble. Culturalism's task is messy and double layered. "On 

the 'macro' side, it looks at the culture as a system of val­

ues, rights, exchanges, obligations, opportunities, power. 

On the 'micro' side, it examines how the demands of a cul­

tural system affect those who must operate within it." 23 

Among the educational tenets that Bruner discusses is 

narrative. Two broad ways in which human beings orga­

nize and manage their knowledge of the world are logical­

scientific thinking and narrative thinking. 

Truths are the product of evidence') argument, and construction 

rather than of authority, textual or pedagogic. This model of 

education is mutualist and dialectical, more concerned with 

interpretation and understanding than with the achievement of 

factual knowledge or skilled performance. " 24 

All knowledge has a history and is subject to revision. 

Bruner reminds his reader that "being interpretive does not 

imply being anti-empirical, anti-experimental, or even anti­

quantitative."25 Bruner thinks we may have erred by sepa­

rating science from the narrative of culture. He suggests 

that a more complete understanding is possible if science 

and its cultural story, even its story in culture is reunited. 

In O'Banion's terms the List has brought fragmentation 

and isolation. 



26 Bruner, The Culture of 
Education, 84. 

27 Bruner, The Culture of 
Education, 126. 

28 Bruner, The Culture of 
Edu cation , 102. 
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I have tried to characterize the new idea [school culture] as 

creative communities of learners. Indeed, on the basis of what 

we have learned in recent years about human learning - that it 

is best when it is participatory, proactive, communal, collabora­

tive, and given over to constructing meanings rather than 

receiving them - we even do better at teaching science, math, 

and languages in such schools than in more traditional ones. 26 

Bruner supports the idea of teaching live science by 

shifting attention to making science "by invoking criteria 

like conceivability, verisimilitude and other criteria of good 
stories."27 The focus shifts from "finished" science to the 
making of science - it is process rather than answers. Sci­

ence becomes the story of discovery- an individual student 

or team story as well as the story of the professional scien­

tist. Giving over science to narrative, developing a memo­
rable story, creating interest and curiosity, taps into human 

desires, intentions, beliefs and conflicts. 
Regarding the debate on the issue of interpretation and 

explanation, Bruner says: 

It has always been supposed, moreover, that it is the object of 

study that determines which of the two approaches is appropri­

ate to it. Generally, human action that is believed to be medi­

ated by meaning is regarded as the domain ofinterpretation. 

Meaning, according to the classical mantra, cannot be ex­

plained causally ... Causal explanation, on the other hand, is 
categorical rather than particular, and based on the testing of 

propositions whose verifiability does not depend upon a contex­

tual setting or upon the meaning-making processes of partici­

pants in the action. In old-fashioned terms, causal explanations 

deal only in material, efficient, and formal causes. 28 

Returning to O'Banion, he observed that recent scholar­
ship has no name for the mode of thought one uses when 

logically derived rules do not apply. From a technical/ 
scientific perspective, the ideal language of knowledge is 

ahistoric and timelessly universal -that is, not a narrative. 

There is no denying the power of abstraction, of under­

standing and applying theorems, logically deriving proof, 



29 Egan, Kieran. 1997· The Edu­
cated Mind: How Cognitive 
Tools Shape Our Unders tand­
ing. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press , 45· 

30 Ega n, The Educated Mind, 29. 
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or coming to grips with theories and principles, but not all 

knowledge or human activity is amenable to this approach. 

Moving to a consideration of educational theory, very 

young children are not capable of using a technical/scien­

tific perspective. Another critical voice with regard to edu­

cational practice is Kieran Egan, who wrote The Educated 

Mind, How Cognitive Tools Shape Our Understanding. He 

agrees with Bruner regarding the overemphasis on abstract 

scientific knowledge in learning. He argues that children go 

through different modes of learning from their earliest at­

tempts to understand the world through mythology and 

fantastic stories, to more reality-based heroic accounts of 

daring deeds, to the scientific abstraction we consider to be 

the highest and most powerful form of knowledge acquisi­

tion, and finally to ironic understanding, which encourages 

a creative and flexible turn of mind. He terms these phases: 

mythic, romantic, philosophic and ironic respectively. Egan 

ties these integrative cognitive tools to fairly specific ages: 

my thic, 2 'li -7 years of age; romantic, 8-r);philosophic, r6 -

adult; and ironic, adult. 

In many circles, Egan would need to defend his pro­

gressive and changing application of cognitive tools to 

education. The mythic approach requires a defense of fan­

tasy and story telling. " [The] persistence of various forms 

of fantasy at every stage of life suggests that it is not some 

contingent, accidental invention of a few storytellers but 

is somehow tied up with profound features of our mental 

lives." 29 Who among us has not mentally entertained pos­

sibilities for future action which if examined carefully 

would reveal themselves to be stories? Who among us does 

not cast ourselves as the hero or heroine in our life story as 

we selectively relate its episodes to others? Mythic under­

standing is not an aberrant or deficient form of thinking­

it is thinking vividly in a poetic mode. Bruner presents yet 

another argument: "We all know by now that many scien­

tific and mathematical hypotheses start their lives as little 

stories or metaphors, but reach their scientific maturity by 

a process of conversion into verifiability, formal and em­

pirical, and their power at maturity does not rest on their 

dramatic origins." 30 
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Romantic understanding attends to the extremes of ex­

perience and the limits of reality- knowledge is personal­

ized and contextualized. Discovery could be an underlying 

theme - the human search, the problem, the frustrations, 

all leading to the triumph of new knowledge that improves 

the human condition. Fantasy is gone but a sharply told 

story with a strong human context is present. Egan is con­

cerned about the transitional years when children move 

from one mode of cognition to another. The story can pro­

vide the glue between the mythic and the romantic. Egan 

emphasizes the importance of the romantic curriculum in 

its relation to middle school children who are often alien­

ated from the process of learning, and are making the tran­

sition between mythic and philosophic understanding. 

The philosophic needs no defense, it is the abstract pow­

erhouse of modern education. But the last category, irony, 

needs discussion. Irony is about the development of mul­

tiple perspectives and a flexibility of mind that fosters cre­

ativity. It chaHenges the categories and givens of philoso­

phy and abstraction. "The recognition of epistemic fragility 

has been one of the constants of Western intellectual life. 

Irony has been both a traditional product of this recogni­

tion in the West and a changing strategy for dealing with 

it." 31 The ironic and the philosophic need to coexist. Phi­

losophy and abstraction attempt to capture the complexity 

of reality into a coherent scheme. "These two somewhat 

distinct perspectives ... do not fit entirely clearly together, 

but they are far from incompatible. The trick is to keep 

one's irony pervasively skeptical without letting it undercut 

and disable the exercise of philosophic capacities. Irony 

without philosophic capacities is impotent."32 

Much learning grows by accretion and amendment, or 

is revisited in greater depth or abstraction. Many children 

would say that the repetitive aspects of a curriculum are 

boring. Egan''s four cognitive phases or tools provide ap­

propriate context for increasingly sophisticated modes of 

thinking. While Egan envisions a progression of cognitive 

tools that are sympathetic to a child's development, Bruner 

proposes a "spiral curriculum" based on teaching a subject 

intuitively at first and then returning to it later with a more 
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formal or highly structured account of it. According to 

Bruner, the topic should be returned to as many times as is 

necessary for mastery of the topic's full generative power. 

As demonstrated , rhetoric is undergoing a resuscitation 

by contemporary philosophers, psychologists and others. 

Something is missing in human discourse, and rhetoric may 

be what we are searching for. But now, given the broader 

rhetorical context, we need to look more specifically at 

communication design. 

RHETORIC- INTO THE VISUAL WORLD 

Communication design (graphic design and information 

design) has been looking for contributory theory on which 

to position practice. And like many young disciplines, it has 

been borrowing theory from more developed disciplines, 

trying to cobble together an understanding of itself. The 

search is for a pattern that reveals and explains the activity 

or for a method to guide practice. No one expects it to be a 

formula but most expect it can serve as both an analytical 

and generative tool. Developing an analytical tool is by far 

the easier activity. Moving from theory to its analytical ap­

plication to an existing communication can demonstrate 

what falls within the realm of theory and what escapes it. It 

also shows how deeply the theory takes us and whether it is 

a genuine aid to understanding. Using theory generatively, 

finding a way to close the gap between theory and practice, 

is more problematic. A successful generative approach of­

ten results in a method to guide practice. 

One of the most persistent theoretical connections has 

been to language itself. Semiotics and semiology continue 

to compete for territory and credibility under the banners 

of Charles Sanders Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure re­

spectively. Neither camp has been able to mount the defini­

tive demonstration that neatly puts theory into an analytical 

frame and then uses it as a generative tool within communi-
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cation design. There seems to be a tantalizing relationship 

between the structure of spoken language and that of visual 

imagery; perhaps this is true only if language is taken meta­

phorically as a system of signification. But if language is 

understood to be what linguists study - spoken language -

then, as they have argued, the structure doesn't translate. 

Still, there seems to be a connection. Could it be rhetoric? 

Before looking at this in more detail, the visual world 

needs acceptance. The shadows in Plato's cave have histori­

cally cast doubt on the trustworthiness of images. Now to 

compound this, contemporary digital manipulation allows 

for a seamless collage of parts -some created, others pi­

rated. What are we to believe? Barbara Stafford, an art his­

torian, has been arguing for the importance of the visual. 33 

The problem is once again that of using truth as the mea­

sure for usefulness - as if what we call reality were a given, 

stable situation that we can behold if only we cast off cer­

tain habits of mind or use only "pure" language. 

The growing sophistication of electronic mimicry and the 

explosion of unlicensed private publishers who fiddle with soft­

ware add a new dimension of uncontrollability to the venerable 

notion that images are dangerously transgressive and ungov­

ernable. To the destabilizing of reality ... can be added a sec­

ond:J disquieting social phenomena. On one hand:J electronic 

infringement by everyman debases visualization by calling 

attention to the problematic practice of borrowing. Even legiti­

mate and openly acknowledged imitation necessarily under­

mines the long-standing!) if mythic:J ideal of an unmixed 

original. On the other hand:J the proliferation of software has:J 

paradoxically, created two classes of citizens separated accord­

ing to whether they need images or not. 34 

Images for the less-than-literate have a long history to 

which a new digital chapter is being written. Visualization 

has long been associated with a kind of "plain" intelli­

gence. The presumption is that full knowledge cannot 

come through images, and that those who create or use im­

ages instead of words or numbers are somehow deficient. 

Literacy and numeracy have been the key symbolic instru-
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ments of education. Yet not all ideas, concepts or plans of 

action can be presented effectively through these systems. 

The suppressed premise maintaining the inferiority of images 

(and~ conversely~ the superiority of texts) is predicated on the 

privileging of language as standing for all higher handless and 

sightless cognitive activity. Hermeneutics~ defined as the inter­

pretive~ exegetical~ and theoretical procedure performed on re­

sisting text, fostered such a hierarchy by ranking close reading 

above the ostentatious shallowness of sight. The historical 

emergence of difficult discourse was contingent on the moral 

censure ofjast and loose gazes. Thoughtless visible experience 

has as its foil the internalized~ invisible patrimony of literate 

civilization. 35 

But looking isn't quite so simple. Ordinary looking lo­

cates the viewer in space, identifies the attributes and affor­

dances of the objects and individuals in his or her immedi­

ate range, tells about time, weather and movement. But 

even what is looked at ordinarily is based on selective atten­

tion and choice. Unschooled looking tends to be literal; it 

accepts the world as a given. More sophisticated forms of 

looking -whether instrument-aided or whether achieved 

by a willed attention to geometric form or color - go be­

yond the literal world to reveal either an invisible structure 

or new patterns of information and structure present in the 

usual visual environment. This movement to abstraction 

and a constructive approach to creating particular kinds of 

representation has been discussed in the literature of art his­

tory and need not be reviewed here. This century has ex­

plored the relation between abstraction and construction -

we have become masters of controlled making. For ex­

ample, the constructivists, cubists and minimalists in the vi­

sual arts; and Mallarme, the Zaum poets and Joyce in the 

literary arts have uncovered the syntax of their particular 

materials. Exploration of music based on a twelve tone 

scheme, the disaffection of architecture from the Beaux Arts 

tradition - these and many more events in multiple forms 

of representation mark the deconstructive and reconstruc­

tive tendency of this century. 
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While focusing on syntactic or constructive aspects of 

human artifacts, the semantics or meaning dimension of 

what was made was taken as a given or was at least obvious 

to the recipient. Just past mid-century, Gui Bonsiepe called 

attention to a visual/verbal rhetoric in an article of the 

same name,36 in which he observed that rhetorical practices 

were considered largely in terms of verbal application. 

(Rhetoric was originally not a literate practice but an oral 

one.) Two thousand years of history accompany this prac­

tice, yet it is usually discussed from its classical perspective. 

Bonsiepe stated that "the practice of rhetoric has far outrun 

its theory." He was referring to what is now an ever more 

mediated world of verbal and visual communication. 

Of the five sections of classical rhetoric, Bonsiepe fo­

cused on styllistic formulation of material (the visual 

equivalent of elocution and pronunciation, i.e., presenta­

tion)- the part of rhetoric most vociferously attacked for 

its ability to mislead. These stylistic formulations are re­

ferred to as rhetorical figures- they depart from ordinary, 

normal or uninflected communication for the purpose of in­

creasing attention to the communication or casting its idea 

in a new light. They are like communication templates or 

patterns that can suggest ways to control the syntax and se­

mantic construction of a message in order to achieve atten­

tion and reception on the part of the recipient. 

Shifting from verbal to visual, Bonsiepe discussed two 

subdivisions of rhetorical figure: the syntactic, which oper­

ates through formal visual construction such as position in 

space, color, contour or shape; and the semantic, which op­

erates through its meaning or more literal identification as a 

particular person, place, thing or event. A third subdivision, 

pragmatic, use forms of "address," the character and believ­

ability of the originator of a message and the kinds of ex­

pected response as its basic material. This was thought to 

have less application to visual communication than the syn­

tactic and semantic, and while its impact remains less obvi­

ous, post-modern analysis of communication would include 

it as important to understanding the institutional and au­

thoritative structure of a communication's origin. The list 

of rhetorical figures is presented in Figure 3 (page 224). 
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Bonsiepe was also interested in quantifying the rhetori­
cal force of a statement - to measure its persuasive force. 

This needs to be understood in the push for objectivity and 
quantification that was very present in the middle of this 

century during a time of high modernism and logical posi­
tivism. The idea of quantifying rhetorical force is fatally 

flawed. His proposed idea was to count the use of rhetorical 
figures and comrast this with "normal" communication in 

order to arrive at a ratio of rhetorical to non-rhetorical ele­
ments. The fiction here is that non-rhetorical elements can 

be identified - that they even exist - and that rhetorical ele­

ments can be separated and categorized according to their 
power. Advertising, which represents the most direct per­
suasive appeal, provided the visual examples of various 

rhetorical figures. 
A few others have picked up on this idea, and of course 

many designers and communicators intuitively use these 
figures as they seem so deeply embedded in our processes 

of telling, witnessing, influencing, showing and convincing 
others. Hanno Ehses took up the problem of using rhetori­

cal figures generatively. He was interested in the possibility 
of using rhetoric for the purpose of concept formation in 
visual terms. He considered rhetoric to be a kind of second­

ary grammar. "Rhetorical figures do not by any means rep­
resent specific recipes. They are exploration tools that can 

spur lateral thinking, giving designers awareness of possi­
bilities to make the best choice ... The real problem contin­
ues to be that of bringing together the abstract construction 

principles with original ideas within the confines of a 
specific task."37 His students created a series of posters for 
Macbeth to demonstrate various rhetorical approaches. 

Neither Bonsiepe nor Ehses question the limited role al­
lowed to rhetoric. Both use it as a means to improve com­

munication and focus the stylistic aspects of a message. 
Their contribution was understanding and demonstrating 
that rhetoric transcended the verbal world and had efficacy 

in the visual world as well. 
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F 1 G u R E 3 List of Rhetorical Figures 

SYNTACTIC FIGURES 

The following examples use structural elements rhetorically. 

Transpositive Figures 

Apposition Uses an explanatory insertion 

Atomization Treats dependent parts as independent 

Parenthesis Encloses one thing in another 

Reversion Dislocates an element for emphasis (Also called anastrophe) 

Figures of Omission 

Privative Omits elements 

Ellipsis Leaves out elements that can be supplied from context 

Repetitive Figures 

Alliteration Repeats a sound or form 

/sophony Repeats similar elements in a series 

Parallelism Repeats a rhythm 

SEMANTIC FIGURES 

The following examples develop meaning rhetorically. 

Contrary Figures 

Antithesis Unites elements with opposite meanings 

Exadversion Asserts with a double negative 

Concilliation Joins contradictory relata 

Comparative Figures 

Gradation Organizing in ascending or descending order 

Hyperbole Exaggerating obviously or intentionally 

Understatement Excessive minimization 

Metaphor Transfers an element to another field of application so that a 

sim ilarity is assumed and expressed between the two fields 

Simile Explicitly compares two unlike things 

Analogy Extends a known comparison to include a partially known one 
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Figure J, continued 

Allegory Tells an extended story that deals with an idea indirectly 

Parable Tells a brief story that deals with an idea indirectly 

Satire Tells an exaggerated and simplified story 

Irony Tells a story by using words to express a sense contrary to that 

really intended 

Substitutive Figures 

Metonymy Replaces one sign with another, the relata of both being in 

a real relationship 

Synecdoche Replaces one sign by another, the relata of both being in a 

quantitative relationship; uses a part to stand for the whole 

Personification Attributes human qualities to an inanimate or nonhuman object 

PRAGMATIC FIGURES 

Address 

Fictitious dialogue Author asks and answers 

Direct address Author addresses the audience 

Reposition argument Translates an objection into an argument in one's favor 

Asteism Replies with an irrelevant statement 

Rhetorical question Asks a question that expects no answer 
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RHETORIC- DESIGN PROCESS AND HUMAN DECISION 
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But rhetoric can do even more than this. It is even legiti­

mate to consider it in the world of three-dimensional con­

structions - it can go beyond convincing argument to a di­
rect role in the design process itself. As mentioned earlier in 

this article, rhetoric supports issues of human agency. Indi­
viduals engaged in defining some future prospect to be real­
ized through the expenditure of resources, whether human 

or material, sometimes unwittingly use rhetoric in the cre­
ation of prototypes and models of the projected future. In 

this sense, virtually all designers (architects, urban plan­
ners, product designers, multimedia designers, information 
designers, software designers, etc.) are developing rhetori­

cal representations as prototypes of the idea to be realized. 
Unpredictability is a characteristic of the future- one 

we try to neutralize through strategies like trend projec­
tion, control management, hedging and statistical surveys. 
Yet the essential unpredictability remains. Four sources of 

unpredictabillity in human affairs can be identified: 1) radi­
cal invention cannot be predicted; 2) decisions contem­

plated but not yet made escape prediction; 3) elements of 
game theory such as indefinite reflexivity, imperfect knowl­
edge or the open character of situations cannot be pre­

dicted; and 4) pure contingency escapes prediction. 38 

To these can be added the more sweeping statement that 

design generally takes place in a concrete situation charac­

terized by complexity, uncertainty, instability, uniqueness 
and value conflict. 39 These are situations of high fluidity 

which require the human agency of judgment and choice. 
Aristotle also envisioned rhetoric as a civic art of delib­

eration - as part of our mental strategy for developing 

practical reason. As mentioned earlier, Aristotle defined 
three kinds of rhetoric: that which dealt with the future was 

deliberative, that which dealt with the past was judicial and 
that which dealt with present performance was evaluative. 
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Our interest here is only with the first . Deliberative rheto­
ric considers action for the future by reasoning from ex­

ample. 40 It is not a big step to consider Aristotle's examples 
as the designer's prototype or the planner's scenario. All 

are examples or postulations of a possible future - ones 

that are contingent and subject to human choice and action. 

The useful is not automatically just or honorable: there is a 

surplus, usually marked off by necessity, for what it is best to 

do, although unjust, or at least not just. Deliberative rhetoric is 

especially concerned with the possible and the impossible, and 

so necessity becomes its special plea. The characteristic method 

of deliberation is reasoning from example, and so a concern 

with consequences and success dominates. It is easy for pleas of 

necessity to get a hearing. Apart from that surplus, in the area 

where translation is successful, the intertranslation between 

utility and justice assures that deliberative reason not be re­

duced to instrumental reason.Jf the useful is generally just, 

then it is not useful in the amoral sense that arguments from ne­

cessity bring with them. 41 

The ability to anticipate a future situation is difficult. 
Failures to do so make the evening news and are repre­

sented by well documented unexpected side-effects such as 
the impact of the automobile on living and working pat­

terns. Even sophisticated deliberation may be unequal to 

the task of accurately envisioning the future , but no delib­
eration surely is not the answer. 

Deliberation is both ethical and logical because it is reasoning 

that requires knowledge of ends as well as means. Deliberation 

is alway s in danger of becoming merely instrumental reasoning, 

since ... it simply takes for granted whatever end is desired by 

the audience; we deliberate about means, not ends." 42 

Designers question the problem they address, for the 
framing of that problem proposes or at least limits a solu­

tion. Schon specifically cautions designers and policy mak­
ers to be careful about the analogies and metaphors used to 
describe and discuss a problem, for these descriptions will 
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direct both means and ends. One of the important skills the 

designer brings to deliberation about the future is the abil­

ity to manipulate concrete means (the prototype) to envi­
sion an understandable and concrete end. 

Deliberative rhetoric uses opinions about the good to 

advocate a policy or decision. Examples, like prototypes, 
are the important focus of such inquiry. These examples are 
the rhetorical version of induction - reasoning from par­

ticular cases to a general rule. The choice of examples can­

not evade ethical discourse. 

In these terms, rhetoric is used in two ways: as a proto­
type or as an argument in favor of realizing a plan. While 

the prototype and the plan for its realization are deeply in­

terrelated, here they are considered separately. Prototypes 
are the objects all designers create in order to externalize 

and make concrete the objects they design before these de­
signs are realized in the everyday world of use. Prototypes 
are a form of synecdoche, in which some part is represent­

ing an as yet undeveloped whole. The prototype helps the 
designer understand what they know about a design and 
what is unknown, half-baked or faulty. 43 It is also a prag­
matic form of address as it serves to share a vision with oth­
ers involved in the decision making process. The genera­

tion of a prototype is not a naive or neutral operation. In 

the early stages of its development, a prototype is a kind of 

"ill-formed" argument. The designer is working through 
conceptions of what "might be." These early prototypes 
can take the form of a diagram or sketch which respectively 

reveal a primary set of functional relationships or an even 

more general basic concept. 

Designers who engage in user observation as part of 

their design process may develop behavioral prototypes 
which offer users in the field a kind of thesis about how an 

idea will communicate or work. These prototypes are usu­

ally highly focused on what the designer desires to validate. 

As users work through some behavioral activity with the 

prototype, they sometimes inadvertently reveal an antith­
esis - their conception of how something should work is 
not compatible with the designer's. Such moments are criti­

cal to the observation, its analysis and the future develop-
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ment of the prototype. The antithesis is a product of com­

munication and use - a product of interaction that would 

not be revealed without the behavioral prototype. 

A procedural prototype may take the user through the 

logic of an operation to see if they can follow the classifica­

tion, organization and operation of some activity. This 

more rigorous form of prototype helps to move an idea 
from "ill-formed" to "well-formed." 

An appearance prototype concentrates on the formal de­

sign values of the object. It applies rhetorical ideas broadly, 

including syntactic, semantic and pragmatic adaptations, 

with the goal of focusing the user's attention, assuring a re­

vealing organization, and even creating pleasure in the use 

of the design. Like other prototypes, the appearance proto­

type may undergo user interaction in order to refine and 

clarify the visual aspects of a proposed design. In a sense, 

the various kinds of prototype are indices of where the de­

signer is in a development process. However, to the extent 

that the design process is iterative, it may be impossible to 

identify the extent of design development from the most 

current prototype alone. 

It should be clear that prototyping is a way to postulate 

some proposed design for a kind of reality check with those 

involved, whether clients, other designers or end users. The 

kind of prototype developed for interaction and discussion 

depends on how far the designer has gone with an initial 

idea, what kind of information they need to elicit from an 

interaction and who is the partner in the interaction. For ex­

ample, if the designer is communicating with those people 

engaged in the project, the designer must be careful to com­

municate the important features, the most important at­

tributes of the proposed idea in as real a relationship as pos­

sible so as to honestly reveal the idea in its current state of 

development. Sometimes several prototypes will be put into 

competition with each other, or one concept will be devel­

oped in many divergent ways. All these are ways in which 

the designed object (prototype) explores contingency, ap­
pearance and alternative points of view in order to facilitate 

sound judgment, decision and action. It is in this sense that 

rhetoric is a design tool supporting human decision. 
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The rhetoric of the prototype allows a vision of a pro­

posed future in much the same way that science fiction is a 

rhetorical narrative of future science and technology devel­

opments. Technology can he separated from science in that 

its development is more related to contingency - what 

might he -while science is related to certainty. In this 

sense, technology is like design, its prototypes for practical 

use and action can he examined as rhetorical statements 

rather than as necessities or givens. 

Solutions are only probable and can always be changed or set 

in opposition to others. In this sense, technology is part of the 

broader art of design, an art of thought and communication that 

can induce in others a wide range of beliefs about practical life 

for the individual and for groups ... Design is an art of thought 

directed to practical action through the persuasiveness of objects 

and, therefore, design involves the vivid expression of compet­

ing ideas about social life. 44 

Walter Ong speaks powerfully in favor of rhetoric: "The 

loss of narration left much of the Western world with no 

language of order and disorder, no moral criteria, no sense 

oflife as a heroic quest, no instruction on how to interpret 

the relevance of general principles for particular situations, 

no sense of man as a storyteller, and no means by which to 

encourage individuals to discover their own stories. What 

the West did have, and pursued with a vengeance, was 

Lists, rules, detachment, universals, solipsism, rationalism, 

and anomie." 45 

I have argued here for rhetoric and the visual. In clos­

ing, I would like to make a practical connection between 

rhetoric and the situation in which we are living. Five con­

temporary needs serve to demonstrate the role rhetoric can 

play in its ability to celebrate appearance, focus meaning 
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and interpretation, deal with contingency and support 

human agency. 

• First, the need for a critical apparatus for understanding in­

formation and media relationships. In an ever more perva­

sive media environment, calculated manipulation of an 

audience seems to be the standard. Like Augustine, we 

need to be concerned that people can understand the ma­

nipulation in order to question its purpose and be able to 

use rhetorical methods to advance other points of view. 

• Second, the need for a mode of inquiry that can address so­

cial and cultural issues. Discussion and decision making 

in the context of daily human life lacks form and voice. 

Without going into a critique of the media, suffice it to 

say that news reports, for example, use a severely abbre­

viated form of story-telling which frequently presents 

only one point of view, pretends to deliver the "facts" as 

they are known, and fails to connect to larger human is­

sues and agency. The conundrums of our time (genetic 

engineering, multiculturalism, euthanasia, globalism, 

educational reform, to name a few) need to be given 

form by advocates for various points of view so that the 

public may play its role in determining future action. 

These issues need to be brought down from the largest 

"abstract" context to a more manageable "concrete" and 

local context for examination. 

• Third, the need to reinvigorate learning. The crisis in edu­

cation is well documented and culturally profound. As 

discussed previously, Bruner and Egan both point to an 

educational blind spot that prevents seeing rhetoric and 

story-telling as a legitimate method for learning. 

• Fourth, the need to address "meaning» in visual communi­

cation. In recent decades there has been much focus on 

technique and syntax. The digital situation reinforces at­

tention to technique and syntax while it constrains the 

means of execution. Technique and syntax can be tech­

nologically automated, but the making of meaning re­

mains a human enterprise. In the largest sense, rhetoric 

can serve to develop a sharper awareness of this process. 



46 Farrell, Norms of Rhetorical 
Culture, g. 

VIS I BLE LANGUAGE 3 2.3 

• Fifth, the need for a better understanding of sign context for 

new media. The tradition of print or television does not 

translate to computer mediated communication in the 

largest sense. Book pages yield to sequences with links 

that reveal "selected" information. Given the pressure of 

increasing information processing and interpretation, 

seamless, real-time live-action or animation may not be 

the best use of multimedia's potential. Sampling, selec­

tive examination in depth and other, as yet unspecified, 

operations may better serve our needs. 

None of the above lend themselves to a purely technical 

or even factual solution. All point to rhetoric and story­

telling as a way to open inquiry and explore possible fu­

tures. Returning briefly to science fiction as it rhetorically 

represents future scientific and technological developments 

for our consideration, design prototypes rhetorically pos­

tulate a future situation or condition that can elicit behavior 

as well as enthusiastic endorsement or critical comment. 

Rhetoric is culturally present, but we recognize it only 

negatively when it is blatantly over or under used. 

[No J culture or public life project can survive for long without 

some form of rhetorical practice, some coherent, symbolic 

manner of securing collaborative public action ... every culture 

requires some avenue for addressing and thereby explicating 

its identities, accomplishments, and needs - and hence some 

form of rhetorical practice. 46 

Rhetoric provides us with the occasion for higher order 

thinking. The messages are not "givens" but are rooted in 

the messy contexts of our lives and the possibilities of hu­

man agency. As such, they engage our consideration of re­

jection or acceptance, or the creation of another possibility. 

Some might still say rhetoric is bad while others might say 

the opposite. This article would like to convince the reader 

that rhetoric is necessary and unavoidable - it supports 

communication and human decision. 
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