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RHETORIC, LINGUISTICS, AND 
THE STUDY OF PERSUASION

An Overview and an Introduction1

Randy Allen Harris and Jeanne Fahnestock

The language and tactics of persuasion have been a subject of popular and scholarly attention 
for as long as we have records of human activity, though some eras have seen more intensified 
interest than others. In the West, the tumultuous emergence of democracy in fourth-century 
BCE Athens was such a period. It gave rise to a class of civic intellectuals teaching persuasive 
speaking, known as Sophists, to the establishment of rhetoric as a field of study, and to clashes 
with another new field, philosophy, over explanations of the linguistic features running through 
belief, knowledge, argumentation, and human conduct. The early modern period was another 
epoch of intensified interest, with the rise of print, the Reformation, technoscience, and the 
colonial pursuits of Europe. The middle of the twentieth century was still another, when 
propaganda studies, argumentation studies, and the New Rhetoric all arose from the trauma 
of the Second World War.

We are in another such period now. Driven by climate and energy debates, new move-
ments and insurgencies across the globe, a cycle of pandemics, and a torrent of information 
technologies that can amplify and distort, feeding a culture of distrust and unease, public and 
scholarly interest in persuasive language has intensified again. These current conditions have 
spawned sessions on persuasion at many industry conferences and academic meetings, not 
only conferences on rhetoric, a discipline defined in terms of persuasion, but also in related 
fields like argumentation, discourse theory, and sociolinguistics, all of which significantly 
implicate persuasion. Language and Persuasion responds to these contemporary concerns. But 
it also speaks to the perennial need for individuals and groups to be aware of the persuasive 
practices they use, or that are used upon them to produce or alter their beliefs and actions. 
Thus while the Handbook’s 30 chapters analyze recent cases and contemporary examples of 
persuasion, readers will find that the insights and methods they offer can be applied to other 
settings, times, and texts.

The reason for the wide applicability of the individual contributions is simple. For while 
the Handbook’s chapters do come from scholars specializing in different fields – philosophy, 
linguistics, computer science, communication studies, cognitive science, psychology, sociology, 
rhetoric – and while each uses the special tools and approaches of their respective disciplines, 
all the chapters share a common orientation to the art of rhetoric as an overall system for 
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understanding persuasion. Each highlights a segment of the art. To orient readers to these 
segments, we first provide an overview of how the chapters are grouped and a brief snapshot 
of the contribution of each (individual chapters are also mentioned throughout, where rele-
vant, and the authors also cross-reference each other in their own chapters). We then devote 
this introduction to, first, a review of linguistics and its subfields and, second, to a review of 
rhetoric. The linguistic section provides tools for identifying language features in persuasive 
discourse, and the rhetoric section provides the overall architecture for analyzing persuasion.

I.1 Chapter Overview

The opening chapters of Part I explore the basic rhetorical constituents for analyzing persua-
sion. These include the fundamentals of the Aristotelian trinity of appeals, logos, pathos, and ethos 
(Tindale, Mozafari, Wynn), as well as the basic tactics of identifying issues of contention with 
the stases (Charney on the general stases and Camper on the interpretive stases), and of using/
misusing a fundamental argumentative tactic, the example (Billig and Marinho). The next set 
of chapters (Part II) takes up enduring language features and practices characteristic of inter-
active discourse. Thus the sound dimensions of speech have their own persuasive affordances 
(Kišiček), while other uses of language are associated with attempted effects on audiences such 
as humor (Holcomb and Buzbee) or engagement through questioning (Ilie). Problematic effects 
come from the linguistic options for framing statistics (Libertz) and the darkest outcomes from 
polarizing language (Donohue and Hamilton). Creating an even tighter focus on language, the 
next grouping of chapters (Part III) takes up individual figures of speech. These have a special 
and often unappreciated status as the actual points of contact between language practices and 
rhetorical effects. An overview chapter discusses the set of figures classed as tropes and their 
application (Harris), while the following chapters take up devices that simulate other, even 
non-human speakers (Blankfield), that draw on visuality and excess in metaphors (Heo), that 
use anticipation and forecasting to strengthen a case (Mehlenbacher), and that feature repetition 
and double negation to create pithy, memorable sayings (Yuan).

Switching from bottom-up to top-down approaches, the next group of chapters (Part IV) 
starts from the cultural locations of persuasive acts and from discourse features that distinguish 
individual fields of argument and individual genres of expression. Scientific discourse is the 
apex predator of persuasion, offering presumably transparent and compelling arguments; its 
special features and history are analyzed in a separate chapter (Gross). Equally compelling in 
its own register is legal persuasion (Jasinski). The alternative cultural probe of ethnicity follows 
in a chapter considering the balancing acts required of Asian American rhetors (LeMesurier). 
Textual analysis can also begin productively from an awareness of genres, types of texts defined 
by recurring linguistic markers that perform the same kind of persuasive work. A chapter high-
lighting the genre approach examines the use of the ancient form of the apology on the part of 
governments dealing with past crimes (Cheng). The use of struggle songs in the anti-apartheid 
movement also offers a fruitful example of repurposing a popular genre for a much different 
persuasive goal (Nkoala), while the global environment of gaming provides another perspective 
on the basics of language for users in simulations (Wilcox). The next chapter examines the 
common practice of recruiting multiple genres, with their different affordances and conven-
tions, to argue for the same claim to different audiences (Fahnestock). A final chapter in this 
section considers propaganda as the spread of morally questionable messages across genres, 
giving them an undeserved salience (Oddo).

Where does this propensity for persuasion come from? The chapters in Part V address 
this issue, first by taking an evolutionary perspective. Communicative signaling and warning 
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behaviors that displace violence appear throughout the animal kingdom using affordances well 
beyond the verbal (Parrish). But with language, there is also strong evidence that children can 
make arguments quite early, and that they are adept at finding reasons for their views and deci-
sions, whether challenged or not (Greco and Perret-Clermont). They even develop the ability 
to understand and use a complex form like irony where the surface form is divorced from the 
underlying speech act (Pexman). Concluding this section is a chapter on how cognitive science 
and its understanding of the mind meshes with or underlies the traditional understanding of 
persuasion (Oakley).

The ultimate goal in studies of language and persuasion is a productive understanding of 
the actual means used in persuasive texts, whether in a single text, or in similar texts, or across 
multiple genres. In short the goal is still, as it was for Aristotle, identifying “the available means 
of persuasion” (Rhetoric 1355b10–12). Whether or not any one text or campaign across many 
texts influences the beliefs or actions of an individual or a group requires other tools of assess-
ment. These tools will always be context specific, and given the complexities of human psyches 
and societies, persuasive effects will rarely involve simple correspondences; if x, therefore y. But 
there will be no results linking linguistic sources and persuasive effects without robust data on 
what could be creating those effects in the first place. Not surprisingly, researchers have turned 
to computational techniques for a giant leap in collecting and analyzing data. Two innovations 
are described in the chapters of Part VI. One addresses the problems of sampling or comparing 
multiple similar texts by using the visualization affordances of the software DocuScope (Kaufer 
and Ishizaki). This tool overcomes the limits of short term memory in reading in order to 
bring linguistic patterns across texts into view. Another direction of innovation is offered in 
the last chapter which takes up the challenge of “argument mining”; that is, sampling large 
corpora for the supporting premises or lines of reasoning deployed on the same issues, a step 
well beyond the typical tallying of words by connotation. This final chapter uses figures of 
speech as probes for particular lines of argument, uniting devices identified in ancient rhetoric 
with the most recent text-mining technologies (Lawrence and Visser).

We imagine that readers will come to the Handbook with common questions about dis-
cursive persuasion but with different backgrounds. Since this Handbook emphasizes rhetorical 
and linguistic approaches to persuasive language, an overview of each field follows as a way to 
review fundamentals and provide context for the individual contributions. Linguistics, though 
much the younger field, deals with the more immediate data of language, so a brief account 
of its branches comes first. An overview of rhetoric follows that provides the major features 
of the classical art. These rhetorical constructs can provide the assumptions for making sense 
of the linguistic data.

I.2 Historical Roots

The three ancient arts of discourse, all of them essential to understanding the intersection of 
language and persuasion, are grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic. Grammar, which developed 
into linguistics in the nineteenth century, is the field that studies and theorizes language in the 
most detail. Rhetoric, which is still rhetoric, is the field that studies and theorizes persuasion 
in the most detail, anchored conceptually to language as a social, political, and civic practice. 
Dialectic, recovered in argumentation studies in the twentieth century, is the field that studies 
and theorizes the rational elements of persuasion in the most detail. These three fields have 
never been, and are not now, independent of one another, though disciplinary politics and 
sometimes disciplinary ignorance often obscure their mutual dependence, abetted by compet-
ing vocabularies. But rhetoric and argumentation studies, for instance, have so many common 
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interests that prominent areas of overlap have their own disciplinary labels, namely “pragma-di-
alectics,” and “informal logic.” Meanwhile, linguistics, particularly in the framework known 
as cognitive linguistics, theorizes certain rhetorical figures as fundamental and ineliminable 
features of natural language, particularly metaphor and metonymy (see Chapter 12 on tropes).

I.3 The Basics of Grammar

Linguistics, in perhaps its most frequent self-definition, studies language as a system mediating 
between sound and meaning. Common labels for that system include langue, linguistic competence, 
and I-Language (I for internal, among other terms), contrasted against the way that system is 
deployed, labeled (respectively) as parole, performance, and E-Language (external, among other 
terms). A model of the linguistic system is known as a grammar. A grammar is not a collec-
tion of facts about a given language, but a system of principles that describe and explain the 
properties of a language or languages, though grammar is also in use pedagogically to name the 
prescriptive rules of “proper” speech and writing.

I.3.1 The Sign

The two end points of the sound–meaning mediation were systematized in antiquity by the 
Stoics. Drawing on insights dating at least to Aristotle, they divided speech into the signans 
(sêmainon) and the signatum (sêmaimenon), an utterly fundamental move. This insight is actually 
much broader than language – belonging more properly to semiotics than linguistics – and is 
routinely attributed to the nineteenth-century architect of the great structuralist renovation of 
linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure, whose terms were signifier (signifiant) and signified (signifié). 
Sticking with language, however, the signans is a material occurrence (sounds or marks) that 
evokes the signatum, a cognitive occurrence (concepts, meanings); each of them is a partner 
in the notion of a sign. Persuasion is rooted in the process of evocation from signs, in how 
accepted claims are linked to new ones, and especially with what emotional or social resonances 
concepts are evoked by complexes of signs.

The grammatici of antiquity, and grammarians well into the early modern period, were ped-
agogues and theorists who saw themselves to be, as Robert A. Kaster phrases it in Guardians of 
Language, arbiters “of the claims of three competing forces”: usage, authoritative models, and 
the natural properties of the language (Kaster 1988, 19).

The grammarian’s concern with usage may seem to implicate parole and hint of sociolin-
guistics, but it was close to what communication professionals teach these days: how to par-
ticipate appropriately in the genres of the times – legal, bureaucratic, political, and personal. 
The ancient concern with authoritative models blended what is now philology, classics, and 
literary criticism, while the interest in natural properties aligned most closely with linguistics, 
as it arose and took its contemporary shape in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

I.3.2 Levels of Analysis

The classical model of language activity takes the form of “A-speaks/writes-C-to-B,” in which 
both A and B share a language, and C is some realization of that language, an utterance of 
some kind. The mechanical factors of such a model, the constituents and structures of the 
language by which the speaking or writing takes place, include such notions as sounds, words, 
sentences, meanings, and intentions. The Stoics approached this complex by treating sound, 
sentential structure, and lexical etymology as separate but mutually influential slices of language, 
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a productive reductionism that was eventually codified in the parallel and cross-pollinating 
twentieth-century schools of Saussurean and Bloomfieldian Structuralism, as the following 
levels of analysis:

 • Phonetics: the raw speech sounds, segmented for analysis as phones, and subject to princi-
ples of interaction, based in part on how the mouth and motor cortex articulate them, in 
part on how the ear and auditory cortex process them, and formalized between brackets, 
like [ph], for a phone pronounced with the lips accompanied by an extra puff of air.

 • Phonology: the combination of phones into language-specific sets, known as phonemes, 
which correspond very loosely to the letters of alphabetic systems and are formalized 
between slashes, like /p/ for a phoneme pronounced with the lips which may or may not 
be accompanied by an extra puff of air in English.

 • Morphology: the sequencing of phonemes into representations of elemental meanings, 
including basic words like play and movie and affixes like {re-} and {-s}, known as morphemes.

 • Lexicology: the formation and structure of words, including complexes like replaying.
 • Syntax: the combination of words into predicating units known as phrases and clauses, 

such as “Indira is replaying that movie again,” whose syntactic units can be represented 
broadly as [[Indira] [is replaying [that movie] [again]]]

 • Semantics: the way in which meanings are associated with morpholexical and syntactic 
units to express states of mind and perceptions of the world, such as describing the action 
of an individual who regularly plays the same movie.

Rather late in the dominance in structuralism – in fact, contributing in part to the loosening 
of its dominance by adding context and intentions to the mix – another level was added:

Pragmatics: the context-dependent use of language to affect the perceptions and 
actions of others in the world, such as uttering “Indira is replaying that movie again” 
to induce others to head for the living room to watch The Long Kiss Goodnight.

The semiotic signans/signatum relation operates at all of these levels, with varying degrees of 
precision. For instance, the phone [i], a vowel pronounced with a very small opening between 
the tongue and the roof of the mouth, tends to correlate with words and morphemes related 
to lightness and smallness (as in teenie-weenie, itsy-bitsy, where ee, ie, and y all represent the [i] 
phone), while the phone [u], pronounced with a much larger opening, tends to correlate with 
darkness and largeness (gloom, balloon, where the double-o represents the [u]). These general, 
but far from universal, phone/meaning semiotic correspondences are known as phonaesthemes. 
At the “highest” level of pragmatics, these correspondences are also loose and general at the 
population level – for instance, question syntax tends to correlate with requests and invitations 
(“Will you light the candles?” “Could you come to my party?”) – though they can become 
very tightly bound among small groups of intimates, as in family gatherings, ritual activities, 
or legal proceedings, in which very specific utterances have very specific functions (“I hereby 
sentence you to thirty days in the county jail”).

The paradigm signans/signatum relation is at the level of words, where Ferdinand de 
Saussure famously proposed diagrams like that of Figure I.1, representing the relation between 
the idea of a tree, represented by a picture, and the sound-sequence that materially evokes 
that idea for French speakers, represented by the spelled-out arbor. Both of these representa-
tions are abstract, and the word is neither the sound sequence nor the idea, but the relation 
between them.
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Just as the semiotic relation runs up and down the levels but is most fully realized in lex-
icology, so does persuasion leverage resources at all levels of the grammar and is most fully 
realized in words, which bind sounds quite closely with ideas. Sonic effects, such as harmony, 
dissonance, and rhythms, can all have very immediate results on hearers and even on readers, 
as Kišiček points out (Chapter 7), shaping their receptiveness and emotional dispositions. 
Ideational effects, which include conceptual associations, credibility, and attitude as well as 
direct reference, can have more penetrating results, manifest in belief and action. The lexical 
signans/signatum realization is one reason why tropes, the type of rhetorical figure most widely 
associated with persuasion, are traditionally defined as lexical substitutions. To say “Achilles is 
a warrior” only describes a role he has, but to say (metaphorically) that “Achilles is a lion” is 
to lead hearers in the direction of a belief that he is a particular type of fierce, powerful, and 
noble warrior by predicating of Achilles the material and cultural associations that come with 
the word lion; and perhaps also to lead them to imitative action.

I.3.3 Pragmatics, Sociolinguistics, and Discourse Analysis

Rhetoric has always been preoccupied with the contexts, audiences, and purposes of utterances, 
all of which are ineliminable for an understanding of persuasion, and has always attended to 
relatively large spans of text – orations, legal speeches, narratives, letters, sermons. But linguistics 
largely ignored contexts and effects, and hewed close to sounds and words and clauses, until 
the 1950s, when the idiosyncratic American structuralist, Zellig Harris, began a program he 
called Discourse Analysis, pursuing “a method for the analysis of connected speech (or writing)” 
(1952, 1). No one paid much attention, however, in part because this program also saw the 
first appearance of “the grammatical transformation” (4), a notion that would itself go through 
many transformations over the ensuing decades, in its adaptation by Harris’s student, Noam 
Chomsky (who is warmly acknowledged in the notes to that paper). Chomsky’s influence, 
under the basic label, Generative Grammar, took fast hold of linguistics. It was wide and deep 
and lasting, but it did not follow Harris’s discourse interests; rather, it rooted linguistics even 
more strongly in the sentence, and, thoroughly structuralist, it was resolutely indifferent to the 
effects of language, such as persuasion, or the contexts in which they occurred.

Chomsky’s hold on the field was tenacious but it was neither uniform nor hegemonic. By 
the 1970s work coming out of ordinary language philosophy – especially Speech Act Theory 
and Conversational Implicature – had penetrated linguistics, giving rise to the subfield/level of 
pragmatics. Speech Act Theory (Austin 1962/1955; Searle 1969) introduced the range of things 
that people do with language beyond basic syntactically encoded actions like asserting and ques-
tioning: inviting, warning, betting, christening, and vastly more. Cornelia Ilie’s contribution 

Figure I.1 Signans/Signatum Relation for the Word “arbor.”

Source: de Saussure (1916, 112).
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(Chapter 9) details the persuasive dimensions of one family of speech acts, strategic questions, 
while Chris Holcomb and Heather Buzbee’s chapter on humor (Chapter 8) considers “speech 
act jokes.” The Theory of Conversational Implicature, developed by H.P. Grice (1991/1975), 
focuses on the cooperative mechanisms of language, especially in conversation. In the parade 
example for Grice’s framework, Galen might pull his car up next to a stranger in an unfamiliar 
area and say out the window, “Is there a gas station around here?” The bare syntactic question 
just calls for “Yes” or “No,” but a cooperative stranger, like any of us, would accompany the 
former with directions and the latter with expressions of regret, understanding that Galen is 
probably running low on fuel even though he hasn’t said so directly or asked for directions; 
rather, says Grice, he has indirectly requested those directions. Grice worked out a set of con-
versational maxims (also known eponymously as Gricean maxims) to account for the way speak-
ers coordinate their speech. He also applied his maxims to explain some tropes (1991/1975, 
51–53). For instance, the maxim of quality effectively says “Be truthful” but “Oriana is the 
sun” is literally a lie. She is not the huge astronomical object at the center of our solar system. 
To say so is to violate the maxim of quality, but we do so in a flagrant way in Grice’s view so 
that the hearer will recognize that they need to recalibrate, reject the untrue literal interpreta-
tion, and realize the expression “is attributing … some feature or features in respect of which 
[Oriana] resembles (more or less fancifully) the mentioned substance” (34). His treatment is 
not very inspiring, at least to rhetoricians, but it does indicate something of a rapprochement 
among rhetoric, philosophy, and linguistics on the territory of figurative language.

The linguistic incorporation of ordinary-language philosophy, especially Grice’s work, was 
symptomatic of an increasing attention to language interaction and empirical (rather than intro-
spective) methods. Ethnographic approaches, in particular, became more prevalent, and with 
them a growing focus on factors of race, class, and gender – therefore, on the way in which 
inequities of social power are realized and regulated through language use – leading to the 
emergence of sociolinguistics. We see many of these threads coming together in this Handbook, 
especially in Jennifer Lin LeMesurier’s chapter on Asian American persuasion (Chapter 19).

The very useful term, register, began to circulate, for the many socially and vocationally 
tuned uses of language, as well as terms for broader bonds of linguistic identity: regiolects 
(geographical bonds), ethnolects (ethnic bonds), sociolects (socioeconomic bonds), aetalects 
(age-related bonds), and so on, all ways of charting out the manifold types of linguistic identities 
once flatly conflated by the term dialect.

There was additionally a rekindling of interest in discourse analysis, and these several devel-
opments collectively opened the field up to a broader range of concerns, in all of which the 
role of persuasion was unavoidably evident. As William Labov argued, valid accounts of human 
language need to “be about the language used in every-day life by ordinary citizens arguing, 
greeting, gossiping, calculating, persuading, and running off at the mouth in countless other 
ways” (1972, 43). Most of these developments in sociolinguistics and pragmatics were ignorant 
of rhetoric. But Dell Hymes’s project was an exception. He was in regular correspondence with 
twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke, whose theory of identification overlaps signif-
icantly with sociolinguistic interests and whose theory of symbolic action advances the same 
basic claims as Speech Act Theory. “Classical antiquity did not stop with grammar, but went 
on to rhetoric,” Hymes argued. “So should we” (1977/1974, 199–200). Citing foundational 
work by Labov, John J. Gumperz, and others, he noted that “[s]ociolinguistics here makes 
contact with the shift in rhetorical theory to identification as a key concept” (1977/1974, 47).

These various approaches spread out into other disciplines concerned with language and 
persuasion – Speech Act Theory impacting argumentation studies, for instance, in the devel-
opments of pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren & Grootendorst 1984), and discourse analysis 
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drawing heavily on sociolinguistics, while migrating mostly into literary and cultural studies 
with a focus on written texts. Harris was utterly neglected and French literary philosopher, 
Michel Foucault, became the leading theorist of discourse (e.g., 1993/1972).

I.3.4 Cognitive Linguistics

The late twentieth century saw another development in linguistics with implications for the 
study of persuasive language, namely Cognitive Linguistics, also an oppositional reaction to 
structuralist/generative approaches. While its sources and motivations are diverse, one of its 
key founding documents, which has also influenced poetics, rhetoric, and psychology, among 
other humanities and social sciences, is George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live 
By (2003/1980). They built specifically on the insights of Michael J. Reddy, in the explication 
of what he unfortunately called the conduit metaphor (1979), a folk psychology concept in which 
words and other constituents are framed as containers of ideas, and communication is framed as 
the transfer of these containers from speaker to hearer (or writer to reader); language, then, is the 
“conduit” in this conceptualization. Reddy’s great contribution was the application of linguistic 
methods – systematically assembling data in the form of intuitively generated sentences – to a 
long-understood phenomenon, the pervasiveness of the metaphorical residue in our “literal” 
language, demonstrating an underlying noetic conceptualization. Reddy’s data included the 
following sentences (1979, 287–288; italics original, for what Reddy calls metaphorisms):

 1. You have to put each concept into words very carefully.
 2. Try to pack more thoughts into fewer words.
 3. Insert those ideas elsewhere in the paragraph.
 4. The sentence was filled with emotion.
 5. The lines may rhyme but they are empty of both meaning and feeling.

Lakoff and Johnson applied these methods to various arrays of lexemes, revealing the way 
vocabularies from one domain are systematically applied to other domains and creating a 
taxonomy of such frames (ontological frames, for instance, to label the framing of abstract phe-
nomena in concrete terms, such as words framed as containers, and orientational frames, for 
framing concepts in terms of physical positions, such as ideas framed as being inside words). 
They perpetuated Reddy’s error in calling these frames metaphors; exacerbating it, in fact, by 
calling them conceptual metaphors, a phrasing that is doubly unfortunate since these frames are 
not metaphors and since all metaphors are, in any case, conceptual (see Chapter 12). But it has 
stuck and “conceptual metaphor theory” has formed the backbone of Cognitive Linguistics; 
more a framework of commitments than a univocal theory. Many of those commitments are 
strongly implicated in persuasive aspects of language. Two primary commitments are labeled 
the Cognitive Commitment, that explanatory principles for linguistic phenomena should be the 
same ones needed to account for general cognition, not ones specific to language, and the 
Generalization Commitment, that explanatory principles should account for linguistic phenomena 
across the “levels,” not be specific to phonology or syntax or lexicology or whatever (Evans 
2017). These two commitments are important for understanding persuasive language because 
they resist an encapsulation of linguistic knowledge as its own special “faculty,” which then 
detaches language from regimes of knowledge and belief, where persuasion takes root. In his 
chapter on “Grounding Cognition” (Chapter 28), Todd Oakley further points out the role of 
context, culture, and artifacts in “distributed cognition,” the enabling interaction of mind and 
environment, and the role of attention management in verbal interactions. Cameron Mozafari’s 
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adoption of frame metonymy in his article on emotional persuasion (Chapter 2) is inspired by 
the approach of Cognitive Linguistics.

Construction Grammar, a syntax-based signans/signatum theory, is also closely associated 
with the Cognitive Linguistics framework. It is a particularly interesting approach in its com-
mitment that every “level” is characterized by “constructions” that are pairs of forms and 
 meanings – as Adele Goldberg phrases it, “it’s constructions all the way down” (2006, 18) – 
and by its overlap with rhetorical figures (Turner 1998, 2018). One of us, for instance, (Harris 
2022a; see also Harris 2022b), has shown how chiastic figuration (where at least two constit-
uents repeat in reverse order) plays a significant role in the a out of b but not b out of a 
construction, as in these variations:

 1. You can take the man out of the woods, but you can’t take the woods out of the man. 
(Paulsen 2012, 50)

 2. You can take the girl off the farm, but you can’t take the farm out of the girl! (Bowen 2016, 33)
 3. It was found easier to take the evacuee out of the slum than to take the slum out of the 

evacuee. (Waller 1940, 30)
 4. It was much easier to take Kuhn out of Harvard than Harvard out of Kuhn. (Fuller 2001, 387)

The toolkit of the ancient grammarians and the rich insights of contemporary linguistics (includ-
ing discourse analysis, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, Cognitive Linguistics, and Construction 
Grammar) together create the basic probes that any analyst needs for examining persuasive 
language. Any look at the actual wording and phrasing of a text will eventually come down 
to parsing out the basic word classes or figures of speech, first cataloged in antiquity, or to 
identifying the registers, semantic groupings, and constructions – brought to attention in the 
last hundred years. But there is no direct path from a set of linguistics features to an effect on 
an audience merely through some sort of exposure or conditioning. Nor are audiences nec-
essarily passive, without the ability to detect motivated language choices. What is needed for 
interpreting language data in terms of persuasion is another set of constructs or assumptions 
to give that data meaning. Here we turn to rhetoric.

I.4 The Basics of Rhetoric

Rhetoric as an “awareness” of a universal human practice – the use of symbols to persuade 
other humans – began in ancient Greece and its Mediterranean colonies in the fifth century 
BCE when there were situations of collective decision making that inspired some practitioners 
to ask how persuading others was best accomplished. As a productive, how-to art, rhetoric 
from the beginning shaped its observations and advice according to the purposes that speeches 
served in Greek society.

The first basic principle of a rhetorical approach to persuasive language is its focus on 
actual situations of communication requiring both a speaker (or writer or source) addressing 
and listeners (or readers or recipients) addressed, conveniently shortened to rhetors and audi-
ences. Permutations of these basics always require parsing: the rhetor may be an institution, an 
individual with credentialed authority, the pseudonymous author of a blog. The audience may 
be a single person, a crowd in an auditorium, the subscribers to a publication or website. 
In self-persuasion, the rhetor and audience may even be one and the same, an individual or 
group speaking to itself. This special rhetorical situation is brought out in Sisanda Nkoala’s 
chapter on South African struggle songs (Chapter 21), where the singers and audience for the 
song are often identical. Rhetors may only approximate real audiences and instead imagine 
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ideal or “universal” audiences, transcending the limitations of the actual audiences they know 
(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 31–35). Nevertheless rhetors are always communicating 
with an addressee, and their audiences are typically multiple and complex. Simply identifying 
the relationship between rhetor and audience in rhetorical analysis can yield fascinating answers 
depending on the social analytics used.

The second basic principle of a rhetorical approach to persuasive language is that rhetors 
deliver content, from a single word to a multi-volume encyclopedia, with a purpose. So the 
full model, in close parallel to the linguistic model above, is A-persuades-B-of-C. Rhetors want 
their audiences to believe certain things and sometimes to act on those beliefs. The speaker’s 
intention is sometimes expressed in a text, but sometimes it is implicit and not even fully 
available to the rhetor. Persuasion, in this sense, occurs “midway between aimless utterance and 
speech directly purposive” (Burke 1969/1950, xiii). An analyst may then come along, look at 
a finished text, and identify, to use the ancient word, its scopus, or overall claim and purpose. 
Of course a single text can have multiple and sometimes even conflicting purposes and unin-
tended consequences. When rhetorical analysts, working in reverse, interpret the intentions 
of a source from a text, they take a step too far for many scholars. But a rhetorical approach 
to persuasion does deal in intentions and potential effects. Speakers, and by transference their 
texts, do have designs on readers that can usually be interpreted from the texts themselves and 
from their immediate context and mode of circulation.

A corrective clarification is usually needed about the purposes of persuasion. When people 
think of persuasion they often think of debates over controversial topics, where distinct indi-
viduals and groups invested in different viewpoints confront one another. In these situations, 
successful persuasion amounts to convincing people to cross over from one side to the other. 
However, the research reported in Sara Greco and Anne-Nelly Perret-Clermont’s chapter on 
children’s argumentative abilities (Chapter 26), shows that they develop the ability to support 
claims outside any context of conflict. Furthermore, most fully formed persuasive discourse 
is not aimed at people who disagree anyway; in fact it is usually aimed at people who already 
agree, but whose agreement can be lessened or intensified.

Persuasion is also aimed at forming beliefs in the first place in people who have no stance 
on an issue at all, who may in fact have never heard of it. Their views are then “induced” by 
the texts that first introduce them to a subject and at the same time to an attitude toward that 
subject (on this expanded view of persuasion see Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 4). This 
clarification vastly expands the territory of persuasive language and its effects. And it has to be 
acknowledged that the effects of this intensification are often far from benign. Two chapters in 
this Handbook deal with the deplorable results of inducing and increasing beliefs and attitudes, 
whether intended or not. John Oddo looks at propaganda in Chapter 24 a term he applies 
stipulatively to morally unethical claims that receive wide circulation, often from unthinking 
repetitions. And William Donohue and Mark Hamilton investigate “polarizing language” in 
their chapter (Chapter 11), language that can create and foment group divisions, leading to 
violence and even genocide.

I.4.1 The Rhetorical Genres

The identification of the primary constituents of persuasive encounters – speaker, audience, 
and purpose – took place in antiquity, and the features of the art were collated and codified 
by the fourth century BCE, pre-eminently in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Aristotle defines rhetoric 
as the “ability [dynamis], in each case [peri hekaston], to see the available means of persuasion 
[theopesai to endechmoneon pithanon],” adding that this “is the function [ergon] of no other art” 
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(1355b26–28). In his foundational division, he distinguished primary types of persuasion based 
on the purposes associated with distinct social or institutional settings: forensic speeches in legal 
settings, deliberative in political assemblies, and epideictic for ceremonial occasions like funer-
als or festivals. Each setting presupposed a purpose: courtroom speeches before juries were 
concerned with establishing past facts – who did what – and prosecution and defense argued 
for competing versions of events. Speakers in political assemblies aimed to influence future 
actions through policy decisions and laws. Epideictic speakers, at celebrations and memorials, 
formed and strengthened the values of the community addressed. These three genres, the 
forensic, deliberative, and epideictic, have proved quite durable, and can also be seen as modes 
operating in discourses of all sorts. Any one discourse might offer a mixture of the three, as 
the typical full proposal argument begins like a forensic speech establishing the existence of 
a set of circumstances, and often ends like an epideictic speech exhorting an audience to act 
in accordance with its ideals. All three traditional types and their subtypes are referenced in 
many chapters of this Handbook. Martha Cheng (in Chapter 20), for example, explains the 
long history of the apologia genre, which has seen a current resurgence in the many official 
apologies of governments to groups who have suffered past abuses.

The specificity of the standard three speech types has, however, led to a widely accepted 
split between persuasive arguments supporting clear claims, and merely “informative” texts 
which are presumably innocent of any intention other than passing along accurate factual infor-
mation.2 We, however, see informative genres such as news reports, textbooks, encyclopedia 
entries, contracts, sets of instructions, and this introductory chapter as inherently persuasive. 
Even if the sources of informative texts have no apparent agenda, the aim of all such “fact” 
genres is essentially the same as the forensic speech arguing for a particular version of the facts 
of the case. The main tactics of informative genres are selection and omission of evidence and 
“tendency” in the language, detectable in the chosen agents and actions, the who that gets to 
do what, in the profiling of content in main versus subordinate sentence constituents, and in 
much more.

I.4.2 Three Appeals

Aristotle is the source of the basic and enduring division of persuasive “appeals,” the root 
sources of persuasion, into three constituents: ethos, pathos, and logos. These three, referred to 
repeatedly in the chapters below, correspond once again to the three necessary features of any 
communicative situation: the speaker or source (ethos), the audience or recipient (pathos), and 
the purpose-driven content (logos).

I.4.2.1 Ethos

Aristotle defined ethos as the construction of a speaker’s character in the text itself (1356a1–13) 
which includes how it is delivered in oral situations. Later rhetoricians would distinguish this 
intrinsic or performed ethos from extrinsic ethos, defined by the Roman rhetorician and phi-
losopher, Marcus Tullius Cicero, as the merits, achievements, and reputation of the speaker 
(De Oratore II: 182); that is, as the speaker’s social identity established first or already present 
in the minds of the audience. James Wynn’s chapter on ethos markers in expert testimony 
(Chapter 3) shows how the ethos of authority can be crafted linguistically, and Christopher 
Tindale (in Chapter 1) considers ethos from the perspective of argumentation schemes. The 
notion of extrinsic ethos or credibility can also apply to institutions, to publication venues that 
can transfer their “ethos” to the texts they promote, and even to companies whose “brand” 
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transfers to their products. But more important from a perspective on persuasive language is 
Aristotle’s emphasis on the linguistic choices that project in the text itself an ethos suited to 
the situation and audience addressed.

Aristotle identified three vectors of ethos: practical wisdom and professional competence 
(phrónēsis), virtue (arête), and good will towards the audience (eunoia) (Rhetoric 1378a6–9). 
Discussions of the virtues that the speaker should display often involved rhetoricians in issues 
of moral philosophy. Contemporary discussions often turn to sources of social and institutional 
reputation and authority, the preferred labels for extrinsic ethos. But the power of ethos can go 
beyond the mere acknowledgment on the part of the audience of the speaker’s credentials or 
abilities. In the notion of identification introduced in the twentieth century by Kenneth Burke, 
the speaker does not stand apart from the audience but in effect absorbs it, stands for it, and 
even speaks as the audience, as though they were speaking to themselves, erasing any distance 
or disagreement.

I.4.2.2 Pathos

The second basic appeal, to pathos, typically focuses on how a text manages the attitudes of 
an audience, and pre-eminently those attitudes labeled emotions. Aristotle defined the trig-
gers for either inciting or mitigating multiple emotions in an audience, as Mozafari explains 
in his chapter, “A Reason to Feel” (Chapter 2), where he demonstrates how the structure 
of such appeals can be partially submerged. For example, indignation against a group can 
be aroused by making a case that they have received benefits they did not deserve, a com-
mon move in scapegoating populations (see Chapters 24 by Oddo, and 11 by Donohue 
and Hamilton). Aristotle also paired emotions, pointing out that if an audience began with 
a certain emotional attitude, that attitude could be lessened by arousing the opposite emo-
tion. So indignation, stimulated by a perception of unmerited benefits, can be alleviated by 
arousing its opposite, pity, triggered by making a case that a person or group has suffered in 
ways they did not deserve. The strong belief that emotion clouds judgment, even codified in 
rules of admissible evidence in a courtroom (McCormack 2014, 141), has largely prevented 
teaching emotional arousal in courses on argument and persuasion. But that inattention has 
not curtailed such appeals.

Furthermore, though the category of pathos is typically limited to emotions inculcated in an 
audience, it could be enlarged to include any beliefs that an audience has about itself, either as 
individuals or as members of a group. As Burke insisted, the audience’s sense of identity is also a 
powerful driver of affiliations, attitudes, and emotions. LeMesurier’s Chapter 19 notes the prob-
lems of minority identities, in her case Asian Americans, negotiating within a broader culture.

The issue of audience identity, however, also brings the problem of constructionism into 
sharp relief. Thus while we say that persuaders address and accommodate to their audiences, 
there is a strong sense in which they also construct or create those audiences with their persua-
sive appeals. Arguers can spend time in their texts telling readers who they are, selecting and 
emphasizing available details, and creating an awareness of identity that did not exist before. 
Advice genres, for example, often persuade readers to improve what they think about them-
selves as individuals, to see themselves as having willpower, determination, and self-control. 
And an astonishing amount of persuasion aims at cultivating cohesive identities in groups of 
people who could just as well be divided from one another and affiliated into different groups 
(see especially Donahue and Hamilton’s Chapter 11 on polarizing language). Any questions 
about the persuasive power of ethnic identity, for example, can be answered by comparing the 
maps of Europe at the beginning and end of the twentieth century.
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I.4.2.3 Logos

The third appeal is based on the content of the speech and how it is selected to serve the 
rhetor’s purpose. Rhetoric provides enormous detail about this final category, and the main 
constituents of its advice are covered below. The basic observation, again from Aristotle, is that 
people are likely to accept a claim on the basis of something else they find acceptable. The 
basic unit of support linking the accepted with the new is the claim–premise pair: Our team 
will probably lose the next game because too many players are injured. This two-clause argument is 
the kind that Aristotle calls an enthymeme and glosses as “a rhetorical syllogism” (1356b).3 Since 
antiquity, the need for another enabling premise or warrant has been well known, so that the 
reasoning proceeds in a way we can sketch out as a fully expressed syllogism:

Teams with many injured players are likely to lose.
Our team has many injured players.
Therefore our team is likely to lose.

A crucial issue in the study of support/claim structures is the degree of certainty they afford. 
Rhetoric is sometimes portrayed as exclusively an art of probable argument, but as it was 
taught from antiquity through to the early modern period, persuasion included proof as an 
available option. A proof is an argument that reaches a level of certainty only possible in a 
closed axiomatic system like geometry, with its given, up-front definitions and common 
notions:

A triangle is a figure composed from three intersecting straight lines in a plane.
This figure is composed from three intersecting straight lines in a plane.
Therefore this figure is a triangle.

Most arguments, however, are more like the too-many-injuries syllogism, where the system is 
not closed and the warrant (i.e., the major premise, or the first premise in each of the above 
syllogisms) is only likely. Other variables, such as the strength of the opposing team, the quality 
of the substitutes, the craftiness of the coach, and so forth, can compensate for the effect of 
injuries. Our team might, in fact, win. The too-many-injuries argument does not claim our 
team will lose, only that loss is a probable outcome. Accomplished rhetors, and accomplished 
rhetoricians, know what parts of an argument can be proved, what parts involve differing 
degrees of probability.

But rhetoric was far from reducing all support to syllogisms. Also marked in Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric were paradeigma or parallel cases, based on examples, where the reasoning moved “lat-
erally.” Arguments by example could also feature multiple instances, expressed in a way that 
enhanced their similarity, or elaborated representative illustrations. Michael Billig and Cristina 
Marinho focus on this often-misused source of support in Chapter 6, “Using Examples to 
Misrepresent the World.”

The critical study of argument forms and modalities was largely taken over in the twen-
tieth century by scholars in argument studies – proofs by logicians and probable arguments 
by informal logicians and the debate field. Here the contributions of Stephen Toulmin and 
his fuller model of the parts of an argument have been found more useful. But the logos 
dimension of persuasion, oddly enough, has been relatively ignored by those looking at per-
suasive language per se. The favored approach has been to concentrate on ethos and pathos 
and find patterns of connotation in words, and to assume that patterns of negative or positive 
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associations over time build up the audiences’ views. The study of persuasive language in the 
logos, the arguments themselves, on display in most of the chapters, is beginning to correct 
for this imbalance.

I.4.3 The Five Canons of Rhetoric

In the Roman period, the Rhetorica ad Herennium (long attributed erroneously to Cicero) 
outlined what became known as the five canons (or offices or faculties) of rhetoric. They named 
the aspects of a persuasive performance an able rhetor must command, and they formed the 
structure of a rhetorical education. “The speaker,” the ad Herennium specifies,

should possess the faculties of Invention, Arrangement, Style, Memory, and Delivery. 
Invention is the devising of matter, true or plausible, that would make the case con-
vincing. Arrangement is the ordering and distribution of the matter, making clear the 
place to which each thing is to be assigned. Style is the adaptation of suitable words 
and sentences to the matter devised. Memory is the firm retention in the mind of the 
matter, words, and arrangement. Delivery is the graceful regulation of voice, counte-
nance, and gesture.

(Pseudo-Cicero 1954/c.86 BCE, 27; I.ii.3)

As formulated, the canons are localized to public speaking, with a single individual delivering 
a speech to an audience in a formal setting, though they generalize effectively to all persuasive 
encounters, even the reciprocal micro-suasions of Burkean identification. Delivery, for instance, 
concerns vocal quality (see Chapter 7), posture, gesture, facial expression, the use of props, and 
so on: what rhetors can do with their bodies in the moment to increase the appeal of their 
speeches. But it generalizes naturally to radio and podcasts, where the body is absent; to video, 
where the body may or may not be apparent but some imagery attends the vocalizations; even 
to text, where there is no body but such aspects as punctuation, typeface, font, spacing, and 
so on, can serve similar para-linguistic roles to such bodily productions as prosody, gesture, 
and facial expression. All of these media have their own delivery affordances, radio with the 
ability to add music and sound clips, for instance, or texts to add charts, diagrams, and utilize 
color. Memory, only a cognitive and noetic phenomenon in the ad Herennium, generalizes to 
storage media and databases. Arrangement, which is exclusively temporal in public speaking, 
can be spatial in textual media.

While the five canons are traditionally treated in a loose chronological way – first the rhetor 
invents the argument, then arranges it, then chooses the linguistic specificities, then commits it 
to memory, and then, finally delivers it before an audience –rhetoricians have always understood 
these stages to be heavily interdependent and not at all linear in the way they bring about 
a persuasive oration. One might think of an effective simile, an aspect of style, for instance, 
which then gives rise to an argument by analogy, an aspect of invention.

I.4.3.1 Invention

Orators must develop their persuasive arguments, for which ancient theory provides two pri-
mary instruments. First, stasis theory helps identify and shape the overall issue addressed. Next, 
topoi theory guides the discovery of supporting arguments for the claim at issue, as well as 
negative arguments against it that might have to be refuted.
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ISSUE IDENTIFICATION: STASES AND THESES

Because the field of rhetoric had its start in courtroom settings, an early part of the art featured 
a system for categorizing the exact point under dispute. In ancient forensic practice, individ-
uals charged one another for thefts, murders, sacrilege, and other violations of laws (matters 
we would now divide between civil and criminal courts), and each side had to argue its own 
position before a jury or group of judges. Early rhetorical theory identified four stases or basic 
issues that could be involved in these disputes (see e.g., Cicero, De Inventione I.8), and these are 
still very much in use and useful. A full treatment can be found in Davida Charney’s Chapter 
4, which covers the major stases from classical rhetoric. The first or conjectural stasis involves a 
disagreement over the facts of the case, and those contending in this stasis would support rival 
versions. If both sides admit the facts, the dispute can move to the second stasis, definition, 
involving a dispute over the best way to label the facts, whether they involved an event or a 
material result. With agreement on a classification, disagreement might go on to the third or 
qualitative stasis, with opposed arguments enhancing or mitigating the evaluation of the act as 
defined. Beyond this sequence is a special translative or jurisdictional stasis which questions the 
overall mode of adjudicating the issue in the first place. In modern legal parlance, one of the 
parties could charge mistrial.

A subset of the ancient stases, especially important in Hellenic rhetoric (Kennedy 1983, 
73–86), concerns arguments over the interpretation of texts, a form of argument that has wide 
applications, from the interpretation of canonical religious texts and political constitutions to 
the criticism of literary works and the parsing of political comments. These interpretive stases, 
as Martin Camper renames them (Chapter 5), involve arguments over ambiguous terms, 
the definitions of key terms, apparent contradictions in a text, and how to apply a text to 
a subject it does not mention. The fifth and most famous of these stases is letter vs. intent, 
concerning literal interpretation versus intended sense, a point of contention also discussed in 
James Jasinski’s Chapter 18. The final interpretive stasis reprises the translative/jurisdictional 
stases, and questions who has the right to interpret a text, in what circumstances, and for 
what purposes.

Layered on top of Aristotle’s three speech types and the distinctions of the stases is another 
productive division of the subject matter for persuasion developed in antiquity (Quintilian Bk 
3, Chapter 5). All rhetorical cases that are actually argued through forensic, deliberative, and 
epideictic speeches concern particular persons, places, times, and circumstances. Remembering 
that Aristotle defines rhetoric as the ability to find the available means of persuasion in each 
individual case (as above, Rhetoric 1355b26–28), it is not surprising that rhetors arguing in 
any of the stases must be immersed in the specifics of a case to provide the actual points of 
engagement and the potential lines of argument. But very often in the course of arguing a 
particular case, rhetors find themselves supporting general claims. Greek rhetoricians labeled 
these general claims or questions theses and the particular claims or questions related to them 
hypotheses, literally under the theses, and this distinction between indefinite theses and definite 
hypotheses became a standard part of rhetorical training.

Cicero believed that persuading an audience about the thesis could capture their adherence to 
the hypothesis (De Oratore 2.133, 3.120). By the time of Erasmus’s widely used sixteenth-century 
textbook, De Copia, students often practiced both options, as in the far from neutral example 
he offered: Should a pope engage in warfare? (the thesis) and Should Pope Julius engage in warfare 
against the Venetians? (the hypothesis) (1963, 63). If the audience already believes the general 
thesis, then arguing for a contrary hypothesis requires showing that the general claim should 
be set aside in the particular case. If the audience does not believe the thesis, however, the 
hypothesis is moot. It will strike readers of this Handbook immediately that general questions, 
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the theses, are the typical territory of academic arguments. Hence the spread of rhetoric to 
knowledge-forming arguments, beyond the original three rhetorical settings of the courtroom, 
legislature, or ceremonial occasion.

TOPOI

From its classical beginnings, rhetoricians have identified sources of arguments that people 
tend to accept as reasons for believing or acting in a certain way. Rhetorical manuals describe 
these sources as places (Greek topoi or Latin loci) or storehouses. Some of those identified were 
very general and so were labeled common topoi. For instance, the common topos of opposites 
told rhetors to search among terms and notions opposed to the one they were arguing for: 
when arguing for tariffs, for example, the arguer should think of free trade because arguments 
against free trade can support the need for tariffs. Another common topic was division: think 
of the types of tariffs. Arguments for the benefits of multiple different tariffs can support the 
need for some form of tariffs overall. Another common topic was genus. Think of a larger 
category that the key term could fit into because the attributes of the larger category will fit 
the species belonging in that category. So think of tariffs in the genus of protections. Arguments 
for protections could support the need for a specific kind of protection: tariffs.

From antiquity, the common topoi were organized on a continuum from the internal to 
the external. The internal are those that somehow stem from the nature of the thing – its 
genus, species, unique properties, parts, and causes. Some early arguments about the dangers of 
the COVID-19 virus, for example, were based on its nature, in fact on its genus as an RNA 
virus, a type with a high rate of mutability. External topoi direct arguers to draw upon their 
background knowledge to bring in comparisons or opposites. Each of these in turn had further 
divisions: comparisons could involve inequalities – more than or less than (a fortiori arguments) – 
and oppositions could include contraries (polar oppositions, like sickness and health, wealth 
and poverty), contradictions (any predication and its negative, like x took the bicycle and x did 
not take the bicycle), correlatives (concepts that require each other, like “parent” and “child” or 
“single” and “double”), or privatives (a quality and its absence, deafness being the privative of 
hearing, death of life). At the far end of external lines of argument were citations of authority 
or witness testimony. Some manuals distinguished an intermediate range of topoi. These were 
matters not internal to the subject, or external and at the rhetor’s discretion, but in between, 
such as adjacents and adjuncts, which are matters of setting and context, tied to a subject but 
not internal to it, and while external, still given and therefore less at the rhetor’s discretion. 
Christopher Tindale covers the fullest recent attempt to identify and clarify a functional set of 
topics, namely those proposed by Douglas Walton and his colleagues under the Argumentation 
Schemes framework (Chapter 1).

Another set of topoi were identified as special or particular. For Aristotle, this category focuses 
on the topics that would be used in one of the three basic speech genres. So for instance, 
deliberative arguers often support proposals with arguments from utility, from the useful effects 
a proposed course of action would supposedly generate, and epideictic arguers often argue from 
priority, praising someone for being the first to achieve a laudable goal.

A third kind of topoi are the commonplaces. These are prefabricated lines of argument that 
are culture-, era-, and register-specific. In linguistic terms, they are partially or fully specified 
constructions, pairing particular forms with particular content. Identifying these is often the 
goal, though not identified as such, of cultural critics and sociologists. Aristotle identified 
commonplaces that are often used in forensic settings, such as Witness testimony extracted under 
torture is unreliable. They often circulate as memorable maxims, like garbage in, garbage out and 
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absolute power corrupts absolutely, or as proverbs, such as a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. 
Any of these gnomic commonplaces could find itself as the major premise in a syllogism.

I.4.3.2 Units of Delivery and Arrangement

When it comes to the overall construction of a text, traditional rhetorical advice considers its 
arrangement, the ordering of its parts and hence the sequential experience of the audience, as 
a factor in persuasion. Rhetorical manuals since antiquity, with forensic speeches foremost in 
mind, promoted a generic arrangement for a persuasive speech with five parts: an exordium, 
or introduction, to capture the audience’s attention and good will; a narratio, a version of the 
facts of the case in dispute, often told as a story; a confirmatio, which serves up the reasons 
and sub-arguments that support the overall claim of the speech; a refutatio, which addresses 
and removes any counterarguments or other impediments to adopting the overall claim; and 
a peroratio, or conclusion, which summarizes the argument and makes a final appeal. Advice 
then accumulated over the centuries for each of these parts, including advice on which parts 
could be dispensed with given the situation.

While speakers can control the sequencing of an audience’s experience of an argument, 
other texts are subject to dissection, and their pieces might then be distributed independently 
or incorporated into other texts. Printed texts, especially digital versions of them, and pod-
casts or videos, lend themselves to sampling and repurposing in possibly idiosyncratic ways. 
But all of these texts are still delivered in segments. So by marking the issue of arrangement, 
rhetoricians created the need to define useful discrete segments of text that could in fact be 
deployed in different ways. Traditional rhetorical theory provides a range of answers to this 
question of “what is being arranged?” in its invention of compositional units. Building on 
the scaffold of the enthymeme or syllogism, rhetoricians identified expanded versions of these 
argument forms (e.g., epicheirime) where individual premises were amplified or restated. And 
the practice exercises developed over centuries, known as the progymnasmata, taught students 
to compose in units of roughly paragraph length (mini narrations, descriptions, individual 
lines of argument). Bryan Blankfield deals (in Chapter 13) with one set of these exercises 
that taught students to practice prosopopoeia, speaking in the voices of others or endowing 
animals and even inanimate objects with speech. Students were also taught to sequence their 
compositions in different ways. The very first of the standard exercises had students take a 
simple narrative and retell it in a different chronological order, starting in the middle, for 
instance, or at the end.

I.4.3.3 Memory

The canon of memory is traditionally a catalogue of techniques and heuristics assisting rhetors 
to store and retrieve the elements and structures of their argument at the moment of their 
rhetorical performance. The most famous of these methods is known as the memory palace, in 
which the features of a speech are mentally associated with areas in a location well known to 
the orator, like a house, or garden, or a public building. The speaker then imagines moving 
through that location and stopping at those areas where the features to be remembered are 
stored (Spence 1983). The close association of memory and spatial knowledge, developed 
in the palace method, has been empirically demonstrated in contemporary neuroscience. In 
particular, the hippocampus is crucial for spatial knowledge and consolidates short-term and 
long-term memory (e.g., Eichenbaum 2017); superior memorizers are known to use spatial 
learning strategies that engage the hippocampus (e.g., Maguire et al. 2003).
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In the twentieth century Kenneth Burke reconceived of persuasion beyond discrete verbal 
acts to include pervasive, distributed, and dynamic artifacts and processes. When we think of 
memory in these terms, it also spreads out and seeps into everything, as in the gaming worlds 
Wilcox describes in Chapter 22. We don’t have A remembering C to persuade B, but A and 
B in overlapping networks of collective memory, swimming in a vast ocean of Cs: proverbs, 
monuments, architecture, place names, flags, stand-up comedy, memes, job titles, urban myths, 
pop songs – all the symbolic encoding humans engage with on a daily and hourly and momen-
tary basis. And so we arrive at pervasive and persuasive public or cultural memory.

I.4.3.4 Style

As above, the canons are loosely sequential in that the first thing one must do when giving an 
oration is to develop what one wants to say and the last thing is to deliver it, but in execution 
they all exert an influence upon one another in various feedback opportunities, and this inter-
penetration is perhaps most acute with the canon of style. Style is the point of realization for 
all of the constituents of rhetorical theory, and also the most specific focus of this Handbook, 
the canon where language and persuasion most closely align.

In their teaching on style, rhetoricians lavished attention on language choices, alternate 
ways to express the “same” message – which is never quite the same when worded differently. 
Traditionally, their advice was predicated on the assumption that students already had significant 
language training with a teacher of basic literacy and grammar (i.e., the grammaticus), though 
the territories of grammar and rhetoric often overlapped. Rhetorical attention to language, 
concentrating on persuasiveness, featured the following.

CRITERIA FOR JUDGMENT AND STANDARDS OF COMPOSITION

As a “taught” art, rhetoric developed standards or goals for effective language. These criteria 
led to a vocabulary for analyzing the language in models examined in the classroom, in scholia 
and commentaries, as well as in student compositions. The first two criteria, correctness and 
clarity, are still anchors of literacy training. They were the marks of basic competence that 
could, however, be abandoned when needed; rhetors had license to make deliberate mistakes 
and be strategically obscure. The third standard was appropriateness, the “fit” of language used 
to the subject, the audience, the occasion, and even the particular effect desired in a particular 
part of a persuasive speech to meet the requirements of genre, register, and variety. The final 
standard, forcefulness, marked language that achieves distinction for its power to realize its user’s 
purposes and affect the audience.

ACCOMMODATION AND LEVELS OF STYLE

The standard of appropriateness was often discussed in terms of three broad levels of style: the low 
or colloquial, the middle, and the high or formal. While a simplification, these levels are still 
useful benchmarks, and gross violations still rankle. No one expects the language of an official 
treaty to be filled with colloquialisms. The language of humor also, as Chris Holcomb and 
Heather Buzbee explain in Chapter 8, has some fixed moves, but it is also incredibly sensitive to 
the situation and social locations of its users and audiences. As noted above, sociolinguists have 
productively extended these categories with the notion of register, the specialized sub-languages 
that develop among speakers united by occupation, gender, avocation, hobbies, and other 
interests, often associated with a formality scale, running from casual and profane to ritualistic 
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and liturgical. Indeed, linguists have increasingly taken to the word style as an umbrella term 
for all the similarities and differences in language governed by identity (e.g., Coupland 2007).

Style, in sociolinguistics as in rhetoric, signals the appropriateness of language features among 
speakers; in rhetoric, it is tied more directly to persuasion, the way those features are deployed 
with respect to a particular audience on a particular issue, and especially to fashioning the 
footing between rhetor and audience. The idiom of ordinary speech, for example, represents 
a common set of agreements, the expression of a simple reality, and is itself an instrument of 
persuasion. Alan Gross’s Chapter 17 on the specialized language of science identifies the fea-
tures that mark it as an appropriate style for knowledge-forming arguments about the natural 
world; it is a style that developed gradually over the last 400 years and is still changing. In 
his contribution to this Handbook, Dan Libertz (Chapter 10) takes on the critical topic of the 
stylistic presentation of statistics, often involving a mixing of common interpretive words with 
terms from a technical register.

FIGURES

Identifying “forceful” language led grammarians and rhetoricians to isolate and label individual 
devices and structures that seemed to stand out from less marked choices and to be linked to 
certain functions. A tropos or schema in Greek, figura in Latin, named a distinction or “depar-
ture” in usage that had a discernible rationale, “departures” that frequently involve repetition, 
addition, omission, or permutation of constituents. Thus the most familiar of the figures from 
antiquity, metaphor, labels what ancient theorists regarded as the substitution of an expected 
word with another from a different semantic field for the purpose of highlighting a feature by 
evoking an underlying analogy.4 The study of metaphor in psychology, philosophy, and linguis-
tics over the last century in particular, has made clear to those fields what rhetoric has always 
taken for granted, that all the figures are natural and spontaneous expressions occurring in all 
linguistic encounters, from haggling in the fish market to elaborate high-occasion productions 
by a poet laureate. Chapter 12 by Harris charts out how several semantic figures, or tropes, work 
persuasively among the levels between creative novelty and entrenched familiarity. While all 
figures, no matter how fanciful they may seem, or how arcane the labels rhetoricians have given 
them (“antimetabole,” “polyptoton,” “catachresis”) are prevalent in everyday language, some 
only emerge with the growth of linguistic sophistication. (Please refer to the Glossary for any 
unfamiliar terms.) Penny Pexman’s Chapter 27 shows, for instance, how irony takes considerable 
time and exposure to models and special situations in the developmental progression of children.

The lists of figures of speech in the rhetorical tradition are extensive, and they have been 
subject to varying systems of categorization. One way of thinking about them aligns with 
the familiar labels used by linguists. Some figures are semantic (traditionally called tropes), 
involving word play or “substitution” (e.g., antanaclasis, metaphor, metonymy). Others are 
syntactic figures, involving the repetition or permutation of phrases and clauses. Still others are 
 morpholexical, involving the repetition or permutation of words and sublexical morphemes 
(ploche, antimetabole, homoioptoton). Some are phonological, where phones and syllables 
repeat, or occur unconventionally or are absent from entrenched positions (rhyme, alliteration, 
epenthesis). Some also operate across these linguistic “levels,” such as epanaphora and epistro-
phe, where words or word groups repeat in syntactically defined positions (epanaphora, at the 
beginnings of phrases or clauses; epistrophe at their ends; symploche at both). Some involve 
both syntactic and semantic patterning (antithesis and climax). It is also important to notice 
that figures very often not only appear together in utterances, but also work together to achieve 
rhetorical functions, very much as do grammatical constructions; indeed, often embedded into 
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grammatical constructions. Chapter 16 by Ying Yuan, drawing on examples of figures from 
Chinese, and Chapter 14 by Mansup Heo drawing from Korean, demonstrate that the cate-
gories of figures identified in traditional rhetoric are by no means limited to Indo-European 
languages. Yuan details how memorable maxims in the Confucian tradition draw on litotes and 
repetition, and Heo traces the often deleterious effects of extreme or catachretic metaphors on 
the reputation of political speakers.

A final and very large group can be called pragmatic figures. These involve the linguistic 
management of the rhetor/audience interaction with devices such as changing the addressee 
mid-text (apostrophe), or engaging the audience in apparent questioning (erotema, hypophora). 
One such figure, prosopopoeia, where the rhetor simulates a different speaker for such purposes 
as mocking or venerating them, or “borrowing” their ethos, gets a very detailed treatment 
in Bryan Blankfield’s Chapter 13. Pragmatic figures also include a category easily subject to 
expansion, namely the many figures of speech naming the speech acts the rhetor wants to 
achieve. Some suites of figures exhibit the same distinctive processes at different “levels,” such 
as the chiastic figures, in which linguistic elements repeat in reverse order. They include 
antimetabole, reverse lexical repetition (as in “one for all and all for one”) and antimetalepsis, 
reverse sememic repetition, where sense or reference reverse but not the precise words (as in 
The Beatles’ “I once had a girl / or should I say / she once had me”). The persuasive actions 
of one such suite of figures is charted out by Ashley Rose Mehlenbacher in Chapter 15 on 
the proleptic suite, which implicates both morpholexical and pragmatic figuration.

As enduring, identifiable constructions that can be filled with different content, many 
figures were also associated with certain consistent effects. Aristotle, for example, noted that 
asyndeton, the omission of connectives, can create an impression of multiple, discrete items 
in a list (Rhetoric 1413b–1414a). Some of the figures also have a special function in expressing 
certain lines of argument or topics. Take for instance the argument from opposites which rec-
ommends that rhetors search for support by seeing if the key subject and predicate terms in 
a claim can be matched with opposites. If so, the arguer has a source of support, if not, not. 
War brings destruction, so peace will bring restoration. Here the argument from opposites, often used 
in causal reasoning, is succinctly expressed by the figure antithesis in which opposed terms 
occupy the same grammatical positions in substantially parallel clauses, war as the contrary of 
peace and destruction as the opposite of restoration. Such arguments can also use contradictories, 
widely employed in the sciences as the single difference method: Students who drank from this 
water fountain contracted giardiasis. Students who did not drink from this water fountain did not contract 
giardiasis. The arguments expressed here could also be delivered more expansively in several 
sentences or even paragraphs; indeed most rhetors would amplify them considerably. But the 
compact expression of an argument in a figure is especially salient, and the figural form itself 
can prompt the invention of a line of reasoning. In this way, the figure functions as an epitome of 
an argument, its most succinct yet complete expression (Fahnestock 1999, 24). While all figures 
have persuasive effects, a handful of figures, primarily schemes with semantic constraints, are 
linked to lines of argument as epitomes. In addition to the antithesis, parallelism (i.e., parison 
and isocolon, often working together), the antimetabole/chiasmus, incrementum, and ploche 
all express well defined ranges of arguments (Fahnestock 1999). Parallelism, for example, deliv-
ers comparisons and the antimetabole can succinctly express reciprocal causality or fungibility.

PROSODY AND PACE

Rhetoric was originally an art of oral performance, and early manuals emphasized voice 
dynamics and bodily movement. Gabrijela Kišiček in Chapter 7 reviews the many separable 
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constituents that can be varied in the audible dimensions of delivery. In the twentieth cen-
tury, oral performance has regained prominence, though now typically in recorded and/or 
broadcasted performances, separated from the producing bodies (i.e., in radio and podcasts). 
Rhetoric’s emphasis on the sound dimension of language turns out, however, to also offer 
a way to study writing since the language features it utilizes bring out some of the inherent 
aural qualities of texts that project the speaker’s attitudes. So, for example, from Aristotle on, 
rhetoricians noted two basic styles across passages. They could be “loose” in the sense of 
offering longer sentences that added constituents at the end, or they could be “periodic” in 
waiting until the end for their grammatical completion. These punchier and somewhat shorter 
sentences would deliver emphatic points, alternating with longer looser sentences delivering 
background.

Since antiquity did not have the educational and cultural firewalls between poetic or lit-
erary and persuasive or informative genres that now exist, students spent considerable time 
learning the metrical patterns available in poetic language. These patterns were brought into 
their training to be practical speakers so that they paid attention to the sound dimension of 
even written passages and to how units of varying length with varying accent points delivered 
their content. This prosodic dimension of language is largely invisible to us now, but that does 
not mean that the cadences of prose are without persuasive effect. At the extreme, the sound 
can mirror the sense, achieving what, along with the patterning of figures, is called iconic form.

I.5 New Directions and Enduring Questions

While there are enduring principles and methods in persuasion, neither rhetoric nor linguistics, 
nor any of the other disciplines represented in the chapters in this Handbook, stands still. Thus 
one of the oldest of rhetorical affordances, the dynamics of the human voice, needs to be 
revisited and updated to apply to newly available techniques of voice production. In the same 
way, most of the complex, historically evolving aspects of rhetorical theory require the kind of 
fresh review that the Handbook’s chapters on the argumentative topics, the use of examples, the 
emotions, the presentation of character, the tropes, and the stases provide. Likewise new insights 
into the evolutionary and developmental roots of human persuasiveness and new knowledge 
about human cognition continually change the landscape of our understanding of cooperative 
communication. More studies are needed on such over-arching issues, and rhetorical studies 
will continue to be renewed by other disciplines and by deeper dives into its own history. 
Most promising and most needed are studies of the histories and practices of persuasion and 
theories of persuasion in non-Western cultures.

I.5.1 Designing Studies of Persuasive Language

In addition to acquiring overviews on general issues in persuasion, many readers are likely to 
come to the Handbook with a pre-existing interest in one example or type of persuasive activity. 
For them many chapters also offer models for designing studies of persuasive language. The 
methods on display do not offer before-and-after studies of audiences to try to assess whether 
they have been influenced in some way by some textual features. Instead this Handbook’s 
chapters explore what those influential features in texts might be in the first place, a necessary 
preliminary to audience sampling.

The primary method of textual analysis, historically practiced by philologically trained 
humanists, is the close reading of an individual text, informed by its context and its means of 
circulation. This focused interpretive process can yield interesting insights into the artistry of 
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individual rhetors and the effects of unique texts. But concentration on a single text is not 
the preferred method in this Handbook. Instead, contributors tend to work with multiple texts 
aligned in some way that makes meaningful comparison possible. The comparative method 
plays to rhetoric’s strengths since rhetoric is inherently an art of options, and related texts can 
reveal differences that highlight those options. Among the axes of comparison available to 
analysts of persuasive language are the following:

 1. By texts. Analysts can compare texts that belong to the same genre or the same argument 
field, or texts that argue for the same claim or content across different genres, e.g., govern-
ment apologies or campaigns in different media.

 2. By rhetors. Analysts can select texts based on similarities among rhetors and/or situations, 
e.g., Asian Americans or scientists giving Congressional testimony.

 3. By devices or strategies. Analysts can start with a tactic or device such as arguing with exam-
ples or with statistics, with strategic questioning, with figures of speech such as prosopo-
poeia or prolepsis. Those employing this less common approach tend to combine it with 
another comparative dimension: figures of repetition in the same genre, or exaggerated 
metaphor used by rhetors of similar status, or prosopopoeia impersonating animals for the 
similar purpose of fund raising.

How large should a comparative sample be and how should it be compiled and managed? A 
single text can yield riches in unpacking, but robust observations require grounding in more 
than one example, and most chapters of analysis in the Handbook, as noted above, make their 
comparisons across several texts. Compiling much larger datasets sometimes requires a gestalt 
switch in methodology, involving the creation of a substantial corpus that exceeds the com-
parative attention of the individual analyst, even with the help of DocuScope, described in 
Chaper 29 by Kaufer and Ishizaki. A corpus of scores or hundreds of selected texts requires 
normed coworkers (coders) and can only be assessed for a few easily identified and retrieved 
features. Thus oddly, the broader the database, the narrower the focus.

I.5.2 New Methods of Analysis under Development

The future of deeper and broader text analysis will inevitably involve computational approaches. 
For studying persuasive language, argument mining is a particularly promising computational 
application, drawing on rhetorical figures and also utilizing argumentation schemes and theo-
ries of support/attack relations, as Lawrence and Visser outline in Chapter 30. Among other 
applications, argument mining might be able to provide rationality and coherency metrics, 
and automated diagnoses, in public discourse, something as desperately needed as is automated 
fact-checking. But argument mining is only one possible new direction for computational 
investigations and interventions in persuasion studies. Issues of credibility – that is, ethos – are 
crucial in a post-truth, fake-news, conspiracy-riddled climate, especially in the cybersphere 
where misinformation and disinformation can thrive. James Wynn’s Chapter 3 reports on a 
project to code and track appeals to expertise in a corpus of climate scientists’ congressional 
testimony, in ways that promise to scale much more broadly. Data visualization is another new 
direction for persuasion research. David Kaufer and Suguru Ishizaki’s Chapter 29 provides a 
close look at the interactive environment, DocuScope, which provides visualization tools for 
writers and critics to chart out the small textual cues that manage attention and shape the 
flow of a text.
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I.5.3 Enduring Questions

Both contributors to and readers of the Handbook are likely to agree that citizenship in the 
twenty-first century requires a certain rhetorical awareness, an understanding that as humans 
we survive and even thrive by appealing to one another as rational, empathetic beings, as 
well as an understanding that a great deal of contemporary persuasive discourse is aimed at 
controlling some populations for the benefit of others. Traditional rhetoric, informed by 
contemporary linguistics, offers us the means both for analyzing the persuasion aimed at us 
and for enabling us to persuade others. Hovering in the background of this two-way ability 
are two related issues.

The first issue has to do with the moral dimensions of the power of persuasion. The easiest 
appeals are often ultimately the most destructive of the human spirit and of human potential. 
Constant inducement to trivial pursuits and consumption debases a population over time. 
Plato distrusted rhetorical skill for this very tendency, for easy appeals to the lowest desires 
and the worst impulses – greed, envy, hatred, revenge. Human history offers only too much 
evidence of how powerful persuaders can bring about horrific crimes and devastation, and 
sadly too few large scale examples of how groups can be enlightened and uplifted by salutary 
rhetorical campaigns.

The second related issue has to do with what rhetorical skills we choose to teach. On the 
one hand, learning rhetorical skills and awareness helps to protect audiences from debasing 
and destructive appeals. But once rhetorical skills are learned, they can be used to construct 
those same debasing and destructive appeals against others. What then should we teach? Faced 
with this dilemma, elites throughout history have often chosen to limit rhetorical skill to an 
in-group as a tool for maintaining power. Most contemporary rhetoricians would teach lan-
guage facility and rhetorical skills as broadly as possible, and then also teach the moral wisdom 
of when and where to use them.

Notes
 1 While we and all our contributors have endeavored to gloss our technical terms as we go, much of the 

vocabularies of rhetorical theory and of linguistics are not well known outside their home disciplines, 
so we have provided a Glossary. Please refer to it as necessary.

 2 There was an attempt in the sixteenth century to add a fourth genre to the Aristotelian three, namely 
Philip Melanchthon’s addition of a didactic or explanatory genre in his 1521 and 1532 rhetorics. In this 
expansion, Melanchthon intended to bring all of dialectic and rhetoric firmly together. It was a correct 
move, but it did not catch on.

 3 “To show that if some premises are true, something else [the conclusion] beyond them results from 
these because they are true, either universally or for the most part, in dialectic is called syllogism 
and in rhetoric enthymeme” (Rhetoric 1356b). The Rhetoric’s somewhat inconsistent treatment of the 
enthymeme has spawned scholarly disagreements (see e.g., Garver 2017 and Bitzer 1959, 407).

 4 Chapter 12 by one of us (Harris) rejects the “substitution” definition of tropes, offering something 
much closer to semantic permutation as a definition, but we utilize the traditional account for the 
purposes of this introduction.
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PATTERNS OF ARGUMENT

Aristotelian Topoi and Argumentation Schemes

Christopher W. Tindale

Scheme studies is developing as an important sub-area of argumentation studies (Blair 2012a, 
137–146; Blair 2012b, 147–169; Groarke 2018; Hitchcock 2010, 157–166; Prakken 2010, 
167–185; Wagemans 2019; Walton 1996). This chapter looks to connect the concept to its 
roots in the Aristotelian topoi through a discussion of logos. When Aristotle announces that, 
along with ethos and pathos, persuasion is produced by logos itself, he invites considerations of 
how exactly such persuasion arises through the patterns of arguments employed by arguers.

More recently, there has been a definite trend in the treatments of some theorists to judge the 
topos as a forerunner of the argumentation scheme (Braet, 2005; Kienpointner, 1986; Rubinelli, 
2006). This marks a shift from treatments that wrestled with the metaphor of “place” and what 
was suggested by it (Leff, 1983; Miller, 2000). Early in this chapter, I review these different 
approaches to the topoi in the course of anticipating a modern understanding of schemes as 
“places” we go to for the invention of arguments.

I next turn to review some of the central and most-cited work on schemes. A prominent 
figure here is Douglas Walton (1996; Walton et al., 2008), who defines the “argumentation 
scheme” quite loosely as “commonly used types of arguments that are defeasible … . Schemes 
identify patterns of reasoning linking premises to a conclusion that can be challenged by raising 
critical questions” (2013, 6). Several ideas are gathered here: that schemes are patterns of reason 
that have a common usage and that are defeasible. They also have sets of critical questions 
associated with them.

Having highlighted important current research, I turn to aspects of scheme theory (using 
critical questions for evaluation, figuration, and the central concept of “defeasibility”) that I 
judge to illustrate the rhetorical features involved, thereby suggesting an answer to the opening 
questions about the persuasive force of logos. I do this by employing examples of argumentation 
schemes from real world discourse.

1.1 Introduction

In trying to understand the language of persuasion, contemporary scholars like Chaïm Perelman 
and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/1958) have insisted that the way forward involves a step back 
to recover principles alive in Aristotle’s work. Without necessarily adopting his terminology, 
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they find in texts like the Rhetoric and Topics, not just a call to align reason and values, but a 
series of strategies to aid the capacity to see the means of persuasion in any context.

Among such strategies are sets of what Aristotle calls general and specific topoi. Depending 
on the interpretation involved, these are places to which to turn for arguments, or the principles 
with which to build arguments. In either case, they invariably involve inferential patterns of 
reasoning that convey ideas from arguer to audience, gathering persuasive force in the pro-
cess. In spite of adoptions by rhetoricians and philosophers such as Cicero and Boethius,1 the 
Aristotelian theory of topoi was developed more in practice (by Roman lawyers, for example) 
than in theory.

In this respect, the treatment of topoi reflects the general unrevised orthodoxy that Aristotle’s 
pronouncements hold in the field of logical thinking. Beyond the innovations of the Stoics, 
Aristotelian logic, for example, received little development or emendation, let alone challenge, 
prior to the shifts brought about by Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell.2 So, a recovery of 
Aristotle on any front is both provocative and intriguing.

The turn to the contextual roots of argumentation received scant attention prior to the 
late-twentieth-century concern with developing ways to organize and evaluate ordinary argu-
ments, the kind of reasoning encountered in non-academic venues on a daily basis. Chief 
among the theories put forward to accomplish this are theories of argumentation schemes. 
With them comes a recognition of parallels with the Aristotelian topoi and a shared interest in 
treating arguments in the domain of uncertainty.

This chapter explores the nature of Aristotelian topoi, looking at several examples in order 
to appreciate how they serve the interests of persuasive argumentation. Then we will turn to 
consider argumentation schemes, especially as they are developed in the work of Canadian the-
orist Douglas Walton. Not only can we see scheme theory exploiting an Aristotelian impetus 
that for centuries seems of interest only within rhetorical circles, but we will also see ways in 
which the gaps in and limits of Aristotle’s theory are filled and corrected by the notion of an 
argumentation scheme.

1.2 Aristotle’s Topoi

General topoi (koina, or common things) can be used for any argument; whereas specific topoi 
pertain to a particular field, like ethics or physics (Rhet I.2, 1358a2–35) as well as to one of the 
three species of rhetoric (deliberative, epideictic, and judicial). In terminology to be developed 
later, topoi are naturally “thin,” which gives them their wide applicability, the specific topoi are 
somewhat “thicker” than the general topoi because of their situatedness to a particular field 
or species.

The contrast of specific to general topoi can be seen in the ethotic focus of specific topoi 
appropriate in epideictic speech, where the specifics of the ethical and political come into play 
in concerns over character. When praising, there is a need, Aristotle says, to show that actions 
have been done through great virtue. And,

one should also use many kinds of amplification; for example, if the subject [of praise] 
is the only one or the first one or one of a few who most has done something; for 
all these things are honourable. And praise can be taken from the historical contexts 
or the opportunities of the moment, especially if the actions surpass expectation … 
and if he was the first to receive an encomium, as in the case of Hippolochus; and [if 
for him,] as for Harmodius and Aristogeiton, statues were set up in the marketplace.

(1368a10–17)
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Different features can exemplify a superior character and are thus appropriate for praise. In 
this way, depictions of moral character can be derived from epideictic premises. The specific 
topoi are less structural than the general, more in the nature of appeals to certain values or 
expectations. As we will see, the adoption of such reasoning in an argumentation schemes 
account addresses this weakness.

In reviewing ways in which Aristotle’s ideas anticipate and inform modern argumentation 
theory, Christof Rapp and Tim Wagner identify his catalogue of topoi as a “manual for the 
construction of arguments” (2013, 20). But at the same time, they observe that exactly how 
they do this is a matter of ongoing controversy. This is due in large part to the absence of 
any clear definition in either the Topics or Rhetoric. As George Kennedy (2007, 45) notes, the 
discussions proceed as if the meaning of the term topos was obvious. And perhaps it was to the 
original audiences for these texts,3 but it continues to puzzle scholars interested in the subject 
(Rubinelli 2009, 12). Topos literally means “place” and in this respect its use and meaning are 
often seen in the recommendations of physical locales as mnemonic devices. This is consistent 
with Aristotle’s predilection for powerful visual imagery with which his treatment of rhetor-
ical themes is replete. This is, moreover, the understanding of topos that is carried over into 
Cicero’s own treatment:

It is easy to find things that are hidden if the hiding place is pointed out and marked; 
similarly if we wish to track down some argument we ought to know the places 
or topics: for that is the name given by Aristotle to the “regions”, as it were, from 
which arguments are drawn. Accordingly, we may define a topic as the region of an 
argument, and an argument as a course of reasoning which firmly establishes a matter 
about which there is some doubt.

(Topics, II: 7)

While there is much to attract comment here, for our purposes it serves to identify the par-
ticular understanding that Cicero seems to inherit.

To add to the still very serviceable translations of scholars like William Grimaldi (1980/2006) 
and Kennedy (2007), the year 2018 saw the appearance of no fewer than three new English 
translations of Aristotle’s Rhetoric by, respectively, a classicist (Waterfield 2018), a philosopher 
(Reeve 2018), and a political theorist (Bartlett 2018). Their approaches to the text reflect their 
disciplinary allegiances, serving very different communities of scholars. In spite of this, they 
approach the meaning of topos in very similar ways.

The first mention of the topoi in the Rhetoric for which we might expect a definition comes 
at line 1358a10 in a discussion of dialectical and rhetorical syllogisms. Here, C.D.C.Reeve, the 
most literal of the new translators, leads the way in eschewing the transliteration that warier 
scholars adopt and renders topoi as “topics,” insisting in a note that this is “the standard transla-
tion … which means “place.” In the tradition of Cicero, he suggests that the name may stem 
from a mnemonic device (Reeve 2018, 180n78). Robert C. Bartlett allows that his translation 
may be less than straightforward by placing “topics” in scare quotes. His note contends that “a 
topos or ‘topic’ in rhetoric is a place to look for something or what is found there” (Bartlett 
2018, 17n49). With this stress on the literal meaning of place (shared by earlier translators), 
Reeve and Bartlett follow the lead of rhetoricians like Michael C. Leff (1983) and Carolyn R. 
Miller (2000), along with Scott Consigny (1974) for whom the topos must be a specific place 
where the rhetor thinks and acts, and Kenneth Burke (1950) with his idea that topoi serve as 
vehicles for the materials of opinions (1950, 57).
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It is Robin Waterfield (with Harvey Yunis)4 who interpolates a meaning into the text that 
shifts the interpretation from place to argument: “what we call ‘topics’, or in other words forms 
of argument that are common to questions of justice” (Waterfield 2018, 12). A corresponding note 
develops this further: “a topic is a pattern of argumentation that a speaker can call upon in particular 
cases in order to devise from that general pattern an argument that will support a particular conclu-
sion in the case at hand” (163). It is in such a translation as this that the connection between topos 
and argumentation scheme starts to be recognized. Waterfield and Yunis thus join a tradition that 
includes Kienpointner (1986), Braet (2005), Rubinelli (2006, 2009), and Christof Rapp (2010), 
who in his Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on Aristotle’s Rhetoric casts a similar light on the 
topoi while also acknowledging the literal meaning: “an Aristotelian topos (‘place’, ‘location’) is an 
argumentative scheme that enables a dialectician or rhetorician to construe an argument for a given 
conclusion.” Among translators who adopt this interpretation we should include Rhys Roberts, 
whose influential (Aristotle 1924) translation of the Rhetoric renders topoi as “lines of argument.”

To illustrate the discussion so far, consider the topos termed “from definition” that Aristotle 
discusses in the Rhetoric (1398a15). In this topos, speakers draw conclusions about the subject 
they are discussing “by making definitions and grasping the essence of a thing.” Among the 
examples provided is: “What is the divine? Is it not either a god or the work of a god? Still, 
whoever thinks it is the work of a god must also think that gods exist.” Here, the apparent 
allusion to Socrates’ defence in the Apology (27b–d) draws a conclusion about belief in the 
existence of gods from a definition of the divine.

Sara Rubinelli’s exploration of topoi explicitly leaves aside “occurrences where topos 
appears  … with the meaning of ‘area’ or ‘position’” (2006, 254). She worries that such a 
restrictive reading cannot do justice to “the internal structure of a topos” (2009, 13) and follows 
readings that focus on those that support the argumentation-scheme interpretation. In justifying 
this decision, she draws heavily from the Topics for examples that suggest a complex structure 
of premises associated with principles (like that of non-contradiction) that direct speakers on 
how to use various topoi (2009, 14–18). Accordingly, Rubinelli builds an argument for seeing 
topoi as rules for inferential processes.

Following proposals suggested by Braet (2005), Rubinelli draws out at least three ways in 
which a topos is an argumentation scheme. (i) A topos may be a scheme based on the nature of 
the logical predicates. This sense formed the core of the Topics, where Aristotle was “pioneer-
ing the field of informal logic” (Rubinelli 2006, 257) by distinguishing between definition, 
genus, property, and accident. (ii) A second way for a topos to be a scheme of argument is seen 
in an emphasis not on the logical nature of the predicates but comparisons between certain 
relationships. Thus, Aristotle employs an example involving Iphicrates that relies on an anal-
ogy between tall boys/men and short men/boys: “For example, when they tried to force his 
son who was underage to perform public services because he was tall, Iphicrates said that if 
they deem large boys men, they should vote that small men are boys” (Rhet 2.23.17; Kennedy 
translation). (iii) Finally, Rubinelli identifies topoi involving

a pattern which leads speakers to focus on interpersonal, emotional and linguistic 
aspects surrounding the production of arguments, including ways of tailoring certain 
contents according to the audience, the impact of the contents on the public and/or 
factors related to the psychology of the speakers and their interlocutors.

(2006, 262)

Here, we see aspects of ethos and pathos brought together with logos, with examples drawn 
from the Rhetoric.
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Rubinelli provides one of the more detailed studies of the topoi that is informed by under-
standings of both the history of rhetoric and the importance of scheme theory in argumen-
tation studies. Her conclusions on the “pattern” side of interpretation stress the nature of 
topoi as involving advice and principles to support that advice. In all cases, they are strategies 
of argumentation (2009, 145). Although not mentioned by Rubinelli, Christof Rapp (2002, 
2010) offers an equally detailed examination of the topos, consideration of which will add to 
the picture I am building.

In describing “an Aristotelian topos” as “an argumentative scheme that enables a dialectician 
or rhetorician to construe an argument for a given conclusion,” Rapp (2010) reinforces the 
idea of a general instruction that indicates what conclusion will follow from what premise. 
He invokes Bird’s (1961) linking of the inferential patterns involved with an Aristotelian topos 
with Stephen Toulmin’s use of an inference warrant, those “rules, principles, inference-li-
cences” (1958, 91) that legitimize steps from premises to a conclusion that follows. Toulmin’s 
recognition that argument strength will vary according to different criteria at use in different 
fields (154) captures the Aristotelian sense of special topoi. Rapp recognizes the sense of place 
that the name “topos” registers and allows its value as a mnemonic device, but stresses that the 
examples given all present different kinds of premises that a person might be advised to employ 
according to what the circumstances demand.

Drawing on the foregoing discussion, the following examples of Aristotelian topoi further 
illustrate the tool and introduce the distinction between topoi that are general and those that 
are special.

A typical general topos is the following drawn from contraries:

You must examine whether it [the contrary of the accident] belongs to that to which 
the accident has been said to belong. For, if the former belongs, the latter cannot 
belong; for it is impossible for two contraries to belong to the same thing at the same 
time.

(Topics B 7, 113a20–23)

Here, we see an instruction (“examine whether”); a pattern of argument (“if the former 
belongs, the latter cannot belong”); and a general rule or principle (“for it is impossible for 
two contraries to belong to the same thing at the same time”) which justifies the pattern.

There is much that is interesting in the argumentation-scheme approach to the Aristotelian 
topoi, and the accounts provided are rich with detail (certainly much more than I have been able 
to show here). But they are all implicit accounts and the work involved is largely interpretive 
and aimed at showing what Aristotle must have understood by a topos from the various ways 
in which he used and exemplified the term.

1.3 Contemporary Argumentation Theory

Scheme studies has developed as an important sub-area of argumentation studies (Blair 2012a, 
137–146; Blair 2012b, 147–169; Groarke 2018; Hansen 2020; Hitchcock 2010, 157–166; 
Prakken 2010, 167–185; Wagemans 2019; Walton 1996).5 This is in part due to the signifi-
cance that has been extended to argumentation schemes in informal logic. During the 1970s 
and early 1980s, work in informal logic emerged in part as a reaction to the dominant forms 
of logic and argument that were being taught in university and college classrooms. This logic 
was by and large formal in nature, hence the formal/informal distinction.
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Practitioners of informal logic took everyday argumentation as the focus of scholarly 
attention with the goal of developing criteria for evaluating arguments in their common 
uses and thereby making the logic curriculum more “relevant” (Johnson & Blair 1980).6 
Because of this motivating concern, much of the early work was pedagogical in nature 
as traditional, Aristotelian treatments of fallacies were adapted for the classroom. Over 
time, and largely by virtue of the scholarship conducted by many of the researchers to be 
discussed below, the pedagogical experiences generated a substantive theoretical research 
agenda, and the attention to fallacy theory (with its focus on what was wrong with argu-
ments) shifted to an interest in argumentation schemes, with a focus on the patterns they 
expressed.

While the most developed account of argumentation schemes is undoubtedly that developed 
by Douglas Walton (with several co-authors), they had not escaped the notice of earlier scholars, 
some of whom related their own understanding of argumentation back to Aristotle. Chaim 
Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, for example, see themselves as amplifying and extending 
Aristotle, and in The New Rhetoric (1958/1969) they detail a series of schemes divided between 
those that are based on the structure of reality, and those that establish the structure of reality. 
In their pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation, van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992, 
2004) promote the use of argumentation schemes in their account of resolving disagreements 
in a critical discussion. And Manfred Kienpointner (1992) developed a detailed taxonomy of 
schemes that has proved influential on subsequent attempts to fully categorize the types. But, 
arguably, it was Walton’s Argumentation Schemes for Presumptive Reasoning (1996) that brought 
scheme theory to wide attention and encouraged the proliferation of further studies, to which 
Walton himself was a major contributor.

Walton registers the transition from fallacy theory to scheme theory in his own work. 
Referring to his substantial research on the various informal fallacies, he continues to explain 
that this work

has shown, time and time again, with the major traditional fallacies, that each of them 
is a species of argumentation that is not inherently incorrect or fallacious in itself, in 
every instance of its use. What has been shown, instead, is that each of these types 
of argumentation is tentative and inconclusive—open to critical questioning—while 
still being strong enough in many cases, to have some degree of bindingness or logical 
correctness in transferring acceptance from the premises to the conclusion.

(Walton 1996, 5)

The connection between premises and conclusion does not necessarily conform to the deduc-
tive standard. Instead, the “validity” involved is “presumptive and provisional in nature” (6). 
Walton appreciates that traditional logicians will hesitate to adopt presumptiveness as a standard 
of validity alongside those of deduction and induction. But, operating in a dialogic frame-
work, where argumentation arises in dialogues with procedures like Grice’s (1989) cooperative 
principle in play, the species of reasoning that he identifies “is best seen as a defeasible guide 
to prudent action in a case where better evidence … is not available” (13). “Defeasibility,” 
argues Walton, “is a vital characteristic of argumentation where the context is that of an open 
investigation” (Walton 2008, 44). More generally, it characterizes reasoning that is susceptible 
to modification in the light of subsequent evidence. In consequence of this, Walton identifies 
the patterns that argumentation schemes have as correct (rather than fallacious) arguments, and 
how the ways in which the premises are bound to the conclusions can be evaluated using sets 
of critical questions appropriate for each scheme.
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From this preliminary examination of the idea as Walton introduces it, we can draw several 
important points:

 1. An argumentation scheme is a common pattern of argument.7

 2. The schemes are defeasible, that is, open to revision (we will return to this idea).
 3. Each scheme has a set of critical questions accompanying it.

One of the important contributions made by Hansen (2020) is a study of the differences 
between argument schemes and logical forms. Hansen notes how the literature on schemes has 
developed to embrace a wider range than Walton’s presumptive schemes: it also includes the 
deductive and inductive forms (342). He further notes that the patterns are “made of a sequence 
of sentential forms with variables, of which … at least one of the sentential forms contains a 
use of a schematic constant or a schematic quantifier” (348). For example, in the appropriate 
scheme, a schematic constant would be “is an expert”; and a quantifier would be “generally.” 
The argument patterns of logical forms do not use schematic constants or quantifiers.

In their theoretical study of schemes, Walton et al. (2008) identify 60 varieties, along with 
subtypes for a number of them. This set is not intended to be exhaustive, and work in scheme 
theory continues to consider the number of schemes and the building of taxonomies, along 
with important questions such as whether some schemes are culturally specific. While, as noted, 
Walton and his co-authors understand traditional deductive and inductive forms of argument 
as argument schemes, what they remain principally interested in are schemes for presumptive 
reasoning. Walton believes that a major aim of arguments is to shift the burden of proof between 
people in a dialectical exchange, and schemes do this by creating a presumption in favour of a 
conclusion. In such cases, the burden of proof is on an opponent to challenge it, rather than 
on the arguer to further support it.

Taxonomies of schemes divide not so much along lines of the different standards involved – 
deductive, inductive, and plausible – but into groups that exhibit certain kinships. The taxon-
omy advanced in Walton et al. (2008, 349–350), for example, consists of three main categories: 
reasoning arguments, source-based arguments, and arguments applying rules to cases. Each of 
these then has sub-categories to which individual schemes are assigned. Below this level fall 
the sub-types of the schemes themselves. For example, under source-based arguments they 
assign “Arguments from Position to Know,” under which there are sub-types of this scheme 
like “Argument from Witness Testimony” and “Argument from Expert Opinion.” Sub-types 
of a scheme exhibit variations on the basic pattern characterizing the main scheme.

To illustrate argumentation schemes, I will take Walton et al.’s (2008) scheme for “Argument 
from Definition to Verbal Classification,” in part because it provides a connection back to a 
similar Aristotelian topos, and also because it highlights the way schemes are open to revision:

Definition Premise: a fits definition D.
Classification Premise: For all x, if a fits definition D, then x can be classified as having 
property G.
Conclusion: a has property G.

(2008, 319)

The adoption of various letters like a and x illustrates the procedure noted by Hitchcock and 
Hansen. The following is an example with which we can explore the scheme.

In a Special to the Canadian newspaper The Globe and Mail,8 Simon Fraser University 
Sociology Professor Peter McKnight discusses the relationship between human beings and apes 



Christopher W. Tindale

34

in light of an Argentine court decision to recognize an orang-utan as a “subject of rights.” At 
issue was the question whether such apes could meet the definition of “personhood”:

[W]e have been gradually expanding the concept of personhood throughout human 
history, gradually increasing the number of human beings we recognize as having legal 
rights. And although slavery still exists in some parts in the world, we have, after many 
millenniums, finally come to accept that all human beings are persons, that all humans, 
rather than just those of the “right” sex, race or ethnicity, possess inviolable rights.

But why stop there? If some animals, notably the great apes, display the charac-
teristics of personhood – autonomy, rationality, self-awareness – should they not also 
be considered legal persons? And isn’t our failure to recognize their personhood the 
equivalent of our past (and present) moral failings with human bondage?

McKnight’s closing questions are rhetorical; he is asserting these points as claims. His argument 
depends on a particular definition of the term “personhood.” He assumes the central charac-
teristics that should be contained in any definition of “personhood” are autonomy, rationality, 
and self-awareness. On the basis of this definition, he goes on to argue that apes should be 
treated as persons with legal rights.

With respect to the relevant scheme: a = apes; G = legal rights; D = personhood. x is 
often unclear in these schemes, but here we can take it to refer to any case where a fits D 
(thus, ruling out exceptions).

As noted, the tool used to evaluate schemes is a set of critical questions for each one. These 
questions aid the critic in evaluating arguments, facilitating the focus on the right details. They 
tell us the kinds of things for which we should be looking. Walton and his co-authors offer 
just two critical questions for this scheme:

CQ1:  What evidence is there that D is an adequate definition, in light of other  possible 
alternative definitions that might exclude a’s having G?

CQ2:  Is the verbal classification in the classification premise based merely on a  stipulative 
or biased definition that is subject to doubt?

(Walton et al., 2008, 319)

I will return to a more detailed discussion of critical questions in the next section, because 
they are crucial to determining the persuasive force that an argument may have. For now, it 
is sufficient to note that CQ1 invites us to explore the definition of “personhood” on which 
McKnight depends. Is it adequate for the purpose of the argument, especially in relation to 
other candidate definitions that might encourage a different conclusion? Elsewhere in his piece, 
he considers the judgment of a New York court which had rejected the same conclusion 
because the court depended on a definition of “personhood” that stressed “responsibility.” In 
order to have legal rights, it was held, an individual needs to be responsible for what she or he 
does. Since this would not apply to apes, they were excluded from the class of those holding 
legal rights by definition. The alternative definition placed weight on “responsibility” because, in 
some legal reasoning, responsibility is inseparable from rights. The presence of this alternative 
definition and its relevance to the conclusion weakens McKnight’s argument, in spite of the 
fact that it is he who draws attention to it.9

In his study of the nature of argument schemes, Henry Prakken (2010) argues that “most 
argument schemes are defeasible inference rules and that their critical questions are pointers to 
counterarguments, so that the logic governing the use of argument schemes should be a logic 
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for nonmonotonic or defeasible reasoning” (67). Defeasibility, as we have seen, is a central idea 
in Walton’s account of presumptive reasoning and its meaning deserves further explanation.

John Pollock (1995) identifies two types of reasons, those that are conclusive, and those that 
are prima facie. The latter create a presumption in favour of their conclusion, but they can 
be defeated. It is this sense of vulnerability or openness to revision that has characterized the 
use of “defeasibility” in scheme studies. Reasoning that is defeasible for Pollock is therefore, 
because of this vulnerability, “reasoning that can lead not only to the adoption of new beliefs 
but also to the retraction of previously held beliefs” (85). Robert C. Pinto (2001) recognizes 
two types of defeaters: those that are undermining, and those that are overriding. This distinc-
tion is roughly equivalent to what Pollock had termed undercutting and rebutting defeaters. 
Undercutters attack the connection between the reason and the conclusion rather than the 
conclusion itself; a reason is a rebutter if it denies the conclusion (Pollock 1995, 40–41). In 
the above case, if it was shown that apes did not fit the definition, then the argument would 
be undermined or undercut; if the conclusion was denied (apes did not have legal rights), then 
the argument would have been rebutted.

Counter-considerations that may emerge from the use of critical questions are those that 
rebut, or undermine, the conclusion, attacking the presumption that was in its favour. It is 
possible to apply the critical questions to an argument in an evaluation that concludes the 
argument is reasonable at that time. It is only subsequently that further evidence comes to 
light that undermines or overrides the argument. That an argument can lose its initial appear-
ance of strength speaks to the essential “openness to revision” that characterizes much of the 
presumptive reasoning in scheme studies. From this perspective, defeasibility (or openness) is 
a significant feature that a schemes approach brings to light.

1.4 The Rhetorical Power of Argumentation Schemes

Pinto recognizes the rhetorical possibilities implicit in scheme theory. He challenges Walton’s 
decision to place emphasis simply on the identification of patterns and focuses attention on 
the power of the critical questions to unpack the evidence and test it. Walton had used critical 
questions to shift the burden of proof back and forth between proponent and respondent in 
a dialogue. Pinto expands the domain of scheme theory beyond such exchanges. He insists 
that the normative force of an argument is not to be found in its exemplification of an argu-
ment scheme, but in the contextual considerations that bear on rhetorical factors specific to a 
case: “considerations that would justify the use of this sort of evidence in this sort of context 
to settle this sort of question” (Pinto 2001, 111). It cannot be the scheme itself that provides 
the validation of presumptive reasoning, because the use of the scheme on any occasion itself 
requires validation. In fact, even this talk of a sort of evidence, context, or question betrays the 
particularity of the case that mitigates the easy use of logical criteria with a reliance on patterns 
and forms. The critical questions stand as contemporary instructions or advice that echo what 
accompanied the Aristotelian topoi, particularly in the Rhetoric.

The distinction between the pattern that each scheme instantiates and the critical questions 
used for its evaluation might be described in terms of thin and thick descriptions.10 Consider 
a scheme like “Argument from Expert Opinion,” again taken from Walton et al.:

Major Premise: Source E is an expert in subject domain S containing proposition A.
Minor Premise: E asserts that proposition A is true (false).
Conclusion: A is true (false).

(2008, 310)
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Presented this way, the scheme (like all argumentation schemes) is notably “thin.” By so describ-
ing it, I suggest a contrast with what should be considered “thick.” Thin descriptions capture 
surface details and lack penetration, they are more – to follow Pinto – identification tools than 
evaluation tools; it is the “thick description” of an argument that adds features absent from the 
pattern that reports the minimum, the thin layer of premises and claims. Thick descriptions 
draw on and open up the argumentative situation in all its contextual density. They capture 
the expansive richness of meaning embedded in the underlying context, amplifying the import 
of the utterances involved. Thick descriptions facilitate reflection and judgment. They bring 
rhetorical considerations to bear on the logical pattern. And this is achieved through consid-
eration of each scheme’s critical questions.

To illustrate this, consider a further example that would seem to fit the pattern for “Argument 
from Expert Opinion.” An issue of recurring concern is the way public monuments and institu-
tions have been found to celebrate the memories of historical figures who are alleged to have 
behaved in a way that under current views would not warrant commemoration and might in 
fact tell against it. A case in point is General Jeffrey Amherst (1717–1797). Amherst led British 
forces in a successful campaign to conquer the territory of New France in North America. 
But it is his attitude towards the Indigenous populations of Canada for which he has gained 
particular notoriety. A number of places are named in his honour, Amherstburg in Southern 
Ontario is an example. The following argument is made by Dr Peter McKenna, Chair of 
Political Science at the University of Prince Edward Island.

In a province that has a national park named after British General Jeffrey Amherst, 
I can say that it has been the source of significant controversy here in PEI.

It bears repeating that Amherst had nothing but contempt and hatred for Indigenous 
communities in the whole of British North America. Indeed, it was Amherst who 
cancelled the important ceremonial tradition of gift-giving with respect to Indigenous 
peoples in Canada.

More important, Donald H. Kent, one of the editors of Colonel Henry Bouquet’s 
papers – the military officer with whom Amherst discussed the use of germ warfare – 
pointed out that “there is direct evidence that an attempt was actually made on the 
Indians with smallpox” and “that it was an official action.”

Very few scholars think that Amherst was incapable of such an atrocity, given his 
deep enmity toward Indigenous peoples.

Historian Elizabeth Fenn, from the University of Colorado, published a journal 
piece in 2000, Biological Warfare in Eighteenth Century North America: Beyond Amherst. 
In it, she argues that Amherst’s giving/ordering of infected blankets at Fort Pitt 
(Pennsylvania) may not have been an isolated incident.

It is an affront to First Peoples to honour Amherst in any way, shape or form.11

McKenna’s conclusion is clear: Amherst should not be honoured in any way. But why? 
Because he is alleged to have used germ warfare against the Indigenous population of British 
North America. If we step back and ask ourselves what kind of support we would expect 
(and accept) for such a claim, the answer has to lie in the nature of historical documents 
and the work of historians (i.e., experts on the period in question). This is what McKenna 
looks to provide. While McKenna himself is an academic, no appeal is being made to his 
own expertise (if anything, we have here a different scheme – an “Argument from Position 
to Know” – that reflects his experience in Prince Edward Island). There are, however, two 
clear uses of the scheme “Appeal to Expert Opinion,” one involving Donald H. Kent, and 
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the other Elizabeth Fenn. The scheme, as we have seen, is simple in its basic form. We just 
need to fill in the variables.

Kent and Fenn serve as respective Es; S is Canadian history, particularly with respect to 
Amherst’s role; and A for Kent is “there is direct evidence that an [officially sanctioned] 
attempt was actually made on the Indians with smallpox”; while for Fenn A is “Amherst’s 
giving/ordering of infected blankets at Fort Pitt (Pennsylvania) may not have been an isolated 
incident.” Together, these “Appeal to Expert Opinion” arguments support McKenna’s claim 
about Amherst. So:

Major Premise: Donald H. Kent is an expert [E] in Canadian history [S] containing 
“there is direct evidence that an [officially sanctioned] attempt was actually made on 
the Indians with smallpox” [A].
Minor Premise: Donald H. Kent asserts that proposition A is true.
Conclusion: A is true.
Major Premise: Elizabeth Fenn is an expert [E] in Canadian history [S] containing 
“Amherst’s giving/ordering of infected blankets at Fort Pitt (Pennsylvania) may not 
have been an isolated incident.” [A].
Minor Premise: Elizabeth Fenn asserts that proposition A is true.
Conclusion: A is true.

Allowing that each conclusion is defeasible, we have two sub-arguments supporting McKenna’s 
claim that Amherst should not be honoured. Assessing the quality of experts is a complicated 
business, and this is reflected in a larger set of critical questions than those provided for the 
scheme on definition. The following questions are adapted from Walton et al. (2008, 310).12

CQ1: Expertise Question: Is E identified, along with credentials that indicate E is an expert source?
CQ2: Relevance Question: Is E an expert in the field that A is in?
CQ3: Field Question: Is S a recognized domain of knowledge in which expertise is possible?
CQ4: Bias Question: Is E free from illegitimate bias in this case?
CQ5: Consistency Question: Is A consistent with what other experts assert?

These questions take us into the details of the case. Recall that Pinto argued that such questions 
should involve “considerations that would justify the use of this sort of evidence in this sort of 
context to settle this sort of question” (Pinto 2001, 111). This encourages the kind of case-fo-
cused reasoning that is promoted in the rhetorical tradition. It takes us beyond the abstractness 
of the pattern itself with its variables and brings it to life with the kind of everyday arguing on 
which informal logicians set their sights. These questions, for example, are generally ethotic in 
nature, stressing practical wisdom, and asserting the relevance of the people who utter things 
to the quality of the utterances they make.

We can pursue the appeal to Elizabeth Fenn in illustrating these points. CQ1 immediately 
draws attention to her status as an expert, asking about her credentials, including her reputation 
among her peers, and the relevance of these credentials to the domain and claim in question. 
It is important that she is identified because this allows evaluators to search for information 
about her and form their own judgments. Note that McKenna also states: “Very few scholars 
think that Amherst was incapable of such an atrocity.” This is a powerful claim, but not one 
with which an evaluator can do much. It is a weak appeal to expert opinion that would not 
pass CQ1 because we do not know the identity of such scholars and would have difficulty 
verifying the claim. It is a weakness in McKenna’s overall argument.
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CQ2 delves deeper into the context itself, asking that the proposition being assessed be 
matched with the domain in which it is uttered. Again, it encourages a wider reflection on 
the domain as well as the meaning of the proposition in question. Canadian history is a clear 
and accessible domain; but this will not always be the case. CQ3 likewise involves reflection on 
the domain as an area that lends itself readily to expertise. It invites reflection on knowledge 
claims generally, and how they are developed and categorized.

CQ4 takes us back to the character of the expert, but this time we are interested in her 
reliability. Aristotle asserted that we believe more readily the claims of those we trust (Rhet 
1356a5–7), but trust itself is a difficult quality to measure. This question provides for the under-
mining of trust if an illegitimate bias is detected. In many instances, this will be difficult to 
determine. What would count as illegitimate bias in this case? If Professor Fenn’s research was 
found to be funded by Indigenous groups, even though conducted in a professional manner, 
it would weaken the force of her statements.

Finally, CQ5 focuses on the utterance itself and its status. Of course, in many fields that 
are characterized by constructive, robust disagreement, there necessarily will be statements 
that remain open to dispute. So, this question may be seen as proleptic in nature and con-
tributing less to an overall judgment. But if it becomes apparent that someone is a lone 
voice supporting an otherwise disputed claim (even though lone voices sometimes win the 
day and change the direction of a field of inquiry), it will weaken the force of the appeal 
to an expert.

Taken together, these questions invite a thick exploration of a case, adding flesh to the 
skeleton of the pattern involved and bringing the reasoning alive for an audience.

Critical questions are not a checklist to run up a tally of good points versus bad points 
and automatically identify good arguments. Rather, they are instructional tools that help to 
focus the mind on those features of an argument that make it an instantiation of a scheme and 
indicate what should be explored. They facilitate the building of a thick description of a case 
that accounts for as much as possible of the context.

The critical questions also provide us with the criteria to determine if arguments have 
been undermined or overridden. Negative answers to critical questions point to the kinds of 
refutation that have long been important in determining the strength of rhetorical arguments 
and explaining their persuasiveness.

In The New Rhetoric, Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca approach the “confused, 
but apparently essential, concept, that of strength [or force] of the arguments” (1969, 461, their 
italics). To this end, they continue:

This notion is certainly connected both with the intensity of the hearer’s adherence to 
the premises (including the connecting links used) and with the relevance of the argu-
ments in the particular discussion. But intensity of adherence as well as relevance are at 
the mercy of argumentation directed against them. Thus, the strength of an argument 
shows itself as much by the difficulty there is in refuting it as by its inherent qualities.

(461, my italics)

The italicized terms refer to the core criteria for assessing the strength of rhetorical arguments. 
My focus is on the last of them, because of its importance: the ability to resist refutation.13 
Both adherence and relevance “are at the mercy of” arguments that might be brought against 
them, that might defeat them. As strong as an argument appears, it remains to be asked how 
difficult it is to develop counter-arguments against it. In confronting this task, the critical 
questions attached to each argumentation scheme rise to the occasion.
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The importance of resisting refutation is marked in Toulmin’s well-known model of argu-
mentation where he includes “conditions of rebuttal (R) indicating circumstances in which the 
general authority of the warrant would have to be set aside” (1958, 94). Thus, a conclusion 
follows from data (D) with the support of a warrant (W), unless there is a rebuttal (R).

Of course, we are not expected to consider all possible refutations; that would have the 
result of delaying conclusions, sometimes indefinitely. Refutability is relevant to an argument 
in its context, just as the exceptions and qualifications to an application of law depend on the 
details of the case to which the application is being considered.14 And this is the focus we 
should expect critical questions to provide. Refutability is a central concern in the realm of 
argumentation. Stronger arguments will resist it, but they remain open to it as a case evolves 
and new details come to light or become relevant to it.

In Toulmin’s terms, rebuttals affect the “degree of force” which the evidence confers on a 
claim (C), thus requiring a qualifier (Q) such as “probably” or “definitely.” Walton’s presump-
tive reasoning recognizes this force in the critical questions developed for it. And there is no 
reason not to read a similar understanding into the way in which force is understood in the 
rhetorical criteria. To resist refutation in a context is to successfully preclude exceptions and 
qualifications that diminish the force of the conclusion for now.

The details I have reviewed of scheme theory and the applications shown demonstrate how 
contemporary work has advanced beyond the topoi of Aristotle. We find both more detail in 
the argument structures involved and greater evaluative power in the critical questions devel-
oped for each scheme. The scheme for “Argument from Definition to Verbal Classification,” 
for example, provides for greater depth of assessment and understanding than its Aristotelian 
predecessor. The schemes also give us clear inferential patterns that were often absent from 
Aristotle’s topoi.

We have futher seen in the “Appeal to Expert Opinion” ways in which the ethotic dimension 
receives more explicit attention in scheme theory. Of course, that scheme was not concerned 
with the praising of character that Aristotle’s discussion of epideictic involved. But this has 
also been addressed by Walton’s account. A brief review of one further scheme illustrates this.

This is the scheme that Walton calls the “Ethotic Appeal,” slightly adapted from Walton 
et al. (2008, 336):

P1:  If a person is of good character, then what that person says should be accepted as more 
plausible.

P2: a is a person of good character.
CONCLUSION: Therefore, what a says should be accepted as more plausible.

The notion of “good character” here lacks the clarity of Aristotle’s tripartite model of good 
will, practical wisdom, and virtue (Rhet 1378a5–15), so the three critical questions provide an 
important step in the right direction15:

CQ1:  What grounds are there for believing that a is a person of good character and are those 
grounds plausible?

CQ2: Is character relevant in the argument in question?
CQ3: Is the weight of presumption claimed warranted strongly enough by the evidence given?

If we just restrict our attention to CQ1 we can see how the notion of “good character” can 
be drawn out and interpreted in relation to the specific context. Consider the case of Jean 
Vanier whose accomplishments were brought to wide attention in 2015 after he was awarded 
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the $2.1 million (Canadian) Templeton prize.16 This prompted a laudatory editorial in The 
Globe and Mail newspaper, part of which includes:

The ideals of humanity, to say nothing of humanity itself, have been made better by 
Jean Vanier. The values expressed by Jean Vanier, as he’s lived a humble life of com-
passion for wounded humanity, transcend the Biblical message and Catholic theology 
that inspired him. [He established] a now-global community called L’Arche, named 
for Noah’s Ark – a refuge. Drawing on his own transformative experience, Mr. Vani-
er saw how doing good was mutually beneficial – people without egos or an inflated 
idea of success brought their so-called normal counterparts down to size. By doing 
so, they awakened a sense of humanity lost in the combative world of ego, ambition 
and economic winners and losers … Mr. Vanier had the courage and the humanity 
to turn his spirituality into action.17

We would need to consider more of the piece to show its argumentative quality and fit it to 
the scheme (we need a conclusion, for example, that involves one of Vanier’s assertions), but my 
interest here is just to show how the text “fills out” an answer to CQ1. This epideictic praise 
clearly encourages consideration of the values that underlie the man: specifically, an ethic of care. 
Although any ethotic appeal here which is reduced to the argumentation scheme alone would 
be thin, the deeper evaluation of the reasoning prompted by the critical questions, and especially 
the consideration of the second premise of the scheme (Vanier is a person of good character), 
would involve a thick recovery of contextual features that encourage reflection on the values 
involved as ones to emulate.18 These values include humility, compassion, and those involved in 
shared experiences with people of very different mental capacities, to the benefit of all concerned.

Epideictic speech draws on character to promote the values that a society or community 
should prize. Aristotle’s topoi sought, and Walton’s scheme theory finds, ways to capture the 
underlying argumentative structures involved, structures that could then be taught and emu-
lated. On this front, Walton again delivers on the Aristotelian promise.

1.5 Conclusion

The path from the Aristotelian topos to the argumentation scheme of twenty-first-century 
informal logicians has its detours and pauses. I have not said enough about the contributions 
of figures like Cicero. But in the packaging, directing, and evaluation of argumentation in this 
long tradition we see commonalities prevail. As patterns of inference the topoi anticipate the 
more developed argumentation schemes of contemporary theory. And as instructional aids the 
topoi appear as precursors of the critical questions that supply the schemes with their normative 
force. In comparison with each other, the complexity of both come to light.

While serving the needs of very different cultural environments, Aristotelian topoi and 
argumentation schemes appear as powerful vehicles for rational persuasion. Where important 
features of the former are lost in the depth of time, the latter serve to illustrate how they might 
have worked and the intentions behind them. In both instances we have argumentative strate-
gies that champion ordinary reasoning, meeting audiences where they operate, and providing 
tools for the construction and evaluation of strong arguments.

Notes
 1 Cicero’s Topica and Boethius’ De Topicis Differentiis are the principal texts of interest, the latter a response 

to the former.
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 2 Gottlob Frege (1848–1925) and Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) encouraged a so-called linguistic turn 
in philosophy.

 3 It is not even clear that both works treat the topoi in the same way (Braet 2005, 67), if only because 
the goals of the two works are quite different, with the Topics suggesting a handbook for procedures to 
succeed in dialectical exchanges or games and the Rhetoric proposing means for persuading audiences 
in civic contexts.

 4 While Yunis provides the Introduction and Notes, Waterfield insists that the translation itself is a col-
laboration of both.

 5 In an account that has distinctive value in setting out the problems confronting any general theory of 
schemes, Blair (2012b) shifts terminology from “argument” scheme to “reasoning” scheme. I stay with 
the language that has received most common adoption.

 6 J. Anthony Blair and Ralph Johnson are considered pioneers of the Informal Logic “movement.” The 
story told here of its development draws on several accounts that they have provided over the years, 
but the 1980 account captures the salient details. In Blair (2019), the author traces his “first-person 
account” of the origins of informal logic and its relationship to argumentation theory.

 7 David Hitchcock offers one of the tighter definitions:

An argumentation scheme is a pattern of argument, a sequence of sentential forms with variables, 
with the last sentential form introduced by a conclusion indicator like “so” or “therefore”. The 
scheme becomes an argument when each variable is replaced uniformly in all its occurrences with 
a constant of the sort over which the variable ranges.

(2010, 157)

The added detail here involves the identification of variables. See also Hansen (2020, 341–342).
 8 “Why Do We Find the Equation of Man and Ape So Offensive?” Published 5 January 2015, updated 

25 March 2017.
 9 This scheme instantiates the stasis of definition. See Martin Camper’s and Davida Charney’s Chapters 

in this Handbook (4 and 5 respectively).
 10 Here, I do not mean to invoke the descriptions of thick and thin styles in the rhetorical tradition. 

My usage is closer to that employed by anthropologists like Geertz (1973).
 11 From the Globe and Mail, 22 January 2018.
 12 Could there be a different set of questions? This raises the source of critical questions, an issue of some 

contention. Some take them to be top down, reflecting the judgment of the theorists; others take them 
to be bottom up, reflecting the way people actually reason. CQ1, for example, could include specific 
reference to the reputation of the alleged expert.

 13 The same criterion is included among the set provided in Perelman (1982).
 14 The slightly different application that defeasibility has in law and argumentation is discussed in Tindale 

(2020).
 15 Still, this is one place where the current tools of scheme theory could be improved.
 16 The Templeton prize is awarded annually by the Templeton Trust to a living person whose work 

 harnesses the power of the sciences to explore deep questions.
 17 The Globe and Mail, 16 March 2015.
 18 Some readers may also appreciate how well this case reinforces scheme theory’s attention to revisability 

(or defeasibility). Because after Vanier’s death in 2019 L’Arche authorities conducted an internal study 
following rumours of improprieties of a sexual nature on his part. These were confirmed, and opinions 
of his character greatly revised.
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2
A REASON TO FEEL

Rhetorical Style and Pathotic Enthymemes in 
Political Discourse

Cameron Mozafari

2.1 Introduction

The twenty-first century has been marked by the rise of authoritarian governments  worldwide – 
from Turkey, to India, to China, and the United States. In a post-2016 America, for example, 
political rhetoric grows more and more polarizing, prompting an urgent need to analyze how 
and why this polarizing rhetoric is so effective. One reason for the efficacy of authoritarian 
rhetoric resides in the careful dissemination and refinement of the age-old rhetorical strategy 
of the emotional appeal, an argument made to arouse, strengthen, or move audiences’ feelings, 
and by doing so, to guide ways of thinking and acting in a social world. Despite being amongst 
the oldest recorded rhetorical strategies, dating back at least to the fifth-century BCE sophist 
Thrasymachus – whose now lost handbook, the Eloi, served as a frequent punching bag for both 
Plato (e.g., Phaedrus 267c9–d4) and Aristotle (e.g., Rhetoric 1408a) – contemporary approaches 
to rhetoric and emotion tend to draw on different sources for understanding emotional suasion, 
for example affect theory and theories of Burkean identification (see Condit, 2013; Desilet & 
Appel, 2011; Gross, 2006; See also Oakley, Chapter 28 of this Handbook, for cognitive and 
persuasive aspects of emotion).

One way we can understand the exigence of a linguistically grounded rhetorical theory 
of the emotional appeal is through observation of the demagogic rhetoric of Donald Trump, 
who has emerged as perhaps the most incendiary political orator of the twenty-first century, 
moving tens of thousands of supporters and protesters in his political rallies on any given day 
to feelings of righteous anger, resentment, frustration, and indignation. The journalist Ed 
Pilkington (2018) has described the typical Trump rally as a gathering of love and hate – “I 
love you people, it seems to say, because you hate my enemy” – focusing on how Trump rallies had 
become a space for emotive connectivity and cooperative emotional suasion. By this token, 
Trump’s anger-inducing rhetoric has brought comfort and communal purpose to his support-
ers. Rhetorical scholarship has emphasized the importance of Trump’s crafting of emotional 
appeals. Denise Bostdorff (2017) has written that “President Trump’s persuasive challenge … 
is whether he can keep supporters in a perpetual state of anger to his benefit.” She continues, 
“even when anger is justified, it can be exhausting and, once anger dissipates among the major-
ity who are not dedicated true believers, the thirst for revenge can dissipate, too” (698). And, 
of course, Trump didn’t invent polarizing political rhetoric, nor did he invent the emotional 
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appeal. The strategy is not confined to contemporary conservative political rhetoric, nor is it 
confined to one particular time or place. One could just as easily observe the emotive effects 
of Barack Obama’s words at the eulogies of Senators Clementa Pinckney and John Lewis, or 
they could analyze the polarizing effect of Boris Johnson’s Brexit rhetoric, or, going back even 
further, they could analyze Cicero’s indirect lambast of Sulla in his Verrine Orations.

Needless to say, a politician’s rhetorical power depends greatly on their ability to move and 
continue to move their audience. But what exactly do these appeals move audiences toward? How 
do they make feelings of love and hate seem like reasonable reactions to the arguments presented? 
This chapter builds on a particular classical model of the emotional appeal, which I will call the 
pathotic enthymeme, that asks how thinking of emotions as arguments can help us to understand 
how language and thought can arouse emotion. In building on the pathotic enthymeme, I draw 
from cognitive linguistics (specifically cognitive semantics) and the emotion sciences to provide a 
contemporary framework, grounded in language and cognition, for understanding its mechanisms.

A chief goal of this chapter is to bring together theories of language, emotion, and persuasion 
into a cognitive rhetorical framework for understanding the emotional appeal (see Browse, 2018; 
Fahnestock, 2005; Oakley, 2009; Turner, 1998; see also Oakley, Chapter 28 of this Handbook, 
for more general discussion of persuasion in light of cognitive science). As I will argue, a cog-
nitive rhetorical approach to the emotional appeal couples well with the model of the pathotic 
enthymeme as developed in antiquity and provides a simple way of understanding how emotions 
work in political discourse. In today’s emotively charged political rhetoric, understanding how 
emotional appeals work is among the most important tasks of the rhetorician.

2.2 Appeals and Emotions

To begin to understand how the emotional appeal works, it is first necessary to designate a 
unit of study. By emotional appeal I mean specifically an argument – a linguistic, visual, sonic 
set of premises leading to a conclusion – that is meant to change the way a person appraises 
a topic under discussion. By change here, I don’t necessarily mean to change from one kind 
of emotive appraisal to another, for example from pride to fear. Following Chaim Perelman 
and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/1971), change can also come about through amplification 
of values shared between rhetor and audience. In this case, the change is a change in focus, 
presence, and intensity of feelings an audience already holds. Given that a rhetor does not have 
direct access to their audience’s thoughts and feelings, the deployment of an emotional appeal 
offers a way to both signal and arouse audiences to recognize that, through reasons presented 
in an argument, they ought to feel a certain way.

The theory of constructing emotional appeals can be traced to Aristotle (c.330BCE/2007) 
within the Greco-Roman rhetorical tradition. According to Aristotle, to construct an emotional 
appeal, one must know the conceptual structure of an emotion, the target audience of the 
appeal, and the effects on reasoning that the appeal will have for that audience (1378a).1 Aristotle 
goes on to define the cognitive appraisal processes of 16 emotion words, using the emotion 
of anger (orgē) as the prototypical example for understanding how emotional appeals work. 
There, he defines anger as “desire, accompanied by [mental and physical] distress, for apparent 
retaliation because of an apparent slight that was directed, without justification, against oneself 
or those near to one” (1378b). As the philosopher Amélie Oskenberg Rorty (1996) notes, the 
theory of emotions presented in Book 2 of Aristotle’s Rhetoric presents the efficacy and immu-
nity of emotional appeals as being contingent on the “deep-seated dispositions” of a rhetor’s 
audience: “a proud man is susceptible to anger, a courageous man finds little to fear” (p. 15).

Within the contemporary emotion sciences, there is debate as to how to define emo-
tions. Some believe emotions should be grounded in physiological features (Ekman, 2007), 
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while others believe they should be grounded in neurological pathways (Panksepp, 1998) or 
in somatic markers (Damassio 1994/2008; Prinz, 2006). These approaches to understanding 
emotion rarely take into consideration the roles that language and cognition play in the cate-
gorization and experience of an emotion (see Barrett, 2017; Lazarus, 2001). A growing body 
of literature within emotion science has pushed back against the notion that emotions are 
“hardwired” in the brain, positing that they are more like recipes for constructing feelings than 
essences localized in specific brain regions (Barrett, 2017; LeDoux, 2015).

This body of research, now being called the Theory of Constructed Emotions, posits 
that emotions are experienced in events of categorization. Within moments of emotion cat-
egorization, sensory and conceptual information is arranged and compared to prior experi-
ences, drawing on robust prototypes of similar conceptually labeled emotion events (Barrett, 
Lindquist, & Gendron, 2007). People categorize emotion events, according to the Theory of 
Constructed Emotions, because emotion concepts like love and anger help the body to predict 
how it should “budget” its energy (Barrett, 2017, pp. 69–77). This definition of emotion aligns 
well with other areas of cognitive science, such as work on conceptual prototypes (Barsalou, 
1991, 2012; Rosch, 1978) and lexical frames (Fillmore, 1982), the latter of which will be 
reviewed in more detail.

According to Barrett (2017), to experience an emotion, one must have a labeled concept of 
that emotion first, making emotion recognition more like object recognition than like an innate 
neurological system. Following this, learning more emotion concepts provides more chances to 
categorize distinctions between emotion concepts and thus more emotive granularity. This is 
relevant to the Aristotelian approach to the emotional appeals because, while Aristotle provides 
13 emotion concepts in his Rhetoric, having more emotion concepts on hand would amount 
to being able to describe more granular emotional appeals.

Within various appraisal theories of emotion, as well as with the Theory of Constructed 
Emotions, emotions are thought of as scripts: they have organized and ordered parts. In his 
study of the English emotion concept of anger, George Lakoff (1987) illustrates how figurative 
expressions about anger such as someone “blowing their top” or “boiling with rage” can be 
organized into a script-like idealized cognitive model.2 This model consists of five stages with 
a limited set of roles: a victim, who is a person S; an agent of retribution who is usually that 
same person S; the target of anger, who is a wrongdoer W; a cause of anger, which is an 
offending event; and some kind of angry behavior, typically an act of retribution. These roles 
organize themselves in five different stages:

Stage 1: Offending event
Wrongdoer offends S.
Wrongdoer is at fault.
The offending event displeases S.
The intensity of the offense outweighs the intensity of the retribution (which 
equals zero at this point), thus creating an imbalance.
The offense causes anger to come into existence.

Stage 2: Anger
Anger exists.
S experiences physiological effects (heat, pressure, agitation).
Anger exerts force on S to attempt an act of retribution.

Stage 3: Attempt to control anger
S exerts a counterforce in an attempt to control anger.
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Stage 4: Loss of control
The intensity of anger goes above the limit.
Anger takes control of S.
S exhibits angry behavior (loss of judgment, aggressive actions).
There is damage to S.
There is danger to the target of anger, in this case, the wrongdoer.

Stage 5: Retribution
S performs retributive act against W (this is usually angry behavior directed 
at W).
The intensity of retribution balances the intensity of offense.
The intensity of anger drops.

(Lakoff, 1987, pp. 400–401)

These scripts guide an experiencer through an emotion event, directing them with regards to 
how to feel about whom and what to do about those feelings. The strategy of constructing 
emotional appeals, then, is one where a rhetor intentionally makes reference to part of an 
emotion script – for example, the scene of a slight in a script for Anger3 or a scene of crying 
over a loss in a script of Sadness – in order to trigger the full script, in essence a species of 
metonymy. This strategy of making an emotive reaction the reasonable conclusion to some 
series of premises is what I will be referring to as the pathotic enthymeme.

2.3 The Pathotic Enthymeme

To understand the pathotic enthymeme, it is first necessary to provide a definition of an 
enthymeme. “Enthymeme” is a confusing term in rhetorical theory, since its meaning has 
always been in flux, so what I mean by enthymeme aligns with some definitions while clashing 
with others. Aristotle famously calls the enthymeme a “kind of syllogism” (Rhetoric 1355a, 
1395b) and, more specifically, the “rhetorical syllogism” (Rhetoric 1356b), though the term 
syllogism may be misleading. Walker (2000) has proposed that by “syllogism” Aristotle may not 
have had in mind the contemporary and technical (Modern English) sense of the word – a 
three-part deductive argument with a major premise, a minor premise, and a conclusion – but 
instead the colloquial sense it had in Classical Greek, “a putting-together of observed facts, 
an adding up of things” and “nothing more than ordinary, informal reasoning and inference” 
(170–171). I use the term in this sense, but I take it a step further. Contemporary approaches 
to the enthymeme, following Bitzer (1959), have focused on how common knowledge plays 
an important role in cognitively constructing a speaker’s meaning in arguments that are under-
specified – i.e., in arguments where key premises and beliefs are left unstated and presumed 
to be accessible to members of the common ground. Such common ground beliefs, or endoxic 
premises as I will call them, are a part of everyday reasoning, and noticing their intentional 
exploitation for argumentative purposes helps to bring attention to how audiences come to 
the conclusions they do. That is, they help to explain and track cognition in argumentation. 
Given this, I define an enthymeme as an argumentative strategy where a rhetor intentionally 
uses language to guide audiences to reason to a conclusion from underdetermined knowledge, 
requiring audiences to use common knowledge and endoxic premises to “add things up.”

The idea of the pathotic enthymeme comes from a reading of the list of emotion concepts 
in Book II of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, the first full treatment of the psychology of emotions in 
European intellectual history. According to William W. Fortenbaugh (1975), whose work on 



Cameron Mozafari

48

Aristotle’s theory of emotion sparked interest in the relationship between Aristotle’s discussion 
of pathē and his discussion of rhetorical argumentation, Aristotle’s work was part of a larger 
project in Plato’s Academy to “explain the involvement of cognition in emotional response” 
(p. 9). This large project led to questions that are still relevant today about how reason and 
emotion are bound up in emotional appeals. Craig Waddell (1990) makes sense of Aristotle’s 
work on emotion by arguing “the interaction between logos and pathos becomes clearer if we 
think of emotional appeals as enthymemes” (p. 390). Jeffrey Walker’s (1992, 2000) work on 
enthymemes of emotion reemphasizes this point. Explaining how the Aristotelian emotional 
appeal functions, Walker (1992) explains that the pathotic enthymeme works by getting audi-
ences to make premises present to mind that have the potential to shape beliefs – for example, 
the belief that the audience has been insulted (pp. 358–359). This belief, Walker argues, will 
trigger a “diffuse arousal state,” that is, an embodied reaction that readies the experiencer to 
respond to the perceived belief. While the patterns of arousal can be mapped onto specific pathē, 
the argumentative strategies for making premises present to mind and shaping beliefs are the 
foundations of the pathotic enthymeme. Walker (2000) goes on to point out that examples of 
pathotic enthymemes often guide reasoning by highlighting “emotively significant oppositions” 
like good and evil, happiness and sadness, slavery and freedom (p. 173). These oppositions 
work within the argumentative strategy by spotlighting things that the rhetor and audience 
presuppose to be virtuous, valuable, and desirable, and then juxtaposing them with undesirable 
things that are presupposed to be antithetical to the moral orders of the rhetor and audience.

To say that emotion activation can be an argumentative strategy requires further unpacking. 
Joint and mass emotion activation requires evocation of a culturally shared emotion script; that 
is, for a rhetor to intend to make an audience feel a certain way, there needs to be a shared 
emotion concept that both rhetor and audience have recourse to. In any given culture, there 
are shared emotive meanings and social customs associated with those meanings that are recog-
nizable to members of that culture, and salient moments of those scripts are able to activate 
knowledge of the whole script. During the COVID pandemic, for example, references to 
parents and loved ones dying alone in a COVID ward of a hospital would activate the emo-
tion script of Grief, wherein loss of a valued entity is a core component of the emotion script. 
Furthermore, there is a reason for eliciting emotive reaction. The act of arousing an emotion 
is an act of categorization; it motivates audiences to see the world differently, to recognize, 
evaluate, blame, identify, and otherwise reassess the social world in a specific way. The story 
of a parent dying in a COVID ward also magnifies grief by its contrast with the ideal script of 
dying surrounded by loved ones. For a rhetor to be able to get audiences to shift their social 
alignments suggests that rhetors have the ability to influence reasoning processes.

The pathotic enthymeme works because of the rich and dynamic ways our minds organize 
felt experiences into egocentric narratives (see, e.g., Lakoff 1996, 2009), keeping track of what 
things we value and what is being done to those valued entities (people, relationships, and 
even abstract states). We are quick to sort actors into heroes and villains – that is, people who 
share our values and work to protect those things we value, and people who work to harm 
our valued entities and interrupt our moral orders. Within the dynamic stories we create, 
emotions arise from conceptualized moments pertaining to valued entities and the social actors, 
ourselves included, that interact with them. As a rhetorical strategy, the pathotic enthymeme 
uses linguistic constructions to coordinate beliefs by realigning evaluative stances between 
rhetor and audience, by suggesting affective (re)appraisals of topics under consideration, and 
by “making present” relevant actors and actions in the unfolding narrative discourse – often 
all at once. To reiterate, if the experience of an emotion is the resulting feeling of an act of 
culturally situated, script-based categorization where a valued entity is placed in a certain kind 
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of situation, then when a rhetor draws attention to a situation that fits a particular emotion 
script, an audience may be led to experience an intended emotion. In order to explain the 
strategy in a pathotic enthymeme, then, one must be able to explain how valued entities are 
put on stage and evaluated though language.

Within this chapter, what counts as a pathotic enthymeme has less to do with what counts 
as an emotion – event or otherwise – than what kinds of discursive and rhetorical strategies 
are employed to change or amplify how people feel about a specific topic under discussion. 
For example, moments of name-calling in political speech – such as when Trump calls Marco 
Rubio “Little Marco” or Hillary Clinton “Crooked Hillary” (Trump.2016.7.27)4 – are clear 
examples of emotional appeals, motivating audiences to arouse disgust or disapproval toward 
political opponents. Similarly, when Marco Rubio asks voters “Have you seen [Trump’s] hands? 
And you know what they say about men with small hands” (Rubio), he is constructing a 
pathotic enthymeme through explicit invited inference. Pathotic enthymemes are also present 
in utterances pertaining to positively or negatively valenced emotive events, such as when 
Trump tells his audience to “[r]emember this, Hillary Clinton essentially wants to take away 
your rights under the Second Amendment” (Trump.2016.8.4); this example is similarly framing 
Clinton negatively but doing so by associating her with an unfavorable event. And sometimes 
pathotic enthymemes can be constituted by longer strings of discourse that include reference to 
negatively evaluated actors committing unfavorable acts – for example, when Trump provides 
narratives of innocent Americans killed by undocumented immigrants, who he goes on to 
characterize as murderers and rapists (see Trump.2016.10.21).

In all of these examples – be they phrasal, sentential, inferential, or discursive – pathotic 
enthymemes focus attention on actors and actions that are evaluated in accordance with the 
rhetor’s and audiences’ shared value system: negatively evaluated people are understood to be 
enemies, and negatively evaluated actions are understood to be threatening, reprehensible, or 
otherwise undesirable. The contrary is also true. Political orators often frame themselves and 
those they are aligned with as heroes and protectors. Pathotic enthymemes, then, act as ways 
of signaling to audiences not only that they ought to feel some way about some entity under 
discussion but how they ought to feel about that entity.

2.4 Frame Metonymy

One way to begin to analyze the linguistic and conceptual grounding for the construction of 
pathotic enthymemes is to look at the way that the careful placement of actors and actions on 
stage can trigger the activation of emotion scripts. This process of movement from a salient 
moment of an emotion script to the activation of the whole emotion script is a species of a 
part-for-whole frame metonymy.

In cognitive linguistics, frame metonymy is a kind of mental shortcut that is prevalent not 
only in language but in thought. To understand frame metonymy, though, it is necessary to 
understand what a frame is. The concept of a frame is most closely tied within linguistics to 
the work of Charles Fillmore (1975, 1982, 1985) and his framework of frame semantics. Within 
frame semantics, a semantic frame is a mental representation of frequently experienced scenes. 
These mental representations, furthermore, are associated with a series of choices – words, 
phrases, idioms, or grammatical constructions. Take, for example, the frame of the Commercial 
Event (Fillmore, 1976). Within this frame, there are component parts, called frame elements, 
namely: a Buyer, a Seller, some Goods, and some Money. Words pertaining to commercial 
transaction, such as buy, sell, and cost, have meaning only insofar as they designate relationships 
between the various frame elements. For example, the word bought in the sentence I bought 
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some bread profiles a relationship between a Buyer (I) and some Goods (some bread), but the 
full meaning of bought requires knowledge that to buy something, one must have Money to 
exchange for the Goods and a Seller with whom a Buyer can exchange Money. Even though 
the frame elements of the Seller or Money are not present in the sentence I bought some bread, 
their presence is conceptually necessary for understanding the sentence.

The key claim within frame semantics is that meaning is therefore not a property of a 
particular word (or phrase or idiom or grammatical structure) but the frame it brings to mind. 
The concept of a semantic frame – analogous to a script or schema – has much psychological 
support as a chief mechanism for learning and organizing the world, moreover (see Tomasello, 
2000), since frames are born from the same join-attentional needs for coordinating thoughts 
as all other forms of social activity and communication are. For the purposes of this chapter, 
the concept of an emotion script should be understood as a particular kind of frame, and these 
frames, furthermore, should be understood as having component parts in the form of frame 
elements. The emotion script for Anger, for example, has, as discussed above in the definition 
presented by Lakoff (1987), several frame elements – a person who experiences anger, an agent 
of retribution, a target of anger, a cause of anger, an offending event, and a behavior that stems 
from the experience of anger.

Frame metonymy is a specific kind of relationship between frame elements and larger frame 
structures. According to Dancygier and Sweetser (2014), frame metonymy pertains to “all 
usages where one reference to an element of a frame is used to refer to either the frame as a 
whole or to other associated elements of the frame” (p. 135). Crucially, activating the whole 
frame from part of a frame allows for inferences by allowing access to the unstated entailments 
of the frame, such as other frame elements and frame-based knowledge. Dancygier and Sweetser 
(2005) illustrate how frame metonymy works for complex inferencing in an example from a 
scene in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows. In the scene, the characters Rat and 
Mole have lost their way, and Mole cuts his leg on something obscured under the snow. Upon 
further inspection, he notices that the thing that he has cut his leg on is a doorscraper. Frantically, 
Mole begins looking for a door, which he finds, and with it, a house, the home of Mr. Badger 
(in Dancygier & Sweetser, 2005, pp. 1–3). What Mole was doing in this scene was exercising 
frame metonymy: an isolated element of a frame, the doorscraper, provides conceptual access to 
another frame element, a Door, and doors, of course, are frame elements themselves and act 
for full activation of the whole frame: a House.

The example may, furthermore, come across as odd to those who do not know what a 
doorscraper is, too. It’s something one scrapes the bottom of one’s boots on, to remove mud and 
debris – common in Britain, especially the rural Britain of the early twentieth century in which 
the book is set, but unknown in most other English-speaking cultures. Cultural practices and 
their associated lexicons lead to another crucial point about frame metonymies: Since frames can 
differ across cultures and even across individuals, frame metonymic activation, which “depends 
upon shared frame structure,” is “often culture specific” (Dancygier & Sweetser, 2014, p. 124).

The activation of an emotion script from some set of described characteristics is also made 
available via frame metonymy. In categorizing partial and underspecified information (e.g., 
recognition of a stranger with a weapon activates an Enemy frame), we often activate whole 
frames (e.g., the emotion script for Fear) to try to make meaning of what we are experiencing. 
In a sentence like Sara smiled, the action of contorting facial muscles is metonymically linked to 
an emotion script, such as the scripts pertaining to Joy or even Annoyance, depending on the 
context. In this metonymy, the description of Sara’s physical behavior, which is conventionally 
understood to be part of an experience of an emotion event, brings to mind that emotion event. 
The key point is that facial expressions in general often function as emotively potent signals of 
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affective stance. While the relationship between a doorscraper and a door represents a high level 
of cultural specificity, and the relationship between a smile and an emotion state like happiness 
represents a low level of cultural specificity, as this metonymy is near universal, what is impor-
tant is that these metonymic connections exist within a continuum that is culturally mediated.

While some theories of emotion hold that the physical characteristics that accompany 
an emotion event are the emotion event itself – for example, Paul Ekman’s (2007) theory 
that facial contortions are constitutive of the emotion – many analysts, like Zoltán Kövecses 
(2000), consider them metonymies. The emotive significance of body parts depends on and 
varies with cultural models. For example, in modern Iranian Persian, to call someone your 
liver (جیگرم) – first person, genitive – is a conventional way of expressing affection toward that 
person, grounded in the folk belief that warm and affectionate feelings radiate outward from 
the liver. To call someone your liver, then, is a kind of conventionalized metonymy. In this 
complex metonymy, the referent of the genitively inflected liver is a person whom the speaker 
feels affectionate about and the liver itself is metonymic of the feelings of warmth that radiate 
from the liver when experiencing affection. Activation of the frame of the Liver, then, can be 
used to activate the larger frame of Affection. While this chain of metonymies from stimulus 
to body part to feeling may seem odd, it is worth noting that in English we do something 
quite similar with the word heart – think of the combination of organ and gustatory quality in 
the phrase sweetheart. Cultural models may differ, but patterns of metonymic activation reveal 
general ways by which we all think.

Metonymy is not only part of how we speak but also how we think and reason about the 
social world. Metonymy arises in language and thought for a number of reasons, but one of 
them is that it helps us efficiently allocate our attention in thinking about complex situations. 
As the linguist Jeannette Littlemore (2015) explains:

When asked to think of “France”, people might picture a place in France they visited, 
or a rough map of France, or an iconic representation of France such as the Eiffel 
Tower. It is impossible to picture the whole of France at once as this information could 
not be held in one’s working memory, even if one had travelled extensively in France.

(5)

Being able to access complex social frames from partial information allows for reasoning about 
things that do not have concrete reference, including abstract concepts like freedom, justice, or 
any culture’s given emotion concept. Because metonymies can vary across languages and cul-
tures, they have a special function in building identity within discourse communities, quickly 
aligning attitudes, allowing for “speedy communication,” and otherwise referencing shared 
knowledge between interlocutors (Littlemore, 2015, p. 1).

Although the literature on metonymy has distinguished a number of different kinds of 
metonymic processes, the notion of frame metonymy is general enough to capture different 
kinds of metonymy in discourse, and it provides a means of articulating metonymic relation-
ships by reference to frame elements and coordination across frames. This being said, some of 
the kinds of metonymies that will be analyzed in this chapter have gone by different names, 
such as referential metonymies (Panther and Thornburg, 1998; Warren, 1999), propositional 
metonymies (Warren, 1999), and illocutionary metonymies (Panther & Thornburg, 1998, 
2003) – this last one relying on a “state of affairs scenario” similar to the dynamic narratives 
I have argued are bound to the activation of emotion scripts in pathotic enthymemes. While 
a richer classificatory system may be helpful for analyzing fine-grained differences in metony-
mies, my argument remains that frame metonymy – the process of activating various parts of 
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a frame from frame elements and reasoning from those activations – is the most useful kind of 
metonymy precisely because, as I have claimed, the pathotic enthymeme itself is a species of 
frame metonymy, wherein focus on part of an emotion script activates the whole of that script.

2.5 Pathotic Enthymemes in Practice

The kinds of scenes that work as pathotic enthymemes are ones where audiences are able to 
quickly and effortlessly understand who they are supposed to like, what actions they are supposed 
to dislike, and what kinds of scenarios are significant enough to pay attention to. Many conven-
tional referential metonymies – like the White House for the executive branch – provide shortcuts 
for reasoning but do not necessarily guide insight into how audiences are supposed to feel about 
what they are imagining. How does evaluation get encoded into pathotic enthymemes, then?

The linguist Charles Fillmore (1982) identified one way that evaluations are encoded lexi-
cally when he observed that some words carry with them assessments within the frames they 
metonymically call to mind. For example, the adjective stingy offers a negative evaluation of 
an actor within the Giving frame (its positive counterpart being thrifty). Evaluative words like 
traitor, treason, and pollution, where the valence of the nominal is implicit within the word itself, 
are of particular interest, as these words profile an entity under evaluation serving an inherently 
strong role within a larger emotion script. Similarly, lexical items such as kill, poison, victory, 
and prince stereotypically – rather than necessarily5 – index entities under evaluation that serve 
strong roles in emotion scripts, as well.

Within the systemic functional linguistics tradition, Martin and White (2005) present a 
theory of categorizing lexical and discursive items in terms of the ways they foster engagement, 
communicate attitude, set boundaries on items of focus, and zoom in on items of focus. This 
system for tracking appraisals, according to Martin and White (2005), is the chief mechanism 
by which rhetors discursively establish their affective stances.

Attention to lexical choice, the frames they bring to mind, and the pragmatic strategies 
for establishing stance present one way to understand how evaluation is coded into emotional 
appeals. Not all emotional appeals, however, use words that have valenced appraisals built into 
their semantics or pragmatics. In these cases, rhetorically stylistic devices are often used to 
increase the salience of certain entities within the discourse and place them under evaluative 
consideration for rhetorical purposes. Figures of speech, then, can be thought of as logical strat-
egies for reasoning, or, as Jeanne Fahnestock (1999) has called them, “epitomes of reasoning,” 
as they help to organize information in certain ways and draw attention to specific discursive 
elements for rhetorical purposes (p. 24). Fahnestock’s figural logic program posits that the cru-
cial act of guiding evaluation comes in many grammatical and rhetorical forms – some more 
direct, such as through the use of valenced evaluative frames, and some indirect, such as through 
inferences made more salient through the use of stylistic figuration. Nevertheless, figures, as 
devices that guide attention and reason, are by necessity more than mere stylistic flourishes.

Understanding the underlying metonymies of a pathotic enthymeme can provide insight 
into how rhetors are able to elicit emotive responses logically. Take for example the emotional 
appeal in an infographic on the 13 September 2018 broadcast of the MSNBC television pro-
gram All In with Chris Hayes, which featured this tabular layout:

BENGHAZI PUERTO RICO

AMERICANS KILLED 4 2,975
NUMBER OF INVESTIGATIONS 10 0
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The graphic features deep reds, bolding, and uppercase, with chryon below, also uppercase, 
reading “BREAKING NEWS: TRUMP DENIES 3,000 DEATHS IN PUERTO RICO ON 
HIS WATCH.” The numbers in the infographic represent the total deaths of Americans in 
Benghazi versus the total death of Americans in Puerto Rico after hurricanes Irma and Maria 
in 2017 and 2018. The context for the headline comes from a series of tweets on 13 September 
2018, wherein Trump claimed that the number of deaths reported after Hurricane Maria 
and Hurricane Irma only went up “6 to 18 deaths” and that the official death count, which 
approached 3,000, was inflated by Democrats who wanted to make him “look bad” (Trump).

The Hayes show argument is crafted skillfully through a series of frame metonymies, and 
there is also an important note about the relationship between pathos and logos in the info-
graphic above worth unpacking here too. While the headline about Trump denying the deaths 
in Puerto Rico is meant to guide audiences to construe Trump negatively, the infographic 
above the headline has little to do with Trump, instead spotlighting the inconsistent outrage 
of Republicans. The infographic presents two datasets: the number of Americans that died in 
the Benghazi terror attacks and the number of Americans that died in Puerto Rico, as well as 
the number of investigations into political inaction that followed the Benghazi terror attacks 
and that followed the aftermaths of Hurricanes Irma and Maria. The choice of comparing 
the deaths in Puerto Rico to the deaths in Benghazi is particularly effective because of the 
conventional Republican talking point of blaming then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
for her inaction in preventing the deaths of four Americans who died in terrorist attacks in 
Benghazi. The frame of Benghazi – that is, the encyclopedic storehouse of knowledge about 
the events that occurred in Benghazi on 11 September 2012, and the congressional hearings 
following that event – is a particularly emotive one for Republicans. This frame calls to mind 
stories of the four tragic patriots who died in the terrorist attacks, the villainous Islamists who 
conducted the terrorist attacks, and the neglectful and unmoved politician who did not pre-
vent the attacks. The infographic uses knowledge that Benghazi evokes an emotive frame for 
Republicans to argue against Republican behavior. In doing so, it is illustrative of the ways 
metonymic activation can guide inferences in pathotic enthymemes.

For many, the frame of Benghazi metonymically links to three interconnected emotion 
script activations: Irresponsibility, Sadness, and Outrage. In this activation, Republicans become 
outraged because of the loss of American lives (a source for Sadness) due to the inaction of a 
careless politician (a source for Irresponsibility). Given the endoxic premise that more outrage 
causes more investigation, the infographic allows for the inference that the degree of outrage is 
measurable by the number of investigations that went into understanding the reasoning for 
the loss of American lives. From the logic of this frame, the frame activated by Puerto Rico 
ought to garner Republican outrage proportional to the number of lives lost due to a careless 
politician – that is, if four American deaths prompted ten investigations, then it should follow 
that 2,975 deaths would prompt 7,438 investigations. What the infographic effectively does 
is invite audiences to search for a logic within the Outrage frame and to try to model that 
logic analogically.

By noting that there have been no investigations into Puerto Rico, the infographic effec-
tively shows that if Republicans believe that investigations should be in accordance to the level 
of outrage over the number of deaths due to political inaction, they are currently being irra-
tional. From this, audiences can draw on endoxic premises to make sense of why Republicans 
are not outraged. Perhaps Republicans do not care about Puerto Ricans. Perhaps they are 
enraged but are afraid to express this out of fear of Donald Trump, who denies that Puerto 
Ricans died as the result of Hurricane Maria. Perhaps their outrage at the deaths in Benghazi 
is irrational or performative and, as was widely believed by Democrats, was mostly aimed at 
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undermining then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. The open-ended quality of the pathotic 
enthymeme strengthens audiences’ negative evaluations about Republicans, while also more 
directly casting a negative evaluation on Donald Trump, who is being construed as someone 
whose actions are irrational.

Moreover, the statement that Trump denies 3,000 deaths in Puerto Rico, presented in the 
running headline at the bottom of the infographic, activates two different frames: a Denial 
frame, wherein Trump assesses the truth of a reported event, and the Natural Disaster frame. 
Like all frames, the Natural Disaster frame, of which a more granular Hurricane Maria frame 
is a species, develops as more is said about it, so part of the frame requires understanding that 
experts believe that, after Hurricane Maria, nearly 3,000 people died. The implication that the 
Hayes show is making is that, when Trump denies part of the frame, he can be construed as 
denying the whole of the frame, and because of the correspondence between the frame as a 
whole and knowledge about the state of affairs in Puerto Rico, the Hayes show is suggesting 
that Trump’s denial of the reported death toll comes across as a denial of the effects Hurricane 
Maria had on Puerto Rico. In other words, Hayes’s argument is that, if the reported reality 
of the situation is that nearly 3,000 people died, then Trump is denying reality in his denial 
of the death toll.

Denial of reality is not necessarily in and of itself emotion arousing; what is emotion 
arousing is the extent to which individuals cannot come to a consensus on what is real and 
why. However, when the President of the United States denies reality, he violates an endoxic 
premise that the president is socially and politically aware of the welfare of the citizens of the 
nation he has sworn to protect. The conceptualization of an out-of-touch president provides 
a negatively valenced picture of Donald Trump, coupled with a potentially tense arousal at his 
action of denying the death toll. And it is this image of an out-of-touch president denying 
reality that shares a schematic structure with moments of emotion scripts like the feeling of 
Outrage, the feeling of being Appalled, or even a feeling of moral Disgust.6

The strategy in the above infographic, I hope it is clear, intends to move audiences to feel 
negative emotions toward Donald Trump. Words like denial and Puerto Rico allow for frames 
to be metonymically activated pertaining to, respectively, the evaluation of the truth of the 
matter and the impacts of an exigent natural disaster that affected hundreds of thousands of 
people. While the dynamic construction of the image of Trump denying reality shares a 
schematic structure with moments in emotion scripts where experiencers7 are unaware that 
someone could do something so bad, thus metonymically activating those emotions, audiences 
may not themselves be moved to feel anger or contempt or outrage toward Trump, especially 
if, like Trump, they are skeptical of the reality of the numbers; nevertheless, they at least are 
expected to be able to recognize the intention of the Hayes show’s infographic. They do not 
read it, for example, and think that they are meant to feel joy or sorrow or even nothing at all. 
The infographic is understood to be an attempt to arouse an emotive reaction. The cognitive 
guidance of the appeal is transparent and undeniable.

The MSNBC infographic organizes information through rhetorical antithesis in order to 
structure its argument and guide its reasoning, and, in doing so, it follows Walker’s (2000) 
observation that pathotic enthymemes tend to arrange information into “emotively significant 
oppositions” to better signal that an audience should recognize that their emotions should 
be aroused (p. 173). But antithesis is only one rhetorical figure that helps guide reasoning 
in emotional appeals. Take, for example, the rhetorical figure of epitheton. While Quintilian 
argues that epithets are purely ornamental, he acknowledges that they can be useful in ora-
tory (8.6.40–41). In the All In with Chris Hayes example, a negative emotion-arousing image 
of Trump is constructed by dynamically imagining two metonymically activated frames, but 
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such images can be constructed in much less sophisticated, yet equally effective, ways. Take for 
example Trump’s famous strategy of creating labels for his opponents. Ted Cruz was named 
“lying Ted,” Marco Rubio was named “Little Marco,” and Jeb Bush “Low Energy Jeb.” Each 
of these names acts as an epithet, reducing a person to a quality that is incongruous with the 
President frame as understood by many Republicans. Trump’s names implicitly draw on the 
Republican endoxic premises that a president should be tall, honest, and virile. What Trump’s 
rhetoric does is frame these presidential candidates in a way that makes them incongruous with 
the President frame by introducing and reinforcing deficits. Trump can make his opponents 
not only look like they are ill fit for the job but also encourage his audience to feel anger and 
irritation toward his opponents precisely because of the tension and discomfort that imagining 
them as president produces. Reinforcing the metonymic incongruity becomes a chief way for 
Trump to easily construct pathotic enthymemes and guide his audience’s reasoning about his 
political opponents.

What should be evident so far is that pathotic enthymemes rely on activating vast amounts 
of rich conceptual content with a few words. The idea of frame metonymy helps to explain 
how these words link up to that conceptual content, and various other figures – from antithesis 
to epitheton – aid in organizing information to orient attention.

Of the rhetorical figures related to the enthymeme, the figure of the rhetorical question 
has frequently been picked out as particularly emotive and strongly persuasive. Thomas Conley 
(1984) has commented that many of the examples of enthymemes that Aristotle provides in 
Book II of his Rhetoric are written as rhetorical questions “raised at climactic points” (p. 171). 
Manfred Kraus (2007), in his discussion of the Roman figure of contrarium – often considered a 
synonym for enthymeme – comments on the “strong persuasive force” of rhetorical questions, 
as they invite audiences to come into agreement with their rhetors and share attitudes toward 
inferred conclusions (p. 14). While the enthymemes Conley and Kraus are commenting on are 
not pathotic enthymemes per se, these observations do highlight the role of recruiting active 
involvement in producing emotional suasion.

This recruiting of active involvement can be found in the following example, taken from a 
Trump rally speech delivered in Novi, Michigan, on 9 September 2016. In addition to using 
the rhetorical figure of anthypophora – a rhetorical question followed by an answer – Trump 
gets his audience to actively imagine how entire countries are actively slighting his audience:

Just look how badly she [Clinton] messed up the Iran deal. And just today, we learned 
that on the same day as the hostages [two small American naval vessels arrested for 
sailing in Iranian water] were released, the United States signed an agreement lifting 
sanctions on two Iranian banks involved in financing Iran’s missile program. And you 
know where they want those missiles to eventually land, don’t you, folks? Huh? Right 
here. Right here. Right here in this country. That’s where they want them to land. 
And they’re taunting us with the boats. They’re taunting us with the 10 sailors they 
captured. They’re taunting us by flying right next to our airplanes. So we give them 
all this money, $150 billion back. We give them the deal of a lifetime. And instead of 
saying thank you, they feel emboldened. That won’t happen with us, folks.

(Trump.2016.9.30)

There is more working in this example than just the anthypophora, but the rhetorical question 
is a good place to begin analysis. When Trump asks “and you know where they want those 
missiles to eventually land, don’t you, folks,” his question is a metonymic invocation to imagine 
a larger story of an Iranian missile strike, allowing access to entailed frame elements such as 
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intention, planning, and premeditation. The image of an Iranian missile strike on American 
soil is amplified when Trump continues: “Right here. Right here.” While the probability of 
Iran firing missiles at the United States is extremely low and targeting Novi, Michigan, is 
even lower, Trump is able to get his audience to imagine themselves as victims of an Iranian 
missile strike. This is, too, in part due to a configuration of frame metonymy of a hometown 
(Novi, Michigan) standing for a home, and the part–whole metonymy of a part of America 
(Novi, Michigan) standing for the whole of America. From this, one can reason that an attack 
“here” is not necessarily an attack on Novi, Michigan but an attack on America and thus an 
attack on home. Through this act of imagination, Trump gets his audience to think of their 
immediate surroundings – the repeated deictic right here in the common ground – as a poten-
tial target, and, thus, to imagine themselves – the people standing right here – as in danger, all 
while extending Novi, Michigan to stand for the country as a whole. The imagined scene 
further metonymically links to potential emotion scripts like fear, panic, anger, and even betrayal, 
as members of the common ground imagine Novi, Michigan under fire from Iranian missiles, 
allowed and even encouraged by Clinton.

Trump’s appeal to fear works both to capture the attention of his audience and to pose 
Iranians as credible threats to his audience’s lives. By making Iranians a credible threat, he is able 
to also figure them as bad people with bad intentions. Trump goes on to amplify the villainous 
qualities of the Iranians: they are actively “taunting us with the boats … taunting us with the 10 
sailors they captured … taunting us by flying next to our airplanes.” The verb taunting activates 
a highly emotive scene of interpersonal social aggression8 that entails an actor, who perceives 
him or herself as superior, intentionally acting to irritate an evaluee, someone who can under-
stand the act of social aggression. The role of this actor – the they who is taunting – is filled 
by a homogenized identity: the Iranians. Because the role of the evaluee – the us who is being 
taunted – has a mapping in the common ground, the personal offense of the taunting slight is 
made more immediate to the audience. Furthermore, by framing the capture of the small vessels 
sailing on Iranian water as a taunt, Trump leads his audience to believe that Iran is expressing 
a sense of superiority. This sense of superiority clashes with a potential endoxic premise his 
audience may have that America is a superior country and thus deserve more respect, even 
given the context. The scenes of taunting, then, can metonymically activate emotion scripts that 
involve agents intentionally acting inappropriately and doing so for the sake of slighting some-
one else. The emotion scripts of irritation, anger, and indignation are possible scripts that can be 
metonymically activated. And these feelings of anger and irritation are reinforced when Trump 
says that the Iranians “feel emboldened” rather than thankful. The Iranians should be feeling 
one way but feel another way, and that other way is inappropriate and potentially dangerous.

Trump activates all of these emotion scripts for a specific rhetorical purpose, and it is not 
simply to make his audience feel unsafe or even to make them feel angry toward Iranians. 
The key rhetorical intention is to associate negative feelings – of being unsafe, fearful, and 
betrayed – with Hillary Clinton, his political opponent, who, according to Trump, “messed up 
with the Iran deal,” thus allowing for his audience in Novi, Michigan to feel unsafe. Trump’s 
rhetoric constructs this feeling of danger by getting his audience to imagine missile strikes 
where they are standing, gives them a way of viewing Iran’s actions toward American mili-
tary encroachment as social transgressions against America, and leads them to view Iranians 
as proudly flaunting their potential to do bad things. And this is all because Hillary Clinton 
made a bad deal. When Trump concludes that “That won’t happen with us, folks,” he frames 
himself as someone who is strong and will stand up to Iran. What that is and what will or will 
not happen is underspecified, allowing audiences to make meaning by reference to the frames 
and the dynamic stories they are actively imagining.
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2.6 Conclusion

In all the examples analyzed in this chapter, rhetors strive to change the way that their 
audiences evaluate specific actors and specific actions given some set of presupposed values 
and endoxic premises. They do so indirectly: they do not tell their audiences that they 
should be hating political opponents or fearing for their lives but instead prompt their 
audience to imagine complex scenes involving undesirable people (irrationally emotive 
politicians, poor representations of presidents, childishly aggressive Middle Easterners, bad 
deal makers, etc.). From these acts of imagination, providing sparse information about 
bad actors and bad actions, audiences are led to activate larger emotion scripts. Political 
opponents become villains, the detainment of an encroaching military presence becomes 
a slight, and the offer that faith in a candidate’s strength can change international policy 
becomes a reason for hope.

The approach I propose simplifies how we can understand emotional appeals while bringing 
attention to cognitive rhetorical phenomena – e.g., strategic frame activation, frame meto-
nymic reasoning, rhetorical stylistic figuration, and dynamic narrative imagination – that can 
explain why emotional appeals work on specific discourse communities and not others. By 
understanding how emotional appeals work, we not only return to Aristotle’s original psy-
chological and argumentative project; we further this project by understanding how language 
indexes communal affect and shared belief structures in the form of endoxic premises. This, 
furthermore, is not just trivial knowledge about how arguments work or how emotions are 
aroused. Not at all. What this work shows is that, by understanding how emotional appeals 
work, we understand communities of feelers, and, perhaps in metadiscursive moments, we 
better understand how our own values and beliefs are aroused to bring us to feel. If, as Barrett 
(2017) has argued, we are the architects of our own feelings, having the tools to analytically 
understand how these feelings are created provides an invaluable resource for understanding 
political suasion in a time when emotional appeals are politics.

Notes
 1 Aristotle’s word pathos is not a one-for-one translation of the English word emotion. The historian 

Thomas Dixon (2012) reminds us that the word emotion did not even appear in the English language 
until the seventeenth century, first penned in John Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s Essays. Within 
Aristotle’s list of pathē are terms like the calming down of anger (praotēs), the lack of shame (anaiskhyn-
tia), unkindliness (akharistia), unfriendliness (ekhthra), and emulation (zēlos).

 2 Lakoff uses the term Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM), which is interchangeable with other terms 
within cognitive linguistics like schema, frame, and script. All are terms used for understanding the 
component parts of mental concepts. For the purposes of this chapter, I choose to use the term script 
to refer to concepts that have ordered event structures – specifically emotion concepts – and frame to 
refer to concepts more generally. Within the literature, however, both are used interchangeably. For a 
more detailed investigation into the cultural and linguistic basis of emotion scripts more generally, see 
Wierzbicka (1999).

 3 Following convention within frame semantics, frames, frame elements, and scripts have their first letter 
capitalized and more general concepts are italicized.

 4 These citations refer to Trump rally speeches in David Brown’s (2017) Clinton-Trump Corpus. The 
convention I am using to cite indicates the speaker first, the year second, the month third, and the day 
fourth.

 5 It’s important to note that the stereotypicality of these lexemes stems from the fact that the affected 
entities within the frame (e.g., a Conflict for victory) are not presupposed to be positively or negatively 
valenced and thus can vary across context. Lexemes like traitor, treason, and pollution on the other hand 
necessarily carry presupposed valences for affected entities within the frame (e.g., Environment for 
pollution).
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 6 For the sake of space, I do not go into detail in this chapter about which exact scenario of an emotion 
script is being activated and assume that the schematic similarity between the scene described and the 
emotion concept is transparent. Such an analysis, however, is possible, though it may be tedious and 
trivial here.

 7 Within cognitive semantics, the term experiencer refers to a sentient being who is physically or mentally 
affected by an event (see Evans and Green, 2006, pp. 84, 675). Experiencers can be implicitly or explic-
itly encoded within a cognitive model of an event. When explicit, the thematic role of experiencer 
maps onto a noun or noun phrase in a sentence; when implicit, it maps onto an agent within a mental 
simulation of a cognitive model.

 8 The emphasis on interpersonal social aggression is important here. Complex international relations are 
being reframed through Trump’s rhetoric to be something much more understandable – something 
like a conflict with a schoolyard bully.
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3
EXPLORING EXPERT APPEALS 
TO ETHOS WITH STATISTICAL 

CORPUS ANALYSIS
Personal and Contextual Factors and 
Their Influence on Climate Scientists’  

Use of Appeals to Expertise

James Wynn

3.1 Introduction

The public disputes over masking and vaccination during the COVID-19 crisis illustrate vividly 
the fragility of trust in science when it is swept up in the maelstrom of public policy debate. 
Under such conditions of public scrutiny, scientists often find themselves compelled to present 
not only their data, but also evidence of their reliability as sources of technical information. This 
chapter explores scientists’ rhetorical efforts to inspire confidence in their expertise through the 
example of how climate scientists appeal to their own expertise in testimony before the United 
States Congress about climate change. Using a method known as corpus analysis, I develop 
a coding scheme for the types of expert appeals scientists employ in this context, and show 
how this scheme might be used to statistically test hypotheses about whether certain factors 
influence the frequency with which they appeal to their expertise.

The expertise of scientists is a crucial aspect of their perceived character that aids their 
persuasiveness. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle labels this appeal from perceived character ethos and 
specifies three ways in which speakers might predispose an audience to think favorably of 
their character. He writes, “there are three things that inspire confidence in the orator’s own 
character – the three, namely, that induce us to believe a thing apart from any proof of it: good 
sense, good moral character, and good will” (II i 1378a 6–9). Of these three dimensions of 
the speaker’s ethos, it is the first, “good sense” or phronēsis, which includes appeals to expertise 
and is, therefore, the subject of this analysis. Appeals to phronēsis are a subclass of arguments 
from entechnic ethos which by definition are artistic – invented by the rhetor (i.e., the speaker 
or writer) – as opposed to inartistic – supplied from an outside source (e.g., the testimony of 
a witness) or already presumed to be known by the audience (I ii 1355b 37–43). Because 
the goal of an appeal to phronēsis is to inspire confidence in a speaker or writer’s good sense, 
the explicit presence of these appeals in an arguers’ discourse suggests that the speaker/writer 
believes that the audience needs to be reassured or reminded of their expertise.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-5
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The contexts in which appeals to expertise are used and the strategies available for making 
them have been the subject of a number of scholarly inquiries both inside and outside the 
field of rhetoric. Because non-expert arguers are more likely to inspire skepticism of their 
credentials, it is not surprising that much of the scholarship investigating appeals to expertise 
in science and technology contexts focuses on non-expert rather than expert argumentation 
(Galegher, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1998; Mackiewicz, 2010; Shanahan, 2010; Bender et al., 2011). 
In certain contexts and before certain audiences, however, even experts may feel compelled to 
remind or reassure audiences of their credentials. Much of the scholarship on scientific appeals 
to expertise in these circumstances has focused on identifying the norms or values used by 
scientists to establish boundaries between science and other institutions (Gieryn, 1983, 1999) 
and to arbitrate membership and authority within the scientific disciplines themselves (Merton, 
1973; Prelli, 1997; Hartelius, 2011).

Existing scholarship on appeals to authority by experts has also relied exclusively on a limited 
number of case studies to draw its conclusions. Though these case studies provide important 
information about the types of expert appeals scientists might use and offer rich insight into 
the contextual features of their arguments, their narrowness prohibits the investigation of other 
dimensions of expert argumentation. Specifically, it limits the possibility of identifying patterns 
in expert argumentation across time and over classes of arguers, precluding researchers from 
determining the extent to which the types of expert appeals that have been identified repre-
sent stable categories in real-world argument (Graham et al., 2015, p. 86). Further, traditional 
case studies also seldom if ever examine what appeals to scientific expertise might reveal about 
how scientists are constructing their non-expert audiences. This chapter endeavors to con-
tribute to the scholarly conversation on appeals to authority by using a large corpus of texts 
to investigate hundreds of instances of argument in which scientists appeal to their expertise 
before non-scientific audiences and by exploring what insights might be gained from such an 
analysis. In the sections which follow, I provide details about how I built a corpus, developed 
a typology of expertise, and statistically tested hypotheses about the use of expert appeals. My 
analysis suggests that some personal or contextual factors seem to have more influence on the 
frequency with which scientific witnesses testifying before the United States Congress make 
appeals to their expertise than others.

3.2 Coding Appeals to Expertise

The analysis of large corpora provides many analytical benefits, but it also poses some signif-
icant methodological challenges. One challenge is that the subjects of analysis need to have 
some degree of uniformity to promote comparison. Another is that the features of interest 
have to be defined with sufficient precision both conceptually and linguistically so that persons 
analyzing a corpus and readers assessing their analyses can have confidence in the stability of 
those features. The most important step for controlling uniformity in a corpus comes when 
you first assemble it. For my corpus1 I drew the data from a particular group of experts making 
appeals to expertise in a specific context of communication. The class of experts I examined 
were climate change researchers in the natural sciences who were, at the time of their testi-
mony, actively pursuing research, or professors emeritus. The rhetorical context I examined 
was testimony to the United States Congress on climate change.

It is important to understand the particulars of the context, in which congressional tes-
timonies, arise. In the United States, the legislative branch of the government, Congress, is 
divided into two chambers, the Senate and the House of Representatives, which have dif-
ferentiated powers to make laws and treaties as well as decisions about allocating government 
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resources. These activities often require expertise beyond what lawmakers have. As a conse-
quence, Congress invites experts to give testimony to inform their decision making. Within the 
House and Senate, congressional committees and subcommittees – which are created to address 
particular areas of policy (like the environment, national security, and transportation) – are the 
audiences before whom these experts testify. If a hearing’s subject is salient to or contentious 
within the public sphere, however, it might also attract media attention and, therefore, a broader 
audience of news-consuming publics. Expert witnesses called to testify before Congress typi-
cally provide both written and oral testimonies. Written testimonies are submitted in advance 
of a hearing and usually include detailed responses to a committee’s requests for information. 
When witnesses appears in person, they usually summarize the central point(s) of their written 
testimony and respond to lawmakers’ questions (Carr, 2006, p. 11). The time allotted for oral 
testimony depends on a committee or subcommittee’s rules. In some cases, the committee 
chair – a representative of the party holding a majority in that chamber of Congress – has the 
power to set the time limit. In other cases, committee rules specify the time allotment, typically 
five minutes, for the oral testimony of witnesses (Carr, 2006, p. 14).

While the solicitation of expert advice may seem like a rational, apolitical process, the 
choice of which experts to include or exclude and the subject matter they are asked to address 
is influenced by the political party (Democrat or Republican) holding a majority of seats in 
a chamber of Congress. Committee chairs, who are chosen by the majority party, often con-
trol the selection, ordering, and questioning of expert witnesses (Carr, 2006, p. 10; Wang & 
Oreskes, 2008, p. 370). Because the House and Senate can be controlled by opposing parties, 
hearings on highly politicized topics like climate change can have a different focus and tone in 
each chamber at a given historical moment. Even when both chambers of Congress are con-
trolled by the same party, the testimony of expert witnesses can also be leveraged to challenge 
the perspectives and policies of the executive branch. The potential for expert witnesses to find 
themselves caught up in political debate may provide some context for understanding why they 
might need to burnish their credentials even as expert witnesses. Whether these conditions do 
influence the frequency with which they appeal to their expertise will be discussed at length 
later in this chapter.

3.2.1 Corpus Building

To identify congressional hearings whose focus was climate change, I searched the ProQuest 
Congressional database for hearings in which the phrase “climate change” or “global 
warming” appeared in the title between 1985 and 2013.2 This search yielded 162 hearings 
with titles like “The U.S. National Climate Change Assessment: Do the Climate Models 
Project a Useful Picture of Regional Climate?” From this data set, I extracted a corpus 
of 64 hearings for analysis, or approximately 40% of the complete data set. The corpus 
included at least one hearing each year from 1985 to 2013 with the exception of 1999. 
The hearings analyzed for these years were selected randomly. Because some years had more 
hearings than others, an effort was made to analyze roughly the same percentage of the 
hearings for each year. Once the hearings with scientists were identified, both the oral and 
prepared (written) testimony of every single scientist in each hearing was extracted from 
the original PDF of the hearing and converted to a plain text file (.txt). This extraction 
yielded a total of 511 testimonies (264 oral and 247 prepared).3 The metadata for each 
hearing (date, title, party of the presiding chair, chamber of Congress, etc.) and each sci-
entist (gender, stance on climate change, previous testimonies before Congress, etc.) was 
also recorded for use in analysis.4
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3.2.2 Categorizing the Appeals

Once I had created a reasonably balanced and uniform corpus for analysis, I turned to exist-
ing scholarship on expert argument to develop a preliminary typology of expert appeals to 
inform my analysis. In developing this typology, I relied on an intuitively reasonable resource: 
discussions of appeals to authority in informal logic. Traditionally, scholars in this field have 
associated appeals to authority, including appeals to intellectual authority, with the logos rather 
than the ethos of argument, focusing their research on the tactics for questioning the use of 
external authorities as evidence to support a claim. However, as I will show, these same strategies 
can be and are used by expert arguers to make appeals to their own expertise. In Informal Logic 
(2008), argument scholar Douglas Walton provides a list of six general question types which 
might be used to interrogate the external authorities used by an arguer (see Chapter 1 in this 
Handbook). Of these questions, the first two – the expertise question and the field question – offer 
potential resources for identifying strategies for ethotic appeals to phronēsis. For Walton the 
expertise question asks “How do we know an expert is an expert?” To determine the expert’s 
credentials to speak with intellectual authority, Walton suggests a number of sub-questions for 
interrogating their expertise including:

 • What degrees do they have?
 • Are they recognized as experts by other experts?
 • Do they have a record of experience in their field?
 • Do they have a track record of successful accomplishments?
 • Do they have a track record of publication? (pp. 218–219)

We can imagine that scientific witnesses in congressional hearings might be inclined to brandish 
their credentials by offering proactive, unsolicited responses (prolepsis) to critical questions like 
Walton’s as a way of conditioning the audience to give credibility to their statements particu-
larly on a politically contentious subject like climate change. We might also imagine that they 
would want their hearers to know, or at least be reminded, that they are authorized to speak on 
the subject by stating their field, thereby answering Walton’s field question “Is E [the scientific 
witness] an expert in the field that A [an assertion in their testimony] is in?” (Walton, 2008, 
p. 218). Walton’s categories for analyzing appeals to expertise have counterparts in the scholarly 
work of other researchers studying authoritative appeals (Merton, 1973; Mackiewicz, 2010; 
Bender et al., 2011; Hartelius, 2011). Though they are labeled differently, their persistence 
across the work of other scholars suggests that there is a commonly shared intuition that these 
categories of expert appeals exist.

Using Walton’s questions as a starting point, I considered five initial coding categories of 
ethotic appeals to expertise: Education, Experience, Awards, Publication, and Professional 
Authorization. To test the robustness of these categories, I did a close reading of a portion of 
the corpus (84 testimonies). During this qualitative analysis, two additional types of ethotic 
appeals emerged which were not anticipated in the original coding scheme: Achievements 
and Leadership. Each of the seven categories, borrowed or created, can be briefly described as 
follows and illustrated by sentences taken from the data.

 • Achievements: Witnesses emphasize their record of significant personal success including 
things or processes that they have invented/discovered or institutions they have founded.

 • I am the founder of the Berkeley Earth Study. (Richard Muller; physicist; House 
Committee on Science, Space, and Technology; 2011)
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 • I established the U.S. Weather Satellite Service. (Fred Singer; physicist; Senate 
Committee on Energy and Natural Resources; 2000)

 • Awards: Witnesses cite recognition of their importance or contributions to their profes-
sional field by citing awards (medals or prizes) or elections to professional societies.

 • I was elected a fellow of the AMS [American Meteorological Society] (John 
Christy; atmospheric scientist; House Committee on Science, Space, and Technology; 
2011)

 • In 2000, I received this nation’s highest scientific award, the National Medal 
of Science. (Susan Solomon; atmospheric chemist; House Committee on Science 
and Technology; 2007)

 • Disciplinary Authorization: Witnesses identify the disciplinary area in which they 
work, authorizing their authority to speak on the issue related to that field of expertise.

 • I am a professor of environmental sciences at the University of Virginia. (Patrick 
Michaels; agricultural climatologist; House Committee on Energy and Commerce; 2002)

 • I have also served on the National Research Council’s Committee on 
Atmospheric Chemistry. (Daniel Lashof; environmental scientist; House 
Committee on Energy and Commerce; 2002)

 • Education: Witnesses highlight their academic record or intellectual training.

 • I received my PhD and Master’s degree from Penn State. (Roger Pielke; mete-
orologist; House Committee on Energy and Commerce; 2002)

 • I hold a doctorate in Energy and Resources from the University of California, 
Berkeley. (Daniel Lashof; environmental scientist; House Subcommittee on Energy 
and Power; 1994)

 • Experience: Witnesses highlight the length of time they have been engaged in their pro-
fessional community or professional activities in that community.

 • I have worked for NOAA for 36 years. (Richard Feely; chemical oceanographer; 
House Select Committee on Energy Independence and Global Warming; 2010)

 • Over the past ten years I have been involved in two major reviews of 
the National Climate Program conducted by the National Academy of 
Sciences. (Stanley Changnon; atmospheric scientist; House Subcommittee on 
Natural Resources, Agricultural Research, and Environment; 1987)

 • Leadership: Appeals in this category draw attention to the leadership roles that witnesses 
have had in their expert community.

 • I am President of the National Academy of Sciences. (Ralph Cicerone; atmos-
pheric scientist; House Committee on Energy and Commerce; 2006)

 • Since 1999 I have led a team of earth scientists working on geologic seques-
tration of carbon dioxide. (Roger Pielke; meteorologist; House Committee on 
Energy and Commerce; 2002)

 • Publications: Appeals in this category draw attention to the authorship of publications 
and in some cases the number and prestige of those publications.

 • I have published over 100 peer-reviewed papers. (Thomas Crowley; paleoclima-
tologist; House Committee on Energy and Commerce; 2006)
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 • Dr. W. Collins and I published a paper on this topic in the May 1991 issue 
of the British journal Nature. (Veerabhadran Ramanathan; atmospheric and climate 
scientist; Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation; 1991)

Once I had defined my categories for analysis and tested them on a portion of the corpus, I 
trained five student coders5 how to apply them. To train these coders, I developed a coding 
manual6 which included definitions and examples of each analytical category and the codes 
associated with them. I also developed exercises for assessing the students’ ability to appropri-
ately apply the codes correctly in their analysis. After training and testing, the coders were 
allocated sections of the uncoded corpus to analyze. To discipline the collection of their 
identifications, coders used a standard spreadsheet protocol. After the data was gathered by the 
coders, I checked each entry to ensure that the coding schemes had been consistently applied 
and eliminated those that were ambiguous.

3.3 Descriptive Statistical Analyses

To explore ethotic appeals to expertise, two distinct kinds of statistical analyses, descriptive7 
and inferential,8 were used. In this section, I describe what my descriptive statistical analysis 
revealed about how often climate scientists appealed to their expertise, how regularly particular 
kinds of appeals were used, and whether there were trends over time in the frequency of their 
use. In the next section, I present my inferential statistical analyses of whether the gender, 
experience, or stance of a scientific witness or the genre of testimony or political party of the 
chair of the committee had any influence over the frequency with which witnesses appealed 
to their expertise.

A basic question about the use of expert appeals by scientists in climate change hearings is 
“How often did scientists appeal to their own expertise?” To address this question, I counted 
the identifications the coders and I had compiled to create unique spreadsheets of quantitative 
counts of the appeals for each genre (oral and prepared). I then calculated the total number of 
appeals to expertise of each type in each hearing.9 This analysis revealed that, though appeals 
by experts to their own expertise in the presence of non-expert audiences are infrequently 
discussed by argument theorists, they seem to be relatively frequent occurrences in the con-
gressional testimonies of the climate scientists I examined. Of the 264 oral testimonies, 152 
(57%) contained at least one appeal to expertise. For prepared testimonies, the frequency was 
even higher with 163 of the 247 (66%) including at least one such appeal.

After analyzing the general frequency of the absence or presence of appeals to expertise in 
the testimonies, I broke down the types of appeals that scientific witnesses used and considered 
what this breakdown might suggest about the rhetorical decision making of these witnesses. Of 
the seven categories of appeals I identified, the most commonly used by far was Disciplinary 
Authorization. Statements of Disciplinary Authorization made up 45% of the appeals in oral 
testimonies and 39% in prepared. The next closest category (Leadership) made up 25% and 27% 
of all appeals respectively. The predominance of Disciplinary Authorization in the data seems 
unsurprising because ascertaining whether or not witnesses are recognized as experts in the field 
relevant to the topic of their testimony would be the most obvious and efficient indicator of their 
suitability to speak on the topic. Appeals related to Walton’s expertise question (and its sub-questions 
about education, publication, etc.) would have relevance only once the audience was reassured 
that speakers had recognized expertise in a field germane to the topic of their testimony.

Aside from Disciplinary Authority, there are only three other expert appeal types that appear 
in frequencies higher than 5% in the data set. These include appeals to Leadership, Experience, 
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and Publication. Leadership is used with the second highest frequency among scientists in the 
data set. Like Disciplinary Authorization, the commonality of the Leadership appeal also seems 
unsurprising. Its relatively high frequency is likely an artifact of selection bias in the witness 
pool. Because Congress typically consults the most senior experts in a given scientific field, 
these witnesses have leadership credentials to draw on. The same might be said for appeals to 
Experience and Publication which are also hallmarks of seniority. In oral testimony, witnesses 
are almost twice as likely to appeal to their Experience (15%) than their Publication record 
(8%). In prepared testimony, however, that tendency is the opposite. Witnesses reference their 
Publication record more frequently (14%) than their Experience (12%), though the difference 
here is marginal. It may be the case that genre has an influence over these choices. In prepared 
(written) testimony, witnesses seem to favor the expertise associated with their writing whereas 
in face-to-face testimony the experience of the witness matters more. These explanations are 
of course speculative because there are myriad factors which may influence these choices more 
than genre.

Of all the appeal types, Achievements and Awards have the lowest frequencies in both oral 
and prepared testimonies. Appeals to Achievements are below 1% in both oral and prepared 
testimonies. Awards are also below 1% in oral testimony and constitute only 2% of the appeals 
in prepared testimony. The very low frequency of Achievements and Awards, particularly in 
oral testimony, suggests that perhaps scientists are following the common wisdom about avoid-
ing self-aggrandizement in their arguments which may damage their ethos. As Perelman and 
Olbrechts-Tyteca (1971) remind us, “Although it is desirable that speech should contribute to 
the good opinion which the audience may form of the speaker, he is very seldom permitted to 
achieve this by singing his own praises” (p. 319). More acceptable, particularly for academics, 
is mentioning their academic or professional training. Though appeals to Education appear 
infrequently in the sample as well – 2% in oral and 4% in prepared testimony – their frequency 
is higher than Achievements and Awards. The general infrequency of appeals to Education, 
however, may have to do with this appeal’s limited capacity to elevate or distinguish a witness’s 
credentials. In a given hearing, all other scientific witnesses have Ph.Ds. and are very likely to 
hail from prestigious universities. Additionally, speakers appealing to Disciplinary Authorization 
very frequently preface their field membership with an academic title (e.g., I am an Associate 
Professor of Atmospheric Chemistry) which invites the audience to assume that they have 
received an advanced degree.

In addition to offering insight into the frequency with which scientists are using particular 
kinds of expert appeals, analysis of descriptive statistical frequencies can also reveal trends in 
the increase or decrease of expert appeals over time. To make the trends in the data visible, I 
used the program Tableau to plot the distribution of the percentage of testimonies (oral and 
prepared) containing appeals to expertise between 1985 and 2013. I also used the analytical tools 
available in Tableau to calculate a trend line showing the general direction of the frequency of 
appeals over time and a box-and-whisker plot to indicate the median value of the distribution 
of the frequencies in the data set. These plots (Figures 3.1 and 3.2) reveal the presence of a 
trend in the frequency with which scientists have appealed to expertise in both their oral and 
prepared testimonies over time.

The trend lines calculated for the distribution of values for both oral and prepared testimo-
nies show that in both genres the percentage of testimonies containing at least one appeal to 
expertise rose over time. In oral testimonies, the percentage of testimonies with such appeals 
was slightly below 40% in 1985 and rose to just below 90% in 2013. Similarly, in prepared 
testimonies the percentage of testimonies with appeals started below 40% in 1985 and rose 
a bit more sharply to just below 100% by 2013. These substantial increases in both oral and 
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prepared testimonies suggest that scientists appearing before Congress have collectively felt an 
increased need to make their expertise explicit. This raises the question “Why?” One reason 
experts might appeal to their expertise is because they perceive a certain skepticism or hostility 
in the audience towards them or their position on the topic of their testimony. Another reason 
might be that the experts recognize that the audience is unacquainted with them and believe 
that by giving some introduction to their expertise they can help them understand who they 
are and what their authority to speak on the subject of the testimony is.

If we embrace the first reason as a hypothesis, we would need some way of assessing the 
level of hostility or skepticism towards climate change. Sociologists interested in public policy 

Figure 3.1  Percentage of Oral Testimonies per Hearing per Year in the Data Set with at Least One Appeal 
to Expertise

Figure 3.2  Percentage of Prepared Testimonies per Hearing per Year in the Data Set with at Least One 
Appeal to Expertise
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and science have dedicated some attention to changes over time in public attitudes towards 
climate change. In the paper “The Politicization of Climate Change and the Polarization of 
the American Public’s Views of Global Warming, 2001–2010,” Aaron McCright and Riley 
Dunlap (2011) describe the increasing polarization between Democrats and Republicans over a 
range of political issues including climate change (p. 156). The authors identify the 1994 con-
gressional election, in which conservative lawmakers captured both the House and the Senate, 
as the origin point of a turn towards the political polarization on climate change (McCright 
& Dunlap, 2011, p. 158).

A brief examination of Figures 3.1 and 3.2 suggests that the data on appeals to expertise seem 
to match Dunlap and McCright’s narrative of political change. According to their research, 
sometime between 1994 and the early 2000s there was a marked uptick in the polarization 
of attitudes toward climate change and hostility towards the scientific position. Interestingly, 
the trend line of the frequencies in appeals to expertise crosses the average line for both oral 
and prepared testimonies between 1998 and 2000, precisely during this period of increasing 
political tensions. This crossing is significant because it represents a shift in the frequency of 
appeals to expertise. Before the line, appeals to expertise are generally below the average of 
the sample. Afterwards, they are above it. The close coordination between the historical con-
text and argumentative choices in this case, therefore, seems to support the hypothesis that 
increases in the appeals to expertise by scientists might be associated with increases in public 
and political polarization over climate change and the climate science that supported it. Political 
winds, however, shift. There have been periods since the turn of the twenty-first century (e.g., 
2009–2011) when there has been political alignment between the houses of Congress and the 
executive branch on the reality of climate change. The decrease in the use of expert appeals 
in both prepared and oral testimonies in the data during this period seems to also reflect this 
political change. We see sharp dips, for example, below the average in both graphs (Figures 
3.1 and 3.2) around this time.

Though there is evidence suggesting that political hostility, or lack thereof, may account for 
increases and decreases in appeals to expertise, it is also important to consider an alternative 
hypothesis that scientists’ beliefs about their audience’s familiarity with them or their research 
might encourage them to appeal more or less frequently to their expertise. If we embrace 
this hypothesis, then we would assume that increases in the percentage of testimonies with 
expert appeals would coincide with decreases in familiarity of scientific witnesses with their 
audiences. To explore the possibility of such a coincidence, I plotted the average number of 
times scientific witnesses appeared before Congress prior to the hearing in which they gave 
testimony in the data set (Figures 3.3 and 3.4). This plot reveals that over time the average 
number of instances in which scientific witnesses gave congressional testimony before the 
hearing recorded in the data set dropped precipitously from an average high of between eight 
and eleven previous appearances to a low of one to three previous appearances. This trend 
towards witnesses with fewer previous appearances before Congress testifying, coincides with 
the rising number of appeals to expertise used in their testimonies. To determine the extent 
to which these factors might have a relationship to one another, I calculated the correlation 
of their distributions10 for oral and prepared testimony. This analysis verified that when one 
rose the other fell inversely by returning negative correlation values. It also suggested that the 
strength of this inverse relationship varied according to the genre of the testimony. For oral 
testimony, the correlation was (−0.28) which is bordering on a medium level of association 
between the two variables. For the prepared testimony, the correlation between the two 
features was very slight (−0.05) suggesting little if any relationship. Though the correlation 
value between previous experience and the percentage of testimonies which contain appeals 
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to expertise encourages some support for a hypothesized connection between these features 
of argument, this support, at least at this larger-grained level of analysis, is tentative and seems 
only to apply in the case of oral testimonies.

This brief descriptive statistical assessment of the data on the frequency with which appeals 
to expertise were absent from or present in the testimonies of scientific witnesses encourages 
three general conclusions:

 1. Scientific witnesses testifying about climate change appeal to their own expertise more 
than 50% of the time in the data set.

Figure 3.3  The Average Number of Times Witnesses Who Gave Oral Testimony in a Hearing Previously 
Appeared before Congress

Figure 3.4  The Average Number of Times Witnesses Who Gave Prepared Testimony in a Hearing 
Previously Appeared before Congress
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 2. Scientific witnesses make certain types of appeals to expertise more frequently than others.
 3. Over time scientific witnesses appeal to their expertise with growing frequency, a trend 

which seems to coincide with the political polarization of the topic as well as the decreasing 
level of experience of witnesses’ testifying before Congress about climate change.

Each of these points offer us potentially useful insights about scientific experts as arguers, 
particularly as arguers who are sensitive (whether reflectively or intuitively) to the obstacles 
and opportunities presented by their audience, their personal experience, and their rhetorical 
context.

3.4 Inferential Statistical Analyses

In the previous section, I used descriptive statistics to examine trends in the absence or pres-
ence of appeals to expertise in the testimonies of scientists. In this section, my focus of analysis 
shifts to the testimonies of scientific witnesses who do appeal to expertise. This second round 
of analysis explores the density of appeals to expertise in these testimonies and tests hypotheses 
about which factors (personal or contextual) might account for this density by using inferential 
statistical tests. By statistically testing these hypotheses, we can begin to develop a more precise 
understanding of whether personal attributes or the contexts of argument encourage or do not 
encourage the frequent use of appeals to expertise.

Carrying out such an analysis necessitates additional metrics and data. While the descriptive 
analyses in the previous section were drawn from a simple metric of whether an appeal to 
expertise appeared at least once in a testimony, inferential analysis requires the density of appeals 
to expertise to be calculated. Assigning a value for appeal density is complicated because it 
involves counting instances of appeals to expertise in a text which in turn necessitates iden-
tifying an appropriate unit of segmentation and figuring out how to address the problem of 
variability in the sample. Because appeals to expertise in the data set are typically phrases or 
groups of related phrases that can span the length of a sentence but never exceed it, I chose the 
sentence as the basic unit of segmentation. One of the complications of using a sentential unit, 
however, is that individual testimonies within the data set contain radically different numbers 
of sentences. The data set for oral testimonies, for example, included testimonies with a range 
of variation from 8 to 175 sentences. In written testimonies, the variation was even more 
pronounced, ranging from 3 to 389 sentences. We might expect that the longer the testimony 
the greater the likelihood that it would contain multiple sentences with appeals to expertise. 
Therefore, assigning a similar density-of-appeals value to texts with the same number of appeals 
but radically different lengths would be problematic. To address this issue, I divided the number 
of sentences containing appeals to expertise in each testimony by the total number of sentences 
in the testimony to arrive at the percentage of sentences that contained appeals to expertise in 
each testimony (PSAT). In the analysis which follows, I compare the distribution of the PSAT 
of classes of arguers with different personal characteristics and contextual constraints to test 
hypotheses about whether these characteristics or constraints resulted in statistically significant 
differences in the distributions of their PSAT values.

There are a number of personal and contextual attributes that seemed to be strong poten-
tial candidates for influencing the frequency with which scientists testifying before Congress 
on climate change would make appeals to their expertise. Of the personal attributes, I tested 
hypotheses about gender, experience, and adherence to the mainstream position on climate 
change. In the case of contextual features, I tested hypotheses about whether the political party 
of the chairperson of the hearing and the genre of the testimony (oral or prepared) influenced 
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the frequency with which appeals to expertise were made by scientific witnesses. To assign 
the features under investigation (gender, experience, etc.) to the scientific witnesses or their 
contexts of argument, I developed a metadata table in which I recorded each of these features 
for each witness in the data set. Once the features were recorded, I segmented the PSAT values 
based on the features I was evaluating. I then used the statistical program Minitab to compare 
the distributions of the PSAT values of these features. To ensure the comparability of these 
distributions, I used a logarithmic transformation to normalize them.11 Then, I used a one-way 
ANOVA analysis to determine the level of confidence, or p-value, that the null hypothesis in 
each case was true. I worked with a standard p-value of (.05). In other words, null hypotheses 
were rejected in cases where there was less than a 5% likelihood that they were true.

3.4.1 Personal Attributes

One of the first personal attributes I decided to test was gender. Given that there is a substantial 
body of research on the stereotype threat12 faced by female students in the sciences (Spencer, 
Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Pronin, Steele, & Ross, 2004; Betz & Sekaquaptewa, 2012) as well 
as by professional female scientists (Block et al., 2019; McKinnon & O’Connell, 2020), I was 
interested in whether these threats persisted into the later careers of female scientists. I took 
as my null hypothesis that they did not persist and that as a consequence there would be no 
statistically significant difference in the mean frequency with which appeals to expertise were 
made by male and female witnesses. My alternative hypothesis was that gender did influence 
the frequency with which scientific witnesses appealed to their expertise. To determine the 
witnesses’ genders, I used names, online photographs, and gendered references to the witnesses 
appearing in the testimony. I recognize that this method of assigning gender may not reliably 
capture how each of the witnesses might choose to identify their gender. Direct interviews 
with subjects, which might have corrected this bias, were, unfortunately, beyond the resources 
of this project. I therefore relied on a traditional binary scheme for assigning gender. Using 
this method I determined that there were 30 female and 234 male scientists who gave oral 
testimony and 26 female and 221 male scientists who offered prepared testimony in my data set, 
a ratio of approximately eight male witnesses to every one female witness for both genres. A 
statistical comparison of the PSAT values of male and female witnesses for both oral (p = .88) 
and prepared testimonies (p = .19) suggests that there is no statistically significant difference in 
their PSAT values, though differences in prepared testimonies were closer to being significant 
than those of oral testimonies. This finding supports the null hypothesis that the gender of the 
witness had no influence on the frequency with which they appealed to expertise. This result 
ran counter to my own expectations. I imagined that female scientific witnesses would believe 
that their congressional audience would be less compelled to accept their testimony because 
of their gender and would, therefore, include additional statements about their expertise to 
further encourage their acceptance.

After examining gender, I analyzed the influence that witnesses’ experience levels might 
have on the frequency with which they appealed to their expertise. I hypothesized that argu-
ers who had never appeared before Congress or had appeared very few times prior to their 
current testimony would be more likely to appeal to their expertise than those who appeared 
more frequently. My null hypothesis was that the number of times the witnesses appeared 
before Congress would have no effect on the frequency with which they made appeals to 
their expertise. To test the null hypotheses, I counted how many times a witness had testified 
before Congress prior to the testimony about climate change whose PSAT value was recorded 
in my data set. To determine the number of testimonies each witness had previously made, 
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I searched the ProQuest Congressional database for 20 years preceding the earliest testimonies 
in my data set (1985) plus the years in the data set preceding their testimony. Once the previous 
appearances before Congress had all been counted for each witness, I assigned them to one 
of five categories which contained roughly the same number of witnesses:13 0 times, 1 time, 
2–3 times, 4–9 times, and 10+ times. I then statistically compared each of these categories to 
one another.

This comparison revealed a general trend in the data. The more times witnesses had previ-
ously appeared before Congress, the less frequently they appealed to their expertise in both oral 
and prepared testimony. However, this trend in the falling means of PSAT values is statistically 
significant only in oral testimony and then only in oral testimonies made by three classes of 
arguers. Arguers who had never testified before Congress appealed to their expertise signifi-
cantly more often (p = .007) in their oral testimony than those who appeared before Congress 
ten or more times. The difference between the PSAT of scientists who had never testified 
before and those who had testified ten or more times suggests that experience, or lack thereof, 
seems (consciously or unconsciously) to have influenced their decisions about how frequently 
they needed to make appeals to their expertise. These findings reinforce conclusions estab-
lished in the descriptive analysis which suggested a correlation of medium strength between 
the experience level of witnesses and the absence or presence of appeals to expertise in their 
oral testimony. In combination, these findings support the hypothesis that when inexperienced 
expert arguers are face-to-face with their audience they more frequently assume that they need 
to appeal to their expertise than their more experienced counterparts do.

The last personal feature whose influence on expertise I examined was the witness’s stance 
on climate change. The stance of the mainstream scientific community on climate change is that 
humans are responsible for the buildup of greenhouse gasses in the Earth’s atmosphere. These 
gases raise global average temperatures and change our climate in ways that are disruptive to 
the current equilibria in Earth’s ecosystems. Those with non-mainstream positions believe that 
fluctuations in global temperatures and climate can be explained by natural phenomena and/
or that anthropogenic influence on climate is real but the seriousness of its influence cannot 
be reliably judged by current scientific methods. To identify scientists giving testimonies who 
might hold positions outside the mainstream consensus on climate change, I used a variety 
of resources. I generated names of scientists with non-mainstream views from Wikipedia14 
and from the websites of public policy institutes and think tanks that are known to take a 
non-mainstream scientific stance on climate change (e.g., George C. Marshall, Cato, and 
Heartland Institutes). I searched online for those scientists identified with a non-mainstream 
position to find additional evidence to corroborate this designation and reread their testimo-
nies to see whether they self-identified as skeptics. Finally, I asked two scientists – who have 
been active researchers in climate change for more than a decade and have held a mainstream 
perspective – to examine the proposed list of non-mainstream scientists and offer feedback on 
its contents. Using these methods, I determined that 31 out of a total of 234 oral testimonies 
in the data set were made by scientists with non-mainstream views,15 and 26 out of a total of 
221 prepared testimonies: a ratio in both cases of approximately one non-mainstream scientist 
to every eight scientists with mainstream positions.

Once the scientists with non-mainstream views had been identified, I tested the null 
hypothesis – that scientists’ views on climate change, whether mainstream or not, would 
have no influence over the frequency of appeals to expertise they made in their testimonies. 
To test this hypothesis, I considered the political party of the chair of the hearing as well. 
Intuitively, we might assume that scientific witnesses with non-mainstream views would appeal 
more frequently to their expertise in committees with Democratic chairs, whereas witnesses 
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with mainstream views would appeal to their expertise more frequently in committees where 
Republican lawmakers presided. On the basis of these assumptions, I compared the oral and 
prepared testimonies of non-mainstream scientists in hearings chaired by Democrats and 
Republicans with the oral and prepared testimonies of mainstream scientists in committees 
with the same types of chairs. I found that generally scientists with non-mainstream views 
appealed to their expertise slightly less-frequently in hearings chaired by Democrats than in 
hearings chaired by Republicans. This trend challenged my expectations that witnesses would 
be more likely to appeal to their expertise in front of audiences they would imagine would be 
less sympathetic to their perspectives. This finding, however, did not rise to the level of statistical 
significance.16 Scientists who held mainstream perspectives showed the opposite trend, however, 
appealing slightly more frequently in their oral and prepared testimony in hearings chaired 
by Republicans rather than Democrats. Though this trend aligned with my expectations, it 
was also not statistically significant. In both cases, therefore, the null hypothesis was upheld: a 
scientific witness’s stance on climate change had no influence over the frequency with which 
they made appeals to expertise in their testimony in this data set.

3.4.2 Contextual Factors

In addition to personal factors, I also tested hypotheses about whether certain features of the 
context of argument would influence the frequency with which scientific witnesses appealed 
to their expertise. I have already tested whether the party affiliation of the committee chair 
influenced the frequency with which scientists with mainstream and non-mainstream per-
spectives on climate change made appeals. In this section, I add to the exploration of context 
by examining whether the genre of the testimony (oral or prepared) made an impact on the 
frequency with which witnesses appealed to their expertise. As my null hypothesis, I assumed 
that the genre of the testimony would have no impact on the PSAT values in the data set. My 
statistical analysis of the data disconfirmed this hypothesis. The mean percentage of sentences 
which contained appeals to expertise (PSAT) in oral testimony was significantly greater (p = 
.016) than the mean of the distribution of the PSAT values in prepared testimony, suggesting 
that in my data set genre did influence the frequency with which scientific witnesses included 
appeals to expertise in their testimony.

The finding that witnesses made appeals more frequently in their oral testimony contrasts 
with the results from the descriptive analysis which found that prepared testimonies more 
frequently included an appeal to expertise than oral testimonies. Though this may appear 
to be a contradiction in the data, it is important to recall that the descriptive and analytical 
statistical analyses assess two different dimensions of the data. The descriptive analysis assesses 
whether any appeal to expertise was present in a testimony (a binary of 1 or 0) while the ana-
lytical assessment measures the density of appeals to expertise in testimonies in which appeals 
were present. The descriptive statistical assessment suggests that appeals to expertise are more 
common in written testimonies. This may be because prepared statements are witnesses’ first 
opportunity to establish their credibility. This may also account for why these appeals are less 
common in oral testimonies. Because oral testimonies occur after written ones, witnesses may 
feel less obligated to restate their credentials, particularly given the limited amount of time 
they have to testify. The publicness of oral testimony, however, may account for why appeals 
to expertise appear with greater frequency in them. Witnesses anxious about their credentials 
would be more likely under the pressure of in-person testimony to repeatedly highlight their 
expertise. We see evidence of this dynamic, for example, in the previous analysis of the oral 
testimony data of witnesses who had never previously testified before Congress.
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3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have endeavored to explore how scientists argue in congressional hearings 
to reveal some characteristics of expert argumentation in these circumstances. This approach 
places current typologies of expert arguments on a firmer footing and enriches them by iden-
tifying additional categories of appeals. Though existent typologies like Walton’s, Hartelius’s, 
and Merton’s share family resemblances, their features are drawn from experiential intuition, 
received wisdom, or a handful of case studies. By conducting a large-scale empirical assessment 
of real-world argumentation, this study has endeavored to both confirm and interrogate the 
typologies developed under these alternative models. On the one hand, its findings corroborate 
the presence of categories of expert appeal that have been previously recognized, and illustrate 
a unity in the categories across these typologies. On the other hand, its findings introduce 
new categories of appeals not recognized in these typologies (like appeals to Leadership and 
Achievement) and raise questions about the typicality of appeals which are recognized by 
current typologies (like appeals to the urgent need for the expert’s expertise (Hartelius, 2011, 
p. 18) and appeals to other experts to vouch for expertise (Walton, 2008, p. 219)) but do not 
appear in the data set amassed for this analysis.

In addition to confirming, expanding, and challenging typologies of expert argument, this 
chapter has statistically assessed expert appeals to test hypotheses about factors that might influ-
ence the frequency with which scientific witnesses appeal to their expertise in real-world argu-
ment. The descriptive and inferential analyses outlined support a number of hypotheses about 
expert argumentation, none of which have been previously tested empirically. My descriptive 
analyses suggest that appeals to expertise are relatively common in the testimonies of scientists 
in my data set and that the frequency with which scientists appeal to their expertise has risen 
over time, in step with rising political tensions over climate change and with the declining 
experience of scientific witnesses as witnesses testifying before Congress. Additionally, my 
inferential analyses have shown that there are a few personal and contextual factors that seem 
to have a measurable impact on the frequency with which appeals to expertise are made in the 
data set and others that have no quantifiable influence at all. Amongst the personal attributes 
of the arguers, the number of times they had previously appeared before Congress had the 
greatest influence on the frequency with which they appealed to their expertise. Neither their 
gender nor their stance on climate change, however, seemed to have any influence over the 
rate at which they made expert appeals. Among the features of context I assessed, only the 
genre of the testimony impacted the frequency of appeals. The political party in charge of the 
committee had no significant influence over witnesses’ use of expert appeals. By testing hypoth-
eses about factors which may influence the frequency of appeals to expertise, we can begin 
to form a sense of the parameters which guide expert arguers’ strategic decisions (consciously 
or unconsciously) about when they perceive their credibility is in question and needs to be 
shored up. Understanding these parameters can help us as analysts develop a keener sensitivity 
to the complexities of the rhetorical decision making of experts arguing in front of non-expert 
audiences as well as the myriad factors which might influence it.

The research conducted for this chapter paves the way for further exploration of expert 
appeals. Importantly, it provides a publicly available data set of real-world examples from which 
a wider exploration of expert argument can be made. The data set could be used, for example, 
as a training set to develop machine learning algorithms that could be tested on additional 
congressional testimonies and further refined. The outcome of such a process would be an 
algorithm specifically tuned to identify appeals to expertise of the kind represented in this data 
set. Such a project would have some important benefits for studying and understanding expert 
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arguments. One benefit would be that the algorithm could be used as a tool for finding these 
classes of expert appeals in other contexts. Though such a tool would be imperfect, it could 
still be used to assist analysts interested in large corpora by providing them with an automated 
means of identifying which texts and which portions of texts might include expert appeals 
and, therefore, warrant further attention. Such a program might also be used pedagogically to 
introduce students to the variety of ways that expert appeals can be linguistically expressed, 
providing them with an extensive and varied list of examples of expert appeal types drawn 
from real-world argument, and aiding them as they pursue their own research questions about 
these types of appeals.

By pointing to the benefits of developing automated tools for analyzing expertise, I am not 
trying to establish a brave new world where the rhetorical analyst’s role is usurped by com-
puters. Without the qualitative human analyst looking at hundreds of examples of argument 
and at the rhetorical context in which these examples arise, as I and my coders have done 
here, automated analysis loses its capacity to support the study of argument. Rhetorical analysts 
who delve deeply into texts and contexts of arguments bring a rich and nuanced experience 
to reading which is necessary to ensure the quality of automated assessments. There are, how-
ever, important benefits for rhetorical analysts who engage with computational and statistical 
tools. Though some depth is inevitably sacrificed for breadth when embarking on a program 
of statistical or computational analysis, gains are made in the comprehensiveness of the exam-
ination. The typologies and lexical-syntactic patterns that emerge from quantitative analyses 
are no longer the idiosyncrasies of a case study of one or two texts. They represent the shared 
resources of persuasion for tens, even hundreds or thousands, of arguers. They also enrich 
our qualitative understanding of classes of arguers by revealing traces of how those arguers 
are imagining their audiences and by offering us glimpses of how rhetorical conditions might 
impact their choices. None of these dimensions of argument can be explored without big data 
sets or statistical methods. Neither can they be explored, however, without first a reasonably 
thorough understanding of the contexts of use and human interpretation of argument within 
those contexts. There are many stories to tell about how experts and non-experts argue and 
sometimes combining the strengths of quantitative and qualitative methods are required to 
tell them.

Notes
 1 See Wynn (2020).
 2 The year 1985 is when testimonies about climate change began to be held by Congress. The cutoff 

date of 2013 represents the most recent set of testimonies available when I was gathering data to con-
duct my analyses.

 3 The number of oral and prepared testimonies is asymmetrical because in a few instances a witness 
provided oral testimony but not prepared testimony and vice versa. Also, in some of the older PDFs 
prepared testimonies were electronically pasted in and could not be extracted using the methods avail-
able for extraction in this project.

 4 The complete spreadsheet of the metadata can be examined at: https://doi.org/10.1184/R1/12964481.v1
 5 I’d like to express a debt of gratitude to Kendra Williamson, Kaitlyn Henry, Anna Posbergh, Richard 

Brandscomb, and Emily Dejeu for preparing and coding texts.
 6 The coding manual and coding tests can be found at: https://doi.org/10.1184/R1/12964481.v1
 7 Descriptive statistical analyses show general changes in the frequency of a phenomenon (i.e., trends in 

its increase or decrease).
 8 Inferential statistics are used to test hypotheses about whether factors like a witness’s context or a per-

sonal characteristic might or might not influence appeals to expertise.
 9 The quantitative results of the descriptive statistical analysis as well as the key for some of the metadata 

codes used in this analysis can be found at: https://doi.org/10.1184/R1/12964481.v1

http://doi.org
https://doi.org
https://doi.org
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 10 I calculated the Pearson correlation in Minitab.
 11 When dealing with real data, there is no guarantee that the values will be distributed in a normal or 

bell curve. Logarithmic transformation uses mathematical transformations to distribute the values in as 
normal a curve as possible.

 12 Stereotype threat is defined as “the psychological threat associated with the awareness that one may be 
viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype” (Pronin, Steele, & Ross, 2004, p. 152).

 13 There were more arguers who had testified zero times in both oral (N = 59) and prepared (N = 57) 
testimonies than appeared in the rest of the categories. The average for the rest of the categories was 
(N = 22.5) oral and (N = 25.75) prepared. Given that the zero range could not be subdivided for fur-
ther comparison, the number of testimonies representing each group remains imbalanced between this 
category and the others.

 14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_scientists_who_disagree_with_the_scientific_consensus_on_
global_warming

 15 The list of scientists with non-mainstream views can be found at: https://doi.org/10.1184/R1/ 
12964481.v1

 16 Oral Democrat (p = .79), oral Republican (p = .99), prepared Democrat (p = .56), and prepared 
Republican (p = .46).
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STASIS

Moving People to Action

Davida H. Charney

4.1 Introduction

In an unsettled era of global crises, it is more important than ever to understand how discourse 
moves people to action or impedes them from it. Faced with a crisis, rhetors attempt to move 
hearers who can make a difference to act, or, short of that, at least to adjust their beliefs or 
attitudes, with attitudes themselves constituting “incipient action.”1 (See Camper, Chapter 5 
of this Handbook, for a discussion of interpretive stases).

The stases are a sequence of five types of claims (existence, definition, cause, value, and 
action) for building persuasive arguments that induce action, modify beliefs, and shift attitudes. 
Traditionally, stases guided forensic arguments for the prosecution and defense in criminal trials. 
Rhetors followed the stases to select topoi, inventional prompts for generating lines of argument, 
and to develop the most persuasive lines for the situation.

Today, the stases are recognized in a wide array of discourses. As an analytic method, identifying 
the stases in a text clarifies how the parts of the argument are meant to fit together, points to weak-
nesses in the argument, and reveals persuasive techniques. Applied comparatively, the stases reveal 
persuasive proclivities in the discourse of a culture, profession, or individual. The stases manifest 
themselves in patterns of language and clusters of lexical items. As long-standing moves that often 
occur in public arguments, they are also epitomized in a variety of commonplace and idiomatic 
expressions. This chapter explains the stases as a system and then takes up each stasis individually.

4.2 The Stases as a System

The stases originated in ancient Athens for constructing a criminal case or defending against 
one. In the terms of a modern courtroom, they: establish the occurrence of an offense (exist-
ence); identify the type of crime (definition); associate an alleged perpetrator with the means, 
motive and opportunity to commit the crime (cause); rate the significance of harm (value); 
and ask the jury for a verdict on guilt or innocence (action). If I want to prosecute my neighbor 
for stealing my bicycle, I have to work to establish at least two facts at the stasis of existence: 
that I had a bicycle and that it is now in her possession. At the stasis of definition, I have to 
establish that the transfer of the bicycle was a theft, not a gift, loan, or sale, or agreed upon 
storage arrangement. At the stasis of cause, I must show that my neighbor was able-bodied, 
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had access to my garage, and coveted my bike. At the stasis of value, I might argue that my 
old battered bicycle has great sentimental value as a cherished heirloom. Finally at the level 
of action, I might demand that the bicycle be returned and that my neighbor be punished. 
My neighbor, anticipating this sequence, can plan a defense accordingly, devising questions 
to ask my witnesses and challenges to my points. Fearing defeat, she may plan to appeal the 
verdict (action), arguing that the case was heard in the wrong jurisdiction or that the judge 
made procedural mistakes.

Since the revival of rhetorical theory in the twentieth century, application of the stases has 
broadened far beyond the legal arena. Today, the stases are recognized as undergirding discourse 
in academic disciplines, civic debates, media productions, and a full array of professions. For 
discussions of the stases as a system, see Carter (1988), Fahnestock and Secor (1985, 2022), 
Heath (1994), Hoppmann (2014), Marsh (2018), Prelli and Pace (1987), Pullman (1995), and 
Yuan, Harris, and Jiang (2017). For studies of the stases in the sciences, see Fahnestock and 
Secor (1988), Graham and Herndl (2011), Hite and Carter (2019), and Walsh (2010). For 
studies of the stases in political and legal discourse, see DeVasto, Graham, and Zamparutti 
(2016), Keremidchieva (2013), Kornfield (2017), Thénard (2020), and Walton and Macagno 
(2015). For discussions and studies of stasis as part of a writing pedagogy, see Raign (1994) 
and Slater and Groff (2017). Studies focusing on the deployment of individual stases will be 
discussed in turn.

The sequence of stases makes sense from an ontological perspective, starting from positing 
the existence of putative phenomena and events in a real or hypothetical world. Once sufficient 
phenomena are accepted, their similarities and differences can be debated to assort them into 
categories that change in character depending on what is included and excluded. Changes 
in a phenomenon over time may be attributed in a causal or associative way. Factors may be 
identified that bring an item into existence or obliterate it, or change its nature sufficiently 
to move it from one category to another (e.g., climate change turning a prairie into a desert) 
or raise or lower its standing along some evaluative dimension (e.g., an intervention may be 
anticipated to mitigate or exacerbate a problem). Issues of action and jurisdiction influence 
who is entitled to intervene to make changes or how changes may proceed.

The grain-size of analysis for identifying stases has been a matter of debate. Much of the 
scholarship on argumentation, whether rhetorical, philosophical, linguistic, or psychological, 
focuses on individual propositions or claims – discourse at the level of the sentence or clause. 
Of course, a great deal of work has examined small networks of statements, such as syllogisms. 
Stephen Toulmin’s (1958) argument model relates multiple statements: a claim to data, warrant, 
backing, qualification, and rebuttal. (For extensions and modifications of Toulmin’s model, see 
Hitchcock & Verheiji, 2006). The stases are often discussed and exemplified at the level of 
individual statements as well.

However, I take paragraphs as the optimal analytic unit for most discourse. (For recent 
work on the validity of paragraph-level discourse analysis, see Lai, Farrús, & Moore, 2020). 
Developing a point at a stasis often involves a constellation of statements that appear to belong 
to different stases but that instead provide support or address germane sub-topics. For example, 
an existence claim that climate change is real might be supported with vivid descriptions that 
allude to effects (cause) and significance (value): melting glaciers on Mt. Everest revealing dead 
bodies or severe storms in Tennessee causing lethal floods. Complex points may develop at 
length, as passages, sections, and even chapters.

The degree of elaboration of a point – what I term its amplitude – arguably reflects its 
importance relative to the text as a whole (Charney, 2018). As Chaïm Perelman and Lucille 
Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969) put it, a speaker seeking to persuade will allocate time carefully so 
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that “the length of each part of his speech will usually be in proportion to the importance 
he would like to see it occupy in the minds of his hearers” (143). Michael Leff and Andrew 
Sachs (1990) see this phenomenon as a form of “iconicity,” whereby added bulk in itself makes 
a passage more convincing.

A point’s amplitude often reflects the degree of resistance that a rhetor anticipates from 
the audience. A point with which the audience is likely to agree needs little elaboration; 
it can even be left tacit for hearers to infer, as in an enthymeme. But “stasis,” standing still, 
contrasts with “kinesis,” movement; a stasis is a point where an opponent refuses to go along 
with the flow of reasoning. Canny rhetors anticipate points where opponents will “dig in 
their heels” and supply persuasive elaborations to preempt them, while giving minimal 
space to shared ground. For example, in the case of my stolen bicycle, my neighbor is free 
to oppose every one of my claims at length. But she need not. She might stipulate at the 
outset that I had a bicycle, that it is the one in her garage, and even that it was stolen. But 
then she may fasten onto the causal stasis, arguing at length that she was not and could not 
have been the thief.

Rhetors who jump into an argument at, say, the causal stasis are judging that readers are so 
likely to agree with them on issues of existence and definition that nothing explicit need be said. 
But of course they may be wrong. In policy debates, activists often leap to propose solutions, 
mistakenly (or ungenerously) assuming that all “right minded” citizens see the problem in the 
same way they do. Guessing wrong leaves rhetors open to charges of “begging the question.”

The mark of a master rhetor is knowing which points need to be argued in a given situation. 
Abraham Lincoln’s mastery as a trial lawyer is illustrated by Garry Wills with an anecdote from 
Leonard Swett, a lawyer who had faced Lincoln in court:

As he entered the trial, where most lawyers would object he would say he “reckoned” 
it would be fair to let this in, or that; and sometimes when his adversary could not 
quite prove what Lincoln knew to be the truth, he “reckoned” it would be fair to 
admit the truth to be so-and-so. When he did object to the Court, and when he heard 
his objections answered, he would often say, “Well, I reckon I must be wrong.” Now, 
about the time he had practiced this three-fourths through the case, if his adversary 
didn’t understand him, he would wake up in a few minutes learning that he had feared 
the Greeks too late and find himself beaten. [Lincoln] was wise as a serpent in his trial 
of a cause, but I have had too many scars from his blows to certify that he was harmless 
as a dove. When the whole thing was unraveled, the adversary would begin to see that 
what he [Lincoln] was so blandly giving away was simply what he couldn’t get and 
keep. By giving away six points and arguing the seventh, he traded away everything 
which would give him the least aid in carrying that. Any man who took Lincoln for a 
simple-minded man would very soon wake up with his back in a ditch.

(qtd. in Wills, 1992, 96–97)

Following the sequence of stases is at the rhetor’s discretion. However, in legal, civic, and 
academic fields, the stases tend to exert an “upward pull,” from description, classification, and 
cause towards value and action (Walsh, 2010). In child psychology, for example, Susan Peck 
MacDonald (1994) traced how the concept of infant attachment developed over time, starting 
with studies of how to observe it (existence), to studies distinguishing different types of attach-
ment (definition), studies of what socio-economic or hereditary factors were associated with 
attachment types (cause), what effects attachment types had on children’s achievements (cause 
and value), and what therapies might be most effective (value and action).
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While the sequence of stases does not seem to be fully recursive, it may be deployed more 
than once in the same text. A full-blown public policy text often opens with a section on the 
problem followed by a lengthy analysis of solutions. The problem section can include points 
at all five stases: the problem’s existence, category, causes, and significance, ending with an 
action claim justifying the seeking of a solution. The solution section itself can address each 
stasis: laying out the available solutions; predicting their effects on the problem and any side 
effects; assessing their relative feasibility, costs, and benefits; and laying out paths for carrying 
out any recommendations.

In some situations, rhetors must address a different audience regarding the solution; the 
readers/hearers who are capable of getting a problem attended to might not be the ones 
with the power to consider and execute solutions. In the U.S. criminal justice system, a jury 
of citizens usually determines guilt or innocence, but only judges impose sentences on the 
guilty. So arguments concerning punishment are directed to the judge. However, for capital 
crimes, the same jury of citizens participates in both phases of a trial, first deliberating over 
the guilt or innocence of the defendant and then, if guilty, deliberating over whether to 
impose the death penalty. In the punishment phase, the jury considers value-laden testimony 
from victims or their families and supporters of the defendant, as well as causal arguments 
about extenuating circumstances leading to the crime and probabilities of future crimes 
if the defendant were ever to be released (points Cicero termed remotio criminis and relatio 
criminis). Rhetors might address a variety of audiences over the course of their engagement 
with an issue.

A more complex model of the stasis system has been proposed by Lawrence Prelli (2005). 
Prelli notes that a key choice for an issue is framing (a matter of definition). For example, the use 
of illegal narcotics may be framed as a criminal issue, a medical issue, or even an economic issue. 
Rhetors employing different frames may seem to be inhabiting completely different realities. 
Accordingly, Prelli proposes a set of four “superior” stases: evidential, interpretive, evaluative, 
and methodological. Crossing these with four “subordinate” stases (existence, definition, value, 
action – omitting cause), Prelli derives a matrix of 16 possibilities. He illustrates the system 
with an analysis of debates over the domestic violence issue, showing how stakeholders and 
researchers established seemingly incommensurate framings, with just one researcher attempting 
to bridge the gap. A version of Prelli’s system was used by Graham and Herndl (2011) in an 
ethnographic study of a diverse group of professionals involved with treating, studying, and 
managing pain. While the group began with quite different epistemologies for pain, they ended 
up with a productive hybrid discourse.

4.3 The Special Features of Individual Stases

Each stasis is associated with its own array of subtopics that may be developed at length or left 
tacit depending on the rhetor’s goals and judgment of the rhetorical situation. Alternative mod-
els of subtopics and lexical items associated with the stases have been advanced. Yuan, Harris, 
and Jiang (2017), for example, base theirs on a review of theorists from Cicero to Kenneth 
Burke. Rather than attempting a comprehensive listing, I present a sampling of questions, 
lexical items, and commonplaces in Table 4.1.

The left column of Table 4.1 presents questions that may be posed at a particular stasis, 
including versions for both problems and solutions. The middle column includes different 
parts of speech to suggest how claims may be expressed in both affirmative and negative 
forms. The right column lists commonplaces that epitomize aspects of each stasis, at least 
in the U.S.
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Table 4.1 Questions, Keywords, and Commonplaces Associated with the Five Stases

Questions Common Keywords Commonplaces

Existence Did something happen 
or not? Does/did 
something exist or 
not? What approaches 
are available? What 
solutions have been 
tried?

Verbs: exists, happened, took 
place, occurs, is found, is 
plentiful, is impossible, went 
away, was nothing

“He’s just crying wolf ”; “If 
it ain’t broke, don’t fix 
it”; “Houston, we have a 
problem”; “Let’s not reinvent 
the wheel”

Definition What kind of event, 
phenomenon, or 
object is it? What 
category does it 
belong to?

Verbs: includes, counts as, 
qualifies as, typifies, can be 
considered, belongs to

Adjectives: classic, typical, 
central, representative, 
borderline, fringe, outlier

Nouns: case, instance, member, 
candidate, class, kind, family, 
species, group

“This will separate the sheep 
from the goats”; “Let’s call a 
spade a spade”; “They’re as 
alike as two peas in a pod”; “If 
it looks like a duck and quacks 
like a duck, then it’s a duck”; 
“Calling a tail a leg doesn’t 
mean a dog has five legs”; 
“That’s a distinction without 
a difference”; “You’re splitting 
hairs”; “I am not a crook”

Cause What brought it 
about? What 
changes it? What 
changes does it lead 
to? What factors 
are correlated with 
it or orthogonal to 
it? What prevents 
or hastens it? What 
effect will this have 
on the problem? 
What side effects 
might occur?

Verbs (Existence): create, invent, 
produce, bring forth, introduce, 
arise, appear, wipe out, obliterate, 
vanish, prevent, remove

Verbs (Definition): convert, 
change, transform, turn into

Verbs (Value): improve, increase, 
promote, lower, worsen, reduce, 
decline

Adverbs: before, then, next, 
slowly, gradually, suddenly

Adjectives: necessary, sufficient, 
correlated, unrelated

Nouns: prime mover, culprit, 
catalyst, source, act of God, cause, 
factor, impetus, effect, result, 
outcome, factor, consequence

“You’re barking up the wrong 
tree”; “Where there’s smoke 
there’s fire”; “Don’t change 
horses in the middle of the 
stream”; “That dog won’t 
hunt”; “Don’t borrow from 
Peter to pay Paul”; “That’s 
treating the symptom and not 
the disease”; “That’s throwing 
good money after bad”

Value How good or bad is 
it? Is it better or 
worse than other 
items? Where does 
it belong on some 
scale(s) of quality? 
How far is it from 
some benchmark? 
What scales are 
most important/
appropriate? What 
are the costs and 
benefits or advantages 
and disadvantages?

Verbs: likes, approves, prefers, 
chooses, favors, rejects, criticizes

Adjectives: good, healthy, fair, 
worthwhile, important, trivial, 
useless, harmful, unjust, bad, 
unsafe; certain, probable, 
possible, unlikely; tops, average, 
bottom of the heap; better, 
worse, best; least, above, below, 
greater, the same, equal, more, 
less

Nouns: criteria, yardstick, 
standard, strengths, weaknesses

“It’s later than you think”; “That’s 
making a mountain out of a 
molehill”; “What’s sauce for the 
goose is sauce for the gander”; 
“They paved paradise to put 
up a parking lot”; “The cure is 
worse than the disease”; “An 
ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure”; “That’s using 
a sledgehammer to kill a fly”; 
“No pain, no gain”; “Rome 
wasn’t built in a day”; “You 
can’t make an omelet without 
breaking some eggs”

(Continued )
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In the sections that follow, I review and summarize scholarship on each stasis and discuss 
passages from a magazine article to illustrate how arguments at a stasis unfold, how arguments 
at early stases set up later ones, and how stasis choices influence a rhetor’s persuasive language.

4.3.1 Existence

The existence stasis is used to establish (or deny) the existence of a phenomenon, event, or 
concept as well as detailing its attributes and distribution. Existence claims may be advanced 
for items – concrete or abstract – as well as categories. Syntactically, existence claims are often 
stative propositions (see keywords in Table 4.1). However, as the commonplaces in the table 
indicate, no particular syntax is required.

As the first or “bottom-most” stasis, existence claims are often found in introductions, where 
the purpose is to raise the salience of a known but neglected phenomenon rather than to take 
up a contested phenomenon. Once raised, the phenomenon may serve as context for more 
controversial elements or recharacterized in a novel way. For this reason, “existence” seems pref-
erable to “conjecture” or “fact,” terms that tilt toward nonexistence and existence, respectively.

Debates over putative phenomena are central in natural sciences such as particle physics and 
astronomy (e.g., dark matter) as well as the social sciences and professions. In policy debates, 
existence claims address both problems and solutions (see questions in Table 4.1). At the exist-
ence stasis, a rhetor may direct attention to a vivid case of a problem when the audience is 
unaware that it happens in their locality. But at the point of considering solutions, an audience 
may already know about and feel resistant toward policies adopted in other communities. Any 
rhetor who ignores existing alternative solutions risks appearing closed-minded.

In the left-leaning monthly U.S. magazine, Mother Jones, health practitioner Michael 
Castleman (1995) takes on street crime in an article arguing that residents of “nice” neigh-
borhoods are unaware of how much crime actually occurs. In the opening, establishing the 
existence of the phenomenon, he devotes a long first paragraph packed with concrete details to 
describing his picturesque San Francisco neighborhood. Then, as shown below, he undermines 
this positive image by raising and then rejecting an assertion that the neighborhood is safe, an 
assertion that he attributes to a typical resident.2

Castleman: Existence Argument
2  The neighborhood’s popularity and tranquility have driven housing prices sky-high, 

but many residents choking on rent or mortgage payments believe that they have 
purchased reasonable safety from crime. As I overheard one woman say to another 
outside our local Starbucks coffee shop recently, Noe Valley is a place where a single 
woman can feel safe going out alone after dark for a decaf latte. It’s a good place, she 
added, to raise a family.

Questions Common Keywords Commonplaces

Action Should someone try to 
solve the problem?

Who should do what 
about it, when, and 
how?

Verbs: consider, start, enact, 
approve, stop, refuse, delay, 
recommend, ask

Modal Verbs: should, ought, 
need to, must, have to

“Let’s let sleeping dogs lie”; “It is 
better to light a candle than to 
curse the darkness”; “Let’s cross 
that bridge when we come to 
it”; “A journey of a thousand 
miles begins with a single step”

Table 4.1 (Continued)
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3  I agree – my little corner of the cosmos is a reasonably decent place to raise a family. 
But anyone who calls Noe Valley “safe” is living in a daydream. I know because I’m 
a devoted reader of the police column in our monthly neighborhood newspaper, 
the Noe Valley Voice. In a typical month, our 100-block neighborhood experiences 
a few burglaries and car thefts, one or two muggings or sexual assaults, and a half-
dozen acts of vandalism.

Castleman’s reversal technique is a common and effective one for introductions. The opening 
description is likely to attract the young progressive urbanites who typically read Mother Jones 
and live in cityscapes with diverse residents. Personalizing a widely shared belief and then 
denouncing it as a “daydream” lures such readers to keep reading. Notably the introduction 
lacks an explicit thesis statement like “my neighborhood is plagued by street crime and yours 
probably is too.” He does support that tacit claim though in several ways: by setting out statistics 
and vivid anecdotes of local and nearby street crimes, by quoting an expert who says “crime 
can happen anywhere,” and by commenting that “we’re all too close to crime for comfort.” 
Thus, while the passage as a whole operates at the stasis of existence, it embeds numerous 
references to values such as safety, aesthetics, and diversity.

Ideally, debates at the stasis of existence set the table for consideration of issues at higher 
stases, as Castleman’s does. However, in separate post-mortem analyses of political controversies, 
George Pullman (1995) and Sarah Kornfield (2017) argue that inadequate handling of debate at 
the existence stasis can block desirable outcomes. Pullman focuses on the U.S. Senate hearings 
that confirmed Clarence Thomas’s appointment to the Supreme Court. He argues that debate 
stalled at the question of whether sexually harassing events happened because the witnesses were 
equally credible and no confirming or disconfirming evidence was available. Other questions 
about Thomas’s fitness were circumvented.

Similarly, Kornfield finds that news coverage of women’s career and family choices stalls 
at the question of whether it is possible for any woman to “have it all.” She analyzed two 
news stories: the hiring of Marissa Mayer to be the CEO of Yahoo! when she was six months 
pregnant and the imminent birth of Hillary Clinton’s grandchild at the outset of her 2016 
presidential campaign. By dwelling on individual cases, often of unrepresentative celebrities, the 
media never moves on to defending their definitions of “it all,” their assumptions about “its” 
value, or factors that could aid women in the workplace. The discourse surrounding a contro-
versy, then, affects whether the “upward pull” of the stases succeeds in leading toward action.

4.3.2 Definition

In contrast to the popular association of definitions with dictionaries, the stasis of definition 
concerns the classification of an existing phenomenon, event, or concept. Definitions come 
into play when the existence of items and categories has already been argued or can be assumed. 
Definition becomes crucial when a rhetor wishes to add a previously excluded item to a 
category, remove a previously accepted item, challenge the membership criteria, or dispute a 
category’s nomenclature (see keywords in Table 4.1).

Definitions confer status, especially when they involve official categories, such as those 
covered by laws or regulations. A phenomenon deemed to fit a category immediately becomes 
subject to an accepted set of attitudes and actions. The well-known equation “abortion is 
murder” moves a medical procedure into a criminal category that confers opprobrium onto 
the clinicians and the mothers, who become co-conspirators rather than patients. Issues of 
definition are central in biological and environmental sciences, where classifying a terrain as 
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a “wetland” or a species as “invasive” subjects them to different policies (Schiappa, 2003). 
Definitional issues arise in the arts and humanities when attributing a painting to an artist or 
debating whether a nation is a democracy (Fahnestock & Secor, 1985).

Once a classification becomes a settled part of law or public policy, the persuasion needed 
to get it established as such disappears and it takes on the aura of fact. As Edward Schiappa 
(2003) puts it, “established definitions are assumed to represent the way things ‘really are’ 
(facts of essence)” until situations arise that suddenly call them into question, what Schiappa 
calls “definitional ruptures” (167). Ruptures are often initiated by new technologies that allow 
new differentiations, such as when brain activity surpassed heartbeats as the preferred means 
to determine whether a person is alive or dead.

The name given to a category is never value-neutral (Schiappa, 2003; Walton & Macagno 
2009, 2015). Activist groups strive to impose names that serve their interests, to propel the 
argument towards issues of value, cause, and action. George Lakoff and Sam Ferguson (2006), 
who use the term “framing” rather than “definition,” discuss the effect on the immigration issue 
of terming people as “illegal aliens,” “illegal immigrants,” “undocumented workers,” “temporary 
workers,” or “guest workers.” Workers and asylum seekers have rights that aliens and invaders do 
not. The use of “freighted” terms in itself may lead toward claims at other stases, sometimes as 
digressions within a passage and sometimes as the next move in the argument. For an example, 
see the discussion of “homelessness” in Fahnestock and Secor (2022).

Apart from adjusting status, definitional arguments establish the scope of an argument and 
raise the salience of attributes relevant to later arguments at the cause or value stases. Michael 
Castleman does both in his article. After establishing that neighborhood crime exists, he nar-
rows the scope to street crime committed by young men. He sets up this move in his examples 
of crimes that have occurred: “In a typical month, our 100-block neighborhood experiences a 
few burglaries and car thefts, one or two muggings or sexual assaults, and a half-dozen acts of 
vandalism.” He also distinguishes his neighborhood from “hotbeds of crime” that are “closer 
to crack-gun-gang territory than most Mother Jones readers.” Castleman has already depicted 
street crime in a way that excludes lower-class inner cities.

Then Castleman presents a definition claim, spelling out who he includes in his narrower 
category of street criminals.

Castleman: Definition Argument
8  Overwhelmingly, street criminals are young men. More than 80 percent of those 

arrested are male. Men aged 15 to 24 account for 40 percent of all arrests, and men 
15 to 34 account for 70 percent. Why? Because no one makes a career out of street 
crime. Criminals rob and steal on and off for a few years until they grow up and 
make a startling discovery: Considering all the costs and benefits, the income from 
crime versus the risks to life, limb, and freedom, a job – any job, even one at the 
minimum wage – pays better.

9  For street criminals, crime is a grubby, risky existence. In 1992, the average mug-
ging netted $672 in cash and property (watches, jewelry, etc.), the average burglary 
$1,278, according to victims’ reports to police. Thieves must sell stolen property 
at a substantial discount to unload it quickly with no questions asked. Assuming, 
I believe generously, that crooks net 50 percent of what statistics say they steal, a 
criminal from one of the crime hot spots near me would have to pull eight bur-
glaries a month just to afford rent and groceries in San Francisco’s comparatively 
low-rent Mission District. But my neighborhood has only two or three burglaries 
a month, not even enough to support one burglar at poverty level.
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This excerpt is part of a four-paragraph passage portraying the young men who commit street 
crimes as uneducated, lacking competence in the adult world, and far from masterminds. 
Castleman’s language is packed with value-laden terms (“grubby,” “masterminds”) and even 
causal inferences about why young men give up on street crime when they get older and 
smarter. But the thrust of the passage is definitional with the goal of highlighting attributes that 
pave the way for later claims that street crime is caused by impulse, alienation, and opportunity.

In specialized disciplines, definitions play a more central role. Walton and Macagno (2009, 
2015) review philosophical treatments of definitions from Aristotle onwards and delve into the 
workings of the semantic structure of definition arguments, laying out the premises, inferences, 
and conclusions involved in different types of classification. In their 2015 article, they work 
through cases drawn from law and politics, distinguishing quasi-definitions from genus, from 
analogy, metaphor, and example. Ed Schiappa’s (2003) extensive work on definitions in legal 
and policy issues includes in-depth analysis of cases involving death, rape, wetlands, abortion, 
and obscenity.

4.3.3 Cause

The cause stasis involves arguments about how and why some phenomenon, event, or concept 
changes or fails to change. It encompasses points about agents, settings, actions, motives, and 
means as well as descriptions of the initial and final states of the object of change. With change 
at its center, the causal stasis frequently employs the language of narrative, a story of what 
things were like initially, what happened to create change, and how things were afterwards. 
Accordingly, Table 4.1 gives terms related to agents, settings, motives, and means in noun form 
with actions and change-terms in verb form. Of course, the nominalized styles predominate 
in formal academic genres.

Ancient rhetoricians did not designate cause as its own stasis. Probably for that reason, cause 
is omitted from many contemporary models of stasis. But the ubiquity of cause in modern 
discourse fully warrants a separate stasis. Theories of causality advanced dramatically starting 
in the early modern period with the contributions of Francis Bacon, David Hume, and John 
Stuart Mill. (For a broad history, see Kern, 2004). The first rhetorical theorists to include a 
separate cause stasis are Jeanne Fahnestock and Marie Secor (1985, 1988), who note the bur-
geoning of causal arguments as well as their centrality to scientific discourse. In fact, Iliev and 
Axelrod (2016) found a 40% increase since 1800 in the use of causal terms in a wide range of 
English texts, with substantial growth occurring in the twentieth century.

Some of the growth comes from popular usage, even though ordinary people have trouble 
drawing valid causal inferences, as psychologist Deanna Kuhn (2007) has shown. Stronger 
reasoning abilities are found in students who specialize in some academic disciplines, such as 
history and psychology, that provide training in distinct forms of causal reasoning (Lehman & 
Nisbett, 1990; Coffin, 2004). In psychology, experiments conducted in laboratory settings are 
designed to control what factors are present; the results are subjected to statistical analyses to 
assess the likelihood that differences are due to chance. In contrast, historical studies cannot 
normally eliminate alternative factors. As a result, historical reasoning involves “evaluating the 
relative contributions of different theorized causes whose importance and effects might develop 
dynamically over an extended period of time” (Bateman & Teele, 2020, n.p.).

Causal arguments are key to public policy debates over problems and solutions. As political 
scientist Deborah Stone (1989/2019) notes, the public often won’t perceive a situation as a 
problem unless it is framed in terms of causal factors or agents who can be assigned blame or 
responsibility. (Her approach is grounded in social construction and is consonant with Smith 



Stasis

87

and Lybarger’s (1996) less deterministic modification of Lloyd Bitzer’s rhetorical situation). 
Stone constructs a matrix (reproduced in Table 4.2) that maps intentionality against the pur-
posiveness of an agent’s actions. Any characterization of motive, of course, is often a subject 
of dispute.

Stone then identifies three broad types of problems that arise due to complex systems, 
institutions, and structures – such as structural racism. As she puts it:

social patterns tend to reproduce themselves. People with power and resources to 
stop a problem (for example, mining accidents) benefit from the social organization 
that keeps them in power and maintain it through control over selection of elites and 
socialization of both elites and non-elites. People who are victimized by a problem do 
not seek political change because they do not see the problem as changeable, do not 
believe they could bring about change, and need the material resources for survival 
provided by the status quo.

(288)

Castleman devotes most of his article to the cause stasis – roughly 13 out of 40 paragraphs. 
He begins by even-handedly laying out the factors usually cited on the political right and left. 
Then he systematically downgrades each of these accepted factors, realizing that readers who 
attribute crime to big social forces are unlikely to consider it worthwhile to take smaller scale 
steps to reduce the opportunity to commit crimes, a solution that he turns to at the action stasis.

Castleman: Causal Argument
17  Liberals blame crime on poverty, racism, and lack of educational and job oppor-

tunities, which leave people so bereft of hope that they fall victim to anti-social 
rage. The conservative line is that the ACLU has hog-tied the police and forced 
the courts to coddle criminals when we ought to lock them up and throw away 
the key.

Table 4.2  Matrix of Causal Attributions of Responsibility to Agents by 
Intentionality of Consequences and Purposiveness of Actions

CONSEQUENCES

Intended Unintended

Unguided Mechanical Cause
intervening agent
machines
trained animals
brainwashed people

Accidental Cause
nature
weather
earthquakes
machines run amok

ACTIONS
Purposeful Intentional Cause

assault
oppression
conspiracies that work
programs that work

Inadvertent Cause
intervening conditions
unforeseen side effects
neglect
carelessness
omission

Source: Stone (1989/2019), reprinted with permission.
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18  Both sides also blame crime on the breakdown of the family, but for different rea-
sons. Liberals maintain that a lack of childcare, social services, and affordable health 
care turns the disadvantaged into vengeful victims. Conservatives insist that liberal 
secularism – sex education and opposition to school prayer – has rent the nation’s 
moral fabric.

19  Political progressives dismiss the pro-prison argument with one quick statistic: 
In 1980, there were 139 prisoners per 100,000 Americans; this figure had dou-
bled to 373 per 100,000 as of last June, when the number of state and federal 
prisoners topped 1 million for the first time. “More than ever,” says sociologist 
Marvin Wolfgang, a professor of criminology and law at the Wharton School of 
the University of Pennsylvania, “we are locking ’em up and throwing away the key. 
Does anyone feel safer? I don’t think so.”

20  But conservatives have a point: Punishment can be an effective deterrent when it 
is immediate, certain, and severe. Touch a hot stove once or twice, and you stop 
doing it because the punishment meets these criteria. But the criminal justice 
system does not. Prison sentences are neither immediate nor certain, thanks to 
the little detail of innocent until proven guilty.

By taking up a full array of societal factors likely to be well-known both to allies and to 
opponents, Castleman avoids the all-too-common “my-side bias” for only presenting material 
supportive of one’s own position that depresses ratings of argument quality (Wolfe, Britt, & 
Butler, 2009). By then systematically rejecting each of these social factors, Castleman clears 
the way for raising three more personal factors that induce individuals to commit crimes: 
impulse, alienation, and opportunity. These smaller-scale factors build on his earlier defini-
tion of street criminals as young, uneducated, and immature males. As he moves toward his 
recommended action, he evaluates the feasibility of addressing these factors for people in 
neighborhoods like his.

4.3.4 Value

The value stasis involves efforts to change (or resist change to) the assessment of a phenomenon, 
event, or concept. The standing of an item within a category may be adjusted by evaluating 
items against each other as greater or lesser in some qualities or against some benchmark cri-
terion; in complex decision-making, the evaluative dimensions themselves can be debated or 
assigned relative weights.

Value claims always convey a comparative aspect: an item is assessed relative to others in the 
same category, relative to a former state, or relative to some standard or norm (see keywords in 
Table 4.1). Saying “it’s a nice day” carries along assumptions about what days are usually like 
in this location at this time of year. The criteria by which items are evaluated are themselves 
subject to argument – including their appropriateness to the situation and their relative weights.3

Assessments have dimension: better/worse, more/less, stronger/weaker. But the end-points 
of a scale do not have inherent value; having more of a quality can be a good thing in some 
situations and bad in others. As shown in Table 4.3, English is amply supplied with positive and 
negative terms for describing the strong and weak ends of a scale for a wide array of qualities. 
Groups seeking to change how they are perceived may choose to deny that some attribute is 
characteristic of them or to accept it but reverse its valence. For example, feminists fighting 
the stereotype that women are less rational than men may deny the difference (at the stasis of 
existence) or downgrade the value of rationality, characterizing it as robotic or heartless, while 
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Table 4.3 Matrix of Value Qualities Showing a Strong/Weak Dimension and Positive/Negative Valence

Quality Positive Valence Negative Valence

Durability
Strong
Weak

sturdy, eternal, permanent
fragile, fleeting, spontaneous

rigid, incessant
flimsy, transient, accidental

Availability
Strong
Weak

plentiful, universal
rare, unique, singular

infested, rampant
meager, peculiar

Age
Strong
Weak

classic, experienced
avant-garde, fresh

dated, jaded
faddish, green

Complexity
Strong
Weak

intricate, complex
simple, neat, elegant, orderly

complicated, tangled, chaotic
simplistic, transparent, formulaic

Source
Strong
Weak

cultivated, trained, planned
natural, organic, emergent

mechanical, artificial
wild, cancerous, mutating

Stability
Strong
Weak

fixed, solid, stable
flexible, pliant

rigid, inflexible
precarious, shaky

Status
Strong
Weak

elite, genius, eminent
normal, common, general

snob, know-it-all, show-off
run-of-the-mill, ordinary

Concreteness
Strong
Weak

real, concrete, particular
abstract, idealized

blockish
squishy

Rationality
Strong
Weak

logical, reasonable
intuitive, emotional

calculating
crazy, irrational, flighty

Cost
Strong
Weak

valuable, costly
inexpensive

over-priced, expensive
cheap, bargain-basement

Efficiency
Strong
Weak

efficient, fast
deliberate, leisurely

routinized, hasty
wasteful, pokey

Receptivity
Strong
Weak

liberal, bold
conservative, careful

radical, reckless
obstructionist, timid

Efficacy
Strong
Weak

helpful, effective
harmless, benign

expedient, opportunistic
useless, toothless

Morality
Strong
Weak

scrupulous
tolerant

puritanical
slack

Aesthetics
Strong
Weak

pleasing, interesting
provocative, everyday

ingratiating, weird
irritating, boring
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characterizing women with positive terms such as “intuitive” or “sensitive” rather than “unrea-
sonable” or “irrational.” For a detailed account of evaluative language from the perspective of 
systemic functional linguistics, see Martin and White (2005).

Values constellate in ways that contribute to a culture’s zeitgeist. As Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca (1969) note, classicism and romanticism are characterized by opposing pairs of values. 
Whereas classicism foregrounds the stable, the universal, and the harmonious, romanticism 
prefers the ephemeral, the unique, and the disruptive.

The value stasis is important across genres and disciplines. Academic disciplines vary in the 
centrality of value claims. As Fahnestock and Secor (1988) note, a key mission of the arts and 
humanities is to reassess the value of cultural artifacts. In the social sciences and STEM disci-
plines (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math), value arguments are prominent in funding 
proposals to establish the importance of the research questions, the plausibility of the proposed 
studies, and the competence of the investigators. In scientific research articles, the very first 
sentence may be a claim of the high degree of interest that the topic has fostered in the reader-
ship that the scientists would like to attract. In John Swales’s (1990) robust model of the intro-
ductions of academic research articles, the first move of establishing the centrality of the topic 
leads to revelation of a contradiction or gap in the current scholarship that justifies the current 
study. As shown in Michael Carter’s (2016, 2021) corpus studies, scientific disciplines differ 
in the values that warrant new work, with some claiming pragmatic value for addressing real-
world problems and others claiming intellectual value for advancing field-specific priorities.

In policy arguments, the value stasis plays an important role both in establishing (or under-
mining) the significance of the problem and in evaluating the merits of any proposed solutions. 
But value arguments may also cap off subsections. Castleman (1995) argues for the urgency 
of street crime.

Castleman: Urgency Value Argument
7  Of course, some places have more crime than others. I live about a mile from two 

different hotbeds of crime – probably closer to crack-gun-gang territory than most 
Mother Jones readers, but still far enough away so that for me, and I daresay for the 
vast majority of you, moving somewhere else wouldn’t take us much farther out of 
harm’s way. Which means we’re all too close to crime for comfort. What can we do?

8  One common response is to retreat into blissful ignorance, to turn the page quickly 
when the headlines refer to blood and gore. But when it comes to crime in one’s 
own neighborhood, ignorance is not bliss. It’s a significant risk factor for victimi-
zation. That’s why each month, the first thing I read in the Noe Valley Voice is the 
police report. Most criminals commit their crimes within a mile or so of where 
they live, according to Rykert, so every crime in my neighborhood represents a 
potential threat to me and to my family. I’m by no means alone in my fascination 
with neighborhood crime. According to Tonda Rush, president of the National 
Newspaper Association, similar police columns are among the most avidly read 
sections of the 4,000 community newspapers they represent. Why? “Because,” she 
explains, “any crime that happens next door to me is a major crime.”4

The major focus of Castleman’s article is the causes of street crime because his solution is to rec-
ommend ways to prevent it. But he uses value arguments in two crucial ways. First, he discusses 
some social factors that he evaluates as impractical for individuals to address. Then he considers 
personal characteristics of the young men he has defined as street criminals: impulse, alienation, 
and opportunity. Of these, he rates opportunity as the most feasible for ordinary citizens to address.
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Castleman: Feasibility Value Argument
28  Impulse, alienation, and opportunity. I seriously doubt that the left or right, the 

church or state, the family or schools will ever rid us imperfect human beings of 
our criminal impulsiveness. I see it already in my son. Not long ago, he swiped 
some money off our kitchen counter that had been left for a baby-sitter. Why? “I 
don’t know,” he said. “It was there.”

29  I also seriously doubt that the alienation engendered by youth, poverty, racism, 
or Bill making the basketball team over Jim can ever be eliminated. As a person 
of the left, I abhor all the nefarious “isms,” and want to see liberty, justice, and 
single-payer health care for all. But I’m not holding my breath. And I confess con-
siderable discomfort with letting people off the hook simply because they’ve been 
victimized in one way or another. Who hasn’t?

30  That leaves reducing criminal opportunity as our best bet for controlling crime. 
As Robert Frost wrote: “Good fences make good neighbors.” Good dead bolts 
help, too. That’s why all successful crime prevention programs focus on opportunity 
 control – street smarts to prevent assault, and “target-hardening” to prevent burglary.

Value arguments are most central to epideictic, discourse that confers praise or blame without 
the audience being expected to decide on the matter. Epideictic genres include: reviews of 
all kinds; hymns and odes; dedicatory ceremonies, commencements, and funerals; as well as 
annual addresses and reports by leaders of governments or corporate bodies. In ancient and 
medieval classrooms, students composed encomia out of value arguments about a person’s 
ancestry, upbringing, character, and deeds. Public epideictic discourse rehearses – and thereby 
reinforces – common cultural values that can then be used as warrants for claims in other 
kinds of discourse. But in cultures deemed autocratic, unjust, or oppressive, epideictic genres 
of protest can effectively undermine trust in established institutions.

4.3.5 Action

The action stasis concerns arguments over who should do what, when, and how with respect 
to some phenomenon, event, or concept. In the ancient criminal justice setting, arguments 
at this “jurisdiction” stasis concerned the proper conduct of the trial, such as its venue, the 
make-up of the jury, and rulings by the presiding officer. These are the final moves available 
to the prosecution and defense before the case goes to the jury. Even in this legal context, 
though, the broader term “action” is preferable to “jurisdiction” to accommodate the closing 
arguments in which each team asks the jury to decide in its favor.

Apart from raising procedural issues, action claims lay out the details of a rhetor’s recom-
mendations and proposals, each of which confers responsibility for acting. To avoid seeming to 
scold, rhetors may begin employing “we” to signal willingness to be part of the solution. Rather 
than giving explicit directions to readers about what they should do, Castleman (1995) sets 
himself up as a model for others. He works to improve the cohesiveness of his neighborhood 
to increase surveillance and promote “target hardening,” thereby decreasing opportunities for 
street crime in his vicinity.

Castleman: Action Argument
36  I’ve now lived on my block eight years, and I’m enough of an old-timer to feel 

concerned about the recent turnover. So recently my wife and I organized a 
little potluck dessert party in honor of the new arrivals. Most of our immediate 
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neighbors came. There were no formal crime prevention speeches. There didn’t 
have to be. Everyone was an urban survivor (knock on wood), in love with San 
Francisco and Noe Valley, but also perpetually, realistically nervous about crime. 
The neighbors knew exactly why we’d invited them, and thanked us for taking 
the initiative. They dutifully signed in with address, phone number, and the 
names of everyone in their household. (A few days later, I distributed copies up 
and down the block).

Castleman ends up with quite a short action passage that never develops into a full-blown 
solution section. The few actions he describes include collecting and distributing contact infor-
mation, sharing tips for preventing car break-ins, and checking locks on doors and windows. 
Clearly, however, the article as a whole has been pointing in this direction: his establishment 
of the existence of street crime, his definition of street criminals as young immature males, his 
elimination of social factors to focus on the psychological traits of young men, and individual 
actions that anticipate and block criminal impulses.

When policy arguments do include a full-scale solution section, the transition may be a 
tacit action claim that the problem is urgent enough that a solution should be sought. The 
solution section then unfolds by recapitulating the stases to consider what solutions exist or 
could be invented, what effects and side-effects they might bring about, and what costs and 
benefits they incur, ending with a final recommendation.

Jurisdictional arguments arise whenever someone claims the power and authority to act or 
to challenge the actions of others. Peter Cramer (2015) usefully examines how jurisdictions 
are constituted and what confers their legitimacy. His central case is a “sensational” art exhibit 
in New York City in 1999 that then-Mayor Rudy Giuliani attempted to close on religious 
and moral grounds. While Giuliani’s actions led to a lawsuit that the judge adjudicated on free 
speech grounds, experts in the arts argued that their standards for judging art should apply. 
Cramer notes the rhetorical challenges facing would-be “referees,” experts who feel entitled 
to speak but who lack shared backgrounds and even physical proximity with the people who 
are empowered to act.

Similarly, Alan Gross (2004) argues that no single discipline has jurisdiction over whether 
developments in the sciences amount to a Kuhnian paradigm shift. Rather, understanding 
paradigm shifts and claims of incommensurability depends on input from several disciplines: 
philosophy, history, rhetoric, and psychology. Gross laments how seldom scholars in these 
disciplines interact and pleads for more cross-disciplinary collaboration.

A similar issue arises over the standing of scientists to pronounce on matters related to public 
policy, whether climate change or pandemics. As Lynda Walsh (2010) notes, scientists have 
traditionally enacted a “Mertonian ethos,” confining their claims to existence, definition, and 
cause, while abjuring responsibility for drawing social or political implications at the stases of 
value or action. When scientists do make policy recommendations, those who agree applaud 
their skill while those who disagree are apt to discredit scientific work itself.

4.4 Conclusion

The stases are an important tool for rhetors who wish to move an audience towards action 
on social, business, legal, and academic issues. The stases form a sequence of interlocking 
arguments that build from establishing the existence of an issue toward recommending action 
on it. However, stases are a flexible framework, not a formula. Depending on the rhetorical 
situation, an author may devote an entire text to just one stasis or – as Castleman does – address 
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all five stases concerning a problem without providing a full-blown analysis and evaluation of 
the available solutions.

The flexibility of the stases raises the question of whether they can be identified by recog-
nizable clusters of lexical items, syntactic constructions, coherence ties, or other stylistic reg-
ularities. To date, I know of no study that has attempted to divide a text into stases on this 
basis. When I analyze a text or teach students to do so, I treat the process as an interpretive 
enterprise that is open to critique (e.g., Charney, 2018; and the chapter on “Critical Reading” 
in Charney & Neuwirth, 2006).

The absence of necessary and sufficient signals makes understanding the stases rather more 
important than less for language scholars. The stases are major clues to the structure of the 
rhetor’s argument, his or her representation of the audience and their current views, and esti-
mation of just how far they might be willing to go on this occasion toward changing their 
attitudes, beliefs, and actions.

Notes
 1 I.A. Richards (1926) first posited that attitudes, triggered by language, constitute “incipient” or “imag-

inative” actions (p. 111). For how Kenneth Burke developed this notion (e.g., in A Grammar of Motives, 
1969) see Heath (1989).

 2 For the full text see Michael Castleman (May/June 1995), “Opportunity Knocks,” Mother Jones 20, 
26+ (www.motherjones.com/politics/1995/05/opportunity-knocks/). Excerpts used by permission. 
The paragraph numbers in this and following excerpts correspond to a slightly abridged version of 
Castleman’s essay used in Charney and Neuwirth (2006).

 3 Formal techniques for assigning weights to criteria (linear modeling) underlie the decision sciences and 
have long been used in decision-making in a wide variety of domains; research suggests that decisions 
are improved even by consulting informal (“improper”) criteria (Dawes, 1979).

 4 Castleman uses the language of action – what can we do? Introductions can include action language as 
a transition from what seems to be the problem to an analysis of the “real” problem. Castleman’s fram-
ing follows from setting up readers to identify with a woman “living in a daydream” and constructing 
himself as a wiser, more alert resident.
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5
MAKING MEANING OUT 

OF TEXTS
An Approach through the Interpretive Stases

Martin Camper

5.1 Introduction

In our hyper-literate world, texts, and therefore interpretations of texts, are woven through-
out the fabric of society. Our lives are shaped by how we as individuals and communities 
interpret laws, literature, scripture, historical documents, emails, text messages, and social 
media posts. Argued interpretations of these texts can secure or erode rights, cast actions 
as moral or immoral, confirm or upend traditional accounts of the past, and make or break 
careers and candidacies. Delivery drivers who were denied overtime pay by a dairy com-
pany won a $5 million dollar settlement by interpreting an ambiguity caused by the absence 
of a comma in a state overtime law to their advantage. The reinterpretation of historical 
documents, in conjunction with other evidence such as DNA testing, made the case that 
Thomas Jefferson fathered all six children of Sally Hemings, whom he owned – a conclu-
sion, now widely accepted by historians, that further complicates his legacy as a founder of 
the United States.

Most approaches to textual interpretation take as their starting place assumptions about 
how a particular type of text (e.g., historical, legal, literary, religious) should be interpreted, 
following a particular method for producing a particular kind of conclusion. These normative 
approaches either focus on a narrow range of language features deemed essential for inter-
preting a text type (e.g., metric patterns in poetry for literary critics) or pay most attention to 
specific language features when they present a challenge to a prescribed way of reading (e.g., 
ambiguities in the law for judges). In contrast, this chapter adopts a rhetorical approach that 
broadly surveys the language features people use as persuasive resources to support arguments 
about the meaning of any type of text.

This chapter’s specific approach is guided by the ancient Greco-Roman rhetorical tradition, 
a body of advice for constructing effective arguments that was passed down in the Western 
world for millennia. A central part of this tradition is an inventional strategy called stasis theory. 
Born out of courtroom disputation, stasis theory identifies general, recurring types of issues, or 
stases (singular: stasis), that can arise as central points of disagreement (see Charney, Chapter 4 
of this Handbook). The stases most familiar to rhetorical scholars concern issues of existence, 
definition, evaluation, and procedure. They originally mapped the kinds of questions that could 
be raised about a defendant’s alleged crime or proper legal protocol in a trial.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-7
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This chapter focuses on another, more specific set of stases, also from the ancient Greco-
Roman tradition, that identify points of contention that can occur in disagreements over 
textual meaning. These stases also have their origins in the courtroom, but they concern 
the kinds of issues that could be raised about the legal documents that were pertinent to 
a case, including laws, wills, and contracts. These issues became a codified part of ancient 
rhetorical education to help students construct persuasive arguments about texts, as evi-
denced in the anonymous Rhetorica ad Herennium, Cicero’s De Inventione, Quintilian’s The 
Orator’s Education, and Hermogenes’ On Issues. Based on the discussions in these works, six 
interpretive stases can be identified (Camper, 2018) as shown in Table 5.1. Ancient teachers 
of rhetoric also noted general building blocks for arguments, or topoi ( singular: topos), 
which could in turn support competing readings of the same text (see Tindale, 2007). 
Some of these topoi are common to all the interpretive stases and some are particular to 
one or a few.

A stasis-based approach to textual interpretation assumes that every act of interpretation 
consists of an arguable claim that can be supported with reasons and evidence and that every 
interpretive claim has an audience, even if it is an audience of the self. If each stasis identifies 
possible points of interpretive disagreement, then each also points to the kinds of textual evi-
dence needed to resolve that disagreement. Thus, these stases outline the different evidentiary 
bases needed to support an interpretation of a text. Examining textual interpretation from the 
angle of stasis theory has at least two advantages. One, a stasis-informed approach illuminates the 
specific ways that the fixed language of a text can be molded to support a range of arguments 
about its meaning. Two, this approach shows how interpretive arguments are constrained by 
the language that is on the page.

The following section offers a brief look at the preliminary issue of establishing a text 
that will be the subject of interpretation. The chapter then proceeds by examining in turn 
words, sentences, and passages as different evidentiary bases for interpretive claims. Afterward, 
the chapter turns its attention to the rhetorical potential of the interaction between a text’s 
language features and animating forces of meaning, next to the ways these features can serve 
as a springboard for other argued meanings through inferential reasoning, and then to the fact 
that certain features will be more central to an interpretive argument than others. After these 
three sections, the chapter offers a review of general rhetorical strategies that can be employed 
to support interpretive arguments about any kind of language feature in a text. A case study, 
which examines real interpretive claims about the first few sentences of the U.S. Declaration 
of Independence, follows as a complement to the contrived examples in the rest of the chapter 
before the conclusion.

Table 5.1 The Interpretive Stases

Stasis Definition

Jurisdiction The preliminary conditions for a legitimate interpretation of a text have or have 
not been satisfied

Ambiguity A word or phrase in a text can be read in at least two divergent ways
Definition The basic sense of a word in a text is agreed upon, but its precise scope is not
Conflicting passages Two or more parts of a text seem at variance
Letter versus spirit The author’s intent or some other animating force is pitted against the text’s 

exact verbal formulation
Assimilation A nonexplicit meaning is elicited from the text
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5.2 The Text

Productive argument about a text’s meaning depends first on a shared text between a rhetor – 
someone who uses persuasion to influence another’s thoughts, feelings, or actions – and an 
audience. In some cases, there is only one or one obvious text to interpret. But in other cases, 
there are competing forms of a text, some of which may be incomplete. Over time, variants 
in and versions of a text proliferate and texts experience destruction or decay. In the human-
ities, establishing a shared text, with a single set of ordered language features, which can then 
serve as an object of community interpretation, is the task of textual criticism. Traditionally, 
textual critics have worked to reconstruct the text to reflect, as much as possible, the author’s 
intent. However, modern interrogations of authorial intention as normative have inspired 
other criteria for creating a single authoritative text (see Fraistat and Flanders, 2013). Whether 
inside or outside the academy, nailing down the text’s exact language falls under the stasis of 
jurisdiction, since working with the most accurate-as-possible version of a text is usually a 
preliminary condition for making a legitimate argument about its meaning.

Though establishing the text relative to interpretations about its meaning is a jurisdictional 
activity, within the argumentative work of text establishment, claims, for example about which 
version of a text is more authentic or which features of a text are erroneous, fall under the 
other five interpretive stases. Whenever textual critics compare multiple versions of a text to 
construct a single version, they are in effect reasoning within the stasis of conflicting passages. 
When paleographers are faced with determining where one sentence ends and another begins 
in an ancient text that does not contain punctuation, they are operating in the stasis of ambi-
guity. To help resolve questions like these, rhetors often use a text’s language features, outlined 
in the following sections, as evidence to support their claims.

Translators have a similar relationship to a text as textual critics: they establish a standard 
version of a text, albeit in a different language, and that version becomes a shared object of 
interpretation for a community. For example, different Christian communities will adopt dif-
ferent translations of the Bible as their default text. And with respect to any community that 
relies on a translation, translators work within the stasis of jurisdiction. But within the work 
of translation itself, translators employ the linguistic resources of a text that correspond to the 
other five stases to help decide how best to render that text in a different language.

5.3 Words

Once manuscript issues are settled, rhetors can support arguments about the meaning of a text 
for an audience by appealing to its words (or phrases that function as single semantic units) and 
their meanings. When most people think about interpretation, these discrete building blocks 
of a text probably come to mind first. When rhetors base their claims about the meaning of 
a text on the inclusion of a particular word, they can strengthen the persuasiveness of their 
diction-based arguments by pointing to other available lexical options. For example, the use 
of the word partner to describe a significant other might prompt readers to draw a conclusion 
about the nature of the relationship, given several other lexical options available, including 
girl/boyfriend, wife/husband, and spouse. If the rhetor points out that the word fills an optional 
grammatical slot, the evidentiary force of its inclusion is further heightened. The rhetor can also 
argue that the word belongs to a certain lexical class (e.g., parts of speech, activity-based group-
ings), which can contextualize its meaning in further support of the rhetor’s interpretation.

Words are an even richer source of evidence for interpretive claims because most words have 
multiple senses, as the ancients recognized: “some philosophers think that there is no word 
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which does not have several meanings” (Quintilian, 2001, 7.9.1). With sufficient contextual 
clues, semantic choices can be narrowed down to one, but where these clues are arguably 
insufficient or conflicting, multiple semantic options can be on the table. These options in turn 
can support competing arguments about the text’s meaning. Ancient rhetoricians recognized 
two stases that can arise when a word can be read multiple ways: ambiguity and definition. In 
most cases, rhetors will argue for one reading over other possible readings.

5.3.1 Ambiguity

One kind of textual ambiguity is homonymy. As Quintilian (2001) writes, “Single words give 
rise to error, when the same name applies to a number of things or persons” (7.9.2). In any 
language, there will be semantically distinct words that share the same phonological and/or 
orthographic form. When the context is unclear, homonyms provide at least two evidentiary 
options for supporting a rhetor’s claim about a text’s meaning. For example: This pen will keep 
him out of trouble. If the author of this sentence is writing about a young child, without further 
context it is unclear whether the word pen refers to a writing utensil that will occupy the child 
such that he is not interested in troublesome activities or a small enclosure that will prevent 
the child from engaging in mischief.

In other cases, the basic sense of a word is clear, but there are two or more options for what 
the word in this instance specifically signifies: referential ambiguity. Again, this kind of ambiguity 
offers options to rhetors arguing for the meaning of a text. If a friend whose home is sandwiched 
between two others sends me the message, I am in love with my next-door  neighbor, without fur-
ther information I do not know who has attracted my friend’s affection. A word’s ambiguous 
reference can be a subject that exists outside of the text, as in the previous example, or a subject 
explicitly named elsewhere in the text. The ambiguity that can occur with deictics – words whose 
specific meaning is determined by a context-dependent reference point, such as now, later, my, 
their, these, here, over there – is similar to that of referential ambiguity. Say your employer emails 
you, The deadline for the project is tomorrow, and you read this email a week after it was sent, 
ignoring the date and time stamp. If you turn in the project the next day, your project is late, 
and your boss may not be very understanding. (For more on reference and deixis, see Cruse, 
2011, pp. 381–409).

5.3.2 Definition

Even when the basic sense of a word is agreed upon, rhetors may disagree about the word’s 
scope, its specific definition (Cicero, 1976, 2.51.153–154; Quintilian, 2001, 7.3.7). The adjust-
able nature of a word’s scope, when contextual clues do not sufficiently pinpoint its exact 
meaning, provides rhetors with another evidentiary resource for supporting an interpretative 
claim. Questions of ambiguity concern a choice between a lexical form’s unrelated senses: 
Nail can mean small metal fastener or the hard outgrowth at the end of a finger or toe. Meanwhile, 
questions of definition assume agreement about the word’s basic sense and ask which of its 
related sub-senses is signified. Story has the basic sense of a narrative of events, but it can also 
more specifically refer to a journalistic account, a piece of fiction, or even a lie. The fact that a 
word can have multiple related sub-senses is called polysemy. A rhetor could select a broad or 
narrow definition of the word story in a text depending on the advanced interpretive claim. 
Like an ambiguous word, a vague, or contextually polysemous, word provides rhetors with 
semantic options; indeed, ambiguity and polysemy exist on a spectrum with gradable degrees 
of relatedness between the semantic options on offer. An obscure word, whose basic sense is 
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unclear, may offer even wider options. An argument for a particular definition of a word can 
be supported by appealing to the word’s etymology, identifying its genus term, listing its species, 
or describing its particular attributes (Quintilian, 2001, 5.10.54–62, 7.3.25).

5.4 Sentences

The next set of evidentiary bases for making arguments about a text’s meaning for an audience 
are the grammatical, sentence-level relationships between words in phrases and clauses. A 
rhetor might note that a certain word is an adjective or a noun or that certain information is 
contained in a type of dependent clause rather than the main clause. Because they help index 
grammatical structure, punctuation marks can also serve as evidence for sentence-level-based 
claims. Any grammatical structure, such as predication, modification, or coordination, can be 
employed as a source of evidence for an interpretive claim. Consider these two sentences: 
(1) Slaves built the White House. (2) Enslaved people built the White House. A growing number 
of scholars and activists would interpret the subject in the first sentence as a derogation of 
Black personhood because it identifies these builders with a noun that only signals their slave 
status. Meanwhile, they would read the formulation of the subject in the second sentence 
as centering Black personhood by treating their slave status as an extrinsic quality with a 
grammatically optional adjective. Rhetors can also appeal to the placement or sequence of 
sentence constituents as support for such arguments. Unless there are reasons for believing 
otherwise, many readers will assume that the order of events in a list reflects the order in 
which those events took place – an assumption a rhetor could use to support an argument 
about the meaning of such a text.

Just as one lexical form can elicit multiple senses, one sentence-level form can indicate 
multiple possible relationships between words. These multiple possible relationships present 
rhetors with further evidentiary options for supporting an argument about a text’s meaning 
before an audience. Following Quintilian’s (2001) lead, we can classify instances of syntactic 
ambiguity into three basic categories (7.9.7–9):

 (1) A syntactic ambiguity can occur when there is a question about a word or phrase’s function 
in a sentence. For example: Ciara likes skipping stones. A rhetor could argue that the verb 
skipping has one of two syntactic relationships with the noun stones: skipping is an adjective 
that modifies the noun stones, or skipping is a nonfinite, transitive verb that takes stones as its 
direct object. The first option supports reading the sentence as a description of the kinds of 
stones Ciara appreciates, those that are flat and smooth. The second option supports read-
ing the sentence as a description of an action Ciara enjoys doing, getting stones to bounce 
across a body of water. Linguists might diagram these two options, respectively, as shown 
in Figure 5.1.

 (2) A syntactic ambiguity can occur when there is a question about where to draw the phrase 
boundary between consecutive constituents in a sentence. One of the main reasons many 
language lovers champion the serial, or Oxford, comma – a comma placed after the penul-
timate item in a series of three or more items – is that it can help prevent this kind of 
confusion in lists. Consider this sentence: I posed for a picture with the twins, Aliyah and James. 
If we read this sentence in a publication that eschews the Oxford comma, without fur-
ther contextual information it is not clear whether the writer posed with two people, the 
twins named Aliyah and James, or whether the writer posed with four people, the twins 
and two other named people. A rhetor could thus draw a phrase boundary around Aliyah 
and James as a single noun phrase functioning as an adjective, or appositive, of the noun 
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twins:  [the twins, [Aliyah and James]NP]NP. Or a rhetor could draw a boundary between 
Aliyah and James as separate noun phrases forming the second and third items in this list 
of noun phrases: [[the twins]NP, [Aliyah]NP, and [James]NP]NP. Readers might note that the 
ambiguity in this example also involves the function of Aliyah and James. In English, where 
word order is the main way that the function of sentence constituents is signaled, functional 
and phrasal ambiguity often go hand-in-hand.

 (3) A syntactic ambiguity can occur when what an adverb or adjective modifies is unclear. For 
example: Meet me at the park with the fountain near the monument. Is park or fountain modified 
by the prepositional phrase near the monument, here functioning as an adjective? The rhetor 
arguing for an interpretation of this sentence has a choice that could lead to a successful 
or unsuccessful rendezvous. Again, this kind of ambiguity can coincide with functional or 
phrasal ambiguity. (In the example, phrasal ambiguity is also at play).

5.5 Passages

Generally, sentences in a text do not operate in isolation but connect to form larger spans of 
discourse. Ordinarily, readers do their best to understand the sentences in a text as forming 
a coherent whole, linking them together in various ways. Thus, a passage is defined here as a 
sentence or set of closely related, successive sentences that has or should have some relation-
ship to other sentences in the same text. Passage-level evidence for supporting claims about 
the meaning of a text comes in the form of inter-sentence or, more precisely, interclausal 
relations – which themselves are arguable – involving single sentences or sets of sentences that 
function as a unit. Fahnestock (2011) offers a rhetorical taxonomy of such relations, which 
can be explicitly signaled or inferred by the reader, including restatement, exemplification, 
concession, and contrast (pp. 355–360, 363–370).

When assigned a formal essay by a teacher to interpret, a student rhetor may have to make 
a claim about the meaning of a paragraph – a visually demarcated passage – which requires 
deciding which sentence expresses the main point and which sentences are support for that 
point. Or a student rhetor may need to persuasively identify the thesis and the paragraphs 
that offer support for that thesis. This second example illustrates that rhetors can construct 
an interclausal relation between sentences and/or sets of sentences that are not immediately 
proximate to one another. Any passage in a text is co-text to other passages in the same text. 

Figure 5.1 Diagrams of Syntactic Ambiguity of Word Function Example.
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The fourth paragraph in an essay can support a thesis in the first. Of course, many texts are not 
easily broken up into thesis and support paragraphs, as writers can shape paragraphs for many 
purposes. And many texts are not broken up into paragraphs at all. Moreover, any paragraph 
can be broken up into multiple passages.

5.5.1 Conflicting Passages

Often a text’s architecture is not given much deliberate thought until two or more passages 
seem to be at variance with one another, provoking a question in the stasis of conflicting 
passages. Under the assumption that the text is coherent, rhetors will mount arguments to 
resolve the apparent discrepancy in favor of their persuasive agendas. As Quintilian (2001) 
explains, writing in a legal context, “It is clear to everyone that one law can never be contrary 
to another in juristic principles, because if there were distinct principles one law would be 
cancelled out by the other” (7.7.2). Coherence is a rhetorical construction contingent upon 
context, and arguers can rhetorically construe passages to be congruent or incongruent. 
As Hermogenes (1995) observes, again in a legal context, “A conflict of laws arises when 
two or more verbal instruments, or one divided into two parts, which are not inherently 
contradictory come into conflict because of special circumstances” (41.1–4). To resolve such 
a conflict to support a particular interpretation for an audience, rhetors can argue that one 
passage takes priority over the other, or that the two passages have complementary or non-op-
positional effects, or that the words in each passage that seem to semantically overlap in fact 
do not overlap in either identity or time, or that the text should be reframed such that the 
passages are no longer at odds (Cicero, 1976, 2.49.145–147; Camper, 2018, pp. 103–104). 
These topoi can be implemented by interpreting the passages’ constituent parts, as outlined 
in previous sections.

5.5.2 Jurisdiction: Textual Boundaries

While, theoretically, any passage within a text can serve as co-text for another passage within the 
same text, what counts as relevant co-text can be a matter of debate. In a move of jurisdiction, 
a rhetor can draw a textual boundary that includes or excludes a passage as relevant co-text 
for another passage (Camper, 2018, p. 152). Such inclusion or exclusion can be justified by 
appealing to content (passage x and passage y are talking about the same or different issues), 
proximity (passage x and passage y are juxtaposed or separated by some stretch of discourse), 
or segmentation (passage x and passage y appear in the same or different parts of the text). The 
firmest line a rhetor can draw to exclude some passage as relevant co-text is one that sorts the 
passages in question into two separate texts. Such boundary lines are more persuasive when 
they are coextensive with already recognized demarcations, as when a text is already viewed 
as a collection of smaller, discrete texts – like the books of the Bible, the amendments to the 
Constitution, or the tweets in a Twitter thread.

5.6 Intention and Other Animating Sources of Meaning

One of the most contentious issues in hermeneutics, the study of interpretation, concerns a 
text’s source of meaning. What separates the marks on a page from random scratches in the 
dirt? The traditional answer has been intention: texts have meaning because humans intend 
them to. This answer, however, was challenged in the twentieth century, especially by literary 
theorists. Alternative animating sources of meaning include a text’s constitutive discursive 
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forms or genre, intended or unintended audiences, larger linguistic and cultural systems, con-
text, and assumptions about how language works. Claims that someone’s words constitute a 
microaggression, for example, may ground the offensive meaning not in the author’s intentions 
but in the effects on marginalized hearers, although the author remains responsible. A rhetor 
need not choose just one animating source of meaning but can ground interpretive claims in 
a constellation of sources. Any robust rhetorical description of textual meaning construction 
must consider the range of animating sources that rhetors appeal to. The kind of support that 
linguistic evidence can lend to an interpretive argument depends on its rhetorically constructed 
relationship to an animating source of meaning. The rest of this section focuses on authorial 
intention, the archetype of all other animating sources of meaning.

5.6.1 The Letter of a Text

The stasis of letter versus spirit, a phrase that comes down to us from the ancient Greco-
Roman rhetorical tradition through religious and legal rhetoric, highlights another lan-
guage-based resource for arguing for one interpretation of a text over another: the assumed 
alignment or misalignment of the words on the page and the author’s intent. When a 
rhetor asserts that the words of a text sufficiently reflect the author’s intended meaning, the 
rhetor is adhering to the letter. Often termed the “literal meaning,” this deceptively simple 
concept has been the subject of much debate among linguists, philosophers, legal experts, 
and religious scholars. From a rhetorical perspective, a text’s letter is a rhetorical construct, 
which, when persuasively constructed, makes it look as if the rhetor “follows the exact 
words that are written” (Cicero, 1976, 1.42.121). Appeals to a text’s letter separate out a 
supposedly apparent (to all “reasonable” parties) and basic (no figurative or implied senses) 
meaning of a text from other possible meanings. The apparent and basic nature of this 
elicited meaning depends on the rhetor and the audience sharing overlapping assumptions 
about the context that gives each word in the text its seemingly literal sense (see Searle, 
1979). These assumptions are more likely to be shared by members of the same discourse 
community. The rhetorical force of an appeal to the letter derives from the fact that it 
seems to require little construal. Rhetors defending a letter-oriented reading of a text can 
strengthen their case by emphasizing that the text is clear and was crafted with precision 
([Cicero], 1981, 2.9.13).

Since the letter of a text is a product of rhetorical construal, it can be changed through 
argument without necessarily reducing its persuasive force, offering another source of support 
for an interpretive claim. What is at first taken to be the letter of a text can thus be changed by 
arguing for a different sense or sub-sense of a word or phrase therein (Cicero, 1976, 2.48.142). 
Similarly, a rhetor can revise the letter of a text by offering different interpretations of sen-
tence- and passage-level relationships. However, no letter-changing argument is guaranteed 
to succeed, and if the audience does not accept a new interpretation of the letter, the rhetor 
may have to argue for interpreting the text according to its spirit.

5.6.2 The Spirit of a Text: Tropes

The argument for negating the letter of a text for its spirit usually depends on the assumption 
that taking the text at face value in context violates the author’s intent. Many appeals to 
the spirit of a text rest on arguments about context or the author’s intent and thus are not 
really language based. But in some cases, the text seems to so violate what we know about 
the world and a word’s typical sense that the argument for negating the letter in favor of the 
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spirit can be rhetorically located in the language itself. These language-based signals have 
been traditionally classified as tropes. Quintilian (2001) writes that “[a] Trope is a shift of a 
word or phrase from its proper meaning to another, in a way that has a positive value” (8.6.1). 
Claiming that some part of a text employs a trope can support the rhetor’s argument for not 
taking that part’s words at face value. Each trope thus represents a kind of language-based 
argument a rhetor can make to support a spirit interpretation. A rhetor can claim that the 
language in a text is exaggerated (hyperbole), understated (litotes), analogical (metaphor), 
associative (metonymy), and so forth. The effectiveness of such claims, which are always dis-
putable, rests on shared assumptions between rhetor and audience about the world and typical 
uses of language (See Harris, Chapter 12 of this Handbook, for a full treatment of tropes).

For example, a friend texts you the sentence, I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse. No ordinary 
human person can eat an entire typical, full-grown horse in one sitting. Moreover, in coun-
tries like the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, people generally do not eat 
horse meat. While people do experience hunger, your friend’s expression exceeds what you 
know about human appetites and how humans satisfy their appetites in this particular cultural 
context. Thus, you interpret the message according to its spirit: your friend is acutely hungry 
and is perhaps open to eating a big meal. But at least one traditionally tropic claim cannot be 
grounded in the language of the text. The claim that a text is ironic, that the author means 
the opposite of what is on the page, relies on an assessment of the author’s mind rather than 
linguistic clues therein (see Harris, 2019, pp. 5–10).

5.6.3 Intentional Ambiguity, Vagueness, and Inconsistency

In previous sections of this chapter, we examined obstacles that can arise when interpreting 
various language features of a text – ambiguity, vagueness, inconsistency – and how argument 
can be employed to overcome those obstacles. However, a rhetor can argue that an author is 
intentionally ambiguous, vague, or inconsistent, a claim that itself can be a matter of dispute 
(Camper, 2018, pp. 33–34, 105–106). With this premise of intentionality in place, certain 
interpretive claims are licensed. For instance, claiming that an ambiguity is intentional can 
license arguments for accepting multiple readings of the same word or phrase, even if they 
are in tension. The author presumably intended readers to see both senses or aimed different 
senses at different audiences. The assertion that a text is intentionally vague can support the 
argument that the author is unknowledgeable or uncertain, is trying to hide something, or is 
hoping to evade the consequences for a potentially controversial remark. Claiming that a text 
is intentionally inconsistent can support the conclusion that a passage is a profundity-generating 
paradox or that the author is ambivalent or deceitful.

In some modern schools of literary and rhetorical theory where an author’s conscious 
intentions are discounted as a resource in arguing for textual meaning, a rhetor need not posit 
that an ambiguous or vague word or phrase is intentional to contend that it should be read in 
multiple ways. Nor does such a rhetor need to resolve any apparent self-contradictions in the 
text. Indeed, such a rhetor can deconstruct the meaning of a text, unfurling all the possible 
interpretations given the inherent multivalent potential of language. Of course, for any inter-
pretive deconstruction to be possible, the text must be stripped not only of intentionality but 
of most other aspects of context and rendered a free-floating agglomeration of signs rather than 
a situation-bound instrument for action in the world. There is yet another twist in interpreting 
a text divorced from intentionality: a psychological approach that treats ambiguous, vague, or 
self-contradictory language features of a text as evidence for claims about the author’s subcon-
scious thoughts and feelings.
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Ultimately, whether a rhetor must argue for only one reading depends on the exigence, or 
motivating circumstances, of the rhetorical situation. In the courtroom, justice demands that 
a judge give one reading of the law in any given case. But in literary criticism, a premium is 
placed on originality of interpretation, a value that can be supported by drawing out several 
readings of a text that enhance the richness of the creative work and the reputation of the critic.

5.7 Inference

While some interpretations of a text are grounded in a contextually justified negation of the 
text’s letter, other interpretations affirm the text’s letter and derive additional meanings from it 
through inference (see Quintilian, 2001, 7.8.1). All interpretations are inferential: the rhetor 
argues for a particular meaning of a word, sentence, or passage based on linguistic evidence 
that is understood in light of contextual clues and assumptions about how the text should be 
read. However, this section is focused on inferential interpretations that rhetors or audiences 
would not identify as the explicit meaning of the text but rather as some consequence thereof, 
“when,” as Cicero explains, “from a statement written somewhere one arrives at a principle 
which is written nowhere” (2.50.148). The preferred nomenclature here for these inferential 
readings is “assimilation,” following Heath’s translation of the Greek term in Hermogenes’ On 
Issues, because they are prototypically prompted by the rhetor’s desire to integrate, or assimilate, 
the text into a new or novel context. While assimilations go beyond what is explicitly written, 
they still generally depend on the text’s language features to ground these inferred meanings. 
One must know what a text says to make a potentially persuasive claim about what it does 
not say but would say in a different context. The question then is whether an audience can 
be persuaded that an assimilation is acceptable.

5.7.1 Assimilation: Deduction, Induction, Eduction

Each of Aristotle’s (2007) three methods of inference – deduction (arguing from premises), 
induction (arguing from particulars), and eduction (arguing from parallels) – shows how rhetors 
can arrive at nonexplicit meanings from the explicit language features of a text (1.2.9, 19). In 
a deductive assimilation, the rhetor reads the language of the text as one premise, brings in a 
non-textual proposition as another premise, and based on these premises arrives at a non-stated 
conclusion. Whenever the language of a text is read for clues of the author’s invisible power, 
obscured identities, subconscious desires, or hidden motives – approaches exemplified by crit-
ical discourse analysts and psychoanalytic literary critics – the rhetor is engaged in deductive 
assimilation. The non-textual warrant in these sign-based interpretations is the correlation 
between certain instances of language and whatever real-world entity the rhetor is hunting for. 
With inductive assimilation, the rhetor uses the language in one or more texts as evidence to 
support some more general conclusion about a subject the texts are connected to. Historical 
scholarship that sketches out a time period, a sequence of events, or a person based on available 
primary sources exemplifies this type of assimilation. Another example is corpus analysis, in 
which scholars use computer algorithms to quantify and track specific linguistic elements across 
a body of texts to draw a general conclusion about those texts, the producer of those texts, 
some aspect of the texts’ context, or the kinds of linguistic elements being tracked. In eductive 
assimilation, the rhetor lines up the text with a different situation (or text) in a comparative, 
contrastive, or analogical way. Eductive readings are best exemplified in the legal sphere when 
a law is applied to a case that is to some arguable degree similar to but not the same as the one 
specified in the text. Here, particular textual elements in the law are construed as paralleling 
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elements in the novel case, and these argued parallels become the justification for extending 
the law beyond its original reach.

Once a rhetor arrives at an interpretive conclusion via one of these methods of assimilation, 
that conclusion can serve as a premise that supports a further interpretive conclusion. That new 
conclusion can then serve as a premise supporting yet another interpretive conclusion, and so 
forth. This chaining out of inferred interpretations is assimilation creep. Without an exigence 
to discourage this phenomenon, assimilations, especially of normative texts, tend to produce 
further assimilations over time. Through linked inferences, assimilation can powerfully stretch 
the meaning of a text’s language features well beyond what they seem to explicitly indicate. 
But stretching the text too far can be unpersuasive, especially given the ever-looming criticism 
for all assimilations: that the asserted meaning cannot be found in the text itself. Since the 
mid-twentieth century, the U.S. Supreme Court has inferred a right to privacy from multiple 
constitutional amendments, most critically the Fourteenth Amendment, with its protection 
of citizens’ “liberty” from state restrictions “without due process of law.” The right to privacy 
has in turn supported inferred reproductive rights, which in turn have supported inferred gay 
rights. However, many conservatives have criticized these interpretations as being textually 
unmoored since terms such as privacy, abortion, and same-sex marriage appear nowhere in the 
Constitution.

5.7.2 Widening and Narrowing the Gap

An important consideration for any assimilative argument is the gap between the original text 
and the inferred interpretation. This distance can be argumentatively widened or narrowed 
for a variety of rhetorical purposes. Literature teachers who assign works produced in contexts 
substantially removed from that of their students often must work to narrow this gap so that 
students can fruitfully engage with these texts. Widening the gap somewhat can also serve 
a pedagogical purpose since one aim of having students read literature is to broaden their 
horizons. Either expanding or shrinking this gap can be effected through the construal of a 
text’s language features. The senses and sub-senses of individual words and phrases, as well as 
the grammatical meaning of sentence constituents, can be shifted through arguments in the 
stases of ambiguity and definition to be closer or farther away from elements in the new sit-
uation. To narrow the gap, a rhetor can also argue that a word in the text and a word in the 
assimilation are semantically linked as synonyms or antonyms, that the words are in the same 
semantic class, that a word in the text is the genus and a word in the assimilation a species, or 
that the word in the text presupposes or entails the word in the assimilation. Negating these 
claims would widen the gap.

Often in an assimilation, the audience recognizes that a nonexplicit meaning has been 
inferred from the explicit meaning of the original text and there is a clear separation between 
the two. But in some cases, the rhetor makes no indication that a nonexplicit interpretation has 
been inferred, thus potentially closing the gap between the original text and the inferred mean-
ing completely. In these cases, the rhetor has outstripped the assimilation, or at least attempted 
to (see Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p. 303; see also pp. 121, 125). The advantage of 
a successfully outstripped assimilation – that is, an outstripping the audience accepts – is that 
the interpretation is shielded from charges that the inferred meaning is not in the text itself. 
Sometimes the process of outstripping can be observed in the rhetor’s argumentation, some-
times not. Since what counts as the letter of the text is a matter of agreement between the 
rhetor and the audience, making the analytical claim that an assimilation has been outstripped 
can be challenging.
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5.8 Interpretive Linchpins

In any argument over or about the meaning of a passage or text, there will be one or more 
textual elements whose interpretation governs the interpretation of the rest of the passage or 
text in a particular context. These key parts are interpretive linchpins. How do certain textual 
elements attain linchpin status? Let us start with words (and by extension, phrases that function 
as single words). Whenever we interpret texts, we apply frames that help the text’s elements 
cohere into a meaningful whole. Our knowledge of the world is not made up of isolated 
pieces of information about objects, but rather we group pieces of information about the world 
together into larger organized wholes called frames. Because our knowledge is networked in 
this way, naming one part of a frame with a word can imply the whole frame with its various 
parts, represented by other words. For example, most English speakers will understand that 
the person in this sentence – She climbed into her seat, fastened her seatbelt, put her left hand on 
the steering wheel, and stuck the key into the ignition – is in a car even though the word car is 
never mentioned. This understanding is possible because we know that seats, seatbelts, steering 
wheels, and ignitions are all parts of cars. We also recognize this sequence of actions as the 
preliminary process for driving a car. Our linguistic knowledge of most words comes with a 
frame that allows us to place that word in context and therefore in relation to other words, 
even if that context is not explicitly named (see Fillmore, 2006).

In any coherent passage or text, many of the words will have a connection to some frame, 
but one word may actually name the frame for the passage. This frame-indexing word is a 
linchpin term (see Camper, 2018, pp. 59–62). Many readers would probably assume that the 
example sentence in the previous paragraph described actions inside a car. But what if the next 
sentence read: After turning on the engine and releasing the brake, she backed the tractor out of the barn. 
The linchpin term tractor names the frame and thus governs how we interpret the rest of this 
sentence and the previous one. Some linchpin terms can evoke multiple competing frames, 
thus adding to their interpretive power. By selecting the sense or sub-sense of a linchpin term, 
a rhetor can significantly shape an audience’s interpretation of a passage. Given that tractor can 
refer to off-road farm equipment or the front part of a semi-truck, an argument for one sense over 
the other would further affect our interpretation of these sentences. More radical choices in 
interpretation can be argued when a linchpin term is ambiguous, with two or more possible 
divergent senses.

Phrases, clauses, sentences, and even multi-sentence passages can have linchpin status. In 
these instances, the interpretive linchpin does more than simply name or describe the frame 
by offering an angle or slant from which to view the frame. A multi-word linchpin makes 
the rest of the text converge to support the angle or slant it expresses. In a standard academic 
essay, the linchpin sentence or passage will be the thesis statement. A thesis statement is a 
sentence or set of sentences that gives meaning to all the other passages in the essay, which in 
turn are interpreted as supporting the thesis. The thesis statement will also likely contain one 
or more linchpin terms. The linchpin status of a term and the linchpin status of the sentence 
or passage that term appears in can be mutually reinforcing. Moreover, a term’s candidacy for 
linchpin status can be hindered by its placement in a structurally marginalized passage. Likewise, 
the lack of any linchpin terms would raise questions about the claimed linchpin status of a 
sentence or passage.

Indeed, a textual element’s linchpin status is not absolute but arguable. There can be debate 
over which of two or more elements should govern how the rest of a passage or text is inter-
preted. A textual element’s linchpin status is also tied to the situation in which the interpretive 
argument takes place. Elements that index relevant frames that matter most to the rhetors 
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and audiences interpreting the text are more likely to have linchpin status. Elements with 
a known history for playing a key role in interpreting the text are also more likely to have 
linchpin status. For passages, the text’s coherence-inducing structures will also play a role in 
their arguable linchpin status.

An interpretive linchpin’s status as such is also relative. In any given text, certain elements 
will more explicitly or narrowly index the controlling frame than other elements, and some of 
those other elements will more explicitly or narrowly index the frame than still other elements. 
In the example sentences in the first two paragraphs of this section, tractor most narrowly and 
explicitly indexes the controlling frame, but other words like brake, engine, ignition, and seatbelt 
at least indicate that the frame is some kind of vehicle, even if they do not specify which kind. 
Words with essentially no frame-indexing power would be the function words, such as into, 
the, after, and out. Other words in the passage would fall somewhere in between.

5.9 Interpretive Topoi

Previous sections in this chapter have identified some general rhetorical strategies, or topoi, 
for adding further support to different kinds of text-based evidence or for resolving different 
kinds of text-based issues in interpretive arguments. But there is also a set of topoi that can be 
employed in any of the interpretive stases. These topoi include appeals that cite (1) usage con-
ventions, how a linguistic element in the text is typically employed in a particular community 
or context; (2) co-text, other language in the same text; (3) some attribute of the author, such 
as character, motive, action, or social location; (4) the social, historical, physical, or cultural 
context of the text; (5) past interpretations of this language feature in the given text, in like 
texts, or in texts familiar to the audience; and (6) common sense, what seems like the most 
plausible interpretation. Rhetors can also (7) rewrite part of the text to clarify a favored reading 
or to show that a disfavored reading is not faithful to the text.

5.10 Case Study: The Declaration of Independence

The Declaration of Independence is perhaps the most celebrated document in the United 
States. Its opening lines, memorized by generations of school children and publicly recited 
each year on July 4, have been interpreted for audiences innumerable times, often in support 
of differing agendas. Thus, these lines provide a concrete example of how the various lan-
guage features of a text and closely related concerns can be marshaled to support different, 
even competing interpretive claims. Key terms from the chapter are highlighted in bold in the 
following discussion of interpretations of the Declaration.

The first sentence reads:

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve 
the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among 
the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature 
and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires 
that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

(Declaration, 1776)

Accounting for sentence-level features, Joseph Williams and Joseph Bizup (2014), in their 
style guide for undergraduate writers, note that several of the clauses in the first few sentences 
have non-human abstractions as their subjects (p. 201). They identify three such clauses: it 
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becomes…, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires…, and the causes which impel… . Based 
on this observation, Williams and Bizup characterize the style of the text, which they attribute 
to Thomas Jefferson, as “indirect and impersonal.” They see, in Jefferson’s choices, a desire

to lay down a philosophical basis not for our revolution in particular, but for just 
revolution in general, a profoundly destabilizing idea in Western political thought 
and one that needed more justification than the colonists’ mere desire to throw off a 
government they disliked.

(p. 202)

These sentence-level choices function as evidence to support their claim about the intended 
purpose of the document.

But more argumentative energy and debate has been concentrated on the Declaration’s 
second sentence, sometimes with less generous conclusions:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

(Declaration, 1776)

One interpretive linchpin in this sentence that historically has been the focus of many rhetors 
is the word men. Although modern readers generally interpret the definition of the word men, 
following the word all, to refer inclusively to all human persons, in the past this reading was 
not a given. As incumbent Democratic Illinois Senator Stephen Douglas stated in his 1858 
campaign debate with Republican challenger Abraham Lincoln,

the Declaration of Independence, in the words “all men are created equal,” was 
intended to allude only to the people of the United States, to men of European birth 
or descent, being white men, that they were created equal … but the signers of that 
paper did not intend to include the Indian or the negro in that declaration, for if they 
had would they not have been bound to abolish slavery in every State and Colony 
from that day?

(Prothero, 2012, pp. 80–81)

Douglas justifies this narrow definition of men by assuming that the meaning of the framers’ 
words was consistent with their actions. In a public speech a year earlier, Lincoln criticized this 
narrow definition of men as “doing this obvious violence to the plain unmistakable language of 
the Declaration.” Lincoln emphasizes the clarity of the Declaration’s language to support inter-
preting it according to its letter, reading the framers’ intentions as aspirational: “They meant 
to set up a standard maxim for free society … constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and 
even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated” (p. 80). In these interpretations, 
authorial intent plays a significant role in supporting a narrow or broad reading of men.

Claims that the Declaration’s first sentences were not sincere assertions of human rights 
also sometimes rest on conflicting passages within the document itself. In the last of 27 
grievances listed against the king, the Declaration charges the British monarch with stoking 
violence by Native peoples against the European colonists, calling Native peoples “merciless 
Indian Savages” (Prothero, 2012, p. 88). On the digital news site Indian Country Today, Adrian 
Jawort (2017) draws attention to this internal contradiction, writing:
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Does the most famous document in American history really state “all Men are created 
equal,” then hypocritically proclaim right afterward its first inhabitants are “merciless 
Indian savages”? Yes, it really does … . So this was a carefully mulled over phrase in 
that Natives would forever be considered “savages” in regards to their future relations 
with the U.S.

This internal contradiction helped render the Declaration’s meaning “hollow” for Native 
Americans for much of the country’s history (Wunder, 2000, p. 91).

Some of the discussion surrounding the Declaration concerns the drafting and revision of 
the text itself. One of the most noted revisions to the draft submitted to the Continental 
Congress on June 28 is the deletion of the paragraph that begins:

he [King George] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating it’s [sic] 
most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people, who never of-
fended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere.

The paragraph continues by blaming King George for the slave trade and stirring up enslaved 
people to rebel and reclaim their freedom, which, the text asserts, the king had taken from them 
(Maier, 1997, p. 239). Knowledge of this deletion has been marshaled as further evidence that 
the founders did not truly mean the words they wrote and affirmed in the Declaration’s second 
sentence. In an online essay for the History channel, Yohuru Williams (2020) writes, “Indeed, 
removing Jefferson’s condemnation of slavery would prove the most significant deletion from 
the Declaration of Independence. The founders’ failure to directly address the question of 
slavery exposed the hollowness of the words ‘all men created equal.’”

Besides being interpreted as excluding people of color from its assertions of equality and 
fundamental rights, the Declaration has also been interpreted as excluding women. Again, 
while modern readers interpret the word “men” in the second sentence inclusively as meaning 
humankind, the word is ambiguous and can also mean male humans. This second, exclusivist 
reading seems to have been the dominant one for decades after these words were penned. 
Nevertheless, early feminists argued that the Declaration’s principles implied political gender 
equality, an argument they supported by deductively assimilating key phrases like “consent 
of the governed” found in the document’s third sentence:

That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the governed.

(Declaration, 1776)

As Susan B. Anthony contended in an 1873 speech defending herself for illegally voting,

Here is pronounced the right of all men, and “consequently,” as the Quaker preacher 
said, “of all women,” to a voice in the government. And here, in this first paragraph 
of the Declaration, is the assertion of the natural right of all to the ballot; for, how can 
“the consent of the governed” be given, if the right to vote be denied?

If, as the Declaration asserts, the “just powers” of the government come from the people, then 
it logically follows that women, who are people, should also be able to vote, even though 
this conclusion is not stated in the document itself. Later in the same speech, Anthony works 
to narrow and even outstrip the gap between the document and her inferred conclusion, 
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declaring that legal strictures on women are “in direct violation of the spirit and the letter 
of the declarations of the framers of this government, every one of which was based on the 
immutable principle of equal rights to all” (p. 85). Infringements of women’s rights transgress 
not only the text’s principles, its spirit, but also the text itself, its letter.

5.11 Conclusion

Most modern scholars who study texts are under no illusion that their meanings are fixed, 
stable, or indisputable. Yet how wide ranging can argued interpretations of a single text be? 
This chapter suggests that, rhetorically speaking, such a range has bounds, given an audience 
that cares about the words on the page. These linguistic constraints on interpretations for 
audiences do not necessarily put an upper limit on the number of different readings of a text 
but rather determine the evidence that renders some readings more persuasive than others. The 
various language features of any text can be seen as channels that help funnel interpretations 
into particular streams. If this channeling did not occur, language could not function as a tool 
for coordinating human life. Thus, the rhetorical possibilities for interpreting any text are in 
part opened up and hemmed in by the semantic possibilities of each word, the relationships 
between those words in each sentence, and the passage-level connections between sentences 
or groups of sentences.

But rhetors are not rigidly confined to the letter of the text, and the identification of tropes 
in a text can support negating the letter in those instances. Through inferential reasoning, a 
text’s language features can serve as the basis for nonexplicit readings. And interpreting a text’s 
words, sentences, or passages that seem to have the most influence over how the rest of the text 
is read is yet another tool rhetors have to support their claims beyond the basic letter of the text.

Most important, people do not interpret texts in a vacuum but in a rhetorical context, 
with audiences, motivations for argument, social expectations, and potential consequences for 
one reading being accepted over another. To better understand how and why people interpret 
texts for various ends, we need to take a rhetorical approach. The interpretive stases and their 
topoi, identified 2000 years ago, still offer a remarkably versatile heuristic for conducting such 
a rhetorical investigation. Rhetors have incredible power to mold and shape the meaning of 
a text for an audience through argument, and the interpretive stases can help illuminate the 
sources of and constrains on that power.
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6
USING EXAMPLES TO 

MISREPRESENT THE WORLD
Michael Billig and Cristina Marinho

6.1 Introduction

This chapter examines arguments by example. It does not discuss all types of arguments by 
example, but focuses on those that misrepresent the world or use examples to persuade others 
of untruths. In present times, it is especially important to expose rhetorical processes of deceit, 
lies, and manipulation. We will be drawing upon Hannah Arendt’s profound analysis of truth 
and untruth to explain why conditions today make this such a pressing necessity.

The idea that people can be persuaded by speakers’ uses of examples goes back to Aristotle. 
Despite this distinguished intellectual heritage, recent rhetorical theorists have tended to over-
look argument by example with the notable exception of John Lyons and his book Exemplum, 
which we will be discussing. Consequently, there is no lengthy list of recent rhetorical research 
to be reviewed in this chapter. Nor will we be presenting a theory of examples, for we think 
there is too much theory and not enough examples in the social sciences (Billig, 2019; Billig 
& Marinho, 2020). Instead, we will do something different. Rather than working top-down 
from a theory of examples, we will work bottom-up from examining examples themselves. 
According to Eisenhart and Johnstone (2008), this sort of data-driven approach, which they 
take in Rhetoric in Detail ( Johnstone & Eisenhart, 2008), differs from the common theo-
ry-driven approach of contemporary rhetorical studies.

We will be presenting three detailed examples of arguers using examples to misrepresent 
the world. By examining examples occurring over time in front of responding audiences, it 
becomes possible to catch glimpses of persuasion. Rather than speculating in the abstract as to 
whether one rhetorical style of presenting examples might be more “persuasive” than another 
style, we will seek more direct evidence in the details of discourse and interaction. Because 
most rhetorical theorists do not usually study persuasion in this way, once again there is not a 
vast, disciplinary literature to review.

6.2 A Brief History of Exempla

In his Rhetorica Aristotle gave arguments by example an important place. He suggested that 
they are one of only two ways of proving an argument – the other was by using enthymemes 
(1909, II, xx, 1). An enthymeme, according to Aristotle, involves arguing that the present case 
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is based upon a generally accepted premise. By “example”, he meant a story, either historical 
or fictional, and usually with a political or moral message that would persuade audiences of 
the present case (I, ii 19; on Aristotle’s discussion of examples, see Consigny, 1976; Hauser, 
1968, 1985; Moore, 2016).

In the light of what is to come, it should be noted that Aristotle’s word for a rhetorical 
story – paradeigma – is not equivalent to the English word “example”. In English, “example” 
is frequently used in the wider sense of referring to instances of a general category. When 
speakers make a general point and then say “for example”, giving one or more instances, they 
are using the word in this way. When Aristotle does this in Rhetorica he does not use para-
deigma. At one point, he suggests that “good” can be used to refer to anything that is contrary 
to the advantage of our enemies; he then offers an example (oion) in relation to courage and 
cowardice (I, vi, 19).

By Roman times, the two meanings had coalesced within the single Latin word, exemplum. 
When Cicero in De Oratore claimed that orators must keep in their memories the whole 
of antiquity and “a multitude of examples” (exemplorumque), he was referring to the sort of 
moral histories or fables that Aristotle described as paradeigmata (I, 18). Later in De Oratore, 
Cicero quoted Antonius in a debate about rhetoric saying that when discussing armies and 
the deployment of troops we should cite the examples of the Africani and Maximi (exemplis 
Africanorum et Maximorum, I, 210). Here he was using exemplum to mean providing instances 
of a general category. When later in the present chapter, we analyse speakers using the phrase 
“for example”, we are not using “example” in the technical Aristotelian sense of paradeigma, 
but in this wider, more everyday sense.

From Cicero, we take a great leap forward in time to 1958, the year in which The New 
Rhetoric was first published. By then the rhetorical tradition was in a state of decay, but Perelman 
and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s great book sought to reinterpret rhetorical theory and make it relevant 
for the twentieth century. The concept of examples featured in their project. They used the 
word principally in its wider sense, rather than in the specific Aristotelian sense. However, 
they were not suggesting that “example” (exemple) should be used as its everyday English or 
French sense as a synonym for “illustration”.

In fact, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca suggested that the words “example” and “illus-
tration” should be used differently to distinguish two different relations between a particular 
instance and a general concept or rule: “Whereas an example is designed to establish a rule, 
the role of illustration is to strengthen adherence to a known and accepted rule, by provid-
ing particular instances which clarify the general statement” (1971, p. 357). This distinction, 
when applied to scientific writing, meant that examples are used to generate scientific laws 
or structures, but illustrations are “specimens or illustrations of a recognized law or structure” 
(p. 351). We will not be using the concept of examples in this way. In the social sciences the 
purpose of examples is not confined to forming general rules or to illustrating already formed 
ones. When examples are analysed in detail, they can provide insight into the specific cases of 
a general phenomenon (Billig, 2019). We hope to show this in relation to our three examples, 
or case-studies.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s distinction between examples and illustrations may be 
clear in theory but it is less so in practice. They claim, without an illustrative example, that 
when a number of particular cases are enumerated, the first cases in the list will be used to 
establish a rule, and the last ones “may only serve as illustrations” (p. 359). They do not say 
how it is possible to spot where this changeover occurs – namely what in practice distinguishes 
the two. Note also the little word “only”. The translators have conveyed the original French 
well: “les derniers peuvent ne servir que d’illustrations” (1970, p. 484). “Only”, or “ne … que”, 
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gives illustrations a lower status than examples – they are only illustrations. The authors did 
not describe the first cases in a list as “only” examples, thereby, whether consciously or not, 
conveying their preference for examples through small, unnoticed words that carry a weight 
of meaning beyond their size (Billig, 2013).

Despite the rhetoric of examples having such a distinguished Aristotelian and modern his-
tory, the topic has failed to ignite the imagination of recent rhetorical scholars with the excep-
tion of John Lyons. He begins his book Exemplum by declaring the example to be a “major 
but neglected figure of rhetoric” (1989, p. ix). He notes that the number of books and articles 
about metaphor dwarfs any bibliography of example (p. 5). He was hoping that Exemplum, 
which analysed the rhetoric of examples in early modern French and Italian writings, might 
help to “restore example to its central place in figural rhetoric” (p. x).

Lyons’s hopes have remained unfulfilled, despite the undoubted quality of Exemplum. To 
give one example of this neglect: the 500 page compendium, Companion to Rhetoric and 
Rhetorical Criticism (Jost & Olmsted, 2004), contains a single brief mention of “exemplum” 
(p. 302). “Enthymeme” has a much healthier set of index entries, but even these are as noth-
ing when set beside those for “metaphor”. Modern rhetorical theorists still place Aristotle’s 
Rhetorica at the heart of their discipline (Gross & Walzer, 2000) but in the matter of argument 
by example they do not follow their discipline’s founder. Now might well be the time to 
reverse this trend.

6.3 Examples: Exemplifying and Misrepresenting

Over 50 years ago, Hannah Arendt showed great prescience in her essay “Truth and Politics” 
(1977 [1967]) when she wrote that the trend of turning fact into opinion was threatening 
democracy. Even she could not have predicted that one day a US president would claim that 
the number of votes cast in a presidential election was a matter of opinion and that the offi-
cially recorded votes were an example of “fake news”. These claims were not just the product 
of a single individual’s psychology, but because they were shared by millions of his supporters 
they have wide social significance. In times when this is possible, it is crucial to recognize how 
examples, and other forms of argument, can be used to undermine the sorts of factual truths 
on which, according to Arendt, democracies depend. The trends undermining truthfulness 
seem to be accelerating. In the past decade the politics of fear have, to quote the words of 
Ruth Wodak (2021), become shameless. It is not only politicians who treat truth with flex-
ibility. Every minute of every day, well-accessed parts of the internet are dismissing the idea 
of evidence in relation to matters such as climate change, evolution, vaccination, media, and 
secret conspiracies to subvert the world.

As a result, there are good reasons for taking a critical perspective when analysing discourse 
and rhetoric. Critical discourse analysts have sought to understand how the powerful can use 
their power to produce distorted but persuasive views of the world (Fairclough, 2013; van 
Dijk, 2008; Wodak, 2013; Wodak & Meyer, 2015). Although there has been an attempt to 
create a critical rhetoric (McKerrow, 1989), it has not been greatly successful. Possibly because 
critical rhetoric has been theory-driven, it has not become an accepted part of critical discourse 
studies, which are much more data-driven (Tracy et al., 2011).

A critical analysis of arguments by example will need to take examples as both the objects 
and the means of inquiry. As John Lyons (1989) wryly observed, examples “are generally 
studied exemplarily”, for scholars “spend their time gathering examples of examples” (p. 10). 
Of course, it is necessary for scholars to do more than just gather examples of examples. Some 
of the gathered examples should be studied in depth to discover how examples can be used 
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in practice. In the present case, this means analysing some good examples of bad examples, 
so that we can begin to understand the subtle ways that speakers and writers use examples to 
misrepresent the world.

This means acknowledging that when speakers and writers explicitly use examples they 
make claims about the world. According to Lyons, specific examples are always examples of 
something and, as such, they are interpretive. The phrase “for example” will generally signal 
such a claim. At the minimum, this can be the claim that a particular example exemplifies a 
specified category. In the last paragraph of the previous section, we offered an example of the 
neglect of examples in current rhetorical theory. The example of a particular handbook seemed 
to give substance to our general claim.

This is where the possibility of misrepresentation comes in: there is always the possibility that 
the example has been used in a way that misinterprets the world. This is true of our example 
of the handbook. Despite our claim, the book might not have ignored argument by examples; 
or it might have neglected examples but was not a good exemplar of contemporary rhetorical 
writing in this regard; or the book might have deliberately neglected examples because they 
were being treated in a second volume; and so on. There are numerous ways in which we 
might have been factually wrong. It is likely that most readers of that paragraph, being used to 
reading examples in academic discourse, took our example, and what it supposedly exemplified, 
for granted without checking the underlying claims.

A second feature of examples is that they are, to quote Lyons, “dependent texts” (1989, 
p. 23) – although, arguably, more examples occur in spoken, rather than in textually written, 
language. Lyons’s point is that examples are used for argumentative or interpretive purposes: 
they do not exist in their own right. Our example of the handbook was given to bolster our 
contention that rhetoricians are neglecting examples. It could be that there was little wrong with 
the choice of our specific example: namely that the book did neglect examples and was by no 
means the only rhetorical book to do so at that time. However, our general argument might 
be misplaced if this neglect has been corrected in the last few years by works which we shame-
fully do not know, or, worse still, which we deliberately failed to mention. Thus, an outwardly 
relevant, good example can be recruited to support a wider misrepresentation of the world.

In present times, we need to have the knowledge, the analytic resources, and, above all, the 
suspicions to check critically the examples that politicians and others regularly present for their 
own persuasive purposes. Methodologically, this means that we should not merely examine 
particular uses of examples in terms of their style or form, but we should seek to understand 
them within their wider argumentative, social, and ideological contexts.1

6.4 Guidelines for Working Outwards and Observing Persuasion

We will examine three examples of speakers/writers employing examples persuasively to mis-
represent the world. For reasons of space, the second and third analyses will be less detailed 
than the first. Each example has its particular characteristics, as does each analysis. The first 
two examples are taken from political speeches. The third is a written, non-political text. In 
two of the examples the speaker/writer indicates that they are giving an example. In the other 
example, the political speaker uses an Aristotelian sort of example by telling a story and treating 
it as an example without explicitly labelling it as such. Our three examples do not conform to 
a single type except for one point: each is to be distrusted because it misrepresents the world. 
But each example misrepresents the world in its own particular way.

Because of such unique features, there can be no common methodological practice that 
can be automatically applied to each example (Arthos, 2003). Because examples have common 
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features that were discussed in the previous section, it is, nevertheless, possible to offer some 
general guidelines. If each example is used to exemplify something, then the analyst can begin 
by examining what the speaker/writer might be claiming their particular example to be exem-
plifying. Since this will involve a claim about the world, a critical analyst might question that 
claim. This could involve, for instance, questioning how the example and what is exemplified 
are being described. It might involve going beyond the specific example and adducing outside 
evidence to question the claim.

Critical analysts, thus, should attempt to do more than identify the example as a rhetorical 
figure. They might work outwards from the specific example to explore what the speaker/
writer is doing with the example – especially if analysts suspect that the speaker/writer is 
misrepresenting the world. Accordingly, critical analysts, in exploring the wider argumentative 
context of the example, should check whether the speaker/writer has argumentative purposes 
that are not altogether innocent.

Also, if analysts wish to observe persuasive processes directly, they must do more than 
identifying the tropes or rhetorical figures that a speaker/writer might be using. In the case 
of the spoken word, it can be possible to observe persuasive processes and other supposedly 
inner mental processes. Our approach derives in general terms from discursive, or rhetorical, 
psychology (Billig, 1991, 1996; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Potter, 
Hepburn, & Edwards, 2020; Tileagă & Stokoe, 2017). Discursive psychologists claim that 
many of the processes that psychologists assume to be internal and therefore unobservable are 
actually outwardly observable within social interaction. This includes persuasion in ordinary, 
everyday interaction (Humă, Stokoe, & Sikveland, 2020), as well as in the direct interaction 
between political orators and their audiences. Regarding the latter, skilled speakers can leave 
micro-pauses as they seek to elicit coordinated applause from audience members, who in their 
turn can use those pauses to enact outwardly whether they are agreeing or disagreeing, being 
persuaded or otherwise (Atkinson, 1984; Bull, 2016; Heritage & Greatbatch, 1986; Ilie, 2010, 
2015). We will show glimpses of such interactive persuasion/non-persuasion in the first two 
examples. Our third example is a written text, but it is still possible to observe persuasion in 
the author’s account of an interaction. As always, the devil – and in these cases the devil of 
misrepresentation – lies in the detail.

6.4.1 José Branco Speaking at the Annual Portuguese  
Parliamentary Celebration

Our first example occurred in 2010 during the annual ceremony held in the Portuguese 
parliament to celebrate the April Revolution of 1974. The ceremony is held on 25 April, 
the day when the Revolution overthrew the old totalitarian regime.2 The first ceremony was 
held in 1977, with the left-wing parties celebrating enthusiastically, but the right-wing parties 
expressing reservations (Billig & Marinho, 2017; Marinho & Billig, 2013).

According to modern rhetorical theorists, the Portuguese ceremony is the sort of epideictic 
celebration where it would be expected that the deputies would set normal partisan politics 
aside, as they jointly commemorate the Revolution (Condit, 1985; Sheard, 1996; but see Vitale, 
2015). However, the rhetorical practice of the ceremony routinely fails to match rhetorical 
theory: the deputies’ speeches are politically partisan and so are the reactions of the deputies in 
the audience (Billig & Marinho, 2017, 2020). Only very rarely do deputies applaud speakers 
from a party other than their own. By their routine reactions, the deputies outwardly enact 
that they are unpersuaded by what the representatives of the other parties are saying and that 
they agree with their own representatives.
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The differences between left and right are not confined to their speeches and their responses. 
For the annual ceremony, the parliament is decorated with red carnations to commemorate the 
flowers that many opponents of Caetano’s regime had carried as they gathered on the streets of 
Lisbon in April 1974. Speakers representing left-wing parties have always pinned a carnation to 
their clothing. No speaker from the right had worn a carnation until 2010, when José Branco, 
representing the centre-right PSD (Social Democratic Party, Partido Social Democrata), did so. 
Our example comes from his speech (see Billig & Marinho, 2017, pp. 148–152, for a more 
detailed account of his speech). Here we will concentrate on the way that Branco’s explicit 
example differed from what he was presenting it to be.

His example came near to the start. “I begin with a quotation”, he had said, “from a writing 
from the beginning of the last century – ‘Freedom only for the members of the government 
and party members is not freedom at all’!” That was, he added, “so timely, so full of truth!”3 
He then commented on the carnation that he was wearing, indicating with his right hand the 
carnation pinned to the left side of his jacket:

[F]or 36 years we let the parties appropriate for themselves the symbols that are for 
all – this carnation that today I wear here is a good example of this. It is not trademark 
or intellectual property of this or that party!

Voices of the PSD Deputies and some Deputies from the PS (Socialist Party) – Very good!
(pp. 15–16)

Immediately following this, Branco claimed that “ideological moralism” was blinding “us” 
from seeing that “the carnation that I here wear – and its Revolution – were made for all the 
Portuguese, not just for some”. According to the official parliamentary record, this was also met 
with applause from the deputies of his own party and from some of the PS deputies (centre-left 
Socialist Party, Partido Socialista). Within a short space, Branco had twice achieved something 
extremely rare in the ceremony: left-wing deputies showing approval of a right-wing speaker. 
And the first came as a reaction to his “good example” (um bom exemplo).

If we ask “what was Branco doing?” the short answer is that he was justifying wearing a 
carnation to those members of his own party who were not wearing the symbolic flower. He 
was also literally pointing to his carnation and stating that it exemplified all the carnations and 
other symbols of the Revolution that “we” had allowed the left to appropriate. Branco spe-
cifically presents his carnation not just as any example but as “a good example”. A number of 
linguists and cognitive psychologists have argued that the categories of ordinary language, unlike 
logical or scientific categories, do not have strict criteria of inclusion and exclusion. Instead, 
some instances of ordinary language concepts are more prototypical than others: for instance, 
a flightless bird is not generally considered a “good” or prototypical example of a bird (Lakoff, 
2007; Rosch, 1973; Rosch & Mervis, 1975). Branco was implying that his carnation was a 
prototypical example of those symbols that the left had appropriated (Billig & Marinho, 2020).

The phrase “good example” implies quantity as well as quality: it conveys that the specific 
example is not unique. Sometimes it can be used to convey that there are many other examples, 
“too many for the writer or speaker to specify” (Fahnestock, 1997, p. 63; see also Perelman & 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1971, pp. 85ff). In this case, Branco specifically mentioned other revolutionary 
symbols that “we” have allowed the left to appropriate, such as the music and poetry of the 
Revolution. Later in his speech he quoted the revolutionary poet and musician, Sérgio Godinho.

If we only looked at the immediate rhetoric of Branco’s example, then all might appear 
straightforward. Yet, Branco’s language contained clues, whose significance became clearer, but 
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which at the time would have been too quickly delivered to be noted. He was using what 
Pernot (2005, 2015) called “figured language” – the sort of moral language, superficially fit 
for an epideictic ceremony, but which hides its departures from the norms of the particular 
ceremony. According to Pernot, Greek orators in imperial Rome would often seem to praise 
the Romans, but in ways that actually criticized them.

Branco was not speaking literally when he pointed to his own carnation as a good example 
of the symbols that “we” have allowed “the parties” (i.e., the left parties) to appropriate. “This 
carnation” was not literally a good example of all the carnations that the PSD deputies had 
not worn for the past 36 years. It was a negation of those rejected flowers, for this was an 
unrejected carnation. Branco’s strange wording gave him rhetorical benefits. It enabled him to 
avoid saying why he and some other PSD deputies had decided to wear carnations. Moreover, 
he avoided criticizing his party for dissociating itself from the symbols of the Revolution. It is 
as if the real, long-standing offence had been committed by the left: “they” had appropriated 
the symbol, rather than “we” had rejected it.

Even before this, Branco had been using the sort of “figured” speech that omits crucial 
information. As he introduced his opening quotation, he used an awkward turn of phrase. He 
did not say “I begin with a quotation from a writer”, but “I begin with a quotation from a 
writing” (de um escrito, p. 15). He identified neither the writer nor the writing. Was he doing 
a bit more, and a bit less, than might have been immediately apparent?

There was further avoidance when he presented his good example. Branco claimed that 
his carnation and the Revolution that it symbolized “were made for all the Portuguese, not 
just for some”, phrasing the verb in the passive voice (“were made”: foram feitos). As critical 
discourse analysts have long pointed out, when speakers and writers use the passive voice to 
describe an action, they can avoid specifying who performed that action (Billig, 2008; Fowler, 
1991; Fowler, Hodge, Kress, & Trew, 1979). Branco says that the Revolution was made for all 
Portuguese – not all Portuguese made the Revolution. It was principally the left who made 
the Revolution, rather than those from the right (Rezola, 2007). Branco would not want to 
say that the left made the Revolution for all the Portuguese.

Whether intentionally or not, Branco was dropping linguistic hints that he was not being 
entirely straightforward. Because a speech unfolds over time and because the hints were made in 
little, unremarkable words, there is no reason why his political opponents should have realized 
exactly what he was doing with his words and his carnation. To uncover his actions, we need 
to work outwards from the specific example.

By his carnation Branco seemed to be identifying himself and his party with the momen-
tous events of 1974. But he was using those events and their symbols to make a point about 
the present, as many speakers at the ceremony do (Billig & Marinho, 2017). Branco quoted 
Godinho, and told his audience to remember Godinho, the Revolution, and freedom: “This is 
what unites us, thirty six years since April, and that makes this session so important: today, free-
dom [is] tightly restricted”. This time, according to the parliamentary record, the PS deputies 
protested and none voiced support. “We should remember the revolution of April and Sérgio 
Godinho,” he continued, “because in 2010 the people do not have the power to choose”.

Branco, having presented himself as identifying with the April Revolutionaries, was now 
identifying the current, democratically elected PS government with the totalitarian regime that 
the Revolution overthrew. He asked his audience to imagine the State on the day before the 
Revolution and then he compared that State with the present day State. He adapted Godinho’s 
words to apply them to the present centre-left government: the State today, not the people, 
had all the power and it was “profoundly reactionary”. All the left parties protested (Billig & 
Marinho, 2017, p. 152).
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Branco, having complained that the left had appropriated the symbols of the Revolution, 
was now demonstrating how the right could appropriate the left’s symbols and its rhetoric 
to turn them against the left. This sort of appropriation is common in neo-liberal politics 
(Krzyżanowski, 2016; Phelan, 2014). In the present case it involves projection, as the speaker 
attributes to others the unadmitted deeds of the speaker and his party.

In his opening statement, Branco was appropriating from the left and concealing that appro-
priation. By his awkward phrasing he was able to hide the author’s name and gender. The 
author was Rosa Luxemburg, the Marxist revolutionary; Branco was quoting from Chapter 6 
of her The Russian Revolution (1918/1940). In his quotation, Branco omitted a phrase, which 
would have implied that when the majority deny freedom to the minority then their own 
freedom is not genuine.4 This concealed omission was an example of what McGlone (2005) 
called “contextomy”, which occurs when someone changes the meaning of a quotation by 
omitting a part or by taking it out of context. Such omissions are ways of manipulating infor-
mation in order to manipulate people (Billig & Marinho, 2014).

By his omission Branco avoided implying that the criticism contained in the quotation 
might apply to his party, which was seeking to become once more the majority party of gov-
ernment. His removal of the phrase was as rhetorically artful as his concealment of its author’s 
identity. So was his comparison of the current government with the old totalitarian regime. 
As Krebs and Jackson (2007) argued, when speakers are being so precise in their language and 
rhetorical moves, then there are good grounds for believing them to be acting deliberately 
rather than accidentally.

An audience by its overt reactions can display the persuasive effects of a speech. Even those 
PSD members who had chosen not to wear a carnation vociferously supported the speaker 
when he pointed, both literally and metaphorically, to his own carnation. The deputies of 
the CDS-PP, which is further to the right of the PSD, sat carnation-less and unapplauding, 
demonstrating that they were not persuaded by Branco’s argument of appropriation.

Most interesting are the reactions of those centre-left PS members who shouted their sup-
port, thereby breaking the customary pattern. When they did so, they were demonstrating at 
the minimum their belief that the speaker was wearing his carnation in good faith. They were 
persuaded that he was innocently associating himself with the memory of the Revolution – not 
that they would have expected his speech, as opposed to his carnation, to be non-political. 
When it became clear that Branco was likening their own party to the totalitarian enemy of 
the carnation, they were no longer shouting out their agreement – no longer persuaded of 
his, or his carnation’s, good faith. Here we catch a glimpse of persuasion in action, not as an 
absolute, all-or-nothing process. We can be persuaded at one moment, only to be dissuaded 
at the next. And then we might feel duped.

6.4.2 Campaigning to Become Prime Minister of the United Kingdom

In the previous example, we discovered the misrepresentations in the course of doing the 
analysis. We specifically chose to analyse the second example because the misrepresentations 
had already been reported in the press. The example is taken from a speech by Boris Johnson, 
a politician with a long, publicized history of telling untruths, whether personal, political, or 
journalistic.5 Johnson gave the speech in London to members of the Conservative Party on 
17 July 2019, the day before members had to vote for their next leader, who would auto-
matically become prime minister of the United Kingdom. The choice was between Johnson 
and Jeremy Hunt, who was then the foreign secretary. Both candidates were addressing the 
meeting.
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Johnson caught the attention of the television cameras and the headline writers with a story 
about European bureaucracy. This was a proper Aristotelian example rather than a list of par-
ticulars following the phrase “for example …”. Whereas Branco in the previous example was 
speaking politically within an epideictic context, Johnson was speaking epideictically within a 
political context. The Greek word epideixis means “display” and Johnson’s exemplary anecdote 
was very much part of his rhetorical display, designed to highlight the contrast between himself 
and his less flamboyant, rather boring rival.

Johnson told his story with much arm-waving. He began by reaching for a plastic envelope 
containing a fish, which he displayed to his audience and the television cameras. “This kipper”, 
he said, had just been presented to him by a newspaper editor who had received it from “a 
kipper smoker in the Isle of Man”. The kipper smoker was “utterly furious” because, “after 
decades of sending kippers like this through the post, he has had his costs massively increased 
by Brussels’ bureaucrats”. They now insisted that each kipper must be accompanied by “a 
plastic ice-pillow”. Johnson paused to reach down for a pillow, which he held aloft, declaring 
“pointless, pointless, expensive, environmentally damaging”.6

The plastic pillow might have been pointless, but Johnson’s story certainly had a point. 
He was exemplifying “our” lack of national freedom in the European Union. When “we” 
come out, he said, we will be able “to take back control of our regulatory framework [waves 
his right arm] and end this damaging regulatory overkill”. The kipper-smoker and his kip-
per exemplified the bureaucracy of Brussels. Rhetorically there was a later punch-line when 
Johnson made a pun between “kipper” as a smoked fish and UKipper, as a member of the 
extreme anti-EU, United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). There was much laughter 
when Johnson declared: “We will bring the kippers back. It’s not a red herring.”7

Johnson did not name the “European Union” as such but referred to “Brussels”. He was 
using what some linguists have called a place-for-institution metonym, thereby implying that 
associations attached to the part – in this case, the association of bureaucracy, foreignness, and 
control – are prototypical features of the EU as an institution (Littlemore, 2015; Radden & 
Kövecses, 2007). Judging from their laughter, the audience was displaying their knowledge of 
these associations. Johnson’s anecdote was, to quote Kenneth Burke (1945), a “representative 
anecdote”, exemplifying all the supposed restrictions from which the nation, under Johnson’s 
leadership, would soon be freed.

The following day, the British newspapers reported Johnson’s anecdote about the kip-
per-smoker. Those national newspapers that were critical of the Conservative government, 
and of Johnson in particular, reported that Johnson’s story could not represent what he 
claimed it did. First, EU regulations about transporting fish concerned fresh fish and not 
smoked fish. Second, the Isle of Man was not technically part of the EU but fell under UK 
regulatory control – a fact that the soon to be UK prime minister clearly did not know. If 
anyone was forcing the kipper-smoker to use a plastic ice-pillow, it was the UK’s Conservative 
government.

The story may have been true inasmuch as the kipper-smoker might have been angry about 
being required to wrap his kippers in a new way. But, in using the story to exemplify EU 
bureaucracy, Johnson was making a false claim. The important point is that it did not seem 
to matter. There was no immediate scandal. Johnson’s untruth, nor his ignorance about the 
UK and its tax havens, did not bother his supporters – he won the leadership contest easily.8

By their laughter and applause, the audience had demonstrated that they believed in Johnson’s 
anecdote and what it supposedly exemplified. He had persuaded them. Not that much persua-
sion was necessary for they were ready to accept such a story, especially from Johnson. Should 
we say that Johnson had lied to them? There is no reason to suggest that he knowingly lied. 
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Like his audience, Johnson was ready to accept the truth of this anecdote, when he heard it 
from the newspaper editor. For Johnson, no verification was necessary.

Johnson immediately passed to the world this new example of Brussels bureaucracy, which 
closely resembled the examples that he had regularly invented when he worked as the Brussels 
correspondent of the Daily Telegraph.9 He would have recognized straightaway that the story 
would be rhetorically useful for the final speech of his campaign. As Hannah Arendt (1977) 
wrote, in democratic conditions “deception without self-deception is well-nigh impossible” 
(p. 251).

Patricia Roberts-Miller (2017) has argued that the dangers of demagoguery reside in the 
characteristics of the audience, rather than in those of the demagogue: “Demagoguery isn’t 
about what politicians do; it’s about how we, as citizens, argue, reason and vote” (p. 8). The 
dangers, she suggests, are manifest in the collapse of evidence and truth. Neither Johnson nor 
his admirers were bothered that he had told yet another untruth: Boris was just being Boris. 
The Daily Mail strongly supported Johnson, and its report of the event did not mention that the 
kipper story was untrue. It described the episode as a “slapstick moment” (Wilcock, 2019) – as 
if it were good fun, not serious untruth.

If we look closely at a specific incident, we can sometimes catch a glimpse of other past 
moments, especially if we have a perceptive guide to help us. Shortly after the Second World 
War, Hannah Arendt wrote about the conditions needed for totalitarianism: the ideal subject 
of totalitarian rule, she suggested, was not “the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist”, 
but it was the person who had lost “the distinction between fact and fiction … and the dis-
tinction between true and false” (Arendt, 1951, p. 474). When set against Arendt’s wise words, 
the kipper-waving incident appears neither funny nor trivial.

6.4.3 Selling the Secrets of Seduction

We can only present a few of the infinite ways of using examples to misrepresent. Each of our 
examples is different. In the case of Johnson and his kipper speech, the particular case did not 
exemplify what he said it did. Branco mis-described his particular example to make it fit a 
wider series of misrepresentations. In the third example, a writer tells a story and the particular 
examples exemplify what he says they do. However, the issue of deceit is raised in his story. 
The storyteller indicates that he has been persuaded that the deceit is not deceit. Here is an 
example of misrepresenting misrepresentation – lying about lies.

The example comes from the so-called “seduction industry”, which charges high fees to 
train men to become “pickup artists”, or persuasive seducers of women (for critiques of this 
global industry, see O’Neill, 2015, 2018). One such pickup pupil, and then instructor, was 
Neill Strauss, author of The Game (2005/2015), which topped the New York Times bestsellers 
list for two months in 2005 and has sold more than three million copies. The publishers 
marketed The Game as an exposé of the seduction industry, with the subtitle Undercover in 
the secret society of pickup artists. The book, however, is also a manual, revealing techniques for 
successful seduction.

Strauss recounts how he was originally approached by a publisher. According to this story, 
whose truth cannot be guaranteed, the publisher had come across a guide to seduction on the 
internet and thought that Strauss could turn it into “a coherent how-to book” (2005/2015, 
p. 9). Strauss reports that he was very interested, sensing an opportunity to turn his personal 
history of sexual failure into glorious triumph. So he immersed himself in the seduction indus-
try for two years, becoming a successful trainer, or self-styled “guru”, and then establishing 
his own pickup business.
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Then he left the industry, not because he had qualms about the pickup techniques. There 
were, he wrote, too many “gurus” and he wanted to make his fame as a writer. The editors of 
his first newspaper piece on the industry wanted more exposé, and less how-to (p. 265). He 
returned to the industry, but then left again, complaining of inter-guru rivalries. By this time 
Strauss had a regular girlfriend who, he said, wanted him to leave. In The Game, he suggested 
that the techniques of seduction do not help sustain long-term relationships (p. 473).

As O’Neill (2015, 2018) has demonstrated, Straus, like other self-styled “gurus”, accepted 
the extreme sexist assumptions of the industry. In The Game, Strauss denies that pickup artists 
exploit women. Over and again he contends that pickup artists give “every woman” what she 
wants: “not what she says she wants, but what she really wants, deep inside” (p. 13). Note: 
gurus supposedly know what women really want, not women themselves.

The contents of The Game reflect its mixed origins as a manual and an exposé. Like many 
popular exposés and self-help guides, The Game is full of entertaining, representative anecdotes. 
Early in this 500 page book, Strauss recounts how Mystery, his “guru”, taught him about 
“openers”.10 The seduction industry, like the academic industry, has a fondness for technical 
terms: “openers” are the first remarks that the potential seducer makes to gain the attention 
of a woman whom he seeks to seduce. Mystery gave Strauss an example:

Say this when you see a group with a girl you like. “Hey, it looks like the party’s over 
here.” Then turn to the girl you want and add, “If I wasn’t gay, you’d be so mine.”

(Strauss, 2005/2015, p. 25)

Mystery then gave the whole class “other examples of openers”. The word “examples” is 
presented as being Strauss’s, but, of course, Mystery may well have used it.

Technically this differs from Johnson’s example, which is his whole anecdote, rather than 
being a claim made by a character within an anecdote. The question “What is the speaker/
writer doing with the example?” is necessarily more complicated when there are two speaker/
writers – the one using the example rhetorically and the other telling the story about this 
claimed example. Both speakers/writers may have their own purposes, which may not be 
identical.

We can ask what Mystery was doing, regardless of whether he personally used the word 
“examples”. Obviously, he was instructing his students to seduce. In terms of his immediate 
rhetoric, he was conveying quantity. He was implying that he was not giving his students 
the only possible “openers”: these were only examples of “openers”. He was also suggesting 
quality: these “openers” had been successfully tested for seduction.

Moreover, Mystery presented his examples as exemplifying a general principle: the pickup 
artist must start a conversation but should not appear to be trying to pick up the girl. Strauss 
reports that “the point of the Mystery Method is to come in under the radar”; whereas “an 
amateur hits on a woman right away”, according to Mystery, “a pro waits eight to ten minutes” 
(2005/2015, p. 26).

Mystery is teaching principles that are supposedly unknown to amateurs and he is provid-
ing his pupils with practical examples of those principles. Of course, he is doing more. He 
is teaching the technical vocabulary of the industry; “openers” being merely opening moves, 
he is conveying that he has much more to teach; he is acting as a “guru” to men who need 
a guru of seduction; and so on. But so far there seems to be no misrepresentation: Mystery’s 
examples were examples of openers. In a limited sense he was revealing the world of seduction.

That is not the full story. Strauss was also demonstrating that he had been persuaded by a 
lie about lying. Mystery had told him to pretend to be gay when making an opener. Strauss 
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asks him whether that is a lie. Mystery replies: “it’s not lying” – it is “flirting” (p. 25). Mystery 
uses a technique that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1971) called “dissociation”.11 If speakers 
want to use an instance of a category that is usually disapproved, then they should remove that 
instance from its rhetorically problematic category, and put it within a more socially accept-
able one. Thus, untrue openers are not “lies” but they have been categorized as “flirtation”. 
Similarly the Johnson-supporting newspaper, in its report of the kipper story, omitted all men-
tion of untruth and that the UK’s soon-to-be prime minister apparently did not know what 
territory was, or was not, part of the UK. Instead, the episode was a bit of fun, just “slapstick”.

Several of Mystery’s other examples also involved the prospective seducer telling the woman 
something untrue. By Mystery’s rhetorical manoeuvre, these were also not lies. Strauss might 
have originally reacted that Mystery’s example seemed to be a lie, but a rhetorical absence 
and a rhetorical presence in his book shows that Strauss was persuaded that the lie was not a 
lie. The absence was that Strauss’s account contains nothing to suggest that he, Strauss, now 
disapproves of using the term “flirtation” and that he was right first time to call the lie a “lie”. 
There is no added dissociation from the original dissociation – no words to the effect that 
“actually it wasn’t just flirtation, because a lie is always a lie”.

Then there was the rhetorical presence. Strauss describes Mystery’s “other examples” of 
“openers” as “innocent but intriguing questions” (p. 26). “Innocent” is Strauss’s own word: 
what is untruthful has become “innocent”. Each opener embodies deceit, because for the first 
eight to ten minutes of the opening move, the would-be seducer should pretend that he is 
not a would-be seducer. He must hide his purposes, rather as Branco hid his purposes during 
the opening moves of his formal speech. Strauss was not writing about persuasion when the 
word “innocent”, as it were, quietly crept into his text. Because of this, the word is all the 
more convincing as a sign that Strauss was and remains persuaded by Mystery’s assurance that 
openers are innocent flirtation.

Arendt warned that political dangers ensue when the idea of truthfulness is undermined. 
It would be unrealistic to suppose that when truth is threatened, it only affects the world of 
politics, without touching other forms of social life. If truth becomes opinion, then lies will 
be widely upgraded. In the so-called seduction industry, every time trained seducers practise 
their skills, they will unthinkingly dissemble. When they teach these skills, they will be using 
their examples to misrepresent misrepresentation, to avoid identifying lies as lies. They will 
then have become examples of their own routine deceit.

6.5 Conclusion

No grand conclusion about the rhetorical effectiveness of examples should be expected, except 
perhaps the commonplace that a good example can add weight to your argument (or to your 
academic investigation). That is so close to being a truism as to be virtually useless. Similarly 
no grand conclusion should be expected about the use of examples for misrepresenting the 
world. Our three examples have shown that there are different ways of using examples to make 
untruthful claims – whether it is claiming that an example exemplifies what it does not; or using 
an example to misrepresent and conceal one’s wider rhetorical purposes; or to misrepresent a 
deceitful example as not being deceitful.

These three examples, of course, cannot possibly exhaust the ways that resourceful speakers/
writers can recruit examples to further their misrepresentations. As they find new ways of using 
untruthful examples in new circumstances, then analysts can only play catch-up by attending 
closely to the words that are being used to misrepresent. They should set such words within 
their wider context and check what those words are claiming about the world.
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All three of our examples afforded glimpses of persuasion but, like examples, persuasion can 
take many forms. In the first example, the persuasion seemed brief. As the speaker began to 
make his purposes clear, so those opponents, who had initially been persuaded of the speaker’s 
good intentions, showed outward signs that they had become unpersuaded. The audience in the 
second example showed its readiness to believe the story told by the speaker and the speaker, 
in his turn, showed his readiness to self-persuade. In the last example, the writer indicated that 
he remained persuaded his lies were not really lies.

Nor can there be a grand methodology which analysts can automatically apply to each 
example. Whenever analysts approach a new example, they must be prepared to start afresh. 
Each example will contain its unique features that will over-spill what it might exemplify (Billig, 
2019). Consequently, analysts must try to practise something akin to what human ethologists 
call “direct observation”. They should follow the dictum of one great, animal ethologist: 
“Follow the duck, not your theory of the duck” (Richer, 2017). The analysts of rhetoric 
must follow words, gestures, and reactions, not their theories of words, gestures, and reactions.

Kenneth Burke expressed this methodological scepticism as well as anyone. In Permanence 
and Change he suggested that it was hazardous for analysts to be over-trained in a particular 
method; that was a recipe for what the sociologist Thorsten Veblen had called “trained inca-
pacity” (Burke, 1984; Veblen 1914). Hannah Arendt’s outlook was similarly open: she wanted 
to look directly at politics with “eyes unclouded by philosophy” (1994, p. 2). As analysts, 
we might dream of formulating a rhetorical theory so wide that it captures all our examples 
within its conceptual grids. Then, the conceit of big ideas may lure us into believing that we 
could understand those examples without troubling to examine their small, individual details.

Notes
 1 Critical discourse analysts in general tend to recognize the importance of paying attention to the wider 

context (Wodak & Meyer, 2015; van Dijk, 2006, 2008).
 2 Occasionally, for instance when the anniversary falls during an election, the ceremony is not held.
 3 The punctuation is taken from the Parliament’s official record DAR, 2010, I-50, p. 15.
 4 The omitted phrase, “however numerous they might be” (mögen sie noch so zahlreich sein), conveyed that 

if the many deny freedom to the minority, then the freedom of the many is not proper freedom.
 5 See the website https://boris-johnson-lies.com/about, which is partly maintained by the journal-

ist Peter Oborne, author of The Rise of Political Lying (2005). Although conservative in his views, 
Oborne became appalled by Johnson’s long history of untruths. These include inventing myths about 
EU bureaucracy, making up journalistic quotations, and lying about his personal life. One former 
extra-marital lover has written that Johnson “will do anything to avoid an argument, which leads to 
a degree of duplicity” (Petronella Wyatt, Mail on Sunday, 26 March 2016; see: www.dailymail.co.uk/
news/article-3510868/My-amiti-amoureuse-Boris-Tory-darling-s-female-friend-breaks-silence-
four-year-affair.html). In 2004, when Johnson was in the midst of his affair with Wyatt, his party leader 
asked whether he was having an affair. Johnson denied it. Of course he was lying.

 6 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=pR5OyGXVb-A
 7 See https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/9536162/boris-johnson-kippers-eu-red-tape/
 8 In recent years, Harry Frankfurt’s philosophical distinction between lying and bullshitting has attracted 

attention, especially in North America (Frankfurt, 2005). This theoretical distinction is not particularly 
helpful for understanding someone like Johnson who is prone to all manner of untruths. Frankfurt 
writes that in making his distinction be did not consider “the rhetorical uses and misuses of bullshit” 
(p. 2). Unsurprisingly his work has had almost zero-effect on data-driven approaches such as critical 
discourse analysis.

 9 See, for instance, Butler (2019).
 10 The gurus in the seduction industry take pseudonyms: Strauss’s was Style.
 11 According to Gross and Dearin (2003), Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca considered their ideas about 

dissociation to be amongst the most original parts of New Rhetoric.

https://boris-johnson-lies.com
http://www.dailymail.co.uk
http://www.dailymail.co.uk
http://www.dailymail.co.uk
http://www.youtube.com
https://www.thesun.co.uk
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7
SONIC RHETORIC

The Persuasive Power of Spoken Language

Gabrijela Kišiček

7.1 Introduction

If we understand rhetoric as the art of persuasion, we can understand sonic rhetoric as per-
suasion via the sonic or prosodic features of speech. Prosodic, or as some scholars call them, 
paralinguistic or vocalic, features are the nonverbal part of speech that accompanies a verbal 
message. Knapp, Hall and Horgan (2014, p. 232; see also Hickson, Stacks and Moore 2004, 
p. 258) describe prosody as “all the variations in the voice that accompany speech and help to 
convey its meaning.” However, they note that the dichotomy between how and what is “mis-
leading because how something is said is frequently what is said.” Detecting when and to what 
extent the how contributes to the persuasiveness of what is said is the focus of this chapter.

To understand the potential persuasiveness of prosodic features we must refer to the wide 
body of research conducted by social psychologists, linguists, and nonverbal communication 
scholars, which provides empirical evidence for the influence of prosody on communication 
in general. We will outline these features briefly in the following section, then situate them in 
classical theories of persuasion, and then elaborate them in subsequent sections as they correlate 
with persuasiveness on the basis of emotion (pathos), character type (ethos), and reason (logos).

7.2 Prosodic Features

Prosodic features include:

 • Vocal quality. Each person’s voice has a specific quality which results from physiological 
characteristics. As Laver (1980, p. 1) states: “voice quality is conceived as the characteristic 
auditory coloring of an individual speaker’s voice,” which is a result of both laryngeal and 
supralaryngeal features. With these features, we can distinguish among different vocal types 
(e.g., nasal, breathy, tense, throaty).

 • Pitch is often explained with its acoustical correlate, the fundamental frequency, measured 
in Hertz. Pitch is informally identified as the highness or lowness of a sound and it is always 
connected to overall voice quality. Pitch can rise or lower depending on the emotional state 
of the speaker. It can also have grammatical functions. In English, for instance, we manipu-
late vocal pitch to indicate the end of a declarative sentence, by lowering it, or a question, 
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by raising it (Knapp, Hall and Horgan 2014, p. 324). And it serves multiple rhetorical 
functions, as when we consciously manipulate our tone to contradict the verbal message in 
sarcasm.

 • Accent is a distinctive pattern of pronunciation that is usually associated with a regional 
dialect, culture, co-culture, socioeconomic group, or, in multilinguals, the interference 
pattern of one language with another. It is the most important feature for recognizing 
different regional or dialectical background, and for recognizing a speaker of a foreign 
language. Accent is manifested through the pronunciation of vowels or certain consonants, 
referring only to pronunciation and intonation (not, for instance, to dialectical differences 
of grammar, vocabulary, and idioms). It has to be emphasized that accents contribute to 
the perception not only of the regional origin, but also of the social status and education 
of speakers.

 • Intonation is the “tune” of an utterance (i.e., variation in pitch). Intonation might indi-
cate the emotional state of a speaker, depending on intonation patterns which can be rising 
or falling, fall-rise or rise-falling. Rising intonation, for instance, can reflect excitement 
and joyfulness, while falling intonation can signal sadness. In the connection to intonation, 
staccato and legato rates of articulation have to be mentioned because they can also indicate 
the emotional state of the speaker. Staccato is characterized by sharp transitions between 
sound and silence, and is connected with the perception of dramatic, intensive speech 
together with the perception of order. On the other hand, legato speech is the complete 
opposite, characterized by smooth transitions between sound and silence. It is perceived as 
soft and gentle speech connected with a sensitive personality.

 • Pauses contribute to discontinuous speech, and can have grammatical or lexical functions 
(corresponding to the interpunction of the written text) and nongrammatical, i.e., stylistic, 
functions (when a speaker wants to emphasize a certain part of a speech). They can also 
be the result of hesitation for various reasons (indecision, memory loss, error-correction). 
According to Knapp, Hall and Horgan (2014, p. 352), only 55% of pauses are grammatical, 
which means that more than half of the pauses in a speech can be of rhetorical importance. 
Filled pauses are linguistic interruptions accompanied by some “place-holder” phonation, 
such as “um” or “uh,” and are often associated with undesirable characteristics, like a lack 
of self-esteem and confidence, or emotional arousal. Lalljee (1971) found that too many 
unfilled pauses by the speaker caused listeners to perceive the speaker as anxious, angry, or 
contemptuous; too many filled pauses evoked perceptions of the speaker as anxious and 
bored. Pauses (filled or unfilled) contribute to the perception of a speaker’s fluency, which 
then contributes to the perception of their credibility, expertise, and persuasiveness.

 • Speech rate refers to the number of words in a minute (or number of syllables in a sec-
ond), and it can also reflect the emotional state of the speaker. Faster speech is usually 
connected with happiness and joy, but also with fear, surprise, and anger. Slower speech 
can reflect sorrow and sadness, but also contempt and boredom.

 • Rhythm is a pattern of the same elements which repeat in a certain time frame. Rhythmical 
diversity is accomplished by combining pauses and word emphasis, which can then create 
staccato or legato modulation of the speech. Crystal (1985, pp. 266–267) defines it as per-
ceived regularity of prominent units in speech. These regularities may be stated in terms of 
patterns of stressed vs. unstressed syllables, syllable length (long vs. short), or pitch (high vs. 
low), or some combination of these variables.

 • Loudness (also known as amplitude or volume) is measured in decibels and like other 
prosodic features reflects a speaker’s personality and emotional state, and can also contribute 
to their persuasiveness. A loud voice in combination with other prosodic features, like low 
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pitch, can suggest strength, openness, and social superiority. In addition, loudness can also 
indicate some cultural factors, such as the habit of speaking in noisy conditions. A quiet 
voice is connected with gentle, weak people, introverted and submissive, but it can also 
result from cultural habits, such as living in a quiet, closed environment (like convents). A 
strong and loud voice is associated with aggressiveness, determinacy, anger, and rage, while 
a quiet voice is associated with calmness, sorrow, composure.

 • Emphasis reflects the hierarchical structure of the words in a sentence. A combination of 
loudness and intonation, vocal emphasis indicates the most important word or word group 
in a sentence depending on what the speaker wants to communicate. For instance, in the 
sentence John is reading a book, the speaker is giving information about who is reading a 
book. It is not Bob, or Michael, but John. John is reading a book might be used to correct 
someone who perhaps thought that John was writing a book. John is reading a book – and 
not a magazine or newspaper or off his phone.

7.3 Sonic Rhetoric in the Classical View

Ancient rhetoricians paid special attention to speech delivery, which included proper voice, 
as well as bodily movement and gesture. Proper voice was important for its influence on 
persuasiveness, of course, but it also had a practical point. Speaking in public open spaces 
required a strong voice for anyone who wanted to be heard. It is believed that the well-known 
sophist, Thrasymachus of Chalcedon, wrote treatises on rhetoric in which he elaborated on 
the importance of speech delivery and elegant prose. Gorgias, a later sophist, was particularly 
well known for the way he put these ideas of elegant prose, rhythm, and intonation into 
practice. His speeches fascinated ancient Athenians mostly because of the novelties in his 
speech performance including well-thought-out figures of speech (especially antithesis) which 
produced specific rhythms and other prosodic effects, such as parallelism (phrases with the 
same intonation patterns). Some of the sonic figures of speech which Gorgias utilized include 
phonological repetitions and word plays depending on altering sound patterns: alliteration 
(word-initial consonant repetition), homoioteleuton (similar sound endings to words, phrases, 
or sentences), isocolon (repeating a syllabic and/or prosodic pattern), and paronomasia (the 
use of words similar in sound to achieve a specific effect). Gorgias is a paramount example of 
how speech can have extraordinarily persuasive effects from its sonic features, which can even 
amount to incantatory attraction.

The first theoretical account of delivery was in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, c.80 BCE. The 
author, long thought to be Cicero, divides vocal delivery into three aspects: loudness (vol-
ume), stability (a calm, composed voice), and flexibility (varying intonations), with incidental 
observations on their perceptual effects related to character and emotion, on their location 
in a speech, and on their suitability to different genres of oratory. To utilize these aspects the 
author advises using a calm tone in the introduction; pauses to “strengthen the voice” and to 
separate thoughts; a modulated tone, deliberate speaking rate, and clear enunciation; varying 
the volume of voice throughout the speech, with a louder voice to emphasize important words; 
and varying the voice at the beginning and end of each speech in a manner compatible with 
the differing kinds of occasions and topics.

The Rhetorica Ad Herennium author also discusses what we today refer to as prosodic features 
under the term of “Tone.” For example, pauses or intonation signal the end of the sentence, 
and pitch and pitch range signal an energetic and passionate approach to the topic. For instance, 
the author states:
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Pauses strengthen the voice. They also render the thoughts more clear-cut by separat-
ing them, and leave the hearer time to think. Relaxation from a continuous full tone 
conserves the voice, and the variety gives extreme pleasure to the hearer too, since 
now the conversational tone holds the attention and now the full voice rouses it.

(III, 22)

In general, in order to consider the listener’s “ear,” composers and practitioners of oral discourse 
need to pay attention to all aspects of verbal delivery, especially volume, tone, pace, and length.

Cicero, as a practicing advocate, emphasized voice and delivery in his writings on rhetoric. 
In his earliest work, De Inventione, Cicero defined delivery as control of voice and body in a 
manner suitable to the dignity of the subject matter and the style. He thought that voice was 
the most important part of speech delivery, and that it must center upon a natural level and 
constantly engage in alternation, variation, and change.

Strongly influenced by Cicero, Quintilian, also a courtroom advocate more famous for 
his pedagogy, provided us with one of the most extensive contributions on rhythm and 
speech delivery in classical rhetoric in Books IX and XI of the Institutio Oratoria. Even 
though delivery is the fifth rhetorical canon, he claims: “I would not hesitate to assert that 
a mediocre speech supported by all the power of delivery will be more impressive than the 
best speech unaccompanied by such power” (XI, iii, 5). According to Quintilian, delivery 
is concerned with voice and gestures, of which one appeals to the ear and the other to 
the eye, “the two senses by which all emotion reaches the soul” (XI, iii, 14). Between 
the two, he considers voice superior to gestures, since even our gestures are adapted to 
suit it. Therefore, he pays special attention to voice, to the appropriate usage of voice, to 
exercises to achieve good voice quality, and even to aspects of life style which ensure the 
orator a good voice.

Quintilian also addresses all the features in speech manner which contemporary scholars 
refer to as prosody. He writes about voice quality (voice may be clear or husky, full or thin, 
smooth or harsh, of wide or narrow compass, rigid or flexible, and sharp or flat, while lung 
power may be great or small), outlining the causes giving rise to these peculiarities (XI, iii, 14): 
tone and intonation, fluency, rhythm, and pronunciation.

In the early modern period, with the growth of notarial professions and the emergence of 
print culture, rhetoricians fixed on the Latin literary inheritance but paid relatively less atten-
tion to delivery. Major rhetorics of the sixteenth century typically lack sections on delivery 
or pay it only minimal attention. But during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a new 
“elocutionary movement” again put oral exercises in focus in Britain and North America where 
sermons and political speeches had significant cultural importance.

One of the primary elocutionists, Thomas Sheridan, believed that auditive aspects of expres-
sion – the sounds and tones of the voice – are important for the universal “understanding” of 
the passions. As he writes: “The whole energy, or power of exciting analogous emotions in 
others, lies in the tones themselves” (Sheridan 1762, p. 102). Sheridan (1775, p. 3) also criticized 
the focus on writing rather than on the art of proper verbal expression which, in his opinion, 
resulted in a decline of general ability to read and speak eloquently. He supported the revival 
of ancient mimetic practices in education, claiming that these practices enable not just learning 
decorous speech but also creating the effective means to modify emotions.

The topic of pedagogy was also the focus of another elocutionist, John Walker, who insisted 
on stressing the role of educational practices in shaping speech, linking the specific bodily 
gestures with vocal tones. In his view, words express feelings but by proper reading exer-
cises students will be able to link words and ideas with specific emotions and their outward 
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expression. In his Elements of Elocution (1781) Walker explains his method of teaching, which 
starts with the physical production of sound and gesture.

7.4 The Sonics of Emotion

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries scholars have again discovered the persuasive dimen-
sions of sound. A psychologist studying emotion, Albert Mehrabian (1991), concluded that 
emotions are dominantly communicated nonverbally: 55% with facial expressions and 38% 
by vocal cues, while only 7% is communicated through words alone. Some researchers have 
suggested that nonverbal cues are more valid indicators of emotional states than verbal ones 
because they are more continuous and less accessible to awareness (Ekman and Friesen 1969; 
Nowicki and Duke 2002). Findings indicate that relying on voice cues (e.g., pitch, loudness, 
rate) may be the most common way to infer other people’s emotional states in everyday life. 
One of the first examples of empirical research on the subject was conducted in 1939 by 
Fairbanks and Pronovost, who attempted to determine whether individuals could communicate 
significant emotions solely by vocal cues and, if so, how accurately could various emotions be 
communicated. The experiment demonstrated not only that all emotions could be conveyed 
accurately by vocalic communication at a level that greatly exceeded chance, but also that 
the vocal cues that conveyed different emotions had readily identifiable and distinctive sound 
attributes. For instance, grief was associated with the shortest duration of sound, the slowest rate 
and pitch change. Indifference was communicated by the lowest pitch, and the narrowest pitch 
range. Fear was connected with the widest pitch range, highest pitch level, and fewest pauses.

More recent research confirmed that the recognition of emotions based on vocal cues is 
“universally” independent of the verbal part of the message, which means that even people 
listening to a language they do not understand are nevertheless capable of recognizing the emo-
tional state of the speaker. Scherer (1972) and Scherer and Ceschi (2000) found that all listener 
groups recognized fear, joy, sadness, anger, and “neutral” utterances strictly from prosody at 
above chance accuracy levels (66% accuracy overall in a five-choice task). They attributed this 
capacity to universal principles or “inference rules” that listeners apply during the processing 
of emotions in a foreign language. Similar were the results of Albas et al. (1976), Thompson 
and Balkwill (2006), and Van Bezooijen et al. (1983) which all confirmed that when adults 
listen to a foreign language, they can successfully infer the speaker’s emotional state strictly 
from their vocal inflections while speaking.

Reviews of the literature (e.g., Scherer 2003) have commented upon the fact that the hit 
rate of listener recognition of emotions based on nonverbal vocal cues is somewhat lower than 
the hit rate found in studies of the facial recognition of emotions. In addition, it is generally 
found that some emotion categories, such as disgust, contempt, and fear, have a much lower 
accuracy than emotions such as happiness, anger, and sadness (e.g., Banse and Scherer 1996 
reported 82% accuracy for hot anger, and only 15% accuracy for disgust out of 14 emotions). 
The research conducted by Argyle (1988) also confirmed that vocal cues can communicate 
attitude toward an event or a topic. For instance, anger and contempt are emotional states that 
can be expressed vocally, but they can also serve to communicate an attitude.

Attempts to find emotion-specific patterns of voice cues have been only partially success-
ful, and have tended to produce inconsistent findings (Frick 1985; Scherer 1986; Murray and 
Arnott 1993; Cowie et al. 2000; Juslin and Laukka 2003). For example, several studies have 
found that speech rate increases in expressions of joy; in other studies it is found to decrease. 
However, despite some inconsistencies, empirical research does allow us to develop a sort of 
“dictionary” for emotion recognition based on vocal cues, as charted in Table 7.1.
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Neumann and Strack (2000) have further demonstrated that hearing voices expressing differ-
ent emotions also elicits the corresponding emotional feelings, as reflected both in the listener’s 
own voice tone and in self-ratings of mood. This has an important affect on the rhetorical 
impact of a speaker and may correspond with persuasion by pathos.

7.5 Communicating Pathos Vocally

Pathos, the rhetorical term for appealing to emotions, is defined by Aristotle as “creating a 
certain disposition in the audience”; he states that “[There is persuasion] through the hearers 
when they are led to feel emotion by the speech; for we do not give the same judgment when 
grieved and rejoicing or when being friendly and hostile” (Rhetoric 1356a, 1377b). Prosodic 
features are perhaps most obvious in persuading by pathos. The speaker expresses emotions with 
an intent to arouse the same emotions in the audience. As above, expressing and recognizing 
emotions is dominantly done by nonverbal signs – facial expressions and vocal cues (Scherer 
1979, 1986; Matsumoto and Kishimoto 1983; Frick 1985; Baum and Nowicki 1998; Scherer et 
al. 2001). Human expressive behaviors which communicate joy, anger, disgust, sadness, and fear 
are held to possess certain invariant properties which allow them to be recognized independent 
of culture and learning (Izard 1977). In addition, listeners can discriminate between authentic 
and posed emotion (Anikin and Lima 2017) and judge whether two people laughing together 
are friends or strangers (Bryant et al. 2016). (See Mozafari, Chapter 2 of this Handbook, for 
other persuasive considerations of pathos).

One of the most vivid examples of the vocal communication of emotion can be found in 
news reports on Israeli national television on 16 January 2009 (discussed in detail in Groarke and 
Kišiček 2018). At the end of 2008, the Israeli military launched a 23-day assault on the Gaza Strip. 
Inside and outside of Israel, the assault provoked an intense debate as commentators defended or 
criticized the Israeli assault. A key turning point in the debate was an interview conducted with 
a Palestinian doctor, Izzeldin Abuelaish, also on 16 January 2009. This occurred moments after 
Israeli forces shelled his house, killing three of his daughters, wounding others in the house. In 
a desperate attempt to secure help, Abuelaish called Shlomi Eldar, a friend at Israel TV.

Eldar was in the middle of a newscast when the call came through. Because he was appre-
hensive about what was going on in Gaza, he took the call on the air when Abuelaish called a 
second time. Shaken by what he heard, he decided, on the spur of the moment, to share the 

Table 7.1 Emotions and Accompanying Vocal Cues

Emotion/Condition Prosodic Qualities

Anxiety (combination of 
fear, uncertainty, distress, 
apprehension, and worry)

Dysfluencies of speech (e.g., increased pausing), lowered pitch 
variability, higher pitch and tense voice, increased jitter (i.e., 
pitch perturbations) (Davitz 1964; Engstrom 1994; Ekman 2003; 
Dietrich et al. 2008; Giddens et al. 2013)

Confidence Louder and faster (Kimble and Seidel 1991)
Deceptiveness Higher frequency (Anolli, Ciceri 1997; Ekman 2003)
Joy Wider pitch range, higher pitch, tense voice (Novák and Vokrál 1993)
Anger Tense voice, louder (Novák and Vokrál 1993)
Sadness Looseness of larynx, slower, less intensity (Novák and Vokrál 1993), 

low fundamental frequency (Laver 1980)
Withdrawn, distant Hoarse voice quality (Hummert et al. 1999; Harrigan et al. 2004)
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doctor’s predicament with his audience, putting his phone on speaker. The only way to fully 
appreciate the tragic and riveting nature of his conversation with Abuelaish is by listening to 
it (GallowayCrackers 2009).

The testimony of Izzeldin Abuelaish has a powerful effect because of the emotions commu-
nicated predominantly through the prosodic features of his speech. Specific prosodic features 
which indicate the distress of the speaker are obvious in the intensity, intonation, tempo, voice 
quality, and coherence of the speech in general. All of these prosodic features combined – 
tempo, intensity, voice and speech disfluency – suggest that the speaker is highly emotional; 
he speaks on the verge of crying, providing auditory clues to his misfortune, misery, loss, and 
sorrow. In the argumentation that followed, the interview functioned as powerful evidence for 
the conclusion that something terrible was happening in Gaza.

We can notice many similar examples in public discourse (especially advertisements promot-
ing social awareness on a specific issue) where prosodic features are employed for emotional 
rhetorical effect, whether to shock, to arouse empathy and compassion, or to invoke anger. 
Good examples are campaigns against domestic violence. A particularly alarming example, 
in which a terrified child is crying, yelling, and sobbing on an emergency call to the police, 
illustrates the effects that violence and abuse have on children (Arblom 2019). The audience 
can experience the emotional state of a child, thus creating feelings of compassion and sor-
row but also outrage, making the audience more willing to fight against domestic abuse. This 
example also illustrates clearly how pathotic persuasiveness is not always a matter of performing 
an emotion that the audience then mirrors. The child in the recording is exhibiting terror, but 
the audience responds with compassion and outrage.

The main function of prosodic features in the context of persuasion via pathos is that if a 
person can hear, recognize, and understand certain emotions, there is a higher possibility that 
this person will be affected by them.

7.6 The Sonics of Character

A large body of literature on nonverbal communication, including many empirical studies, 
confirms that prosodic features can affect the perception of a speaker’s personal traits. This 
means that people make an impression on each other based on prosodic features such as tone 
of voice, voice quality, pitch and pitch range, and tempo and intensity (see Knapp, Hall and 
Horgan 2014). Vocal cues clearly have the potential to play a major role in helping an individ-
ual make a desired first impression, but more importantly, lasting impressions can be strongly 
affected by our vocal cues.

Some studies were specifically designed to examine whether, and to what extent, the nat-
ural voice is a valid indicator of personality. One of the first major studies was conducted in 
1934 by Allport and Cantril, who discovered that some vocal cues are accurate indicators of 
the personality dimensions of introversion–extroversion and ascendance–submission. From the 
first half of the twentieth century onward, more attention has been paid to investigating the 
correlation between prosodic features and personality traits. One of the features which puzzled 
researchers was voice type, more specifically, the “attractive voice” and the relative effects of 
voice attractiveness on trait judgments. Zuckerman et al. (1990) claimed that there is a detailed 
vocal attractiveness stereotype in our society that specifies what is and is not vocally attractive 
communication. A few years later, Zuckerman and Miyake (1993) defined an attractive voice 
as the one that sounds more articulate, is lower in pitch, greater in pitch range, low in squeak-
iness, non-monotonous, appropriately loud, and resonant. It was then proven that people with 
attractive voices are perceived as people with greater power, competence, warmth, and honesty. 
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Based on these findings we can conclude that having an “attractive voice” is desirable for many 
professions in which “sounding” more honest, competent, and powerful is very important. 
It affects the perception of a speaker’s ethos – which Aristotle says is engaged by all aspects of 
speech that render a speaker credible (Rhetoric 1356a) – and is therefore significant in the realm 
of rhetoric, argumentation, and persuasion.

Eaves and Leathers (2018, p. 199) write: “Communicators can make marked changes in 
their personality, as it is perceived by others, by their use of vocal cues.” Bloom et al. (1999, 
p. 279) report that in training for job interviews, applicants adjust the nasality of their voice 
to possibly increase perceptions of competence, warmth, and persuasiveness, and possibly to 
correspondingly decrease perceptions of arrogance or weakness. According to research (e.g., 
Pittam 1987, 1989), a high degree of nasality is a negatively perceived voice quality attributed 
with lower “status” (occupation, ambition, intelligence, education, influence), lower “social 
solidarity” (friendliness, trustworthiness, helpfulness, etc.), and overall lack of persuasiveness. 
Besides reducing or concealing nasality, speakers often try to manipulate voice pitch in order to 
achieve a desirable effect. Research by Fraccaro et al. (2013) shows that a deliberate lowering 
of pitch in men’s voices leads viewers to perceive them as more dominant, although not more 
attractive. Research by O’Connor et al. (2011) showed that men with more masculinized voices 
(lower pitch) are judged as more likely to be unfaithful than those with less masculinized voices. 
Therefore, males may use their voices to achieve the fine balance between being perceived as 
dominant enough to fend off competition, and still appearing attractive to the opposite sex.

Based on such research, it can be concluded that vocal stereotypes do exist, and certain vocal 
stereotypes lead to specific personality judgments. Are these findings rhetorically important? 
They can certainly influence the perception of a speaker’s ethos and can be a tool for possible 
manipulation. To be blunter, we can say that by following a certain prosodic “recipe,” it is 
possible to influence one’s personality perception. For instance, Street et al. (1984) conclude 
that individuals who exhibit a standard or prestigious accent, pause only briefly, speak fluently, 
exhibit suitable variation in pitch and volume, and speak with a relatively fast rate are usually 
perceived as being more competent; conversely, frequent hesitation and non-fluent speech is 
connected with a high level of anxiety (Jurich and Jurich 1974; Aguinis et al. 1998). According 
to much sociolinguistic and sociophonetic research in different languages (e.g., Labov (1966, 
1972) and Lippi-Green (1997) for American English, Coupland and Bishop (2007) for British 
English, Hawkings (1993) for French, Kontra (2002) for Hungarian, Pomerantz (2002) for 
Spanish, Bezoojien (2002) for Dutch, and Kišiček (2012) for Croatian) accent is invariably 
connected with a perception of the speaker’s status, education, occupation, intelligence, eco-
nomic situation, and prestige, all of which correlate with the perception of competence and 
expertise. In addition, certain varieties of different languages are connected with negative ste-
reotypes and can diminish the perception of the speaker’s competence (for instance, Cockney 
in British English).

The perception of competence but also dominance may influence the overall perception 
of the credibility of the speaker’s ethos (Zuckerman and Driver 1989; Burgoon et al. 1990). 
Dominant individuals typically speak with loud voices, submissive individuals with soft voices. 
Hosman (1989) also points out that dominance is expressed with speech free from the hesita-
tions and hedges that are characteristic of the speech of submissive and low-power individuals. 
Schlenker (1980, p. 252) emphasized: “When people are anxious and lacking confidence, 
they speak with lower volume and exhibit more speech disturbances” while a moderately fast 
speech rate, high in volume and full of resonance, reinforces the perception of power and status 
(Burgoon and Saine 1978; Vroomen et al. 1993). See Table 7.2 for the research correlating 
personality traits with vocal features.
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Research conducted since Addington’s has confirmed the idea that vocal characteristics 
affect the personality characteristics identified with the communicator (Zuckerman and Miyake 
1993) and, therefore, they contribute to the speaker’s ethos.

7.7 Communicating Ethos Vocally

For Aristotle, the use of ethos as a mode of persuasion consists in creating through the speech 
a character that induces a high degree of trust (Rhetoric 1356b):

There is persuasion through the character whenever the speech is spoken in such a 
way as to make the speaker worthy of credence; for we believe fair-minded people 
to a greater extent and more quickly [than we do others] on all subjects in general 
and completely so in cases where there is not exact knowledge but room for doubt.

Table 7.2 Perceived Personality Traits and Their Prosodic Correlates

Personality Traits Prosodic Qualities

Extroverted, dynamic person Fluent speech; shorter pauses; fewer hesitations; faster, louder, 
wider pitch range; more dynamic (Siegman 1987; Lippa 1998); 
greater variety in pitch range and rate (Addington 1968)

Introverted person Opposite from extroverted person (Siegman 1987; Lippa 1998)
Masculine person Deeper voice, slower tempo, louder speech, less expressive (for 

men); only deeper voice for women (Lippa 1998)
Aggressive person Faster speech, frequent changes in speech rate, frequent pauses, 

staccato rhythm, explosive articulation (Friedman et al. 1985)
Dominant person Faster and louder speech, deeper voice (Harrigan et al. 1989; 

Zuckerman and Driver 1989; Tusing and Dillard 2000); 
research by Fraccaro et al. (2013) shows that deliberate 
lowering of pitch in men’s voices leads viewers to perceive 
them as more dominant

Submissive person Soft voice, lower intensity, slower tempo (Zuckerman and 
Driver 1989)

Competent person Fluent speech, relatively faster rate, suitable variation in pitch 
and volume (Street et al. 1984)

Physically attractive person, more 
sexually active person with more 
sexual partners

Attractive voices: balanced spectrum, deeper voice
Provocative voice: low pitched voice with a small pitch range 

(Oguchi and Kikuchi 1997)
Women perceive high-pitched male voices to be unattractive 

and prefer deeper male voices (Collins and Feeney 2000). 
The preference for lower-pitched male voices also appears to 
be replicated cross-culturally and in non-Western societies 
(Apicella et al. 2007). Men, on the other hand, perceive 
higher-pitched female voices as sounding more attractive 
(Collins and Missing 2003)

Cold, withdrawn, sluggish person Flat voice, lower intonation endings, narrow pitch range 
(Addington 1968)

Unattractive, lethargic, foolish person Nasal voice (Addington 1968)
Youthful, artistic (male) female are Breathy voice (Addington 1968)
Feminine but callow and high-strung
Anxious, nervous person Hesitation pauses and non-fluent speech (Jurich and Jurich 1974; 

Schlenker 1980)
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The elements which contribute to the ethos of the speaker are practical wisdom (phronesis), vir-
tue (arête), and goodwill (eunoia). So, how do prosodic features fit into this conception of ethos?

One example is the famous request-for-clemency video made by Stanley Tookie Williams 
(Boughton 2009). It is an example of multimodal argumentative discourse in which prosodic 
features of the voice of the person requesting clemency were of utmost importance. One of 
the semiotic resources that is lost when audible and visible voices embedded in the multi-
modal format are replaced by (written) indirect speech expressed by the top-most voice is the 
information conveyed by prosody. The video addresses a legal issue, attempting to convince 
the authority, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, to grant clemency to Stanley Williams and 
spare him from the death penalty. Williams was a former gang-leader who was sentenced to 
death in 1979. The standpoint defended in this discourse is clear: Stanley Williams should not 
be executed. Both the voiceover in this video and the voice of Stanley Williams have certain 
prosodic features which contribute to that standpoint (Van den Hoven and Kišiček 2017). 
Analysis showed that Williams’s voice is significantly higher than average. His fundamental 
frequency is 149 Hz; according to Hollien (2001), male voices with a frequency higher than 
140 Hz are considered to be high-pitched. In addition, Williams speaks with slow tempo and 
low intensity – i.e., very quietly, with a “soft” voice. Studies of pitch, speech rate, and volume 
confirm that these features have an influence on the perception of the speaker’s character. His 
prosodic profile has argumentative and rhetorical relevance confirming that during his years 
in prison Williams has undergone a great change. From being a dangerous gang leader, he 
became a gentle, introverted, even submissive person.

Many similar cases can be seen in everyday argumentation, for instance in the advertising 
industry where prosodic features of a voice-over correspond with the desired message of the 
product. For example, a Porsche is a car for confident men with high power and social status 
( Jayhawker340 2007) and these characteristics are communicated through the prosodic features 
of a voice over. The Viagra commercial voice over signals similar message to the target audi-
ence: experienced men who are courageous enough to face all difficulties and who know how 
to solve any problem use Viagra (cordaroysoriginals 2012). Vocal type and prosodic features of 
the speaker are important in similar situations such as political campaigns, when decisions on 
who to vote for can be influenced by our perception of the speaker’s credibility, our perception 
of his expertise and competence. Of course, the content of the speech is undoubtedly the 
most important, but much of the perception of competence and leadership ability depends on 
how the politician sounds.

7.8 The Sonics of Logos

Aristotle writes: “Persuasion occurs through the arguments [logoi] when we show the truth or 
the apparent truth from whatever is persuasive in each case” (Rhetorica I, 1356a). Traditionally, 
arguments have been viewed as linguistic messages supporting linguistically expressed claims. 
However, the recent work of many argumentation scholars shows that both the claim and 
supporting evidence do not have to be exclusively linguistic, or at least not solely linguis-
tic. Argumentative discourse can be multimodal, meaning that claims and reasons may be 
expressed in verbal, visual, or auditory channels, or in combination. Therefore, we can distin-
guish between verbal, visual, and auditory contributions to arguments. Groarke (2018) defines 
auditory argumentation as “an attempt to provide rational evidence for a conclusion using 
non-verbal sounds instead of or (more frequently) in addition to words.”

In evaluating the contribution of prosodic features to an argument, one of the difficulties we 
face is how to (re)construct and evaluate auditory arguments. The most obvious approach is to 
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borrow tools from verbal argumentation and to test whether they can be applied. Argument 
schemes from the realm of informal logic and critical questions accompanying them can be 
successfully applied to auditory arguments as well. Since sounds (human sounds especially) 
are frequently difficult to separate from the verbal part of an argument, a complex chain of 
reasoning may be involved. Auditory elements in multimodal argumentative discourse can vary 
in terms of their importance. They can support the verbal argument, they can strengthen it, 
or in some, most-interesting cases they can be essential in (re)constructing verbal argument. 
For example, prosodic features can reveal irony – a rhetorical device in which words used to 
express an opinion are different from or the opposite of what is expected. Usually irony is 
used for humorous effect and it is dominantly recognized by prosodic features (e.g., I’m not 
Norm 2019, 6:10–6:25) and is detectable in a speaker’s intonation. We can easily imagine that 
not being able to recognize irony or perhaps denying something was stated with an ironic 
tone may influence rhetorical effects. The concept of irony depends on the listener being 
able to detect divergence between intended meaning and the denotative meaning and for that 
purpose the listener relies on specific prosodic signals. Some of the researchers (e.g., Colston 
and Gibbs 2007; Cheang and Pell 2008) describing ironic speech recognize a specific “tone 
of voice” while Rockwell (2000) described a very clear pattern of signaling irony as being 
“lower, slower, louder.”

Further, a speaker may choose to emphasize a certain part of a sentence and therefore signal 
the most important part of the message. In that way, by artificially stressing the word which is 
not in a natural position of emphasis in a sentence, a speaker is actually making an argument. 
Let us consider an example of a commercial promoting a help line for people suffering from 
depression (depressionhurtsen 2010). A female voice over explains that depression is an illness 
and that people suffering from it should seek help. The voice displays specific vocal qualities – a 
whispery tone suggesting empathy, compassion, and gentleness. It also uses intonation to signal 
questions and answers, in a series of hypophora. “Where does depression hurt?” the narrator 
asks with rising intonation, then answers with declining intonation, “Everywhere.” “Who 
does depression hurt?” “Everyone.” An additional prosodic feature in this context is the speech 
pause, used between the question and answer, both to segregate the speech acts and to delay 
the answer, giving the viewer a moment to think and, in the second instance also, anticipate. 
The intonation and pauses with the hypophora contribute to the logos. “Everywhere,” in 
answer to where depression hurts, indicates that it a serious and complex condition for which 
a patient needs expert help. It is not a simple headache which can be cured with the right pill. 
“Everyone” in answer to who it hurts indicates that not only the person with the syndrome 
hurts, but their children, spouses, friends, and coworkers feel it too. Everyone is affected by 
someone’s depression. This emphasis effectively yields another reason why those suffering 
from depression should seek expert help, as they can help not only themselves but everyone 
around them. Most of the persuasiveness in this commercial lays in the credibility of a voice 
over which displays understanding, compassion, empathy, presenting herself as a person whom 
one can trust. The commercial also uses vocal features for emphasis. The hypophora lead to 
a proposed solution to the hurt caused by depression: “There ARE treatments that work on 
both emotional and unpleasant physical symptoms.”

The persuasive potential of language can also be found in many figures of speech which 
use sound units to construct rhetorically efficient ways to deliver arguments. For instance, 
sound/meaning units can involve parallelism, which Fahnestock (2011, p. 224) explains as “a 
formal quality of similarity between two phrases, clauses, or even larger units of discourse.” The 
repetition of parallel sounds, and structures in isocolon and parison serve to order, emphasize, 
and point out relations. Many other figures of speech such as alliteration, assonance, rhyme, 
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paronomasia, and onomatopoeia use the sonic potential of language to achieve rhetorical or 
argumentative goals. These figures establish similarities in sound that in turn suggest similarity 
in the content.

Discussing the poetic function of language, Jakobson (1987/1969, p. 70) explains the effect 
of alliteration on the name “Horrible Harry” when the girl who used it described that horrible 
fits him better then dreadful or terrible. Jakobson also mentions the popular 1950s US polit-
ical slogan “I like Ike,” succinctly structured with three monosyllables and three diphthongs 
(assonance), two of them followed by the same consonant (consonance) – a consonant that 
remarkably does not even occur in the candidate’s name (though the diphthong does), Dwight 
Eisenhower. Jakobson calls the combined effect a “paronomastic image of the loving subject 
enveloped by the beloved object” (1987/1969, p. 70). The secondary, poetic function of this 
electoral catchphrase reinforces its impressiveness and efficacy. These kinds of figures of speech 
which use the grammatical, metrical, phonological, or phonetic potential of words are often 
employed as catchy slogans in advertising or in political campaigns, such as Jaguar: grace, space, 
pace, with the three monosyllabic parallel words rhyming (repeating the same syllable) with a 
vowel that shares assonance with the first syllable of Jaguar. An interesting slogan for Gösser 
beer became a sort of a trademark in every commercial they produce: “Gut, besser, Gösser” 
in which the semantic incline (gut = good, besser = better) appears to continue because of the 
shared syllabic structure with the beer’s name, Gösser (see, e.g., Kerschi26 2006).

The argumentative power and cognitive appeal of sounds is also known by the famous phrase 
of Julius Caesar “veni, vidi, vici” (I came, I saw, I conquered) which Jakobson also commented 
upon (1987/1969, pp. 418–419). This famous phrase iconically represents the temporal and 
hierarchical sequence of actions in the sequence of words, but also based on the same syllabic 
pattern, initial consonants, and final vowels, with the same stress pattern bonding the mean-
ing. The final implication is: it was so easy to do it, because for me, coming somewhere and seeing 
it means conquering it.

However, unlike the effect of prosodic features on a speaker’s credibility and an audience’s 
“frame of mind,” the connection between sound and argument, that is, logos, has received 
less scholarly attention and empirical research. It remains an area which needs to be explored 
further.

7.9 Conclusion

Prosodic features are clearly of importance for the assessment of a speaker’s personality, and 
emotional state, as well as for aspects of the semantic structure of the argument, which makes 
them of paramount importance for persuasion studies. These features were known to the 
ancient rhetoricians and received close study at various points in the rhetorical tradition, 
most notably during the elocutionary movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
The intuitions and insights of this tradition have been confirmed in the twentieth and twen-
ty-first centuries through psychological, linguistic, and semiological research. Electronic and 
now digital media have been termed a “secondary orality” by Walter Ong (1971, p. 285), 
a modality, increasingly dominant in our culture, in which the characteristics of speech are 
more prevalent than the characteristics of writing and print. These include what rhetoricians 
have studied as “delivery”: expression, posture, movement, and crucially all aspects of verbal-
ization – overall vocal quality, pitch, accent, intonation, speech rate, rhythm, loudness, and 
features of emphasis.

The development of technology and media, the invention of new platforms for communi-
cation, and evolution in the advertising industry reflected in political campaigns and all aspects 
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of social life make sonic rhetoric inevitable. Voice quality, intonation and rhythm, pauses and 
emphasis, loudness and tempo may either carry the message itself or contribute to its strength. 
Prosodic features are thus more than a mere “package” for the verbal content. Prosodic elements 
in public discourse often rely on stereotypes and frequently work on a subconscious level. We 
hear someone on a podcast and perceive that person as deceptive, irritating, appealing, and so 
on, without being aware of the reasons why we feel this way, which often comes not just from 
what someone says but from how they say it. Without diminishing the importance of linguistic 
argumentation, the auditory part of discourse may sometimes be essential to persuasive effect. 
All this has made the prosodic elements of oral argument elusive, in a manner that makes 
them more, not less, powerful elements of public discourse (in politics, advertising, business). 
This emergence into secondary orality and the explosion of digital media mean that in the 
future prosodic features should once again be where they belong – at the center of rhetorical 
research and persuasion studies.
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8
HUMOR

Chris Holcomb and Heather Buzbee

8.1 Introduction

In keeping with one of the oldest and most durable rhetorical prescriptions about humor 
(Ad Herennium, 1964, p. 19), we begin with a joke, one that leverages resources of language 
for persuasive effect. It comes from comedian Negin Farsad’s TED talk “A Highly Scientific 
Taxonomy of Haters” in which she introduces her audience to “social justice comedy.” Before 
presenting her taxonomy, however, Farsad makes a preliminary (and playful) division of the 
U.S. population into three groups: “Now, the American population can be broken up into 
three main categories: there’s mostly wonderful people, haters, and Florida” (2016). This joke 
relies on a time-tested formula for creating humor – the rule of three. The first two items in 
this series (“wonderful people” and “haters”) establish a pattern, and the third item (“Florida”) 
breaks it. And while the rule of three may be realized in different ways (e.g., “A priest, a rabbi, 
and an imam walk into a bar …”), here it depends on linguistic form. As with other syntactic 
series that classify, the parallelism here insists that the three items listed all belong together, 
that “they are members of the same category” (Fahnestock, 2011, p. 241), but the third item 
“Florida” doesn’t seem to fit. More specifically, the first two items refer to groups of people 
distinguished by disposition (wonderful and hateful), while the third breaks this pattern, aban-
dons the principle on which it’s based, and, instead, names a U.S. state. In doing so, it applies 
a different principle for classifying people – that is, by geographic region. Farsad could have 
said “Floridians” and brought that third item more in line with the other two, but doing so 
would dilute the incongruity on which this joke hinges, while the word “Florida” sharpens 
it. Moreover, the state name more directly alludes to a joke cycle about Florida that places the 
state in a category by itself (reddit.com even hosts a subreddit called “WTF Florida”: www.
reddit.com/r/WTF_Florida).

In addition to preparing the way for her taxonomy of haters, Farsad’s joke serves other per-
suasive functions. For instance, it enhances her ethos while building rapport with her audience. 
Before delivering her “Florida” joke, Farsad introduces herself as an “Iranian-American Muslim 
female,” an identity that already comes with credibility to discuss haters, one likely rooted 
in her experiences of being singled out for her triply marginal status (woman, Muslim, and 
Iranian-American). The structure of her joke enhances that credibility by showing her to be 
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open and generous, someone who, despite whatever bigotry she may have encountered, regards 
other Americans as “mostly wonderful people.” This descriptor also allows her to demarcate 
her audience, purging it of “haters” while allowing the present audience for her TED talk to 
place themselves within her categorization: they are more likely to identify with “wonderful 
people” than the other two categories. In addition, the joke presents Farsad as someone pos-
sessing a witty intelligence who is able to play with social categories and reimagine them in 
comedic combinations. Her presentation of self as generous and intelligent builds rapport with 
her audience, but strengthening that relationship further is the mechanism of the joke itself. 
That is, in order for listeners to get the joke, they must share with Farsad bits of linguistic and 
cultural information: for instance, that syntactic parallelism implies similarity not difference, 
and that Florida is a conventional comedic butt.

In addition to wanting to start with something funny, we begin with Farsad’s joke because it 
introduces the broader concerns of this chapter. First, in this chapter we focus on verbal humor, 
setting aside other humorous modes (such as visual, physical, or musical humor). While these 
modes can enhance a comedic performance, we limit our attention to verbal humor (written 
and spoken). Second, we attend to the persuasive dimensions of humor – how speakers and 
writers use it to modify the beliefs or actions of their audiences. Farsad seeks to pursue a per-
suasive agenda: “As a social justice comedian, it’s my goal to convert these haters.” She even 
explains how her style of comedy works rhetorically:

Why does social justice comedy work? Because … it makes you laugh. And when 
you’re laughing, you enter a state of openness. And in that moment of openness, a 
good social justice comedian can stick in a whole bunch of information.

In other words, Farsad seeks to disarm her audience in order to persuade them. Framed within 
our general concern with the language of humor and its persuasive potential, in this chapter we 
also adopt several stances on humor. Given that humor is itself a slippery phenomenon and the 
scholarship that seeks to understand it is full of competing views, we announce our stance on 
several of the most important ones. First, jokes that serve rhetorical ends often implicate the 
audience in the persuasive process itself: that is, in order to “get the joke” audience members 
must supply some missing piece of information and share (if only temporarily) some attitu-
dinal stance toward its target (e.g., the popular belief that Florida is an oddball state). In this 
sense, jokes often work analogously to enthymemes whose missing premises are supplied by 
the listeners themselves (Meyer, 2000; Sherwood, 2016). Second, verbal humor operates by 
a contradictory logic in which something simultaneously is and isn’t the case. As many have 
observed (Koestler, 1964; Raskin, 1985; Larkin-Galiñanes, 2017), humor works by incongru-
ity, but getting the joke does not resolve that incongruity. Rather, it requires listeners to hold 
multiple and competing interpretations in play simultaneously (Mulkay, 1988; Attardo, 1994). 
Farsad could have replaced “Florida” with “apathetic people,” and while doing so would make 
her parallel series more congruous, there would be no joke to speak of. Third, humor has a 
gendered past. Not only was comedic practice historically dominated by men, but also some 
foundational humor theories, and consequently humor research, were based on stereotypes that 
marginalized women’s humor (Hay, 2000; Kotthoff, 2006). In light of this history and current 
humor research’s contributions on gender, we will attend to how gender is represented in our 
overview of theories and examples. Finally, many of the practices discussed in the modern 
scholarship on humor have antecedents in ancient treatments of joking, particularly those by 
Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian. Their detailed approaches to the forms and functions of 
humor are often under-appreciated or ignored in modern studies of humor (for exceptions, 
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see Attardo, 1994; Holcomb, 2001; and Perks, 2012). Toward correcting this situation, we 
often begin each subsection by noting relevant antecedents and illustrating their enduring 
explanatory power.

The rest of this chapter divides into two parts. The first examines the three leading theories 
of humor: superiority, psychic-release, and incongruity. Since many surveys of these theories 
already exist (e.g., Attardo, 1994; Larkin-Galiñanes, 2017) and given that these theories are 
not mutually exclusive but often overlap and complement one another (Davis, 1993; Larkin-
Galiñanes, 2017), we shift our focus from detailing each theory and its history to extrapolat-
ing their persuasive dimensions – that is, how these theories, taken together, contribute to 
our understanding of the rhetorical dynamics of humorous exchanges. In the second part of 
this chapter, we examine these dynamics at different levels of linguistic structure: phonology 
and lexis, syntax, pragmatics, and discourse. In practice, most jokes draw on multiple levels 
simultaneously and involve linguistic “layering” (Nash, 1985), but we separate the levels here 
for the sake of analysis and to ensure we remain focused on the language of humor and its 
persuasive powers.

8.2 Theories of Humor

The earliest and most basic theory of humor, superiority theory, equates humor with ridicule 
and derives its name from the superior feeling one experiences in laughing at the alleged 
faults of others. Its theoretical roots stretch back to Plato and Aristotle, both of whom regard 
the laughable as a species of the “ugly” (Attardo, 1994, p. 20). Influenced by these Greek 
thinkers, Cicero and Quintilian view humor in ways that align with superiority theory, and 
in their adaptations of humor to oratory, they define its source as a behavioral or physical 
deformity: “the laughable … is restricted to that which may be described as unseemly or 
ugly” (Cicero, 1942, p. 373). Quintilian quotes Cicero’s definition of the laughable and 
concludes: “laughter is never far removed from derision” (1921, II, p. 443). Given its powers 
to mock and deride, humor is well-suited for the combative dynamics of Greek and Roman 
oratory where rival orators vied for the adherence of their audience (Holcomb, 2001, pp. 
32–34). In a crucial passage from De Oratore, Cicero details the more specific functions of 
jesting in oratorical contests, while suggesting a particular rhetorical model for humorous 
exchanges:

[M]erriment naturally wins goodwill for its author; and everyone admires acuteness 
which is often concentrated in a single word, uttered generally in repelling, though 
sometimes in delivering an attack; and it shatters or obstructs or makes light of an 
opponent, or alarms or repulses him; and it shows the orator himself to be a man of 
finish, accomplishment and taste; and, best of all, it relieves dullness and tones down 
austerity, and, by a jest or a laugh, often dispels distasteful suggestions not easily weak-
ened by reasonings.

(Cicero, II, lviii, 236)

Here humor affects every participant in a rhetorical exchange (orator, opponent, and audience), 
and the dynamic implied is one in which the orator jokes at the expense of his opponent in 
order to forge or strengthen an alliance with the audience. Analogs of this tripartite model 
appear in modern treatments of humor where some scholars wittingly or unwittingly dupli-
cate it wholesale or, in some cases, explore its various permutations (e.g., Purdie, 1993; Ziv, 
2010; Willett and Willett, 2019). For instance, with self-deprecating humor, the joker assumes 
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the roles of both speaker and butt. With accidental humor, where the speaker says something 
“unintentionally funny,” the audience constructs the speaker as the butt while it assumes the 
role of proxy speaker and “‘re-presents’ the utterance” to itself (Purdie, 1993, p. 14). Finally, 
in a riskier gambit, the speaker might target the audience and thus collapse the audience and 
opponent positions – that is, turning the audience into the target of humor.

This tripartite model also appears in Freud (1905/1960), one of the more influential think-
ers associated with another major theory of humor, release theory (i.e., the use of humor to 
release some pent-up emotion or excess energy; Larkin-Galiñanes, 2017, pp. 9–12). Freud’s 
version contributes to our understanding of the persuasive dimensions of humor while also 
serving as an example of how humor theory can essentialize gendered behavior (Hay, 2000; 
Kotthoff, 2006). In his analysis of tendentious jokes (i.e., hostile or obscene ones), Freud not 
only posits a tripartite model similar to Cicero’s but also specifies how the form of a joke, or 
what he calls the “joking envelope,” enables the dynamics involved:

Generally speaking, a tendentious joke calls for three people: in addition to the one 
who makes the joke, there must be a second who is taken as the object of the hostile 
or sexual aggressiveness, and a third in whom the joke’s aim of producing pleasure is 
fulfilled.

(p. 118)

The pathway to that pleasure is the form of the joke itself: “We are inclined to give the thought 
the benefit of what has pleased us in the form of the joke” (p. 162, original emphasis). In other 
words, and in ways analogous to Kenneth Burke’s notion of formal assent (1969/1945, pp. 
58–59), a joke’s form disarms listener resistance and allows speakers to express tendentious 
content by circumventing inhibitions that would, in serious discourse, keep that content in 
check (Freud, 1905/1960, pp. 122–23). In the case of sexually aggressive humor, there is a 
clear gender dynamic involved:

When the first person finds his libidinal impulse inhibited by the woman, he develops 
a hostile trend against that second person and calls on … [the] third person as his ally. 
Through the first person’s smutty speech the woman is exposed before the third, who, 
as listener, has now been bribed by the effortless satisfaction of his own libido.

(Freud, 1905/1960, pp. 118–19)

Here Freud casts a woman as the object of laughter for men. In doing so, he not only essen-
tializes “the passive role of women” but also normalizes male expressions of sexual aggression 
towards them (Kotthoff, 2006, pp. 16–17). So while Freud adds to our understanding of the 
role of form in joking exchanges, his description of sexual humor is not without its problems – 
most notably, passing off gendered aggression as a general humor theory of simply “blowing 
off steam.”

Incongruity theory, currently the most pervasive theory of humor, focuses on the mech-
anism or trigger of humor which it identifies as a collision between two opposing patterns, 
frames of reference, schemata, or interpretations. Incongruity theory is already implicit in 
the ancient treatments and appears scattered throughout Cicero’s and Quintilian’s surveys 
of strategies for producing humor (Perks, 2012). But in more recent versions, incongruity 
has become the central, if not essential, ingredient of any instance of humor (Raskin, 1985; 
Attardo, 1994; Larkin-Galiñanes, 2017). An earlier proponent of this theory, Koestler (1964), 
claims that humor involves “the perceiving of a situation or idea … in two self-consistent but 
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habitually incompatible frames of reference” (p. 35, original emphasis). To illustrate, he rehearses 
the following joke:

A convict was playing cards with his jailers. On discovering that he cheated they 
kicked him out of jail.

(Koestler, 1964, p. 35)

Here the incongruity is between “two conventional rules (‘offenders are punished by being 
locked up’ and ‘cheats are punished by being kicked out’)” (Koestler, 1964, p. 36). Both are 
compatible with the text of the “jailers” joke but are also conflicting procedures for punishing 
the cheating convict.

In its basic form, incongruity theory focuses solely on the cognitive activity of the listener. 
In the “jailers” joke, for instance, Koestler notes that the opposing “conventional rules” are 
implied. So for the listener to get the joke, he or she must perform a process that, to rheto-
ricians’ eyes, looks like enthymematic reasoning:

[T]he listener must fill in the gaps, complete the hints, trace the analogies … . By doing 
so he [sic] is lifted out of his passive role and compelled to co-operate, to repeat to 
some extent the process of inventing the joke.

(Koestler, 1964, p. 86)

In other words, the processing of the joke plays out in the mind of listeners and invites them 
to supply what’s missing in the text of the joke itself.

Other scholars, however, have recognized the limits of a mostly cognitive version of this 
theory and have extended it to include social and cultural incongruities in specific situa-
tions (Douglas, 1968; Gilbert, 2004; Willett and Willett, 2019). According to Mulkay (1988), 
“Joking takes place because the organized patterns of social life themselves involve contra-
dictions, oppositions and incongruities which find expression through humorous discourse” 
(p. 153). Through this extension of incongruity theory, we can see how speakers use humor to 
conceal or expose ambiguities and contradictions in the social situations they and their listeners 
inhabit. Mulkay (1988) offers an example of humor that conceals a contradiction in his anal-
ysis of a study of joking between male bartenders and female waitstaff in a neighborhood bar 
(Spradley and Mann, 1975). One of the central ambiguities that both sets of employees must 
continually negotiate is differences in power: “bartenders are required constantly to respond to 
orders placed by the waitresses” (Mulkay, 1988, p. 146), but the bartenders also rank higher in 
the organizational structure of the bar. This ambiguous arrangement is often managed through 
joking. On one occasion, for instance, a bartender gave a member of the waitstaff the wrong 
change. When she pointed out his error and after he gave her the correct change, he delivered 
a joke that recast his mistake as hers: “Okay, chesty. Next time, get the amount right so I 
don’t have to go to all this trouble” (Mulkay, 1988, p. 146). Here the bartender acknowledges 
that a mistake has been made, but his joke attributes it to the waitress. And given that the 
bartender is “only joking,” it’s “difficult for the waitress effectively to challenge the reallocation 
of blame” (Mulkay, 1988, p. 147). As a result, “the bartender’s very incompetence has become 
the occasion for a further display of her subordination,” while for the bartender, his joke “has 
made possible a reassertion of his control over the female staff in a situation where that control 
was under threat” (p. 147).

In contrast to the bartender’s joke, humor may also expose rather than conceal a contra-
diction. For example, during a recent conversation with one of our colleagues, we discussed 
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an institutional superior who said he wanted to run a deliberative process in an egalitarian 
fashion while also making it clear that any final decision would be his. Noting this contra-
diction between egalitarian and top-down approaches, our colleague role-played that position 
in a comedic echo of it: “When push comes to shove, I’ll be doing the pushing AND the 
shoving.” Here our colleague plays on the idiom “when push comes to shove” which can mean 
escalation (pushing turns into shoving) or crisis (a point at which action must be taken); in 
either case, its imagery implies a struggle between two parties acting at cross-purposes. Our 
colleague’s comedic reformulation, however, exposes the superior’s contradictory position of 
wielding unilateral control over something that was advertised as a multilateral process.

8.3 Humor at Different Levels of Language

The three theories of humor we just reviewed provide an overview of the persuasive functions 
of humor. These functions are often realized at multiple levels of language simultaneously, but 
we isolate each level for the sake of analysis. More specifically, this section examines humor 
at the levels of phonology and lexis, syntax, pragmatics, and discourse. Cutting across these 
levels is semantics which we see as the key to linking linguistic structure to persuasive humor.

8.3.1 Phonology and Lexis: Puns and Wordplay

During the era of COVID-19, an ongoing rhetorical challenge was not only disseminating 
accurate information about the virus but also persuading people to alter their behavior based 
on it. One Reddit poster used humor to contribute to that effort:

The spread of the Corona virus is based on two factors:

 1. How dense the population is.
 2. How dense the population is.

(ProbablyMaybe69, 2020)

Playing on multiple meanings of “dense,” this poster attempts to convey two ways to reduce 
the spread of the virus: by social distancing and, more generally, by acting in an informed 
manner. But one of the respondents to this post didn’t register this double meaning and queried 
the original poster, “You wrote the same thing twice … what’s the other one?” The original 
poster’s deadpan reply: “you’re #2.”

This Reddit post illustrates one of the two major types of puns identified by ancient 
rhetoricians. With its repetition of the same word (“dense”) but in two different senses 
(“tightly packed” vs. “slow to understand”), the COVID joke displays an instance of antana-
clasis (Quintilian, 1921, III, p. 485). The other type of pun, paronomasia, involves playing on a 
similarity in sound between two different words (ibid.), as in “a pun is its own reword.” This 
distinction between sameness and similarity in sound is generalized in several modern taxon-
omies of punning (Hempelmann and Miller, 2017). Attardo (1994), for instance, distinguishes 
between homonyms (words whose “phonemic or graphemic representation is identical”) and 
paronyms which he defines not in the strict sense of words related through derivational mor-
phology (for instance, “fool” and “foolish”), but more loosely as words whose “phonemic 
representations are similar but not identical” (“reward” and “reword”) (pp. 110–111). Attardo 
further divides homonyms into two subcategories: homophones (same pronunciation but dif-
ferent spellings, as in great and grate) and homographs (same spelling and either the same or 
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different pronunciations: bank [the side of a river] and bank [where you deposit your money], 
or bass [a deep voice] and bass [the fish]).

The Reddit post also illustrates some of the functions puns serve. For instance, they allow 
the poster to convey information in a compact, memorable, and entertaining way (hence their 
ubiquity in advertising; van Mulken et al., 2005). They also test a listener’s understanding 
(Norrick, 1993). According to Aarons (2017), “The crucial element in the processing of a 
pun is that it relies for its humorous impact on listeners’ [linguistic] competence” (p. 83). In 
the COVID-19 joke one respondent failed that test and, as a result, exposed him or herself to 
ridicule – an exposure that the original poster capitalized on with that final zinger. Listeners 
who do get the pun and thus pass the test might respond in a number of ways, ranging from 
an eye-roll or a groan to appreciative laughter. In the latter case, the pun can also serve to 
build rapport between speaker and listener in exchange for the pleasure it affords, while also 
allowing the speaker to present a “witty self ” (Norrick, 1993, p. 63).

This potential for punning to bolster a speaker’s ethos is, according to Cicero, one of its chief 
virtues: “the power to divert the force of a word into a sense quite different from that which 
other folk understand it, seems to indicate a man of talent” (1942, p. 389). Cicero also values 
its use in verbal sparring among rival orators, especially when “a word is snatched from an 
antagonist and used to hurl a shaft at the assailant himself [sic]” (1942, p. 389). In less combative 
settings (say, a conversation among friends), punning off a previous speaker’s remark can serve 
the alternate function of building rapport by establishing a play frame where speakers riff off 
of one another’s utterances (Norrick, 1993, p. 23). In either case, if a pun diverts “the force 
of a word,” it can create a “topic shift” (Norrick, 1993, p. 23) and thus serve as “a pivot for 
redirection” (Gardner qtd. in Davis, 1993, p. 46). Consider the following exchange between 
a male interlocutor and Dorothy Parker:

MAN: Mrs. Parker, you are outspoken.
PARKER: By whom?

Here Parker seizes upon an ambiguity in the word “outspoken,” which the man likely intends 
as an adjective to describe her frank expression of opinion, but Parker opts to faux-interpret 
it “as a past participle meaning that she was defeated in a speaking contest, presumably by 
someone who spoke better” (Aarons, 2017, p. 85). In doing so, she redirects the man’s criticism 
for overstepping the bounds of womanly decorum and turns it into an altogether different kind 
of affront – that is, undervaluing her verbal skills.

In addition to classifying puns and enumerating their functions, scholars have also tried to 
distinguish between good and bad puns (an important effort given the bad rap punning has 
received). An ancient precedent for such a distinction appears in Quintilian. According to him, 
bad puns are based on sound similarity alone and are thus “rarely effective”; good puns “are 
helped out by actual facts as well as similarity of sound” (1921, II, p. 463). Variants of this 
distinction are echoed in several modern treatments of punning (Freud, 1905/1960; Raskin, 
1985; Partington, 2009). A version of it also appears in scholarship on puns in advertising. 
In one study, van Mulken et al. (2005) distinguish between two types of puns based on their 
semantic relevance to the product being advertised. With the first type, only one of a pun’s 
two meanings is relevant; with the other, both meanings are relevant. For instance, in the 
well-known American advertising slogan for Morton Salt, “When it rains, it pours,” the first 
meaning of pours (“rains heavily”) is not relevant to the product, while the second (“runs 
freely even when the atmosphere is damp”) is relevant (van Mulken et al., 2005, p. 711). In 
another ad, this one from Greenpeace targeting two shoemakers, the text reads, “Adidas and 
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Mitre use the skins of slaughtered kangaroos. Who’d want to be in their shoes?” Here both 
meanings (“be in their situation” and “wear their shoes”) are relevant. To compare the per-
suasiveness of these two types of puns, van Mulken et al. asked participants in their study to 
rate slogans that included puns with one relevant meaning and puns with two. They found 
that participants judged the two-relevancy puns to be more apt than one-relevancy puns and 
thus better equipped to serve a broader persuasive goal of advertising: that is, to transfer the 
favorability of the ad to the product and thus influence the purchasing decisions of customers.

8.3.2 Syntax: Ambiguity and Resources

We have noted that syntax can enhance the set up of a joke through parallelism (the repetition 
of syntactic structure) in our opening example of Farsad’s Florida joke. But humor that depends 
on syntax alone is rare, perhaps because of increased processing demands. In particular, Attardo 
(1994) claims that listeners find syntactic ambiguity harder to process than lexical ambiguity (p. 
103). Even so, there are some jokes that do play on syntax, including this lexico-grammatical 
antanaclasis (same signifier, different signified; in this case, also a different part of speech):

Time flies like an arrow. Fruit flies like a banana.

Another source of humor are unintentional syntactic flubs (or bungles, like dangling or mis-
placed modifiers) that might appear on business or church signs or in student writing (“I saw 
a dead skunk driving down the road”). Given the scarcity or accidental nature of syntactic 
jokes, we set them aside and devote the rest of this section to syntactic resources that enhance 
humorous effects, including end focus, syntactic inversions, and tricolon.

Perhaps the most important syntactic resource for enhancing humor is end focus: that is, 
the expectation that the most important information in a sentence will appear at the end 
(Fahnestock, 2011, p. 205). This expectation is satisfied by an overwhelming number of joke-
book jokes. In his corpus-based study of such jokes, Attardo (1994) found that in almost every 
instance the punch line appears in the final position, and in those few cases in which it didn’t, 
all text following the punchline could be eliminated “without ruining the integrity of the joke” 
(p. 99). Comedians also work this expectation to their advantage. Consider this moment from 
Sandi Toksvig’s (2016) TED talk where she argues for more women in positions of power:

Ok, let’s take a very quick look at the top 100 companies in the London Stock 
Exchange in 2016. How many women running them? Seven. OK. Seven. That’s all 
right, I suppose. Until you realize that 17 are run by men called “John.” [Laughter] 
There are more men called John running FTSE 100 companies … than there are 
women. There are 14 run by men called “Dave.”

[Laughter]

In the sentences that trigger laughter, the humor comes to a point at the end. Imagine if Toksvig 
had structured these sentences differently: “Until you realize that men called ‘John’ run 17 of 
them … . Men called ‘Dave’ run another 14.” These revisions not only dampen the humor 
but also risk impairing the argumentative point Toksvig is trying to establish. In other words, 
they change what information receives emphasis – that is, from the names of the men to the 
number of companies. That number is part of the joke, but it’s not the point of the joke. The 
point is that there are more men named “John” or “Dave” heading FTSE 100 companies than 
all women combined, so keeping those names in positions of stress reinforces that message.
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The Toksvig example also involves syntactic constructions that lend her greater control over 
which piece of information appears in the final punchline-like position: passive voice in the 
first laugh line and a There-cleft in the second. Both constructions allow Toksvig to displace 
“John” and “Dave” into the final sentential slot. Other constructions involve various kinds of 
syntactic reversals or inversions. For instance, the following two jokes rely on chiasmus, along 
with several homophonic puns and hypophora (a figure in which a speaker asks a question and 
then supplies his or her own answer):

What’s the difference between a boxer and someone with a cold?
One knows his blows, and the other blows his nose.

What’s the difference between a cat and a comma?
One has claws at the end of its paws, and one is a pause at the end of a clause.

Jokes such as these provide their speakers with an opportunity to entertain (and perhaps chal-
lenge the understanding of) their listeners, while also displaying their own wit – a kind of 
mental gymnastics of association. Another construction occurs when the conventional order of 
English sentences (subject + verb + object/complement/adjunct) is in some way inverted, so 
that either the subject or verb occupies the final slot. Nash (1985) illustrates how this strategy 
might serve humorous ends when he transforms (in three steps) a rather ordinary sentence 
into one that is more richly “layered” with humorous elements (phonological, lexical, and 
syntactic):

 1. My watch fell into the river.
 2. My timepiece toppled into the Thames.
 3. Into the Thames toppled my timepiece.

The third version includes two syntactic inversions: moving the adjunct (“into the Thames”) 
to the front of the sentence and reversing the order of subject and verb. According to Nash 
(1985), these inversions have “an effect of rhetorical heightening and suspense, the kind of 
effect a raconteur might seek in shaping the performance of a joke” (p. 125).

A final syntactic resource is one we’ve already seen in Farsad’s “Florida” joke: tricolon, or 
a series of three parallel words, phrases, or clauses. As we’ve also seen, tricolon is particularly 
well suited for serving humorous ends because, given its three-part structure, it adheres to the 
rule of three. Writing about three-part structures in general, Glenn and Holt (2017) explain 
why they are so effective in humor: they provide “the minimum by which a pattern can be 
established and then broken” (p. 302). In this sense, tricolon exemplifies or (to borrow a term 
from Fahnestock 1999) “epitomizes” the comedic rule of three because it’s a stylistic distillation 
of a more general pattern, one that is boiled down to its essential ingredients. For instance, 
earlier in her TED talk, Toksvig (2016) uses tricolon while proposing an Olympics for “people 
with zero athletic ability.” There would be three rules: “no drugs, no corruption, no skills.” 
The first two items in this series establish a pattern of things that often plague athletics. The 
third item, however, breaks that pattern and introduces an item that is simultaneously incon-
gruous with the first two while being congruous with the earlier proposal for an Olympics 
for people with no athletic skill. This joke would probably lose much of its zing if the series 
was nonparallel and padded with filler: “first, there would be no drugs; no corruption would 
be next; finally …” This version is not effective because the strict parallelism in the original 
sharpens the incongruity between the first two items and the third, simultaneously asserting 
equivalence in form and difference in meaning.
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8.3.3 Pragmatics

If pragmatics is the study of utterances in context, then discussions of joking in ancient rhet-
orics offer a proto-pragmatics of humor, albeit from a prescriptive (rather than descriptive) 
perspective. As we have already seen in our treatment of superiority theory, Cicero assigns a 
number of pragmatic functions to humor during legal and policy debates: winning admiration 
for a speaker, delighting the audience, and attacking an opponent. But his and Quintilian’s 
discussions of joking are peppered with other pragmatic considerations. For instance, both 
rhetoricians favor improvised jokes over forced or premeditated ones because jokes “thought 
out in advance, win but little laughter” (Quintilian, 1921, II, p. 451; Cicero, 1942, p. 381). 
For a modern example of a premeditated joke look no further than Marco Rubio’s attempt to 
ridicule Donald Trump by alleging he had “small hands” and thus insinuating another kind of 
anatomical shortcoming (ABC News, 2016). The attempted humor occurred during one of 
Rubio’s campaign rallies in early 2016, and while it may not have been scripted, it does smack 
of premeditation. As for the audience at the rally, they had a strong vocal reaction to the joke, 
but it’s not clear whether it was an appreciative “Oh snap!” reaction or shock that Rubio would 
depart from his usual ethos and try to imitate a more Trumpian invective.

Trump’s response to Rubio’s joke illustrates another pragmatic strategy, one that is encapsu-
lated in Aristotle’s (1991) injunction to “spoil the opponents’ seriousness with laughter and their 
laughter with seriousness” (1419b, p. 280). At a rally the next day, Trump answered Rubio’s 
attempted humor with (feigned?) seriousness: “He said I had small hands … [holding up his 
hands] They’re not small, are they? I never heard that one before” (ABC News, 2016). Several 
days later, during a GOP debate with Rubio standing next to him, Trump said, “He hit [i.e., 
ridiculed] my hands. No one has ever hit my hands. I never heard of this one,” and then holding 
up his hands, “Look at those hands. Are they small hands? … [shouts in the crowd, ‘No!’]. 
And he referred to my hands: if they’re small, something else must be small. I guarantee you, 
there’s no problem. I guarantee it” (ABC News, 2016). We can parse Trump’s response using 
Hay’s (2001) tripartite model of joke reception, according to which successful humor must be 
recognized, understood, and appreciated. Humor can fail at any stage of reception: listeners 
might not recognize a speaker’s attempt at humor, or they might recognize it but not understand 
it, or they might recognize and understand it but just not find it funny or appropriate (Hay, 
2001). In both of his responses, Trump recognizes Rubio’s attempt at humor (“I never heard 
that one”), and in the second, he shows he understands the joke’s import, but in neither does 
he signal appreciation. Instead, he performs befuddlement and presents a seemingly non-joking 
counter-claim to Rubio’s insinuation. Given at least a portion of the audience’s appreciative 
reaction to Trump’s responses, it seems that Rubio lost this round of what is a distinctly male 
competitive exchange (as in “Whose is bigger?”), although more generally, the “small hands” 
joke has subsequently had successful lives in late-night comedy and internet memes.

Another pragmatic function of humor is to grant a speaker deniability for any negative or 
offensive message conveyed humorously. We have already seen a glancing reference to this 
function in Mulkay’s (1988) analysis of the bartender’s joke at the waitress’s expense. Earlier 
in his study, Mulkay (1988) attributes this function to the duplicitous nature of humor itself: 
“[I]t is a critical characteristic of humorously signaled discourse that any serious intention and 
any serious meaning can be denied,” and while the sincerity of such denials “will not always 
be accepted by others, the very nature of humorous discourse ensures that they cannot be 
easily overturned” (p. 71). This function is so common that we have a number of set phrases 
for performing it: “I was only joking,” “It was just a joke,” and perhaps squirrelliest of all, 
“Can’t you take a joke?” where denying serious intent morphs into accusing the listener of 
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lacking a sense of humor. A variation on this strategy was used by Trump’s spokespeople who 
retroactively constructed a serious, non-humorous utterance as a joke in order to deny Trump’s 
accountability for it. During a June 2020 rally, the President said this about coronavirus testing: 
“When you do testing to that extent, you’re going to find more people. You’re going to find 
more cases. So I said to my people, ‘Slow the testing down, please’” (Forgey, 2020). The next 
day, Peter Navarro (a White House adviser) said the comments were made “tongue-in-cheek,” 
and on the day after that, White House Press Secretary Kayleigh McEnany claimed, “It was 
a comment made in jest” (Forgey, 2020). In an interesting twist, when the President himself 
was asked if he was kidding, he replied, “I don’t kid,” thus doubling down on his comment 
while throwing his defenders under the bus.

In addition to these general pragmatic considerations, some humor may involve various 
kinds of pragmatic play and thus operate more squarely at this level of language. For instance, 
Hancher (1980) describes what he calls “speech act jokes” and identifies two of their sources: 
performing a speech act infelicitously or misinterpreting the illocutionary force of indirect 
speech. The first source is illustrated by a joke from Cicero: Cato “had just been jostled by 
a man carrying a box” who then said, “Look out.” Cato replied, “What, are you carrying 
something else beside the box?” (1948, p. 411). Here Cato plays on and calls attention to the 
man’s infelicitous warning – that is, as a speech act, a warning carries a felicity condition that 
it be delivered before the event it warns against. Cato’s response highlights its belatedness, 
while also sarcastically taking it as a warning for “something else.” As for the second source 
(misinterpreting indirect speech), the locus classicus for this type is the fly-in-the-soup joke:

DINER: Waiter, there’s a dead fly in my soup.
WAITER: Yes, it’s the hot water that kills them.

Here the diner uses the locutionary form of a constative to perform the illocutionary act of 
requesting that the situation be corrected, while the waiter interprets the diner’s utterance as 
a request of another kind – that is, for an explanation of cause. Hancher (1980) cites another 
joke of this type: G. Gordon Liddy was leaving prison when a reporter asked, “Can you tell us 
why you went into Watergate?” Liddy’s reply: “I can, but I won’t.” Here the reporter’s utterance 
is literally a question about ability, while the intent is more likely a request for information. 
Liddy opts to respond to its locutionary meaning rather than its illocutionary force.

Another form of pragmatic play involves witty retorts. According to Quintilian, “wit always 
appears to greater advantage in reply than in attack” (II, p. 445) because “remarks designed for 
attack are usually brought ready-made into court, after long thought at home, whereas those 
made in reply are usually improvised during a dispute” (II, p. 463). To illustrate, Quintilian 
rehearses an exchange between Catulus and an opponent who puns on Catulus’s name (which 
also means “little dog”): “Why do you bark so?” Catulus replies, “I see a thief ” (II, p. 483). This 
reply amounts to a kind of verbal ju-jitsu in which Catulus, by seeming to play along, reverses 
the force of his opponent’s attack and directs it against that opponent himself. A similar dynamic 
appears in an exchange between Lady Nancy Astor and Winston Churchill. Both were staying 
at the home of Churchill’s cousin when, one morning over breakfast, Astor says to Churchill, 
“Winston, if I was married to you, I’d put poison in your coffee.” Churchill replies, “Nancy, 
if I was married to you, I’d drink it” (Sykes, 1972, p. 127). Astor’s initiating remark poses a 
hypothetical that asserts what she would do in the imagined situation. Churchill doesn’t reject 
that hypothetical; instead, he projects himself into it and, like Catulus, turns the hypothetical 
against his opponent: Astor assumes Churchill would marry her, whereas Churchill retorts that 
he would rather kill himself.
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A final form of pragmatic play is irony which, according to ancient and early modern 
rhetoricians, comes in at least two varieties: the first is called antiphrasis and involves a single 
word used ironically (“the dulcet sound of tires screeching”), while with the second, the irony 
comprises a full utterance (Fahnestock, 2011, p. 111). Perhaps the earliest pragmatics of the 
latter variety appears in Quintilian whose analysis anticipates two central concerns of modern 
treatments of the same phenomenon: how listeners recognize irony and why speakers use it. 
Listeners recognize irony when they detect a disparity between an utterance and at least one 
of three contextual cues: “the delivery, the character of the speaker or the nature of the sub-
ject” (III, p. 333; see Fahnestock, 2011, p. 112, who adds a fourth). If any of these is at odds 
with an utterance, the audience would infer an ironic intent. The reason speakers use irony, 
according to Quintilian, is to evaluate some person, action, or state of affairs: more specifically, 
to “praise under a pretence of blame” or “to censure with counterfeited praise” (III, p. 333). 
To illustrate a negative evaluation, Quintilian presents one of Cicero’s denunciations of his rival 
Clodius: “Believe me, your well known integrity has cleared you of all blame, your modesty 
has saved you, your past life has been your salvation” (III, p. 333). Given that this utterance 
was delivered during one of Cicero’s orations (now lost), it seems that all three contextual 
cues (delivery, Cicero’s character, and Clodius’s past actions) could work in concert to tip the 
audience off that Cicero’s praise of his longtime enemy is ironic.

Quintilian’s focus on comprehending irony and registering its evaluative functions is echoed 
in modern discussions of the phenomenon (for a survey of these, see Colston 2017; see also 
Pexman, Chapter 27 in this volume, for irony usage by children). For instance, Mulkay (1988) 
essentially duplicates Quintilian’s pragmatics of irony comprehension, claiming that listeners 
rely on “contextual or presentational cues” in recognizing this device (p. 49). Mulkay takes as 
his example “There’s a genius in the White House,” and analyzes it as follows:

[it] may be uttered in such a way (perhaps with peculiar emphasis on “genius”), or in 
such a context (following a reference to a major political blunder) or by such a person 
(a political adversary of the President) that its insincerity, its implied duality … are 
made manifest.

(pp. 49–50)

As for its evaluative function, Fahnestock (2011) and Colston (2017) claim that negative irony 
can make its implied condemnation more emphatic. In his study, Colston asked participants to 
rate the degree of negativity in ironic versus literal utterances, and he found that “[n]egative 
situations (e.g., bad weather) are seen to be worse when judged in the context of positive 
commentary (e.g., ‘what a beautiful day’)” (p. 241). In other words, speakers can use irony not 
only to evaluate a state of affairs but also to heighten that evaluation.

8.3.4 Discourse

While a full survey of humor at the level of discourse is beyond the scope of this chapter and 
would have to include such phenomena as comedic genres, humor in narrative, and humor 
and translation, we end with two discourse-related phenomena: register humor and humor as 
an index of social identity (Kotthoff, 2006; Davies, 2017).

With register humor, comic incongruity doesn’t reside, say, between two divergent mean-
ings of a single word (pun) or in a three-part series where the third item breaks a pattern 
established by the first two (rule of three). Instead, it results from a collision between two or 
more registers – that is, between language varieties associated with differing situations or social 
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roles or activities (Attardo, 1994; Simpson and Bousfield, 2017). For instance, register humor 
pervades Susan Orlean’s (1995) New Yorker profile of a show dog named “Biff,” and she uses 
it to advance a delightfully indirect argument about show dog owners: that is, in their passion 
for their pets, these owners often blur the line between canines and humans. Toward making 
her case, Orlean samples from multiple registers typically reserved for discussing humans, and 
she uses them to describe Biff the show dog:

He’s friendly, good-looking, rich, famous, and in excellent physical condition. He 
almost never drools. He’s not afraid of commitment. He wants children … . He works 
hard and is a consummate professional, but he also knows how to have fun.

(p. 161)

Biff has to watch his weight. Usually, he is as skinny as Kate Moss, but he can put on 
three pounds in an instant. The holidays can be tough.

(p. 161)

A show dog’s career is short, and judges are unforgiving. Each breed is judged by an 
explicit standard for appearance and temperament, and then there’s the incalculable 
element of charisma in the ring.

(p. 161)

In the meantime, the Truesdales [Biff’s owners] and I sat, stayed for a moment, fetched 
ourselves turkey sandwiches, and then curled up on the couch.

(p. 169)

Here the imported registers are, respectively, the language of the personal ad, dieting, sports jour-
nalism, and dog commands (which, in a comedic reversal, are applied to humans). Throughout 
the essay, these and similar registers bump against the language of the show dog world. For 
instance, in the third passage above, lexical items characteristic of canines, such as “show dog,” 
“breed,” and “temperament,” appear alongside cliches of sports writing: “an athlete’s career is 
short” and “charisma in the ring,” the latter of which puns on Biff’s breed – that is, Biff’s a 
boxer. In addition to diction and set phrases, registers may be blended at other levels of the 
language. The first passage, for instance, not only selects lexical items and collocations typical 
of personal ads (e.g., “good looking, rich, famous” and “consummate professional”), but also 
uses syntax imitative of that register, although Orlean stops short of eliding grammatical subjects 
as one might do in a genuine ad: for example, “works hard, is a consummate professional, but 
also knows how to have fun.” Readers who are able to recognize these instances of register 
humor – who, that is, get the joke and sense the incongruity in using human-targeted registers 
to describe a dog – are also encouraged to get Orlean’s broader argumentative point: in the 
world of show dogs, humans and canines are, at least in the ways that their owners treat and 
talk about them, interchangeable.

In addition to blending registers for comedic and persuasive effect, speakers might also use 
humor to index their social identities. Aristotle recognized this potential in his Nicomachean 
Ethics (1934) where he associates certain forms of humor with different social types: the 
lower-class buffoon and the witty man of tact. In the process, he suggests that the forms of 
humor that each type engages in bespeak their social ranks. Buffoons are “vulgar fellows” 
(1128a, p. 245) who cannot resist an opportunity to joke, are unconcerned about harming 
the objects of their humor, and often resort to obscenities and will even joke at their own 
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expense (1128a–1128b, p. 249). In short, they jest in ways that “a man of refinement” never 
would (1128a, p. 249). The witty man of tact, by contrast, only jests in the manner of a 
“gentleman” (1128a, p. 247). He is restrained in his humor, carefully selects his comedic 
targets, and rather than resorting to obscenity, works through indirection and “innuendo” 
(1128a, p. 247). This distinction between the buffoon and witty gentleman persists into the 
Roman rhetorics where Cicero and Quintilian repeatedly insist that their orators only jest in 
the manner of a gentleman and scrupulously avoid all forms of humor associated with lowly 
buffoons and stage clowns.

Just as Aristotle associates certain forms of joking with social rank, modern scholarship 
links certain types of joking to other aspects of social identity. While there are many identity 
markers that have varying importance depending on each situation such as racialization, class 
distinction, ability, nationality, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, we focus on one that has 
received special attention in humor studies: gender. But unlike the ancient authors, recent 
scholarship assigns a range of functions of humor in relation to existing gender norms – that 
is, to preserve, maneuver within, or outright challenge them.

In the past, scholars have identified forms of humor that reinforce traditional gender behav-
ior. For instance, women often prefer telling funny stories about personal experiences (Hay, 
2000), and engage in self-deprecating humor during “self-disclosing narrative[s] … to increase 
social vulnerability and promote intimacy” (Davies, 2017, p. 476), often creating “a commu-
nity of shared understandings about life’s absurdities” (Crawford, 2003, p. 1421). Women also 
tend to use humor conversationally, preferring to work collaboratively to enhance solidarity 
and provide social support (Crawford, 2003; Kotthoff, 2006; Davies, 2017). Men, by contrast, 
prefer witty banter that is competitive and aggressive: “displaying competence in verbal (and 
physical) fighting and reprisals is taken as typical for males” (Kotthoff, 2006, p. 13), not unlike 
ancient rhetoricians’ views of joking as verbal sparring. Men also compete with one another 
through performance-based humor (Hay, 2000), jockeying for higher status. While men may 
use self-deprecating humor, they often do so for a different purpose – not to bond over com-
mon experiences but, in a proleptic move, to pre-empt criticism: “men’s self-directed humor 
functioned more as self-protection in relation to potential social gaffes” (Davies, 2017, p. 476). 
By corresponding with traditional gendered behavior, these joking styles reinforce gender 
differences where women practice supportive roles such as being passive and collaborative and 
men display leadership qualities such as being assertive and competitive.

These gendered differences can map onto hierarchical differences in professional settings. 
According to Kotthoff (2006), “humor in formal contexts is linked to high situational status 
and can affirm one’s dominance in the hierarchical social structure” (p. 8). Furthermore, the 
gendered separation between aggressivity and passivity supports this social structure as men are 
more often the instigators of jokes that assure their positions while women are typically the 
targets of jokes that hurt their social standings. When women are targeted, these jokes often 
index women’s gender identities negatively to discredit their professional competence. Recall 
Mulkay’s (1988) example from earlier between the bartender and the waitress: the bartender 
uses sexually explicit humor (“Ok, chesty”) to address the waitress not as a co-worker, but 
as a sexual being, shifting the attention away from his own mistake and reinforcing her lower 
rank. Kotthoff (2006) notices a similar use of humor in a study by Burckhard (1992) where 
German male MPs heckled female MPs far more than other male MPs, even though all MPs 
were of equal rank:

You look better than you speak, Frau Colleague!
Get to the point, sweetheart.
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[When one female colleague] calls for shorter working hours [so] that husbands would 
then be able to do more housework, she is interrupted by [a male MP]: “Do you 
actually have a husband at home?”

(pp. 11–12)

As Kotthoff (2006) explains, these hecklers are referring to women’s characteristics that “lie 
outside the professional world and detract from the image of professional competence” (p. 12). 
In these jokes, gendered joking styles can affect social standings – empowering men as the 
initiators of jokes while demeaning women as their targets.

While acknowledging the persistence of conventional associations between gender and 
humor, humor can also challenge essentialist differences between men and women. More 
specifically, scholars have found that women and men can repurpose gendered joking styles to 
their advantage and reinvent their social standing. For instance, women can use humor to tap 
into masculine behavior that is respected in the workplace: “Masculine identity can be per-
formed via promoting the image of toughness, being able to take a joke, being powerful and 
assertive” (Sinkeviciute, 2019, p. 129). Reciprocally, Kotthoff (2006) claims that men can use 
self-deprecating humor to take on an alternative masculinity: “By joking at his own expense 
in a particular context, a man can create an identity for himself as ‘non-macho’ or as a ‘new 
man’” (p. 6). Another possibility fuses conventions from both gendered styles into incongruous 
and hence comedic combinations to create a new gendered joking style. For instance, comedian 
Amy Schumer combines the appearance of traditional femininity with an obscene joking style 
more typical of male comedy. As Goltz (2015) notes, Schumer “is a normatively attractive 
and feminine white blond woman who strategically uses her bright smile and rosy cheek” (p. 
273) to create a confused, ditzy (scatterbrained) feminine persona, which she often undercuts 
with ribald jokes. In a game of Truth with Jimmy Fallon, when Fallon asks, “Teeth. What 
do you think about them?” Schumer responds in her ditzy feminine persona, “I’ve been told 
to use less” (The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon, 2014). Schumer’s joke plays on a number of 
social incongruities: the seemingly innocuous question versus her sexually explicit answer, her 
appearance as traditionally feminine versus her sexual joke, and her tongue-in-cheek message 
versus her straight-faced delivery. By manipulating gender expectations, Schumer’s joking style 
demonstrates the pliability of social identity.

Finally, scholars have recognized that humor can subvert traditional gender norms. Davies 
(2017) claims that humor is “a means of gender deconstruction and social critique” (p. 479), 
and in fact, “Feminist humor frequently … subverts men’s reality by exposing its social con-
struction” (Crawford, 2003, p. 1426). One way feminist humor delivers these critiques is 
by denouncing harmful norms. For example, feminist protesters use humor to point to the 
absurdity of men excluding women from the public sphere, such as this 1970s feminist slogan 
that is cast as a syllepsis: “A Woman’s Place is in the House – and the Senate” (Crawford, 
2003, p. 1426). Another strategy of feminist humor is to “turn the tables and mock the 
mockers” (Willett and Willett, 2019, p. 28). For instance, in her TED talk on founding an 
all-women’s political party, Toksvig jokes: “We didn’t know how complicated it was to start a 
political party. I thought, ‘It can’t be that difficult, men have been doing it for years’” (2016). 
Toksvig’s joke not only targets men but also ridicules the former standard of political parties 
as exclusively for men. Lastly, feminist humor also “laughs at the very idea of gender ine-
quality in an attempt to render such inequality absurd and powerless” (Walker, 1988, p. 145). 
That is, feminist humor often targets social norms themselves. For example, in her TED talk, 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie uses humorous anecdotes to reveal assumptions about gender: 
“Today women in general are more likely to do the housework than men, the cooking and 
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cleaning. But why is that? Is it because women are born with a cooking gene?” (Adichie, 2012). 
Adichie’s unexpected question challenges the premise of women’s identity as “natural” care-
takers, emphasizing domestic labor as a social expectation rather than a biological imperative.

8.4 Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, we have argued that humor can leverage resources at all levels of 
language (oftentimes simultaneously) to serve a variety of persuasive functions. Humor allows 
speakers to forge or strengthen alliances with their audience, often at the expense and exclu-
sion of their comedic targets. Facilitating this dynamic is the form of the joke itself, distract-
ing or bribing listeners with its yield of pleasure, while also encouraging them to participate 
(enthymematically) in the joking process. Considered in context, humor can also play on 
incongruities in social situations, seeking to conceal, manage, or expose areas of ambiguity 
or contradiction. It can also index a speaker’s social identity, or manipulate or even challenge 
conventional links between forms of humor and social meaning. These possibilities are par-
ticularly important in humor’s relation to gender. Given the long history of humor theory 
and practice that marginalizes or misrepresents gender, attention to gender demonstrates not 
only how humor theory has relied on traditional gender dynamics but also how humor can 
reveal gender’s complexities.

Aside from gender, there are many other important arenas for rhetorical humor not rep-
resented in this chapter. Take, for instance, the political humor of late-night comedy. At least 
in the U.S.A., it is very influential in shaping political values and attitudes. Its monologues 
and skits wield considerable persuasive power in telling viewers who and what to deride and, 
by implication, who and what not to deride and instead respect. But sorting out how humor 
functions in this or any other context comes with difficulties – most notably, the challenge 
of trying to corral humor (with all of its ambiguities and contradictions) within the confines 
of academic discourse. According to Mulkay, “analysts of humor operate within a different 
discursive mode from participants in humor” (p. 20, original emphasis). More specifically, the 
serious mode of academic analysis operates by a unitary, non-contradictory logic, while those 
involved in producing humor play on and multiply incongruities and contradictions. Moving 
forward, scholarly treatments of humor must work to account for this disparity in discursive 
modes. Otherwise, they risk missing the joke.
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9
STRATEGIC QUESTIONING

Cornelia Ilie

9.1 Introduction

The world we live in is highly dialogical, which involves using strategic questions as a per-
suasive way of actively engaging with our interlocutors. Everyday dialogue is a reminder 
that there can be no meaningful communication without questions. Thus, we may ask a 
question like “What is your favourite sci-fi author?” to satisfy our curiosity and engage 
the interlocutor, a question like “Where is the nearest tube station?” to request practical 
information from someone presumed to possess it, or a question like “Have you made the 
hotel reservations for the week-end?” to get a confirmation or disconfirmation from the 
interlocutor. At the level of grammar, the three questions fall into three categories: the first 
two belong to the category of wh-questions that function as open-ended questions, while 
the third one belongs to the category of yes/no questions that function as closed questions. 
But pragmatically and rhetorically, questions serve a much wider range of instantiations 
and usages.

By means of strategic questioning we identify tasks, express problems, and delineate issues. 
We foster social relationships, conduct business negotiations, carry out professional duties, and 
perform our daily activities, whether private or public. Strategic questions play a prominent 
role in performing functions that go beyond a simple exchange of information. Rather than 
requesting information, strategic questions elicit and/or receive several other types of responses, 
such as permission granting, commitments, refusals, denials, or simply a silent token of approval 
or disapproval, or a meaningful gesture of feedback. Starting with Socrates’s elenchus questioning 
(stimulating critical thinking) and Plato’s dialogic questioning (using aporia and ti esti questions), 
and continuing with Aristotle’s emphasis on the interdependence of questions and answers, 
the art and practice of strategic questioning have shaped in various ways our perception and 
understanding of the interactive nature of persuasion.

There is, however, a significant difference between the classical rhetorical tradition, which 
has generated an extensive inventory of types of strategic questions and figures of speech 
(e.g., Peacham 1593 [1577]; Lanham 1991; Lausberg 1998), and pragma-linguistic approaches 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-12


Cornelia Ilie

166

(e.g., Black 2006; Ilie 1994, 2018; Leech 1981), which can account for a manageable number 
of multi-functional strategic questions. There are two problems with the long list of classical 
question types: (i) each question is strictly defined through one overarching characteristic or 
function, and (ii) each question is described almost exclusively from the speaker’s intention 
and goal, as, for example, anacoenosis (appealing to common interests), aporia (raising doubts), 
epiplexis (rebuking or shaming), and erotema (affirming or denying a point strongly), all of 
which are at the same time included in the wider category of rhetorical questions (questions 
asked for a purpose other than to obtain information). The advantage of pragma-linguistic 
and pragma-rhetorical approaches consists in reducing to a minimum the number of stra-
tegic questions, which enables their systematic identification and correlation according to a 
combination of variables: discursive genre and situational context, the interactive relation-
ship between questioner and respondent (e.g., symmetrical or asymmetrical, cooperative 
or adversarial), and their institutional and/or non-institutional roles, power positions, and 
pursued goals.

Adopting a pragma-rhetorical approach (Ilie 2006, 2018) situated at the interface of prag-
matics and rhetoric, this chapter will reveal the interplay of rational and emotional persuasion 
techniques induced by strategic questioning to change, weaken, or strengthen the perceptions, 
beliefs, and decision-making behaviours of the interlocutor(s) and/or the audience. The focus 
of the analysis is on the context-based, interlocutor-targeted and goal-oriented behaviour of 
strategically used questions through a dynamic process of message (re)framing and (re)contex-
tualization. Special attention is paid to non-standard questions like rhetorical questions, leading 
questions, hypothetical questions, and their complex and multi-functional varieties, which are 
used in dialogic interactions taking place in media, legal, and political/parliamentary commu-
nities of practice. In their specific ways, the context-based uses/misuses of strategic questions 
in various communities of practice provide evidence in support of Walton’s claim that “no 
theory of argument could be adequate without dealing with the role that questions play in 
arguments” (1988: 3).

While strategic questioning can inspire, empower, and reinforce values shared by interlocu-
tors, at the same time, the (mis)use of strategic questions is also likely to involve misrepresenta-
tions, misunderstandings, and manipulations that can upset and overturn the development 
and/or outcome of question-driven interactions, such as interpersonal negotiations, medical 
encounters, classroom dialogues, marketing campaigns, and workplace meetings. The present 
survey draws its data on questioning from three representative types of interactions: media 
interviews (Clayman 2010; Heritage 2002; Ilie 2017b; Montgomery 2011), talk shows (Ilie 
1999; Tolson 2001), courtroom interrogations (Harris 1984; Ilie 1999; Woodbury 1984), 
and political/parliamentary debates (Ilie 2015a, 2015b; Walton 1989), which display top-
ical and contextual correspondences with the epideictic, forensic, and deliberative genres. 
To get a deeper understanding of these phenomena, a systematic examination of strategic 
questions and their corresponding answers or responses will be carried out with special 
emphasis on the pragma-linguistic and rhetorical devices aimed to foster/inhibit particular 
ways of thinking and reasoning, to strengthen/undermine particular beliefs and opinions, 
and to reinforce/contest institutional role distribution and authoritative power. Section 9.2 
will provide a multi-disciplinary survey of strategic questions and will be followed in Section 
9.3 by context-based presentations of three main types of strategic questions: rhetorical 
questions, leading questions, and hypothetical questions. In Section 9.4 we will analyse the 
functions of strategic questioning in three representative discourse genres: media discourse, 
legal discourse, and parliamentary discourse. The final Section 9.5 will provide a summary 
and concluding remarks.
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9.2 Scholarly History of Strategic Questions

9.2.1 Strategic Questioning in Philosophical Inquiry

While the practice of strategic questioning was initially recorded in the Homeric epics and 
the Old Testament, explicit intellectual awareness of them first shows up in ancient philo-
sophical traditions, where the question–answer dialectic has made its mark on Eastern and 
Western philosophical thinking. Elenchus, the dialectical method of questioning developed 
by Socrates, is an interactive questioning strategy deployed during a discussion when a 
facilitator promotes independent, reflective, and critical thinking (Seeskin 1987). Socrates 
typically begins his elenchus with the pivotal question ti esti? (“what is it?”). For example, 
as explained by Cooper (2021), he asks the religious expert Euthyphro: “What is piety?”, 
and Euthyphro appears to give five separate definitions of it. Socrates then asks further ques-
tions, eliciting clarifications, qualifications, and extensions of the thesis, and seeking further 
opinions of the respondent on matters related to the notion of piety. Scholarly opinion is 
divided as to whether Socrates sought to reveal the truth about a given subject matter or 
merely identify inconsistencies within his interlocutor’s set of beliefs thereby exposing their 
ignorance (Watson 2015).

Socratic philosophical inquiry consists basically in a unique dialogic interplay of questions 
and answers, where the answers serve to generate further questions that take the form of fol-
low-up questions (cf. Ilie 2015b). In such a dialogue, the interlocutors are prepared to question 
and to be questioned. On the other hand, according to Vlastos (1983), the Socratic questioning 
method based on elenchus is an art of cross-examination pursuing the goal of refuting the 
ideas, beliefs, or reasoning of one’s interlocutor.

Unlike Socrates, Sophists like Gorgias and Protagoras used questions for rhetorical pur-
poses, as argumentative devices that explicitly serve the non-epistemic aim of persuasion and 
sought to trigger emotional responses from the audience. As Guthrie (1971) notes, the Sophists 
engaged in questioning as part of an argumentation strategy and instructional methodology 
aiming “to teach the pupil to argue with equal success on both sides of a question … and in 
particular to bolster up the weaker argument so that it appeared the stronger” (1971: 50–51). 
Rhetorical questions were just one of many questioning strategies employed in the service of 
persuasive speech making.

Throughout Aristotle’s work, questions are primarily used as a means of raising a problem 
for discussion, moving a line of inquiry forward, or encouraging a persistent questioning of 
the answers.

9.2.2 Strategic Questioning in a Rhetorical Perspective

The classical rhetorical emphasis on public appeal and persuasiveness resulted in the emergence 
of a large inventory of rhetorical figures, including numerous individual instantiations of stra-
tegic questioning. Stasis theory, developed in ancient Greece by Aristotle and Hermagoras, 
and refined by Roman rhetoricians, such as Cicero and Quintilian, postulates that asking four 
questions is crucial in a given case: (i) “Does it exist?/Did it happen?” – a conjectural question 
to be answered by physical evidence; (ii) “What kind of thing or event is it?” – a definitional 
question to be answered by precise definitions; (iii) “Is it right or wrong?” – a qualitative inquiry 
allowing the specification of mitigating circumstances; and (iv) “What should be done?” – a 
procedural question to be answered by goal-oriented proposals. In the context of Roman 
argumentation strategies, Cicero provides ample evidence for the central role assigned to 
questioning practices (Ochs 2003).
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In Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian (1922) adds new insights, pointing to a significant difference 
between two questioning strategies:

What is more common than to ask or enquire? For both terms are used indifferently, 
although the one seems to imply a desire for knowledge, and the other a desire to 
prove something. But whichever term we use, the thing which they represent admits 
a variety of figures.

(Bk 9, Ch. 2, Sect. 6, p. 377)

Thereby he makes a distinction between to ask, that is to request information by means of a 
straightforward question, and to inquire, that is to emphasize a point so as to prove something 
by means of a rhetorical figure, such as the rhetorical question. Interestingly, this distinction 
shares similarities with the pragma-linguistic classification that distinguishes between standard 
questions (i.e., ones that primarily serve the grammatical function of information-eliciting), and 
non-standard questions (i.e., non-information-eliciting ones that serve pragmatic and rhetorical 
functions), the second category including strategically used questions that are intended to 
achieve a persuasive effect (Ilie 2015a). A more detailed discussion will follow in Section 9.2.3.

At the forefront of the classical tradition of rhetoric on questioning strategies are the 
so-called “rhetorical questions,” an umbrella term for “any question asked for a purpose other 
than to obtain the information the question asks” (Burton 2007). While this definition is 
valid, it is rather general, since in actual language use we encounter several sub-types or uses 
of rhetorical questions, whose multifaceted functions have been closely examined in rhetorical 
studies. A particularly prominent type of rhetorical question is known as erotema (or erotesis/
interrogatio in the Latin tradition), which is used to affirm or deny something strongly, “admi-
rably calculated to produce a powerful impression of the truth of a subject, as it challenges the 
impossibility of contradiction” (Williams 1850: 129). Its major distinctive features have been 
captured by Jeanne Fahnestock’s definition: “a question that requires no answer other than the 
audience’s agreement with the proposition implied … strictly speaking, … not a question at 
all, but a statement intoned or punctuated as a question” (2011: 298–299). Erotema is meant 
to challenge the audience, while it may do it in a humorous and/or ironical way, as in the 
following example:

 (1)
All right, but apart from the sanitation, the medicine, education, wine, public 
order, irrigation, roads, a freshwater system and public health … what have the 
Romans ever done for us?

Monty Python, Life of Brian (1979)

This example illustrates an ironically displayed mismatch between the audience’s literal under-
standing and the speaker’s presupposition. It is a familiar style of joke in which an erotema, 
which is not supposed to get an answer, gets answered. Monty Python’s underlying presuppo-
sition is that “the Romans haven’t done anything for us” but the audience keeps challenging 
it with successive answers that contradict his implied “statement.” In the end, he has to tally 
up all the answers to try and salvage his “statement.”

In several ways, the rhetorical treatment of questions in terms of their persuasiveness fore-
shadows recent and current pragmatic approaches.



Strategic Questioning

169

9.2.3 Strategic Questioning in a Pragma-Linguistic Perspective

For a pragma-linguist, as for a rhetorician, the best place to start for an in-depth understanding 
of the nature and role of questioning strategies in our private and public encounters, is not with 
the question What does a question do? but rather with the question What do we do with questions? 
The theory that best captures the notion of how we act through asserting and questioning is 
the pragmatic theory of speech acts outlined by J. L. Austin (1962) and influentially developed 
by John Searle (1969). A speech act is an utterance defined in terms of a speaker’s intention 
and goal, and of the effect it has on an interlocutor and/or audience.

A helpful analytical tool for understanding the anatomy of questioning is based on Austin’s 
threefold distinction between three kinds of speech acts: locutionary acts, illocutionary acts, and 
perlocutionary acts (Allan 1994; Clark and Carlson 1982). Within this framework, a locution-
ary act is simply the act of saying something (i.e., of expressing something that conveys a 
grammatical function). Thereby, any utterance would practically qualify as a locutionary act. 
An illocutionary act is an act performed in saying something (i.e., of expressing something 
to convey an intention). This is the actually intended meaning that the speaker wants to 
convey to the hearer. For example, when Paul says to Fred “Why play the music so loud?” 
he apparently seems to indicate that he wants to know why the hi-fi is so loud, when in 
fact he suggests, or rather complains, to Fred that he finds the music is too loud so as to 
persuade him to turn it down. What he actually intends to do through his illocutionary act is 
to try to elicit a behaviour from Paul that complies with his speech act of request. The third 
kind of speech act is the perlocutionary act, namely an act performed by saying something 
(i.e., of expressing something to achieve a goal). It aims to get someone to react and/or do 
something following from the recognized illocutionary act. In our example, Fred is expected 
to understand that the music is too loud for Paul (Paul’s intention) and to turn down the 
volume (Paul’s goal). Pragmatically speaking, the perlocutionary act is expected to have an 
effect on the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the listener. Rhetorically speaking, it seeks to 
change minds and influence behaviour.

This example illustrates how the analytical approaches pertaining to the two traditions – 
classical rhetoric and modern pragmatics – work in complementary ways. While both types 
of approaches take into consideration the correlations between functionality and context, the 
rhetorical approach foregrounds form-based function, and the pragmatic approach foregrounds 
context-based function. Unlike the traditional rhetorical figure approach to questions, the 
pragmatics of questions acknowledges that there is no one-to-one match of form to func-
tion, which enables a more nuanced and multi-level analysis of questioning strategies with a 
complex or hidden agenda that display a discrepancy between the form(s) and the function(s) 
of questions. Thus, there are statements that are meant to be perceived and understood as 
questions, and vice versa.

In the pragmatic typology of questions put forward in Ilie (1994, 2015a), a basic dis-
tinction is made between standard questions (i.e., answer- or information-eliciting questions) 
and non-standard questions. Due to their context-specific flexibility and multi-functionality, 
non-standard questions are strategically used by speakers to perform a wide range of activities, 
such as signalling interpersonal collaboration or conflict, or voicing a challenge, an invitation, 
a reproach, a complaint, a warning, a threat, an objection, a protest, or an accusation. This 
category includes strategic questions that elicit (and expect to receive) many different types 
of responses, such as answers of permission-granting, suggestion acceptance, retraction, and 
disclaiming, or no answers at all (e.g., rhetorical questions), or simply a token of invitation, or 
just a meaningful gesture, for example. Since there are normally neither formal markers nor 
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syntactical features that can distinguish standard from non-standard questions, contextualization 
can be a practical way to do that, as illustrated in the following.

 (2) 
 (a) [A counter-espionage agent in a discussion about which of two spies to 

intercept:] What does he know?
 (b) [Someone ignoring the advice of a man in whom he has little confidence:] 

What does he know?
(Van Emde Boas 2005: 8)

A basic difference between (a) and (b) can be established in terms of the question-asker’s pre-
suppositions and intentions: in (a) the contextualized question points to the addresser’s lack 
of information about the two spies under consideration and his/her request for more specific 
information in order to make an informed decision; in (b) the contextualized question points 
to the addresser’s preconceived distrust and disregard for the person under consideration.

Non-standard questions identified by rhetorical scholars as erotema (or erotesis) have a distin-
guishable counterpart in the pragmatically defined category of rhetorical questions (see Section 
9.3.1). Typically, a rhetorical question does not request an answer, but implies one, very 
emphatically. In terms of speech act theory, the rhetorical question is not an answer-eliciting 
speech act, but an emphatically assertive one, relying on the common ground between addresser 
and audience. For example, the question “Marriage is a wonderful institution, but who would 
want to live in an institution?” (H. L. Mencken) can only be understood as an ironically con-
veyed claim that relies on common ground meant to defy any refutation.

9.3 Contextualized Strategic Questions

Some of the more frequently occurring strategic questions are non-standard ones, such as 
rhetorical questions (Frank 1990; Ilie 1994, 1995, 2009, 2015a; Koshik 2005; Kraus 2009; Petty 
et al. 1981), leading questions (Gous and Wheatcroft 2020; Loftus and Palmer 1974; Loftus 1975; 
Scott and Steward 2018; Wheatcroft and Woods 2010), and hypothetical questions (Fitzsimons 
and Shiv 2001; Grigorov and Snoeck Henkemans 2019; Moore et al. 2012), as well as complex 
questions (Holdier 2019; Walton 1999), echo questions (Blakemore 1994; Dumitrescu 1996; 
Noh 1998), and declarative questions (Danet et al. 1980; Gunlogson 2002). Due to space-related 
constraints, only the first three categories of questions will be discussed more extensively in 
the following sub-sections.

9.3.1 Contextualized Rhetorical Questions

A prototypical category of strategic questions used persuasively is represented by rhetorical 
questions. While rhetoric-based approaches regard rhetorical questions as categories of questions, 
pragmatic approaches treat them as uses of questions that “are neither answerless, nor unanswer-
able questions, and that display varying degrees of validity as argumentative acts” (Ilie 1994: ii). 
Their distinctive feature consists in contextualizing multi-functional and multi-layered speech 
acts that display a dual illocutionary force through a mismatch between the interrogative 
form and the assertive function. Apart from its primary function as a challenge, the rhetorical 
question “is intended to fulfill at the same time one or several more discursive functions, 
such as a reproach, a warning, an objection, a promise, a self-exculpation, an accusation” 
(Ilie 1994: 46). Whether deliberately or non-deliberately, by asking a rhetorical question, 
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language users are trying to shift the audience from passive listeners to active participants.  
An  important role of rhetorical questions is to establish or reinforce a connection with 
the audience, which is essential in persuasive communication. A telling example is Barack 
Obama’s rhetorical question: “My fellow Americans, is this how we want to treat our vet-
erans?” Obama is obviously stating indirectly “this is not how we should treat our veterans,” 
but by putting it in a question he generates an implicit answer (no!), meant to engage the 
audience to consciously share his view.

Depending on the addresser’s status, power, and rhetorical skills, the persuasive force of 
rhetorical questions can exert stronger or weaker psychological and moral pressure on the 
interlocutor and/or audience to make them accept the standpoints put forward, as argued by 
cognitive psychologists. According to the findings of Petty et al. (1981), the effectiveness of 
rhetorical questions depends on how much thought or issue-relevant thinking (i.e., elaboration) 
participants are engaged in while listening to a message. That is, when participants were not 
initially motivated to attend to the message, rhetorical questions intensified the processing of 
the message content, suggesting that the questions may help in the creation of strong attitudes, 
even when topics have low personal relevance. However, when participants were motivated 
to process the message, rhetorical questions actually decreased the message processing, in part 
because they were perceived as distracting. This finding echoes Aristotle’s (1926) conclusions, 
according to which the act of adding rhetorical questions to a speech addressed to a slightly 
motivated audience amounts to an attempt to challenge the arguments of a dissenting view.

Pragmatically, a rhetorical question can be described as “having the illocutionary force of a 
question and the perlocutionary effect of a statement” (Ilie 2009: 437). This explains why, in an 
argumentative context, the impact of rhetorical questions will be not so much “to communicate 
doubt, perplexity, uncertainty” (Schmidt-Radefeldt 1977: 389), but rather the “strengthening 
[of] persuasive effects” (Frank 1990: 737). Kraus (2009: 127) found that rhetorical questions 
introduced by particular interrogative markers (e.g., how?, why?) “put strong psychological and 
moral pressure on the audience in order to make them accept without protest what is highly 
debatable, but vitally needed to make the argument work.”

Underlying their multi-functionality, rhetorical questions have a challenging force deriving 
from the speaker’s commitment to the implicit answer, whose primary function is to trigger 
(implicit or explicit) agreement from the addressee (Ilie 1994, 1999, 2009). According to 
Rohde (2006), the felicitous use of rhetorical questions requires that the speaker and the 
addressee must share prior commitments to similar and obvious answers. A multi-purpose 
pragmatic definition of rhetorical questions advanced by Ilie (1994: 128) offers a synthetic 
explanation of their nature and functioning:

A rhetorical question is a question used as a challenging statement to convey the 
 addresser’s commitment to its implicit answer in order to induce the addressee’s mental 
recognition of its obviousness and the acceptance, verbalised or non-verbalised, of its 
validity.

An illustration is provided in the dialogue below, where A uses an ironically meant rhetorical 
question to make a statement in response to M’s self-ironical question.

 (3) 
M: Am I allowed to tell you that you are very beautiful?
A: Isn’t this the country of free speech?

(Excerpt from the British TV series The House of Eliott, 1991–1994)
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The challenging force of A’s rhetorical question that serves as a rejoinder is intensified by the 
ironical undertone (intended to match M’s self-ironical tone), and manages to skilfully convey 
an ambivalent attitude through reluctantly implying an affirmative answer.

An important aspect of the versatile persuasiveness of the rhetorical question consists in 
having different interpretations depending on who is addressing the question to whom, and 
in what context. This can be masterfully illustrated with Forsyth’s (2013) example: “Which 
party cares about what’s best for Britain?” Pragmatically, this question might be asked by a 
Labour leader in the context of a rally of Labour supporters and get the answer “Labour!” Or 
it might be asked by the Conservative leader at a rally of Conservative supporters and get the 
answer “Conservative!” Rhetorically, the same question could be interpreted as anacoenosis (a 
rhetorical figure in which an appeal to shared interests is made to one’s supporters or opponents 
regarding the subject under discussion). Alternatively, the question might be asked by a news 
commentator seeking to weigh up the pros and cons by means of anthypophora (a rhetorical 
figure instantiating the practice of arguing by asking oneself a question and then immediately 
answering it). This plurivalent rhetorical question demonstrates effectively the wide-ranging 
and cross-disciplinary nature of strategic questions, which constitute a point of convergence 
as to form, function, and context, brought together in complementary ways by pragmatic and 
rhetorical approaches.

9.3.2 Contextualized Leading Questions

A leading question typically leans towards established biases and assumptions. Just as the name 
suggests, the goal of a leading question is to strategically lead the respondent towards beliefs 
or responses intended by the questioner, based on how they are phrased and contextualized. 
Bolinger (1957: 96) defines a leading question as “one that shows that a given answer is expected 
or desired,” while for Gous and Wheatcroft leading questions “are deliberately framed to elicit 
a simple confirmation or denial” (2020: 1). Since the purpose is not to elicit information, 
but rather to have information confirmed, leading questions are often deliberately misleading 
in the sense that they manipulate respondents into stating a belief they don’t actually hold or 
stating an untruth. For example, a market research survey that contains a leading question like 
“Do you love our amazing support team?” obviously invites an affirmative answer, even if the 
support team is far from amazing. This can be avoided by using instead a non-leading ques-
tion like “How would you rate the performance of our support team on a scale of 1 to 10?”

Unlike a leading question, a misleading question first assumes an unproven fact, and then 
asks about a second event based on the first (Tanford 1994). There is a notable difference 
between the following two questions:

 (4) 
LEADING QUESTION: You are an alcoholic, aren’t you?
MISLEADING QUESTION: You are still an alcoholic, aren’t you?

The first question merely suggests that the witness is an alcoholic, but gives him/her the 
opportunity to deny it. Hence the witness may answer “No.” The second question assumes the 
existence of an alcoholism condition. In this case the premise (“you have been and still are an 
alcoholic”) cannot be denied by the witness by simply answering the question.

Leading questions have also been characterized as questions with a bias, or biased ques-
tions, which are sometimes treated as a subset of rhetorical questions due to the fact that they 
exhibit a range of implicit cognitive assumptions and distinctive persuasive roles (Reese 2007). 
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These types of questions include reversed-polarity tag questions, negative polar questions, 
and questions containing a strong negative polarity item or a constituent that is emphatically 
focused.

Scott and Steward (2018) propose a holistic framework for the definition and categorization 
of leading questions in terms of question structure, content, and context. Their categorization 
is based on five structural criteria for a leading question: (i) it includes the answer, starting with 
“isn’t it true,” “wouldn’t you agree,” or “isn’t it possible that”, and ending with, “correct?”, 
as illustrated in Example (5) below; (ii) it includes a logical or apparently logical explanation, 
expressed with emotionally loaded words (e.g., “inefficient,” “disaster”/“disastrous,” “terrorist”), 
e.g., “Are you opposed to groups that give comfort to terrorists?”; (iii) it inserts a presumed fact 
as an already established fact, as illustrated in Example (4) above; (iv) it excludes information, 
thus limiting response options; and (v) it resorts to a biased yes/no question structure, where 
the respondent is expected not to supply information, but simply to assent or decline.

Prototypical uses of leading questions, such as the ones identified by Scott and Steward 
(2018), can be found in legal examinations and cross-examinations, as well as parliamentary 
debates. In courtroom interaction, “[a] leading question phrases a question so that it either 
suggests the answer desired or assumes the truth of a disputed fact” (the Texarkana Court of 
Appeals, 1996). Leading questions influence people to respond in a manner that does not accu-
rately reflect their positions (Kebbell and Johnson 2000; McDaniel and Gates 1991). In terms 
of syntactical structure and semantic content, two prototypical patterns of leading questions 
can be distinguished. Tag questions are by their nature leading in that they seek confirmation 
of a speaker’s believed proposition, rather than confirmation or disconfirmation of a more 
uncertain proposition. They can be phrased with either a positive or a negative polarity: e.g., 
“You were there, weren’t you?” suggests a positive answer, whereas “You weren’t there, were 
you?” suggests a negative answer. In legal contexts one typical tag-question formulation that 
can be successfully used has the pattern “(is that) correct?”, as in this example:

 (5) 
QUESTIONING ATTORNEY: The defendant owned the firearm that is an exhibit 

in this case, correct?
WITNESS: Yes.
QA: And this is the firearm that was used in the murder, correct?
W: Yes.

A second pattern of leading questions can insinuate propositions. It consists of a complex question 
like “About what time was it when you saw the red car?” in the event that it contains one 
or more previously non-verified fact, for instance, that the witness saw a car, and that the car 
was red. If either of these two assumed facts are in dispute, then this is a leading question. The 
illocutionary force of such a question may also be reinforced by adding a personal appeal to 
agreement: “The new digital apps are very efficient, don’t you think?”. The complex question, 
also referred to as a loaded question (Holdier 2019), is in terms of rhetorical argumentation a 
fallacy of many questions (Walton 1999) in which the answer to a given question presupposes 
a prior answer to a prior question. Classical examples are “Have you stopped abusing your 
spouse?”, “Did your misleading claims result in you getting promoted?”, “Where did you 
hide the marijuana you were smoking?” This fallacy is an implicit argument intended to trap 
the respondent into acknowledging something that he or she might otherwise not want to 
acknowledge. Avoiding this rhetorical trap is only possible either by rejecting the question as 
posed or extemporaneously clarifying the situation on one’s own terms.
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9.3.3 Contextualized Hypothetical Questions

Hypothetical questions present queries in the form of theoretical suppositions (Komter 1991). 
They are not based on facts, but rather on fictional scenarios, asking the respondents to place 
themselves in an imaginary (often difficult or tricky) situation and then describe how they 
would behave in that situation. Hypothetical questions often begin with the phrase “What 
would you do if … ?” Respondents are prompted to express how they would handle a specific 
event or respond to a specific situation that has not occurred, but hypothetically could occur. 
The strategic ways in which hypothetical questions are asked about future behaviour can have 
huge impact on respondents’ subsequent behaviour (Fitzsimons and Shiv 2001).

Asking hypothetical (“What if … ?”) questions is a useful exercise in constructing an argu-
ment and exploring possible answers. Hypothetical questions are used in a range of insti-
tutional and non-institutional settings, such as market research and job interviews, medical 
consultations, political polling, jury selection, and witness cross-examination, where they can 
have a biasing effect on addressees’ behaviour, perceptions, and decision-making. In the field 
of marketing, Fitzsimons and Shiv (2001) examined the impact of asking hypothetical ques-
tions on respondents’ subsequent decision-making. One of their experiments demonstrated 
that negative information contained in a hypothetical question about a candidate running for 
office led to substantially decreased rates of voting for the candidate: e.g., “If you learned that 
politician X was dishonest, would you vote for him?”. The final results show that hypothetical 
questions are extremely effective at shifting preferences when the assertions are consistent 
with strong prior beliefs that people maintain about groups of individuals and products.

Moore et al. (2012) found that hypotheticals increase the accessibility of the positive or negative 
information in the question, influencing voting choice, legal decision-making, and consumption 
behaviour. Their results show that hypothetical questions exert a stronger influence when they 
are consistent with existing knowledge, but they exert a weaker influence when individuals are 
aware of their impact. According to the authors, “hypothetical questions are wolves in sheep’s 
clothing” (2012: 177) because they are often used in jury selection and political polling to create 
a bias or further entrench an existing belief. In push polling used by political parties (via tele-
phone surveys aiming to influence the voter), hypothetical questions can not only influence the 
way the questions are answered, but can also push people away from a candidate and pull them 
into another. In one of Moore et al.’s surveys, respondents were asked whether knowing that a 
politician was convicted of accepting bribes would make them less likely to vote for that person. 
Alternatively, another group of respondents were asked whether knowing that a politician had 
refused to accept a bribe would make them more likely to vote for that person. The negative 
question resulted in 37% of respondents saying they would be less likely to vote for the politician 
convicted. The positive question found that 83% of respondents would be more likely to vote 
for the honest politician. In both cases, the context of bribery was purely hypothetical, and yet 
the voting intentions of the two groups differed dramatically. A notorious example was a push 
poll during the 2000 US Republican Primaries that asked South Carolina voters whether they 
would vote for John McCain if they learned that he had fathered an illegitimate child.

At the same time, politicians and government officials who are aware of the biasing and 
entrapping role of hypothetical questions feel they are entitled to duck such questions by sim-
ply labelling them “hypothetical.” For example, on Sean Hannity’s radio show (12 May 2015), 
the host asked former Florida Governor Jeb Bush a simple question: If he had been president 
in 2003 with the knowledge that Iraq did not have weapons of mass destruction, would he 
still have invaded the country? “I don’t know what that decision would have been – that’s a 
hypothetical” (Time, 14 May 2015).
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While in certain speech situations within communities of practice, such as job interviews 
and political polling interviews, hypothetical questions normally make suppositions about pos-
sible events in a conceivable future, in courtroom discourse the hypothetical questions serve to 
propose an alternative scenario about past events aimed to foreground behaviour, gestures, or 
actions that incriminate a suspect. Hypothetical questions recontextualize one or several reveal-
ing aspects of the suspect’s action or inaction in connection with perpetrating the criminal act. 
The respondent’s answers are used as successive stepping stones in constructing a goal-oriented 
narrative meant to incriminate the suspect.

The form and usage of hypothetical questions in the courtroom, as well as responses to a line 
of questioning during expert testimony, have been sources of controversy. Brodsky et al. (2012) 
identified hypothetical questions used in court as devices to elicit specific pieces of informa-
tion, or as predictions that potentially change underlying factual interpretations of evidence. In 
particular on cross-examination, hypothetical questions seek to make opposing experts assume 
facts that are incongruent with their conclusions or opinions. In these situations, experts are 
asked to re-evaluate opinions based on alternative understandings of events and behaviours.

In negotiations, hypothetical questions include a condition or presupposition that encour-
ages the interlocutor to take the addresser’s point of view, such as “Would you be able to go 
any lower if we waived our delivery fee?” or “If we moved back the closing date, would you be 
willing to pay for the house to be painted?” (Grigorov and Snoeck Henkemans 2019). These 
are “tradeoff” questions (“if I do something [for you], will you do something [for me]?”) that 
seem to be typical for hypotheticals in negotiations. As illocutionary acts, they could serve 
as contingent promises as well. In a similarly persuasive way, consumers are often asked, “If 
a delicious new snack food became available that improved your health, would you purchase 
it?” Despite their frequent use in everyday situations, however, it is unclear how, when, and to 
what extent hypothetical questions do influence individuals’ choices and decisions.

9.3.4 Distinguishing Rhetorical Questions from 
Leading Questions and Hypothetical Questions

The previous three sub-sections have been devoted to a review of three representative and 
frequently occurring strategic questions, that is rhetorical questions, leading questions, and 
hypothetical questions. Their characteristic features and discursive functions have been analysed 
in terms of context-specific criteria: the speech act(s) performed by the addresser; the role 
distribution and relationship between addresser, on the one hand, and addressee and audience, 
on the other hand; the prerequisites of the interaction in which the addresser and the addressee 
are involved; the nature of the answer elicitation; the extent of common ground between the 
addresser and the addressee; and the addresser’s end-goal. A basic summary of the distinguishing 
features of these three types of strategic questions is presented in Table 9.1.

What stands out in the basic categorizations provided in Table 9.1 is an essential difference 
between rhetorical questions and the other two strategic questions. Unlike rhetorical questions, 
which have the illocutionary force of a question and the perlocutionary effect of a statement 
derived from the implicit answer, both leading questions and hypothetical questions display a 
questioning attitude and elicit an answer.

A significant difference between hypothetical and rhetorical questions is that a rhetorical one 
implies a specific and inferable answer, strongly supported by shared presuppositions, that the 
interlocutors and/or the audience are expected to acknowledge and accept mentally, whereas 
a hypothetical question is an assumption-based question, relying not on facts but on imagined 
situation(s), which is meant to entrap the respondent into giving a probability-based answer 
that may be incongruent with his/her beliefs or opinions.
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Leading questions and rhetorical questions can be distinguished primarily in terms of 
illocutionary force and answer elicitation: while leading questions are partly challenging and 
partly questioning, rhetorical questions are fully challenging and not questioning. The main 
challenge of the addresser of a leading question is to prompt the respondent to verbalize 
the commitment to the presented information/facts by providing an explicit confirming 
or disconfirming answer. The implicitness of the answer to the rhetorical question derives 
from the addresser’s strong commitment to the underlying speech act to be conveyed, that 
is challenge, support, indignation, and/or accusation. This conviction-based commitment 
is meant to reinforce the idea that it is not necessary to spell out the answer, since all other 
answers are ruled out. There are, nevertheless, situations where rhetorical questions may 
be followed by answers for persuasive and argumentative purposes, as illustrated in the 
examples above.

While leading questions request answers that indicate the respondent’s compliance (confirm-
ing or disconfirming the information/facts presented by the questioner), hypothetical questions 
request answers that indicate the respondent’s readiness to make a risky assessment (potentially 
involving change in subsequent position-taking and/or decision-making). Rhetorical questions 
function differently because the addresser does not ask a question in order to receive an answer, 
but in order to forcefully and convincingly convey an implicit answer (arising from common 
ground with interlocutors and/or audience) meant to receive tacit acknowledgement from those 
addressed.

9.4 Strategic Questioning in Discourse Genres

A distinguishing characteristic of questioning practices in institutional discourse genres is the 
question–response system that reflects a pre-established turn pre-allocation and role- distribution 
of the interacting participants. A range of institutional discourse types, such as talk shows, news 

Table 9.1 Basic Distinguishing Features of Rhetorical, Leading, and Hypothetical Questions

Question Type Answer Elicitation Answer Commitment Addresser 
Speech Act

Addresser–Addressee 
Common Ground

Addresser Goal

Rhetorical 
Question

Non-Elicited
&
Implied

Mentally 
acknowledge 
and accept the 
obviousness of the 
inferable answer

Challenging, 
reinforcing, 
or altering 
belief and 
opinion

Presupposed Generate 
addressee’s tacit 
agreement

Leading 
Question

Elicited 
& 
Prompted

Inadvertently 
commit to 
confirming or 
disconfirming 
unverified 
information

Requesting 
suggested 
type of 
answer

Assumed Obtain
addressee’s
explicit
compliance

Hypothetical 
Question

Elicited
&
Induced

Inadvertently 
commit to making 
a risky assessment 
and/or prediction

Pursuing 
tactically 
steered 
answer

Proposed Influence 
addressee’s 
behaviour 
and decision-
making
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interviews, courtroom interrogations, and parliamentary debates, are basically audience-ori-
ented events: they target simultaneously a multi-layered audience made up of three different 
audiences: the directly addressed audience (show guests, witnesses/defendants, fellow parlia-
mentarians), the onlooking audience (TV studio audience, courtroom jury and audience, 
parliament visitors), and an overhearing audience (e.g., home TV viewers).

To get a more comprehensive, and also more nuanced, understanding of the context-specific 
role and impact of strategically used questions, such as rhetorical questions, leading questions, 
and hypothetical questions, it is necessary to explore their performative and interactive uses in 
real-life situations that reflect, and at the same time shape, the ongoing meaning negotiations 
about the shifting relationships, targets, and goals of the participants in institutional discourse 
interactions.

The analyses of question-asking and question-answering strategies in the following sub-sec-
tions focus on media, legal, and parliamentary settings, which correspond to Aristotle’s epi-
deictic, forensic, and deliberative rhetorical genres. The pragmatic, as well as argumentative, 
functions of strategically used questions display, apart from their commonly shared features, 
several distinctive genre-specific features. Thus, rhetorical questions in political speeches and 
parliamentary debates are often used to impress and manipulate public opinion, rhetorical 
questions in courtroom examinations and cross-examinations are used to manipulate and exert 
pressure when used by counsels, and to challenge and counteract manipulation when used 
by witnesses, while rhetorical questions in news interviews and talk shows are mostly used to 
shape arguments and influence public opinion, partly by defending and/or attacking particular 
viewpoints, and partly by striving to reach shared agreement, rather than simply win a debate 
by imposing a particular viewpoint. At the same time, it is important to point out that the 
distinctions between the three communities of practice – media, legal, and parliamentary – may 
get blurred whenever genre-specific instantiations intersect or overlap with each other due to 
shifting communication paradigms (e.g., individual epideictically targeted responses to officially 
declared standpoints often turn into a co-performance of deliberative exchanges).

9.4.1 Strategic Questioning in Media Discourse

The media interview is an institutional dialogue that takes place between a professional ques-
tioner and a respondent, whereby the interviewer is supposed to display questioning and dia-
logic skills while acting on behalf of the general public, on the one hand, and the respective 
broadcasting company, on the other. The interviewer and the interviewee can be seen to pursue 
double agendas: on the one hand, a topic-oriented agenda aimed at carrying out institutional 
and issue-related goals, and on the other, an audience-oriented agenda aimed at adjusting 
to and meeting presumed audience expectations (Clayman 2010; Heritage 2002; Ilie 2017b; 
Montgomery 2011). Consequently, the boundary between questions and assertions may shift 
as strategically devised questions are recurrently produced, as well as perceived, as persuasive 
statements. The following example (from Heritage 2002) is a case in point.

 (6) 
HELEN THOMAS (UPI INTERVIEWER): Mister President, in your zeal for funds 

 during the last campaign, didn’t you put the Vice President and [your 
Chief of Staff], and all the others in your administration top side in 
a very vulnerable position?

BILL CLINTON: I disagree with that. How are we vulnerable because …
(President Clinton Press Conference, 7 March 1997)
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When faced with leading questions formulated as negatively biased questions, as in Example 
(6) above, interviewees tend to respond to them in ways that deny their status as questions. 
This is precisely how President Clinton reacted to the question asked by the interviewer, UPI’s 
Helen Thomas. Instead of treating Thomas’s turn-taking as a question in search of information 
that needs to be answered, Clinton formulates his response as a “disagreement” with Thomas’s 
implicitly conveyed negative statement of opinion. This is the kind of response provided by 
experienced interviewees who perceive the interviewers’ leading questions as position-takings, 
rather than information-eliciting questions.

When reporters want to elicit specific information from politicians, they tend to resort to 
hypothetical questions which seek to prompt predictions about the future in times of great 
political uncertainty, as illustrated in Iain Dale’s famous interview with Theresa May (the then 
British Prime Minister), who refused (three times) to say how she would vote if there was 
another Brexit referendum:

 (7) 
IAIN DALE (LBC REPORTER): If there was a Brexit vote now, would you 

vote Brexit, because you voted Remain in the referendum? Did you 
change your mind?

THERESA MAY (PRIME MINISTER): “I don’t answer hypothetical questions. 
Well,  I voted Remain for good reasons at the time, but circumstances 
move on …”

(LBC interview with Prime Minister Theresa May, 10 October 2017)

Although her facial expressions in the video clip suggest that she was uncomfortable with the 
question, Theresa May dismissed it as a “hypothetical question” and refused to comply with 
the repeatedly asked question. The main problem with hypothetical questions is that they can 
be as challenging and sensational as the journalist wants them to be. In this particular case, 
whatever the answer, it would be equally damaging for May in the vulnerable political position 
that she found herself in at that particular moment.

As was noted earlier, it is commonly assumed that rhetorical questions do not elicit an 
answer and consequently they do not normally receive an answer. However, actual language 
use provides ample evidence that rhetorical questions can very well receive answers or replies, 
even though they are normally not identifiable with the answers implied by the question. 
The verbalized answer or the reply given to a rhetorical question does not normally serve as 
a standard answer to a standard question, but as a response (e.g., comment, evaluation) to the 
implicit message conveyed by the question. This is due to the double-sided nature of rhetori-
cal questions, which consists in having the form of interrogative questions while fulfilling the 
function of statements. The following example, taken from an episode of the Oprah Winfrey 
talk show (Ilie 1999), is a relevant illustration:

 (8) 
OPRAH: Not only that, you grew up with Bonanza and Pa and –
LANDON: That’s right.
OPRAH: Yeah, I mean, what could be better than that?
LANDON: That’s right.

(The Oprah Winfrey Show, “Divorced Celebrity Wives,” 10 December, 1986)

Worth noting about Michael Landon’s second response “That’s right” which follows Oprah’s 
rhetorical question is that it does not count as an answer, but as a response confirming shared 
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agreeement with Oprah’s underlying statement (“Nothing could be better than that”) which 
is inferable from the contextual cues. Ilie (1999: 979–980) found that rhetorical questions 
are “mostly used to shape arguments and influence public opinion, partly by defending and/
or attacking particular viewpoints, and partly by striving to reach shared agreement.” In the 
interaction between Geraldo Rivera and Zewelky in Example (9) below (from Ilie 1999), their 
dialogic exchange conveyed by rhetorical questions exhibits a role shift, whereby Geraldo and 
Zewelky act as co-discussants rather than Interviewer and Interviewee:

 (9) 
ZEWELKY: […] It’s – what we do with our kids, we stick them into a classroom 

totally congested like a bunch of sardines, not know their name, not know 
where they came from, not know what they’re feeling, and say, “Now 
you’re going to learn something,” everything else but what they are and 
who they are.

GERALDO: But then why are there so many kids who stay straight and 
don’t fail?

ZEWELKY: Are there really so many kids who stay straight?
(The Geraldo Rivera Show, “An Anatomy of an Addict,” 5 May 1988)

Geraldo’s question is primarily perceived as a rhetorical question that acts as a counter-claim 
to Zewelky’s complaint, in the preceding turn, about addicts among school kids. At the same 
time, the question is part of an argumentative dialogue where the question also serves as a 
leading question since Geraldo wants Zewelky to grant the presupposition that most kids stay 
straight and don’t fail. Hence, this can be regarded as a rhetorical-cum-leading question, conveying 
a strong commitment to the obvious implicit answer, while also prompting a verbal acknowl-
edgement. The question uttered by Zewelky in response to Geraldo is equally multi-functional: 
it functions partly as a rhetorical question implictly expressing disagreement (“I doubt that 
there really are many kids who stay straight”) and partly as an echo question (Blakemore 1994; 
Noh 1998), which here conveys an attitude of disbelief with regard to Geraldo’s preceding 
utterance. This question is a special instance of a rhechorical question (Chang 1982; Dumitrescu 
1996), a hybrid between a rhetorical question and an echo question. It functions like the 
rhechorical questions defined by Dumitrescu, which “‘undo’ the effect of the strong assertion 
encoded in the rhetorical question they repeat, cancelling its presupposition by questioning its 
validity in the particular setting of the exchange that generates it” (1996: 339). Geraldo’s and 
Zewelky’s questions are both persuasively designed: argumentative (supported by the rhetorical 
force of their arguments) and argument-eliciting (deriving from their response orientation and 
echoic scope).

9.4.2 Strategic Questioning in Legal Discourse

While the patterns and functions of questioning practices in courtroom interactions are to 
a large extent conditioned by pre-established institutional norms, hierarchical authority, and 
power structure, the outcome of legal cases is influenced by controlling a defendant’s or wit-
ness’s performance, which is principally exerted through the strategic use of questions (Harris 
1984; Woodbury 1984). The participants’ institutional roles are framed by the question–answer 
format, where only the lawyer/counsel or the judge enacts a powerful role and has the right 
to ask questions, while the defendant or witness is under obligation to answer the questions 
(Atkinson and Drew 1979).
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As the use of questions is essential in the courtroom, witnesses or defendants unfamiliar 
with the specificities of this institution and its discursive particularities may feel vulnerable to 
the linguistic manipulation of those questioning them. A classical example is the investigation 
carried out by Loftus and Palmer (1974) on the basis of two experiments in which subjects 
viewed films of car accidents and then answered questions about events occurring in the films. 
The question, “About how fast were the cars going when they smashed into each other?” elicited 
higher estimates of speed than questions which used the verbs collided, bumped, contacted, or hit. 
On a retest one week later, those subjects exposed to the version with the verb smashed were 
more likely to say “yes” to the question, “Did you see any broken glass?”, although broken glass 
was not present in the film. These results are consistent with the view that the questions asked in 
the aftermath of an event are instrumental in causing a reconstruction in one’s memory of that 
event. The strategy whereby counsels intentionally incorporate into their questions words that 
semantically fit their interpretation of events is labelled lexical landscaping by Cotterill (2004: 530).

Particular types of questions have been found to play varying controlling or coercive func-
tions by purposefully constraining the responses elicited. Danet et al. (1980) found that coercive 
forms seem more effective in direct examinations than in cross-examinations. The function 
of questioning in direct examination (where a party’s attorney is questioning their own wit-
nesses) is more about information-checking than information-seeking (Schiffrin 1994). In 
direct examinations, leading questions are normally not allowed, and therefore open-ended, 
information-seeking questions (wh-questions) are used to give witnesses the chance to tell their 
own stories, to build up credibility, and thus to persuade the jury of their version of the facts.

In cross-examinations, questions are strategically used by counsels to challenge the credibil-
ity of the witness, deconstructing the narrative of the opposite party, but they can sometimes 
be used by witnesses to counteract counsel’s questioning (Drew 1985, 1990; Ilie 1995). The 
leading question is a major tool in cross-examinations, allowing the lawyer to suggest a certain 
version of events or situations. According to this practice, leading questions test a witness’s 
truthfulness and the consistency of their story (Eades 2010). Kebbell and Johnson (2000), and 
Wheatcroft and Woods (2010) differentiate between directive and non-directive leading questions in 
cross-examinations. The directive form can easily undermine the accuracy and completeness 
of the evidence provided by the witness: for example “The young woman who answered the 
door had long hair, didn’t she?” The equivalent non-directive form would be: “Did the young 
woman who answered the door have long hair?” Obviously, the extensive use of tagged direc-
tive leading questions increases the likelihood of introducing errors in memory and reducing 
testimony accuracy, since it makes it more difficult for the witness to determine what is being 
asked of them and to provide the most appropriate response.

In cross-examinations, tag questions and declarative questions (Gunlogson 2002) function 
as leading questions, offering substantial persuasive support to counsels: syntactically they are 
structured primarily (tag questions) or entirely (declarative questions) as statements, and they 
are perceived as such, helping to strengthen the accusatory evidence (Hobbs 2003). In both 
types of question the questioner seeks to impose his/her own interpretations on the evidence 
by tactically steering the answer (Danet et al. 1980). An illustration of a declarative question 
is provided in Example (10) below.

 (10) 
DEFENCE LAWYER: And, to your knowledge, he [the defendant] had no 

 weapons with him?
PROSECUTION WITNESSES: None that I saw.

(Seattle Municipal Court, Washington, 2016)
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Scholars of legal discursive practices (Berk-Seligson 1999; Woodbury 1984) consider tag ques-
tions to be the most coercive type of interrogatives as they convey an additional pragmatic 
constraint: they seem to imply and seek to persuade the audience that the respondent knows 
that the questioner is right. An example of the higher coerciveness of leading questions that 
integrate tag questions (“wouldn’t she?”, “wouldn’t it?”) is provided in Example (11) below, 
from the cross-examination carried out by the prosecutor Richard Henriques. Dr Shipman, a 
notorious serial killer, is cross-examined on the death of Ivy Lomas, who one day went into 
his surgery and within ten minutes died of a morphine overdose (Neubauer 2006). Shipman 
claimed that she died of a heart attack, but the prosecutor Henriques’s targeted questioning is 
meant to persuade the jury of Shipman’s guilt.

 (11) 
HENRIQUES: If an ambulance had been sent to your surgery Ivy Lomas 

would have been taken away to hospital, wouldn’t she?
SHIPMAN: Yes, she would have done.
H: And when it came to whether or not a death certificate was to be 

signed and whether the coroner was to be informed, it would be 
that person’s decision and not yours, wouldn’t it?

S: Yes.
H: That would take Ivy Lomas out of your control, wouldn’t it?
S: Yes.
H: That was why no ambulance was ever summoned by you in these 

cases, isn’t it?
S: No.

In the excerpt above, the prosecutor’s leading questions ending in tag questions (in bold type) 
are responded to with confirmation answers, except for the very last one, for the obvious 
reason that it carries the presupposition of Shipman’s premeditated murder through his inten-
tional failure to call an ambulance. A closer look at the prosecutor’s sequence of questions 
reveals their pragmatic multi-functionality, in the sense that the hypothetical nature of the first 
three questions is juxtaposed with the bias of a leading question. The hypothetical orientation 
of the questions recontextualizes background information that is essential, even decisive, in 
enhancing the burden of proof against a suspected criminal, whereas the leading orientation of 
the question steers the respondent towards the elicited answer. In Example (11) the combined 
hypothetical-cum-leading questions are used by the prosecutor to control the elaboration of the 
witness’s answers by limiting their scope, so as to construct a coherent and persuasive narrative 
of the facts. This is a relevant illustration of an essential feature of the pragmatic approach to 
strategic questions, which distinguishes it from the rhetorical one, namely capturing the inter-
play of juxtaposed illocutionary forces derived from the combination of two co-occurring and 
overlapping types of non-standard questions – leading and hypothetical: while suggesting the 
desired type of answer (through the leading function of the question), the questioner induces 
the respondent into providing a tactically steered answer (through the hypothetical function 
of the question).

The formal legal procedures that normally constrain a defendant’s or a witness’s possibilities 
to construct and structure their answer are even more restrictive in cross-examinations. In spite 
of that, we can find instances where the cross-examined (in case they happen to be more famil-
iar with courtroom procedures) take the initiative to challenge the cross-examiner’s questions, 
especially the ones involving hidden presuppositions and fallacious arguments. The following 
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two excerpts from the Spycatcher Trial provide relevant illustrations. They are taken from law-
yer Malcolm Turnbull’s cross-examination of British Cabinet Secretary, Sir Robert Armstrong, 
an expert witness in the court case where the British government tried to prevent the pub-
lication of Peter Wright’s book The Spycatcher (1987), which allegedly contained information 
obtained in breech of confidence. Several questions regarded the journalist Chapman Pincher 
to whom Peter Wright, a former MI5 officer, leaked secrets.

 (12) 
MALCOLM TURNBULL: Why has the Attorney General, who is the plaintiff in 

this case, sent you out to Australia to answer questions about this matter if 
you are not in a position to inform us? Have you been sent here because 
of what you don’t know?

SIR ROBERT ARMSTRONG: I can’t tell you that I do know what I don’t 
know, can I now, Mr. Turnbull?

 (13) 
MALCOLM TURNBULL: You really believe that you are doing your best to 

ensure that the security service is leak-proof, do you?
SIR ROBERT ARMSTRONG: Making the security service leak proof is not 

a matter of suppressing Mr. Chapman Pincher, is it?
(The Spycatcher Trial transcript, Sir Robert Armstrong’s cross-examination)

The question–answer exchanges above display a high degree of adversariality, deriving from the 
rhetorical force of the challenging leading questions ending in tag questions that are posed by 
the cross-examiner. As an experienced senior civil servant, Sir Robert Armstrong is familiar 
with legal discourse and courtroom practices, which enables him to counteract Turnbull’s 
leading questions (marked in bold) by answering with rhetorical questions (marked in bold and 
underlined). In both (12) and (13) he treats Turnbull’s questions as argumentative face-threat-
ening acts, and confronts them with counter-arguments in the form of rhetorical counter-questions 
ending in tag questions (Ilie 1994). The use of a counter-questioning strategy was signalled in 
several studies of tag questions used by defendants or witnesses (Goodrich 1990; Harris 1989; 
Mishler 1975). The illocutionary acts of Sir Robert’s rhetorical counter-questions carry twofold 
rhetorical force in that they challenge both the relevance of the question and the authority of 
the questioner. In Example (13) he actually manages to bring about a temporary reversal of 
the institutional questioner–respondent roles when he challenges the cross-examiner with the 
rhetorical tag question “Making the security service leak proof is not a matter of suppressing 
Mr. Chapman Pincher, is it?”

9.4.3 Strategic Questioning in Parliamentary Discourse

One of the prototypical forms of parliamentary questioning practices is Question Time, a 
regular session in a parliament’s agenda that is set aside for questions to the government and 
answers from its ministers (Franklin and Norton 1993). In the UK Parliament and other 
Westminster-type parliaments, there is also a session called Prime Minister’s Questions (hence-
forth PMQs), which gives Members of Parliament (henceforth MPs) the chance to address 
questions to the Prime Minister (Bates et al. 2014; Bull and Wells 2012). Question–response 
sequences represent the default adjacency pairs and often display exchanges of adversarial, 
challenging, and often mutually accusatory replies between opposition MPs and government 
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MPs. But there are also friendly questions (called partisan or planted questions) from MPs who 
belong to the government party (Ilie 2015b), which help increase the chance of expounding 
upon government-favourable subjects. In the UK Parliament only the Speaker of the House 
is addressed directly (in the second person) by MPs, the current interlocutor is addressed 
indirectly (in the third person). For example, a question like “Does the Prime Minister believe 
that … ?” is formally directed at the Speaker but actually targeted at the Prime Minister 
(henceforth PM). In rhetoric, this is an apostrophe, since the real addressee is not the gram-
matical or contextual addressee. These questions are in fact doubly apostrophic since the real 
audience is the public, via the media.

While apparently designed to request information, parliamentary questions are often 
face-threatening acts, used as argumentative strategies in debates between opposition and 
government MPs, and especially in the notoriously adversarial PMQs, where the PM is 
challenged or attacked by opposition MPs. When asking questions during PMQs, a major 
goal of opposition MPs is to generate publicity and score points while pursuing particular 
agendas and raising inconvenient issues to force government members to react (Ilie 2015b, 
2021; Martin 2011; Van Santen et al. 2013; Wiberg and Koura 1994). The role of these 
questions is to scrutinize and evaluate the PM’s and the government’s statements and actions, 
expressing criticism and/or accusations, challenging their opinions and position-taking on 
matters of public concern, or prompting commitment to a particular line of action. The 
questioning MPs are not necessarily expecting their questions to receive accurate, relevant, 
or complete answers, but rather to embarrass, challenge, and/or push the responding PM 
to make uncomfortable, damaging, or self-revealing declarations. Unlike the questioning 
strategies in courtroom interaction, which are meant to elicit specifically prompted answers 
and exclude unsuitable ones, parliamentary questioning strategies used by opposition MPs 
are meant to elicit from the responding PM self-incriminating statements about allegedly 
wrong decisions, rule breaking, or failed policies (Bevan and John 2015; Ilie 2015b, 2017a). 
These parliamentary questions function as adversarial illocutionary acts, which are aimed to 
either initiate/trigger or pursue a line of rgumentation, as illustrated below in an exchange 
in the UK Parliament.

 (14) 
DAVID CAMERON (WITNEY, CON[SERVATIVE]): Why should anyone believe 

this Prime Minister, when he was the first in history to go in 
front of a public inquiry and not give accurate information about 
defence spending? Let me ask about another decision for which this Prime 
Minister ought to be accountable. In the last 13 years, he has robbed pension 
funds of £100 billion. His own welfare Minister said:
“when Labour came to power we had one of the strongest pension provi-
sions in Europe and now probably we have some of the weakest”.
Presumably, he was deceived as well. Will the Prime Minister finally admit 
that robbing the pension funds was the wrong decision for Britain?

THE PRIME MINISTER (GORDON BROWN, LAB[OUR]): The right hon. Gentleman 
said that there was no answer to the last question, but it is he who has never 
given an answer on any single policy. As far as pension funds are con-
cerned, we debated the matter in this House two years ago, and the shadow 
Chancellor put the case that the dividend tax credit had affected the ability 
of pension funds to have money.

(Hansard, Prime Minister’s Question Time, 7 April 2010)
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Cameron’s two rhetorical questions (in bold) are addressed to a broad audience beyond the 
addressee himself, with no intention of eliciting information. They display the locutionary 
structure of questions, but the perlocutionary effect of face loss and outrage. With regard to 
the question framing format, they are prototypical of a recurrent parliamentary questioning 
pattern where the first question is introduced by “why” and the second question starts with 
“will the Prime Minister admit …”. Jointly, the two questions are meant to be perceived as 
strong accusations. The former question is primarily audience-oriented, seeking to reinforce 
and justify the public’s losing trust in the PM due to his failure to give accurate information 
about defence spending. The latter question, which is primarily addressee-oriented, is more 
complex and has a double illocutionary force: it indirectly accuses the PM of allegedly “robbing 
the pension funds” and at the same time, it prompts the PM to admit to having taken the wrong 
decision to “rob” the pension funds. Moreover, this question carries a presupposition that the 
respondent is not committed to and can be damaging to his/her reputation, and is therefore 
a loaded question whereby the questioner treats as an established fact the proposition “the PM 
robbed the pension funds.” According to Walton, “a question is said to be loaded where the 
respondent is not committed to a presupposition of the question” (1997: 18), which amounts 
to the argumentation fallacy of combining several questions into one, that is the fallacy of many 
questions. Irrespective of whether he answers “yes” or “no,” PM Brown is trapped by Cameron’s 
question, because in either case he appears committed to the fictitious presupposition “the 
PM robbed the pension funds,” which is harmful to his image. In this loaded question, an 
implicit presupposition is treated as an established fact, which strengthens the illocutionary force 
of challenging, accusing, and embarrassing the PM. In his response, which is definitely not 
intended and not functioning as an answer, PM Brown seeks to activate a reversal of roles by 
redirecting the responsibility back to the questioner, so as to redress the balance of power. His 
response is symptomatic of the confrontational interaction charactersitic of parliament, where 
the respondents (government MPs or the PM) tend to be evasive when faced with challeng-
ing questions. Brown’s reaction to Cameron’s accusations consists in avoiding addressing the 
accusations head-on, and instead counter-challenges them.

Another type of question rhetorically used for political purposes is the disjunctive or either–or 
question. Such questions frame the issue under discussion as a dichotomy in the sense that the 
questioner presents the respondent with a limited choice between two disjuncts or alterna-
tives, ruling out the option of a third or more alternatives. In some cases, such questions are 
manipulatively built on a false dichotomy whose two alternatives are equally unacceptable 
since they would implicitly cause the respondent face-damage or mislead him/her into making 
self-incriminating statements. Such a case is illustrated in the excerpt below.

 (15) 
YVONNE FOVARGUE (MAKERFIELD) (LAB[OUR]): Wigan council has had a cut 

of over 40% in its funding over the past five years and lost a third of its 
staff. Does the Prime Minister advise that I should write to the 
leader of the council regarding the consequent reductions in ser-
vices, or should I place the blame firmly where it belongs: in the 
hands of his Government?

THE PRIME MINISTER (DAVID CAMERON, CON[SERVATIVE]): If the hon. Lady 
is looking for someone to blame, she might want to blame the Labour 
party, which left this country with the biggest budget deficit anywhere in 
the  western world. (…)

(Hansard Debates, Prime Minister’s Question Time, 18 November 2015)
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The question–answer exchange in Example (15) is yet another instance of the political, or 
rather parliamentary, “blame game,” where each of the two adversaries blames the other for 
inefficient and failed budget policies. On the pretext of asking the PM for advice, Labour 
MP Fovargue’s question activates a dichotomy, which, precisely because it is a false dichot-
omy, serves to strongly denounce the government’s culpability. Moreover, this case demon-
strates how a rhetorical question (in bold – “Does the Prime Minister advise …?”) acquires 
a stronger accusatory illocutionary force as it becomes intertwined with a pseudo-disjunctive 
question (“… should [I] write to the leader of the council …” or “… should I place the blame 
… in the hands of his Government?”). This pseudo-disjunction can be described as a false 
dilemma, since it firmly rivets the target audience’s attention on the second alternative of the 
binary choice, spotlighted by means of pragmatic intensifiers: “place the blame firmly where 
it belongs.” Like other fallacies, it may co-occur with a strategic question, which in this case is 
a loaded question. Here, through a manipulative strategy, MP Fovargue manages to articulate 
a fallacious argument from a false dilemma. Avoiding answering the biased question head-on, 
the PM refutes the accusation (underlined), implicitly dismissing the two options of the false 
dilemma. Instead he counter-attacks, advancing a third option whereby he redirects the blame 
ascribed to him back to the Labour Party.

9.5 Conclusions

The aim of this chapter was to present an overview of theoretical and empirical studies of 
strategic questioning practices, including both questions and their corresponding answers or 
responses, at the interface of pragma-linguistics and rhetoric. Special attention has been paid 
to the context-specific persuasion techniques induced by the strategic aims of questioning and 
the extent to which they succeed in changing or strengthening the perceptions, beliefs, and 
decision-making behaviours of the interlocutor(s) and/or the audience. The focus of the anal-
ysis was on the context-based, interlocutor-targeted, and goal-oriented interactional behaviour 
of participants asking and/or responding to questions in their discourse-shaped institutional 
or non-institutional roles. Salient features of strategic questioning have been highlighted from 
major analytical perspectives across philosophical, rhetorical, psycholinguistic, sociolinguistic, 
and pragma-linguistic approaches. Discourse-based illustrations of prototypical usages of strate-
gic questions have mainly concerned the versatility and multi-functionality of rhetorical questions, 
leading questions, hypothetical questions, and their purposeful (re)framing and (re)contextualization 
in terms of institutional norms of interaction, role distribution, and authoritative power.

The reported findings and the special case discussions show that strategic questions seek 
to induce in the interlocutor and/or the audience the belief that they display the speaker’s 
thinking process and that the answer derives from common ground and mutual agreement 
between speaker and interlocutor/audience. At the same time, strategic questions can be used 
to restrict the respondents’ option when considering answering possibilities, putting pressure 
on them to agree with the speaker’s assumptions. This is why it was particularly significant to 
find that rhetorical questions and tagged leading questions are used not only by counsels or 
magistrates (normally powerful interactants in legal settings) to exert power manipulation, but 
also by witnesses or defendants (normally powerless interactants in legal settings) to counteract 
power manipulation in a notoriously asymmetrical and adversarial interaction. While strategic 
questioning can inspire, empower, and reinforce values shared by interlocutors, the (mis)use of 
strategic questions can also involve misrepresentations, misunderstandings, and manipulations 
that can upset and overturn the development and/or outcome of question-driven interactions, 
and inhibit particular ways of thinking, reasoning, and acting in the world.
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In the approaches introduced by classical rhetoricians to the study of strategic questions 
there is a distinctive set of assumptions that underscore the ways in which public speakers or 
orators actively seek to exert influence on specific audiences by strategically deploying language 
in the interest of an immediate and particular goal. In contradistinction to those approaches, 
pragmatists pay attention to and foreground the important role of the (prior and/or current) 
relationship between speakers and addressees (or audiences), which constrains the scope of 
the address and its multi-purpose design, adjusting it to changing conditions and to multiple 
audiences. Rhetoric has mostly been oriented towards ascribing cardinal value to the outstand-
ing and the particular, unlike pragma-linguistics, which strives to capture the recurrent and 
generally applicable traits and persuasive functions of questioning practices.

Pragmatics has also been interested in exploring the ways in which the juxtaposition of two 
or more types of strategic questioning patterns contributes to shaping – and, in many cases, 
transforming – public responses to institutional, political, and social controversies.
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10
EVALUATING TO PERSUADE 
IN STATISTICAL FRAMING

A Conceptual Tool for Rhetors and Audiences

Daniel Libertz

10.1 Introduction

In the weekly update report on provisional death counts for COVID-19 released by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in August 2020, the third table displayed 
information about comorbidities and other conditions introduced with the following language:1

For 6% of the deaths, COVID-19 was the only cause mentioned. For deaths with 
conditions or causes in addition to COVID-19, on average, there were 2.6 additional 
conditions or causes per death.

(Anderson and Nexstar Media Wire, 2020)

This particular report led to a lot of news coverage and social media responses. Note the subtle 
difference in this language from this 30 August 2020 report from NBC affiliate News Channel 
8 in Tampa, Florida, one of many local news affiliates covering this weekly update:

According to the report, only 6% of deaths have COVID-19 as the only cause men-
tioned, revealing that 94% of patients who died from coronavirus also had other 
“health conditions and contributing causes.”

(Anderson and Nexstar Media Wire, 2020; my emphasis)

In the original CDC report there is no evaluative language attached to the 6% figure. However, 
the news coverage inserts an “only” in front of 6%, signaling to readers that this number is 
notably small. The headline of this particular story (similar to many others like it) was “New 
CDC report shows 94% of COVID-19 deaths in US had contributing conditions,” helping to 
support the use of “only” to make available an interpretation of this statistical information as 
suggesting that most deaths related to COVID-19 are due not to COVID-19 but COVID-19 
in combination with other ailments. From here, an inference can easily be made that COVID-
19 is only harmful for vulnerable populations (e.g., the elderly) who may have died soon 
independent of effects from the virus.

In fact, such an interpretation was a common argument from critics of public health 
measures (e.g., wearing masks, closings of bars and in-door dining) and it fueled more fringe 
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criticisms that COVID-19 was no worse than the flu, that it was a hoax, and so on. As Beatrice 
Dupuy (2020) wrote, this CDC report (and news coverage of the report) emboldened these 
critics to make arguments that “the CDC updated its records to show that only 6% of U.S. 
deaths tied to COVID-19 were legitimate.” This persuasive appending of “only” and subsequent 
interpretations show that rhetorical decisions can create what I call “statistical framing” (Libertz, 
2018), the rhetor’s attempt to direct an audience’s interpretation of the statistic’s meaning in 
the wider context of the text that the statistic is embedded in.

In the CDC’s report, the lack of statistical framing arguably opened the door for misinter-
pretation. In other words, the CDC relied more on readers having a certain level of technical 
knowledge to not need any framing that directed interpretation. Readers familiar with how 
death certificates are completed might know that it would not be unusual (and even likely) for 
other “health conditions and contributing causes” to be listed on a death certificate despite the 
underlying cause being something else (e.g., COVID-19).2 Furthermore, as the CDC wrote 
elsewhere on their page for excess deaths, “For the majority of deaths where COVID-19 is 
reported on the death certificate (approximately 95%), COVID-19 is selected as the underlying 
cause of death” (CDC, 2021b). Arguably, the lack of statistical framing in the CDC report 
opened the door for news organizations and critics to create statistical frames to make the 
information more interesting or more ideologically consistent with their worldviews.

In this chapter, I explore the necessity and importance of moves of evaluation in statistical 
framing that help to persuade public audiences about statistical information. By paying attention 
to the moves rhetors make to frame the meaning of a number, rhetors and audiences alike can 
be more attuned to the dynamic process between rhetoric and calculation. More specifically 
I analyze statistical frames using methods of amplification from classical rhetoric and aspects 
of the appraisal framework from systemic-functional linguistics (SFL) to then analyze how 
rhetors – specifically public rhetors in a news media environment – use language to construct 
persuasive statistical frames, as with the initial absence and later addition of “only” above. Being 
aware of the presence and usefulness of statistical frames can help rhetors and audiences weigh 
how to evaluate statistical information from multiple perspectives in order to make explicit 
connections between rhetorical moves that evaluate and the statistical information evaluated.

10.2 Statistics as Rhetorical and Statistical Framing

Wolfe (2010) has argued that statistics rely on artistic proof – they are invented using logical, 
ethotic, and pathotic appeals. For instance, Wolfe showed how two mathematically identical 
statements can be rhetorically invented in different ways for different effects. For example, the 
prognosis of a 1 in 50 chance of having a disease vs. a 98% chance of not having it can affect 
someone differently (pp. 459–460). In the case of the ratio, you likely know 50 people, and 
thus the concreteness of that awareness may make the disease feel more probable, whereas 98% 
is so close to 100% that you may feel it is improbable that you may have the disease. These 
framings create different pathotic appeals, Wolfe argues, because “the same number has a dif-
ferent emotional resonance with its audience depending on how it is presented” (Wolfe, 2010, 
p.  460). This is a simple example to show that the same quantitative information can be 
presented in different ways for different persuasive effects just by changing its mathematical 
expression alone. Texts are messy, though, and as Wolfe argued, quantification is implicated in 
all of the canons of rhetoric.

Thinking about statistics rhetorically is different from thinking about them mathemat-
ically or purely statistically. Technically a “statistic” will usually be defined as the result of 
performing a calculation that creates a simple predetermined description (e.g., the frequency, 
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mean, percentile, standard deviation) or a frequentist or Bayesian inference. For instance, on 
Wikipedia, a statistic is defined as “any quantity computed from values in a sample that is used 
for a statistical purpose” (“Statistic”). From the perspective of a rhetorician, this definition is 
not entirely satisfying. Statistics, after all, are composed of and embedded in words, images, 
and other means of communication. For instance, where does the statistic begin and end in 
the following?

 • Smartphone ownership (85%) and home broadband subscriptions (77%) have increased 
among American adults since 2019 – from 81% and 73%, respectively. Though modest, 
both increases are statistically significant and come at a time when a majority of Americans 
say the internet has been important to them personally. And 91% of adults report having at 
least one of these technologies. (Perrin, 2021)

 • Gold’s correlation to inflation has been relatively low – 0.16 – over the past half century, 
Arnott said. (This metric shows how closely gold and inflation track together. A correla-
tion of 0 means there’s no relationship, while a correlation of 1 means they move in uni-
son.) (Iacurci, 2021)

Should the first sentence of the first example be separated from the second sentence that 
refers to the statistical significance of the difference between the two percentages? Are these 
two separate statistics? Should “though modest” not be part of the “statistic”? Is “statistically 
significant” purely evaluative with no statistical content since there is no p-value reported? In 
the second example, is the statistic “0.16” or does it include the modifier that evaluates this 
correlation coefficient as “relatively low”? Should “Arnott said” be part of the statistic to retain 
information of the source? What is rhetorical and what is statistical?

Attempting to delineate boundaries may be wasted energy, as it is difficult to ultimately 
decide how any statistic can exist without rhetoric. More important than determining what 
is or is not part of the statistic is the semiotic ecology of meaning that is built in the relation 
between a quantity or a placeholder description of quantities (e.g., claiming statistical signif-
icance without providing the actual p-value, or stating the correlation is positive or negative 
rather than giving the correlation coefficient) and the statistical frame (i.e., moves toward 
evaluation that rhetors make to signal endorsed interpretations of statistical information). As 
a rhetorician, I care more about how meaning is made and how rhetors try to persuade with 
those potentials for meaning. Thus, questions for how statistical information and statistical 
framing combine center around how a quantity is composed or framed by rhetorical moves 
that signal an evaluation of that quantity via:

 • The sign of the quantity itself;
 • What the quantity purports to measure;
 • How the quantity is measured;
 • And/or who is doing such measuring.

Statistical frames are an essential part of communicating with statistics. Because uncertainty is 
foundational in statistics and interpretation is the most important work, it might be easy for 
some to think they are solipsistic inventions. However, as Danner (2020) explains in his ethno-
graphic study of a non-profit that produces data-driven public writing, there are always “multi-
ple statistically supportable stories” and the “chosen story is a result of situated realities for the 
writers and very human choices” (p. 184). In other words, there are not lies, damned lies, and 
statistics. There are lies, damned lies, and statistical interpretation 1, statistical interpretation 2, 
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statistical interpretation 3, and so on; some interpretations will be legitimate and some may 
not. The rhetor’s job, then, is to offer an evaluation of their (hopefully legitimate) statistical 
interpretation, which is especially important for public rhetoric where the audience may not 
have the ability, access, or time to do the statistical analysis of the same data themselves.

The association with facticity due to the perceived “distance” of quantification from the 
interference of subjective human decisions can produce a perception of “trust in numbers” 
from one perspective, as Porter (1995, p. ix) has argued, but statistics can also promote a 
near-automatic distrust as well. Wolfe (2010) has noted that too often rhetors and audiences 
throw up their hands and “rejec[t] quantitative argument outright” just because of the per-
ception it can be easily “misused or misunderstood” (p. 453). In what Wolfe called a “par-
adox,” statistics can be seen as either pure fact or pure lie (p. 453) – what Beveridge (2015) 
has called the “deception/truth binary of statistical reasoning.” There are always questions 
of appropriateness and sufficiency for a given rhetorical situation, but that is different from 
a rigid binary of “lies” or “truth.” By looking at how rhetors attempt to persuade through 
evaluative moves in statistical framing, audiences and rhetors can complicate this binary. In 
the next section, I expand on two tools for analyzing statistical frames that help signal to 
audiences how to interpret and evaluate statistical information: amplification and two aspects 
of the appraisal framework.

10.3 Overview of Methods of Amplification and the 
Appraisal Framework for Analysis of Statistical Rhetoric

Especially in public rhetoric, statistics are often used to communicate about size; thus, amplifi-
cation becomes a useful tool to analyze such rhetoric. Subtle shifts in amplification can signal 
how a rhetor is attempting to show an audience how to interpret a number and what to think 
about what is measured. The more or less amplified something is can be a clue for how the 
rhetor wants the audience to interpret that statistical information. Numbers themselves offer 
very little meaning on their own. Layers of meaning are added when we know how large a 
number is relative to its domain, or how small, how frequent, infrequent, typical, atypical, 
strong, or weak.

In Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian explores five methods of amplification (8.4): by term choice, 
by augmentation, by comparison, by reasoning, and by accumulating material to stay on a topic. Terms 
can be stronger or weaker to heighten or diminish; in augmentation a series construction 
can reach higher and higher or lower and lower (or is “topped” by “bringing in an item that 
is beyond the series” – see Fahnestock, 2011, pp. 391–392); the difference in a comparison 
can amplify or diminish the phenomenon that is being described; amplifying by reasoning is 
presenting information in a way where information is heightened by leading the audience to 
make an inference; and accumulation can amplify by repeating or restating similar information 
to keep the audience’s minds on a topic. In accumulation, or copia, similar sentences or clauses 
are “heaped up,” and by this accumulation the topic is amplified. Drawing from Erasmus, 
Fahnestock (2011, p. 395) describes copia as “any method of staying on a topic by finding 
relevant material.” Using Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s concept of presence, Fahnestock 
(p. 395) explains that what distinguishes the heightening methods (i.e., Quintilian’s first four 
methods) from the methods of accumulation (i.e., Quintilian’s fifth method, Erasmus’s copia) 
is how methods of copia work not by salience against other options but by filling a space with 
the important notion to the exclusion of everything else.

In an examination of Quintilian’s methods of amplification, Fahnestock (2011, pp. 393–394) 
compares two excerpts from newspaper articles about the Gulf War of 1991 in which a statistic 
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is heightened through the use of “more than” in phrases like “more than 200,000 allied troops” 
and “more than 2,000 American air assault troops,” illustrating Quintilian’s by term method. 
This statistical information is also amplified by comparison (e.g., “the largest helicopter-borne 
operation in military history”). These methods of amplification help to construct a statistical 
frame that signals audiences to see the meaning of this statistic as representative of the military 
might of the United States and its allies.

Amplifying something in a statistical frame is a way of evaluating elements of size or 
intensity, but there are other rhetorical considerations of evaluation. For instance, Martin 
and White’s (2005) appraisal framework is an analytical tool for finding evaluative moves in 
language, coming from SFL. Oddo (2013) explains that SFL can be useful in interpreting 
meaning in “specific situations and for specific rhetorical purposes” by paying close attention 
to grammar and word choice (p. 241). Compared to other schools of linguistics, SFL is much 
more focused on what language can do in a given context, rather than what it “is,” which 
makes it a good partner for rhetoric because of rhetoric’s preoccupation with effects, action, 
and so on. In SFL, three types of meaning are said to occur simultaneously in any utterance: 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual. Ideational meaning is the conceptual content, the basic 
denotational semantics; textual meaning is how a message is packaged to reveal what is new, 
given, and what the starting point is for the message; and interpersonal meaning concerns the 
speaker/writer and the hearer/reader’s relationship, the level on which values are established 
and shared or discarded (Halliday, 2003, pp. 312–321).

The appraisal framework is a method for examining the evaluative properties of language 
(i.e., interpersonal meaning) by way of signaling attitude, dialogical positions, and amplification 
of a given attitude or dialogical position; these three elements are labeled by Martin and White 
as attitude, engagement, and graduation. Attitude is “concerned with our feelings, including 
emotional reactions, judgements of behaviour and evaluation of things” (p. 48). Engagement 
connects attitudes to sources and “the play of voices around opinions in discourse” (p. 48). 
Finally, graduation is about the degree of the evaluation or “the strength of boundaries 
between categories” (p. 50). Because I find amplification methods from classical rhetoric to be 
more flexible for the purposes of rhetorical analysis, I only use attitude and engagement.

In attitude, a speaker/writer uses certain words or phrases in a clause to distinguish affect 
(someone who is emoting), judgment (an evaluation of human behavior), or appreciation (an 
evaluation of an object). So, for instance, for affect, if I say “I am sad” or “He was incredibly 
angry,” the bolded words signal an emotion associated with a given subject. For judgment, if 
I say “The manager was corrupt in his oversight of the surplus,” I am signaling a judgment 
of propriety, whereas if I say “The manager was very efficient in her construction of the 
database” I am signaling a judgment of capacity. Finally, if I say that “The gala was a smashing 
success” then I am signaling an appreciation of valuation by the bolded word success. There 
are further sub-categorizations of affect, judgment, and appreciation, some already mentioned, 
as outlined in Table 10.1.

One aspect of attitude that is important to note is how the inherent slipperiness of lan-
guage (e.g., figurative language, co-text) can influence possible construals. To help deal with 
that problem within an appraisal analysis, Martin and White make a distinction between 
inscribed attitude and invoked attitude. Inscribed attitude is the sort of language that is 
addressed above – where we are directly told the sorts of affects, judgments, and apprecia-
tions to hold (usually through adjectives). However, there is plenty of writing that can create 
attitudes without using attitudinal lexis. For instance, none of the following three examples 
explicitly mentions an attitude, but they do suggest an attitude (the following are taken from 
Martin and White, 2005, p. 67):
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 • We fenced them in like sheep.
 • We smashed their way of life.
 • We brought the diseases.

In each of these three cases in the above bulleted list, attitude is invoked rather than inscribed. 
The simile about sheep invokes either (or both, depending on co-text) affect (insecurity) or 
judgment (propriety), as “them” can be inferred as experiencing insecurity indicated by the simile 
and “we” can be seen as engaged in unethical behavior. The word “smashed” does not inscribe 
an attitude, but the violence associated with the word and its function as an infused intensifier 
(i.e., it intensifies an ideational meaning of something like “we disrupted their way of life”) can 
invoke an attitude (again, depending on the co-text) of immoral behavior. Likewise, the third 
example, in its entirety, suggests a possible ethical complication (e.g., the violence of settler 
colonialism), but this is done through purely ideational meaning with no elements of graduation.

Engagement consists of several notions concerning whether a text is monoglossic or heter-
oglossic, based on Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogic nature of texts. Martin and White argued 
that their conception of engagement is dialogic in that

all verbal communication, whether written or spoken, is “dialogic” in that to speak 
or write is always to reveal the influence of, refer to, or to take up in some way, what 
has been said/written before, and simultaneously to anticipate the responses of actual, 
potential or imagined readers/listeners.

(p. 92)

Martin and White, in other words, see moves of engagement in speech and writing as moves 
that present the rhetor “as standing with, as standing against, as undecided, or as neutral with 
respect to these other speakers and their value positions” (p. 93).

Martin and White distinguish between “monoglossic” utterances and “heteroglossic” utter-
ances, with heteroglossic utterances more common (p. 99). A monoglossic utterance makes 
no room for other voices (e.g., a bare assertion without overt reference to other voices or 
recognition of alternative positions) (p. 99). If heteroglossic, then the rhetor is either attempting 
to expand or trying to contract possible viewpoints – in either case, these utterances “function 

Table 10.1 The Three Components of Attitude: Affect, Judgment, Appreciation

Attitude Subtypes of Each Attitude

Affect Happiness (e.g., joyous, depressed)
Security (e.g., anxious, afraid)
Satisfaction (e.g., absorbed, frustrated)
Inclination (e.g., desires: want, hope)

Judgment Normality (e.g., consistent, unusual)
Tenacity (e.g., resolute, doesn’t give up)
Capacity (e.g., expert, incompetent)
Propriety (e.g., moral, corrupt)
Veracity (e.g., honest, deceitful)

Appreciation Reaction (Did it impact me? Did I like it?)
Composition (Was it balanced? Was it hard to follow?)
Valuation (Was it worthwhile? Is it of social value?)
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… to recognize that the text’s communicative backdrop is a diverse one” (p. 99). To contract 
views, rhetors may deny (e.g., This cannot continue), counter (e.g., Yet this is a ridiculous 
assertion), pronounce (Indeed, she is a competent attorney), or endorse (e.g., The report 
shows this to be true). In other words, viewpoints are added but only to diminish in com-
parison to a preferred viewpoint. To expand possible views, a rhetor can speculate (e.g., It 
seems that they could go this way or the other way), acknowledge (e.g., Many Australians 
believe that …), or distance (e.g., The author claimed to have proven …). Expanding and 
contracting viewpoints both foreground a multiplicity of viewpoints, but expansion does so to 
open up possible ways to think about a topic, whereas contracting expresses a clear preference 
or dismissal of viewpoints.

Each of these moves attempts to sway the audience either toward dismissing or toward con-
sidering alternate viewpoints, and these moves can have important rhetorical effects for building 
ethos, weakening warrants, and so on. For quantitative discourse, resources of engagement 
can be rhetorically utilized to signal to an audience a truth-value of the number (e.g., mono-
glossic statements or heteroglossic statements that contract views). Heteroglossic statements 
that expand viewpoints might be seen as hedges that take on a scientific ethos of epistemic 
conservatism; while the epistemic conservatism effect is available, Martin and White note that 
this effect may also be present alongside other rhetorical effects (e.g., place doubt on a view, 
build ethos of author) (pp. 104–108). Like attitude, there are further subcategories (see p. 134).

In the remaining sections, I use attitude and engagement from the appraisal framework and 
methods of amplification from classical rhetoric to analyze the persuasiveness of statistical fram-
ing. First, I look at an example of news reporting on statistical information from the December 
2017 U.S. jobs report to examine how the same statistical information can be framed in dif-
ferent, but valid ways. Second, I look at how statistical framing from a press release from the 
International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) about the risk of cancer from consuming 
processed meats offered a statistical framing missing important context that the press ultimately 
filled in a valid, but arguably misleading, way. Finally, I look at an example from the reporting 
of daily cases and deaths from COVID-19 where statistical framing choices reflect tensions in 
news reporting conventions based on more simplistic methods of analysis compared to more 
complex ones used in public health – and how “pedagogical” frames intervene in this tension. 
Each of these analyses shows instances in which differences or issues arise not from inaccurate 
statistical information or dishonest rhetorical tactics, but from the existence of multiple valid 
perspectives on the data which are embedded in the text through choices in statistical framing.

10.4 Different and Legitimate Statistical Frames 
from the December 2017 U.S. Jobs Report

Statistical analysis can produce many different statistical frames, but different statistical frames 
do not necessarily equal any deception. In this section, I analyze two different interpretations 
of statistical information from the December 2017 U.S. jobs report. Both have the December 
job report statistics as the focus of the story, but they are framed in different ways. The inter-
pretive frames can be summarized as:

 • It was a slightly disappointing report based on economists’ expectations.
 • It was part of a larger trend of an economy trending upward (in general).

In Table 10.2, the openings of two news articles covering the jobs report in relation to the 
raw jobs count as well as the unemployment percentage are provided.
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Both articles open with statements about what the jobs report means in the context of 
employment in 2017 in the USA. The CNN Money article begins with the large number “2 
million jobs” for the entire year with an added clause that amplifies by adding the term solid 
to bring forward an evaluation of the year as part of a larger trend of years: in “another solid 
year of gains.” The use of “another” invokes a positive judgment of capacity for a number 
of actors depending on the readers’ ideological commitments (e.g., U.S. workers, capitalists, 
continuation of effects from competency of the Obama administration). In other words, this is 
also an amplification by reasoning, as the following inference is easily made: here is yet another 
good year among several consecutive good years. This statement opens with a positive orien-
tation toward past statistical information before we see any such information about the specific 
jobs report, though this implied positive information regarding the state of employment in the 
USA will follow. Overall, the persuasive interpretation CNN Money presents to readers is that 
the job numbers are good.

By contrast, Yahoo! Finance opens with a statement of evaluation that is negative. Here, we 
get “The labor market ended 2017 with a slight disappointment.” With CNN Money there is 
moderate amplification of the positive attitude with “solid,” whereas with Yahoo! Finance there 
is partial amelioration of the negative attitude with “slight” that moderately diminishes the 
intensified negative lexis of “disappointment,” signaling that the statistical information to follow 
will reveal negative information regarding the state of employment in the USA. Overall, the 
persuasive interpretation Yahoo! Finance presents to readers may not be terrible but it is not 
that good either.

In the CNN Money article, as stated earlier, we are set up to believe that the number 
of jobs added should be seen as part of a positive story of the jobs report. So, reading “In 
December, the economy added 148,000 jobs, according to Labor Department figures released 
Friday,” we are encouraged to believe that this number is large relative to the average jobs 
report. However, the next sentence quickly contradicts this assumption before contradicting 
that contradiction. The next sentence reads, “That was below what economists expected, but 
still the 87th straight month of gains – the longest streak on record.” This first contradiction 
expands viewpoints by acknowledging economist expectations for December as being more 
than 148,000. The second contradiction contracts viewpoints with the counter of “but” to 
bring in the streak of 87 months with job gains – which, in the moment of utterance of 

Table 10.2 CNN and Yahoo! Coverage of December 2017 Jobs Report

CNN Opening Yahoo! Opening

The U.S. economy added 2 million jobs in 2017, 
another solid year of gains.

In December, the economy added 148,000 jobs, 
according to Labor Department figures released 
Friday. That was below what economists 
expected, but still the 87th straight month of 
gains – the longest streak on record.

“The 2017 job market was really great,” 
said Cathy Barrera, chief economist at 
ZipRecruiter, a jobs website.

Unemployment remained at 4.1%, matching the 
lowest level in 17 years. (Gillespie, 2018)

The labor market ended 2017 with a slight 
disappointment.

The December jobs report from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics showed nonfarm payrolls grew 
by 148,000 while the unemployment rate stayed 
steady at 4.1%, slightly missing expectations.

Economists expected nonfarm payrolls [to 
grow] by 190,000 in December while the 
unemployment rate was expected to remain at 
4.1%. The unemployment rate is currently at 
the lowest level since December 2000. (Udland, 
2018)
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that clause, directs attention away from economist expectations and towards a long streak 
of job gains. The number 87 builds on the earlier phrasing of “another solid year of gains,” 
heightening that claim further with “the longest streak on record.” The amplification and 
engagement moves help to answer and refute the viewpoint that December’s not meeting 
expectations is to be seen as negative.

Yahoo! Finance also makes engagement moves early in this opening, but there is more 
lingering on the negative framing than the positive framing of longevity in the CNN Money 
article. There is a qualification in the second sentence that expands viewpoints by citing 
“expectations”: “nonfarm payrolls grew by 148,000 while the unemployment rate stayed at 
4.1%, slightly missing expectations.” Unlike the CNN Money article which mentions missed 
expectations only to quickly counter that evaluation with the streak of months of jobs gains, 
this sentence lands on missed expectations at the end rather than qualifying those missed 
expectations in the larger context of a trend of growth.

Both articles got further into expanding viewpoints, appealing to experts to provide more 
positive or negative evaluation of the statistical information revealed in the jobs report. In 
the CNN Money report, there is a quotation from a “chief economist at ZipRecruiter” 
with the word “chief ” inscribing a judgment of capacity (i.e., this person must be especially 
competent/knowledgeable/authoritative if they are the “chief ” economist). This expert 
claimed that the 2017 job market was “really great,” which, of course, is a positive evalu-
ation where “great” inscribes a positive appreciation of valuation with “really” amplifying 
that appreciation. This builds on the December statistic of jobs gained as part of the larger 
trend of growth.

The Yahoo! Finance article uses a hyperlink to one of its previous articles (following a 
genre convention of online writing dependent on clicks leading to internal content for 
advertising revenue)3 to appeal to the expertise of “economists” in general: “Economists 
expected nonfarm payrolls [to grow] by 190,000 in December while the unemployment 
rate was expected to remain at 4.1%.” Providing the specific figure of 190,000 fairly close 
in proximity within the sentence to the 148,000 figure helps to diminish the 148,000 figure 
by comparison, as we can see the difference in size in front of us. However, this point is fol-
lowed with a sentence that acknowledges that this unemployment rate indicates a significant 
milestone in that it is the lowest it has been since December of 2000. Considering how 
the unemployment rate met economist expectations and that it was at such a low level, 
these moves invoked a positive judgment of capacity as well as positive appreciation of the 
unemployment rate.

These moves signal very different evaluations to readers: evaluating the jobs report as evi-
dence for a growing trend of economic gains or evaluating the month of December as evi-
dence of a slowing economy. Depending on the context and the story to tell, rhetors evaluate/
contextualize and endorse interpretations of statistics in ways that are clearly slanted but need 
not be deceptive. In the next section I look at an example of statistical framing where missing 
contextual information can play a large role in the range of interpretation rhetors can try to 
signal in order to persuade.

10.5 Providing Partial Context in Statistical 
Framing: Bacon and Cancer

In 2015, there was quite a stir caused by a report from the IARC, an agency of the World 
Health Organization (WHO), that supported international collaboration on cancer research. 
A press release was issued on 26 October 2015 and subsequently picked up by the media. 
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In the press release by the IARC, the following evaluative language surrounding a link between 
processed meat and cancer was used:

 • “Processed meat was classified as carcinogenic to humans (Group 1), based on sufficient evi-
dence in humans that the consumption of processed meat causes colorectal cancer” (p. 1). 
Negative appreciation of value and an invoked negative affect in “carcinogenic” pairs with 
the positive invoked judgment of capacity of IARC in the phrasing “based on sufficient 
evidence,” creating the impression that it has been confirmed by experts that processed 
meat is dangerous – but the level of danger is open to interpretation here (p. 1).

 • “The experts concluded that each 50 gram portion of processed meat eaten daily increases 
the risk of colorectal cancer by 18%” (p. 1). An indefinite amplification by augmentation 
occurs with the increasing risk depending on the amount of consumption, and further-
more, there is an implication that increasing the quantity of a portion (i.e., greater than 50 
grams) further escalates risk – which is an instance of amplification by reasoning, as well.

 • “‘For an individual, the risk of developing colorectal cancer because of their consumption 
of processed meat remains small, but this risk increases with the amount of meat consumed,’ 
says Dr Kurt Straif, Head of the IARC Monographs Programme. ‘In view of the large 
number of people who consume processed meat, the global impact on cancer incidence is 
of public health importance’” (p. 1). Engagement moves help to contract viewpoints and 
signal attitudes to take on. Contraction by the counter “but” is used to diminish the impact 
of saying that the “risk of developing colorectal cancer … remains small” with “but this 
risk increases with the amount of meat consumed” (p. 1). This statement echoes the earlier 
amplification by augmentation in the previous bullet point. Finally, this risk is amplified by 
augmentation with the reference to “the large number of people who consume read meat,” 
which suggests the scale is a much larger consideration than individual risk. This ampli-
fication is brought to full realization in the statistical framing found in the evaluation of 
consumption of red meat as being “of public health importance.”

Appeals to expertise are made throughout, as well, to invoke or inscribe judgments of capacity 
for the constructions of such statistics (e.g., “thoroughly reviewing the accumulated scientific 
literature”) which were often amplified with large numbers (e.g., “a Working Group of 22 
experts from 10 countries,” “The IARC Working Group considered more than 800 studies 
that investigated associations of more than a dozen types of cancer”) (p. 1).

The press release authors write that they only hope to help “governments and international 
regulating agencies to conduct risk assessments, in order to balance the risks and benefits … 
and to provide the best possible dietary recommendations” and that the risk of colorectal 
cancer remains very small with moderate consumption of processed meats according to the 
IARC report (p. 1). However, the headlines became centered around the idea that beloved 
breakfast meats cause cancer. It prompted articles like the one from The Guardian that was 
entitled “Processed Meats Rank Alongside Smoking as Cancer Causes – WHO,” which fol-
lowed Quintilian’s by comparison method and focused on processed meat being as dangerous 
as cancer-causing substances like tobacco. This generated attention, leading to social media 
activity like the numerous hashtags on Twitter propagated in response, such as #FreeBacon, 
#Bacongeddon, and #JeSuisBacon (Fares, 2015).

The statistical framing in the headline, secondary headline, and the beginning of The 
Guardian article are notable. The secondary heading reads, “UN health body says bacon, sau-
sages and ham among most carcinogenic substances along with cigarettes, alcohol, asbestos and 
arsenic.” The opening two paragraphs have claims like “Bacon, ham and sausages rank alongside 
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cigarettes as a major cause of cancer” and “there was enough evidence to rank processed meats 
as group 1 carcinogens because of a causal link to cancer” (Boseley, 2015).

This language interpreting the statistical evidence invokes values as well as negative affect 
and even fear through words and phrases like “cancer causes,” “carcinogenic,” “cause,” “causal 
link,” and “group 1 carcinogen.” Words like “most” and “major” amplified the sense of risk to 
help intensify these attitudes. The grouping of processed meats with other known dangerous 
substances like cigarettes or arsenic also amplified by comparison as well as by copia, having the 
audience linger on all the bad things that processed meats are related to. For some readers, the 
extended comparison also produced invoked negative judgments of veracity, as they shrugged 
it off or did not fully believe it with an exasperated sense of “everything is bad for you.”4

Before getting into more granular evidence, audience members for The Guardian article 
are primed for many possible feelings related to these early claims in the headline and the 
beginning of the article. In the fourth paragraph, more direct quantitative information taken 
directly from the press release is provided by stating that consuming a “50-gram (1.8 ounce) 
portion of processed meat eaten daily increased the risk of colorectal cancer by 18%” (Boseley, 
2015). However, all of the framing about what bacon or sausage is by its association with other 
cancer-causing substances helps to frame this percentage risk as especially dangerous.

Wolfe (2010) noted that statistics are often concerned with language issues – that “defi-
nitional arguments” need to be unpacked to gauge the efforts toward persuasion embedded 
in statistical expressions (p. 462). The Guardian article foregrounded bacon, sausage, and ham 
as part of a group of substances that have very similar effects as substances that cause cancer. 
However, this framing is not the only one available. And, furthermore, the way the definition 
plays into this statistical framing relies on missing contextual information. Responding to the 
uproar on social media produced alternative statistical framing as many quibbled with how 
processed meats were defined in ways that provided a fuller context.

An article in Wired responded to the definitional issue using engagement moves to direct 
new interpretations that differ from the statistical frame in The Guardian article. The piece in 
Wired responded by explaining that WHO defines Group 1 carcinogens based on

the strength of scientific evidence that some food, drink … is a carcinogen. What it 
does not do is consider how much that substance actually increases your risk for actually 
getting cancer – even if it differs by magnitudes of 100.

(Zhang, 2015)

To show this further, and thus amplify by restating this point in concrete statistical terms by 
comparison, these ratios are compared: smoking each day increases the risk of lung cancer by 
2,500% vs. eating two slices of bacon per day increases the risk of colorectal cancer by 18% 
(ibid.). Engagement moves like denial in “What it does not do” and the move of entertainment 
first signaled via “even” in “even if it differs by magnitudes of 100” helped to question the 
“how” of the statistical frame it criticizes in order to linger on the “what” of bacon as some-
thing that is technically harmful but not when used in moderate ways (e.g., with breakfast 
some days during the week).

A fuller definition for processed meats is provided in the Wired article that directs the audi-
ence to think about how carcinogens are grouped by a quantity of scientific evidence rather 
than a quantified measurement of risk. So, does The Guardian article’s statistical framing deceive? 
The article correctly reports that scientific evidence provides a causal link between processed 
meats with bowel cancer. It correctly reports the WHO’s risk assessment of an 18% increase in 
risk for colorectal cancer if a person consumes a 50 gram serving of processed meat per day. 
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It also correctly reports that processed meats are placed in the same group of carcinogens as 
tobacco, alcohol, and arsenic. Much of the IARC press release sets up this framing, and the only 
new information that many of the news articles include in the statistical framing is an inclusion 
of other Group 1 carcinogens in headlines, leads, and the bodies of the articles (e.g., alcohol, 
tobacco). But there is at least mild deception in The Guardian article as a function of omission 
which leads therefore to the misleading nature of its by comparison framing. The article leaves 
out how the classifications are made. It is notable that reporters researched more information 
about what is included as Group 1 carcinogens, but not how these groupings are determined. 
As the Wired article shows, providing a fuller definition and more examples can produce quite a 
different interpretation in terms of the magnitudes of risk from eating processed meat compared 
to from smoking, drinking, and consuming other substances that are known to cause cancer.

Like the opening example of this chapter and the use of “only,” the press release fails to 
offer a statistical framing to anticipate how it would be taken up (e.g., in scary headlines about 
processed meat being as dangerous as the notoriously carcinogenic tobacco). What inhibited 
the IARC from circulating the message they likely wanted to circulate – something along the 
lines of getting people to be more cautious about processed-meat intake – was the lack of 
anticipation of what statistical frames media outlets would create that would be interesting and 
understandable to audiences (i.e., using the probability statistic as something to take on meaning 
as comparable to the risk of cancer from activities like smoking cigarettes). That amplification 
by comparison is very sticky, scary, and sensationalized in ways to “blame” processed meat in a 
bid to capture attention. As Fahnestock (1986) noted, most popular science writing is “accom-
modated” in public texts, where there is more of an epideictic rhetoric of celebration or blame.

There is no “lying” in The Guardian article, but it is a case in point about how providing a 
fuller context should be an ethical goal in statistical framing and can help to give more control 
to rhetors in how their statistics are taken up (i.e., anticipating re-composition in terms of 
“rhetorical velocity” – see Ridolfo and DeVoss, 2009). In the next section, I look at one more 
case of statistical framing in which conventions of statistical framing in news reporting and types 
of statistics reported can be in tension with newer and more complex statistics used by public 
health experts, and how a “pedagogical” framing can assist in anticipation of audience needs.

10.6 Statistical Framing Accounting for Complexity in 
Tension with Convention: Acknowledgment and Pedagogy

The COVID-19 pandemic made engagement with statistical information frequent and inevita-
ble for most people who consume news media, public communication from government, and 
so on. In addition to this engagement, it created many different kinds of statistical information 
(e.g., R0, the rate of contagion statistic; the daily new confirmed cases; the percentage of 
positive test rates) beyond more conventional descriptive statistics that are typically communi-
cated and easily understood. In this section, I explore two types of statistical framing of more 
complex COVID-19 statistics that acknowledge experts and sources (acknowledgement) and explain 
or teach people how to understand the statistics presented (pedagogy).

The media follow conventions and also have instincts for what information circulates best, 
and thus will lead to more clicks for advertising revenue. One convention of reporting tragedies 
is to cite the number of people who are affected, usually amplifying it by heightening how large 
that number is. In an ongoing tragedy where new information is recurring on a daily basis, the 
conventional wisdom of press reporting (reporting frequencies) clashes with the conventional 
wisdom of experts (e.g., reporting a “rolling” average of cases, deaths, etc. to better account 
for fluctuations in counting on any given day). The beginning of articles can especially lead 
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to distortions. For instance, typical COVID-19 articles start their framing like this 15 January 
2021 article on the website of Wisconsin television outlet, WKOW (Fried, 2021):

 • Headline is “32 more dead from COVID-19 in Wisconsin; 119 newly hospitalized.”
 • First sentence is “Thirty-two more people were added Friday to the total of those who 

have died in Wisconsin because of COVID-19, according to the latest numbers from the 
Wisconsin Department of Health Services.”

Not until seven sentences down is there a reference to statistics seen as more meaningful by 
public health experts. Here, it is the seven-day average for positive tests by day and tests by 
person, with a link to the Department of Health Services dashboard: “The Department of 
Health Services dashboard shows the seven-day average of both positive tests by day and test by 
person (CHART).”5 The more conventional numbers are centered, with amplifying modifiers 
(“more,” “newly,” “latest”) and appeals to expertise with an expansion by acknowledgment 
(“according to”). In this example, while using a seven-day average is mentioned, this average 
is not reported and is instead linked. No evaluation of this measure is provided, either. Similar 
to the opening example of this chapter, no statistical framing is provided to guide readers on 
how to interpret that measure or why it might be useful.

A more pedagogical approach is found in an article from Michigan Live from 1 May 2020. 
The headline reads “5 more dead, 9 more coronavirus cases reported in Washtenaw County” 
(Marowski, 2020), with a corresponding opening sentence, “Five more people have died in con-
nection with the novel coronavirus in Washtenaw County, the local health department announced 
Friday.” Like the WKOW example, only frequencies are reported in the headline and lead para-
graph, and more complex and arguably more meaningful statistics don’t come up until much later. 
However, 13 sentences into the article come these three sentences (along with a helpful chart):

State officials encourage people to look at rolling averages for new cases instead of 
daily numbers, which can have peaks and valleys for a variety of reasons. Michigan has 
averaged 816 new cases and 112 new deaths each day in the past week. In the week 
prior, it averaged 945 new cases and 123 new deaths per day.

An amplification by comparison is made here (partially with a mix of amplification by inference 
since the comparison is not explicitly drawn) that creates a statistical frame that the pandemic 
may have been improving in Michigan. In addition, an appeal to expertise (“State officials 
encourage people”) functions pedagogically, expanding viewpoints by making prominent the 
state officials’ viewpoint as one viewpoint among several followed by the recommendation itself 
that shows the reasoning behind why experts believe the rolling average is more informative. 
These moves frame the statistics as more valuable than frequency counts and help to aid inter-
pretation of the early frequency statistics and the rolling average statistic to follow. Given the 
layout of the article and how frequencies are given more prominence, these moves are held in 
tension with that prominence. Still, this statistical framing equips readers with an alternative 
way of interpreting the data in this article and going forward, providing a pedagogical framing 
that can instruct readers in future encounters with these reports.

At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, while conventional public rhetoric in journalism 
and government communication (e.g., news reports, press releases, public service announce-
ments, press conferences) still played a large role, there was also an expansion of ways for public 
rhetoric to communicate quantitative information, such as scientists communicating directly to 
public audiences via social media (e.g., Twitter), newer journalistic genres (e.g., the “explainer” 
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genre found in outlets like Vox), and infographics. Furthermore, statistical information gener-
ated by interactive databases like Johns Hopkins’ COVID-19 Dashboard (coronavirus.jhu.edu/), 
Our World in Data (ourworldindata.org), or Brown University’s Global Epidemics Dashboard 
(globalepidemics.org) was widely available. With these new avenues for communication there 
are new ways to create statistical frames that serve a more pedagogical aim to help audiences 
interpret statistical information they come across.

For instance, Al Jazeera created an interactive infographic to help explain what certain sta-
tistics do and do not measure that helps frame these numbers in ways for audiences to become 
better readers of pandemic statistics (“COVID-19: Making Sense of All the Numbers”).6 While 
this infographic does not explicitly frame specific numbers, its frame for types of statistics pro-
vides ways for audiences to read and interpret numbers they see in conventional reporting and 
numbers they can calculate themselves or observe in interactive databases.

In this infographic, several measures are compared or explained (e.g., case-fatality rate com-
pared to the infection-fatality rate). Each section begins with the familiar pedagogical strategy 
of starting with a question. For instance, section 5 starts with “Are we winning or losing the 
fight?” These lead questions are then followed by sub-questions; here, “[H]ow do we measure 
if things are getting better or worse each day?” Following these questions is the statement 
“One way is to compare the weekly rolling averages” in bold. Using “one way” again helps 
to establish that this is one of a few ways to measure, but, ultimately, one that is endorsed by 
the writers of this webpage.

From here, the infographic explains weekly rolling averages in ways that help readers figure 
out how to evaluate the rolling averages they will see in the future. There is a brief explana-
tion of rolling averages in plain language (i.e., “This allows you to see if the number of new 
infections this week was higher or lower than last week”), followed by the updated chart of 
daily new confirmed COVID-19 deaths from Our World in Data. After the chart, there are 
two columns: “Questions this chart answers” and “Questions this chart does NOT answer” that 
provide a few more explanations on how to use the chart. These two columns help contract 
viewpoints through endorsement and denial to help clarify what the rolling average can help 
explain. Finally, in bold, is “Be careful not to naively extrapolate values today for what will 
happen in the future.” Viewpoints are contracted by a denial with “not” to point readers to 
remember to not think of rolling averages as suggestive of what will happen in the future, but 
rather to consider how they can be helpful to think about the present extending from the past 
that avoids the effects of any possible outliers.

The overall structure of the Al Jazeera infographic, then, is a series of questions that readers 
will probably have, which the entire section seeks to answer; answers take the form of a set of 
nested sub-questions which supply the explanatory details.

What pages like this do, in accessible ways, is provide statistical frames that instruct readers 
in how to evaluate statistical information in interactive databases and news reporting they will 
encounter in the future. So, a reader might see the headline of the Wisconsin or Michigan 
news article above and think to look past the headline toward information for rolling averages 
or to find the information for themselves from institutional databases or websites.

10.7 Conclusion: Let the Numbers and People Deliberate

The cases in this chapter show how, for public audiences, statistical framing is not necessarily 
deceptive, might be beneficial when explicit, and might be best positioned when attempting to 
educate. In Data Feminism, D’Ignazio and Klein (2020) emphasize the importance of communi-
cating the context of numbers and argue that data journalists (and public rhetors more broadly) 

http://ourworldindata.org
http://globalepidemics.org
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should “connect the research question to the results and to the audience’s interpretation of the 
results,” because not doing so “often leads to those numbers being misinterpreted or the results 
of the study being lost” (p. 166). When the IARC did not provide much context for what 
the risk for cancer meant, they failed to anticipate how audiences and the news media would 
seek to create statistical framing that amplified by comparison (i.e., tobacco) or overstated a focus 
by reasoning on a tight link between eating any amount of processed meat and getting cancer. 
Likewise, when the CDC did not give much direction for how to interpret their analysis of 
death certificates (i.e., provide much statistical framing), it became easy for critics to use that 
analysis to make arguments that ran counter to expert understandings of the range of valid 
meanings of that analysis. When considering how statistics can be used to establish harm and 
oppression (as D’Ignazio and Klein do in their examination of racism in mental health treat-
ment in prison), statistics without such thoughtful framing may not just fail communicatively 
but become dangerous.

When composing quantitative texts for public audiences, rhetors can also use statistical fram-
ing to be intellectually honest about the journey made toward what the best interpretations, in 
their view, should be of the information presented. In other words, there are ways to commu-
nicate the context in which the results arose as best as possible, which helps to “acknowledg[e] 
the reader’s presence” as a partner in thinking by making gestures toward the social processes 
and chains of reasoning that went into arriving at a given interpretation as opposed to other 
possible interpretations (Libertz, 2018, pp. 13–14). In particular, a more pedagogical approach 
might instruct readers on why a given measure helps explain a phenomenon, as the Michigan 
Live example briefly does and the Al Jazeera infographic does more fully. Doing so helps to 
make statistical framing more deliberative and less closed off, which can enable more trust 
from audiences.

Statistics can generate processes to think through an issue rather than serve as an ideological 
object to bludgeon someone with. Rather than focusing on any one instance of a statistic being 
true or false, statistical framing can help us consider how a rhetor is offering a perspective and 
can allow audience members to look for moments when evaluations are made, what they might 
agree with, and what they might want more information on. In other words, statistics can and 
should be open to continuing deliberation. By learning how to see the moves rhetors make 
to signal evaluations of statistical information, audiences and rhetors are better suited to create 
productive and ethical engagements with statistical information for public uses.

Notes
 1 This report is called “Weekly Updates by Select Demographic and Geographic Characteristics,” acces-

sible via www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/covid_weekly/index.htm. Other than the changing numbers 
and occasional insertion of language like “over” in statements like “over 5%” periodically to likely 
reflect excesses in decimals in percentages, the language cited here takes the same shape each week 
from 9 May 2020 until 25 February 2021 when the phrase “on the death certificate” is added to “was 
the only cause mentioned” at the end of the first sentence of the block quote. As of 1 June 2022, this 
part of the webpage has remained the same since 25 February 2021 with only substitutions for the 
numbers and the sometimes addition of words like “over” next to the percentage. I was able to trace 
these changes by using the Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine for this webpage.

 2 For instance, from Reuters (2020), see this explanation from the Mortality Statistics Branch at the CDC’s 
National Center for Health Statistics: “death certificates, filled out by a physician, medical examiner, or 
coroner, list any causes or conditions that contributed to the person’s death, determined based on the 
medical expertise of that professional. The condition ‘that began the chain of events that ultimately led 
to the person’s death’ is considered the person’s ‘underlying cause of death.’” Most death certificates with 
COVID-19 on them have the virus as the underlying cause of death (Reuters staff, 2020).

http://www.cdc.gov
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 3 In this case, the linked Yahoo! Finance article cites estimates from Bloomberg.
 4 See, for example, Wilson et al. (2013) and Gough et al. (2009) on how communication of health risk 

assessment can often produce attitudes in people where they think “everything is bad” in a defeatist 
or mistrustful reaction. Because health and science reporting about negative health consequences for 
consuming various food and drugs is a frequent and consistent part of Western media ecologies, it is 
unsurprising that part of the negative response to this article was cynical disbelief or ironic shrugging.

 5 The Wisconsin Department of Health Services dashboard URL is wkow.com/2020/09/30/with-
surge-in-cases-dhs-adds-new-data-to-daily-report/. The CHART URL is dhs.wisconsin.gov/covid-
19/data.htm.

 6 The infographic from Al Jazeera entitled “COVID-19: Making Sense of All the Numbers” can be 
found at: https://interactive.aljazeera.com/aje/2020/coronavirus-making-sense-of-the-numbers/
index.html.
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A FRAMEWORK FOR 

UNDERSTANDING 
POLARIZING LANGUAGE

William Donohue and Mark Hamilton

11.1 Introduction

The contemporary political climate has become increasingly polarized in many areas of the 
world. In the United States, for instance, Democrats and Republicans have greatly expanded 
their ideological distance over time (Klein, 2020; Mason, 2018; Pew Research Center, 2017). 
Polarizing language is dangerous to societies and to individuals. It is not just the product of 
political divide. It is also a key element in the escalation of conflict as individuals seek to per-
suade supporters to take action against others. Examples of polarizing language include hate 
speech to incite genocide in Rwanda (Donohue, 2011) and proclamations promoting a violent 
jihadist ideology (Rogan, 2010).

Most attempts at detecting polarizing language focus narrowly on certain topics that signal 
extreme positions. For example, Davidson et al. (2017) created a dictionary of topics intended 
to derogate, humiliate, or insult members of a group. However, this reliance on topics or insult-
ing nouns, for example, obscures the multiple ways in which language can polarize. A more 
expansive approach is illustrated by the work of Liebrecht, Hustinx and van Mulken (2018) 
who focus on contextuality and semantic richness in exploring the dimensions of what they call 
language intensity. They define language intensifiers as “a stylistic means to increase the intensity 
of an attitude or evaluation. In other words: a means to reinforce an evaluation” (p. 274). For 
example, expressing a positive judgment in a stylistically powerful way can be accomplished by 
calling the dinner “super nice,” or “absolutely delicious,” or “it tasted like heaven.”

The purpose of this chapter is allied with those aims, providing a broad conceptual frame-
work for thinking more comprehensively about polarizing language, and supplying an inven-
tory of its key features. Developing this framework is increasingly important for scholars and 
practitioners seeking to detect polarizing language and perhaps mitigate its potential to escalate 
violence. The first step in accomplishing this goal is to define polarizing language more clearly 
and locate its conceptual foundation to help identify relevant dimensions of this kind of lan-
guage. Following this definitional section, this chapter will offer a framework for understanding 
polarizing language, followed by a section that provides illustrations of polarizing language, and 
concludes with a listing of the key features.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-14
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11.2 Defining Polarizing Language

Conceptually, polarizing language is driven largely by the need to reinforce intergroup iden-
tity. Specifically, Maass et al. (1989) argue, with ample evidence, that language plays an impor-
tant role in reinforcing intergroup biases and social stereotypes. Motivational theorists, such 
as Tajfel and Turner (1979), contend that intergroup bias is driven by the need to maintain 
self-esteem. Others focus on social-cognitive influences in reinforcing intergroup biases, such 
as the need for expectancy-confirming information (e.g., Snyder & Swann, 1978). Dragojevic 
and Giles (2014) argue that the study of intergroup communication focuses more on building 
and reinforcing group identity than on emphasizing individuals’ personal identities. Individuals 
invoke group identity expressions through verbal and nonverbal communication exchanges, 
categorize themselves as competent group members, and then access these categories dur-
ing their various exchanges. Group members use linguistic, paralinguistic, and nonlinguistic 
expressions to display their gender, professional, political, or cultural identities when needed 
for a specific communication goal within a particular context. Others observing these displays 
will evaluate the extent to which these expressed categories are appropriate to the specific 
social context.

To distinguish one group from another, Dragojevic and Giles (2014) argue that individuals 
mentally represent social categories in terms of “prototypes, or fuzzy sets” (p. 35). These cat-
egories are used to define group identity and determine who are members of the group (the 
in-group) and who is excluded (the out-group). The goal is to not view them as individual 
people, but as members of groups who share undesirable characteristics. Individuals from the 
in-group use these social categories or prototypes to depersonalize members of the out-group, 
viewing them as the embodiment of the salient group prototype rather than thinking about 
them as individuals. Social categories or prototypes might include calling out-group members 
animals or arrogant jerks, or deplorables. Polarizing language becomes one of the primary tools 
to express this depersonalization, which serves as the rationale for taking action against the 
out-group. Donohue (2011) found that this depersonalization, which can lead to dehuman-
ization (characterizing others in non-human forms such as calling them cockroaches) as the 
polarizing language intensifies, was a key strategy used by extremist Hutu media outlets to 
recruit uncommitted Hutu members to promote the ethnic cleansing of the Tutsi minority 
in the Rwanda genocide in 1994. Consistent depersonalization by constant references to 
the social category of “Tutsi” created a social climate that, combined with other factors, 
legitimized tribal hatred and eliminated any social sanctions that might have prevented mass 
killing (Simon, 2006).

In a study entitled “Troll and Divide: The Language of Online Polarization,” Simchon, 
Brady and Van Bavel (2020) define polarization as “emerging clusters of like-minded individuals 
who engage in confirmation bias and [who] curate narratives congruent with their beliefs” 
(p.  1). These narratives are used to form an oppositional barrier between the in-group and 
out-group that serves to depersonalize individuals which results in intensifying conflict between 
the groups. Building the clusters of like-minded oppositional networks is often facilitated by 
trolls, who intentionally pollute online discourse with extreme language, generally around 
political issues using hate speech and other extremist appeals. Regardless of the techniques 
used to spread polarizing information we define polarizing language as the use of any linguistic 
convention that functions to express extreme political views, engages in depersonalizing rhetoric, or promotes 
violence. The study of these linguistic conventions goes beyond the topically focused analyses 
of other polarizing language research (e.g., Simchon et al., 2020). The conventions are more 
comprehensive in nature. They include:
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 • Language-intensity conventions (e.g., superlative degree terms such as super nice, and abso-
lutely delicious);

 • The use of provocative metaphors (e.g., war, sex, or death metaphors);
 • Emotional expressions (e.g., hate);
 • Radicalized reasoning (e.g., conspiratorial narratives);
 • Sarcasm (aimed at belittling the other);
 • Other language techniques aimed at attacking out-group members (e.g., calling out-group 

members pejorative names).

These conventions are used to express polarized thinking that reinforces and echoes the views 
of in-group members while specifically targeting the identity of the out-group members. As 
a result, these polarizing linguistic conventions both express and promote a state of conflict 
between these groups.

When expressed over time, these identity-specific expressions can escalate the state of con-
flict through the use of multiple media and interpersonal channels and reliance on constant 
repetition, and set the stage for potential violence (see Oddo, Chapter 24 in this Handbook). 
Violence becomes the means of dominating the out-group members and, taken to extremes, 
eliminating them as a threat. This chapter identifies and explores the kinds of linguistic con-
ventions typically used to express this polarization, turning now to a framework for thinking 
about polarizing language.

11.3 A Framework for Understanding Polarizing Language

11.3.1 Face Threats and Polarized Thinking
Explanations for how and why polarizing language promotes conflict and escalates violence 
have focused on a number of factors. For example, van de Vliert’s (1998) work examining 
identity conflict argues that conflicts are more at risk of escalating when identities are attacked, 
and that some issue becomes attached to that identity over time. This linkage between identity 
and issue then results in black-and-white thinking about that issue. When extremist thinking 
begins to dominate an interaction the resulting exchanges can become violent in the form of 
shouting, pushing, or striking an adversary in an attempt to restore identity.

While van de Vliert makes the connection between identity and conflict escalation he does 
not focus on the message features that threaten identity, which are generally related to how 
individuals express facework to manage their identities. Facework involves communication 
strategies, both verbal and nonverbal, that are used to promote one’s own competence, attrac-
tiveness, and respect, particularly to members of the in-group who provide personal validation 
for the individual. In their review of the facework construct, Oetzel et al. (2001) and Oetzel 
and Ting-Toomey (2003) explore its roots in Chinese culture, and how it signifies respect, 
honor, status, reputation, credibility, competence, family connection, and many other personal 
attributes. It is essentially the social image presented to others; as such, it is conceptually related 
both to ethos and to performativity. Contemporary research focusing on face has its roots in 
politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987) and related research (e.g., Brown, 1976; 
Goffman, 1967).

According to Brown and Levinson, face has two dimensions. Negative face focuses on 
the individual’s desire to maintain autonomy. A person feels entitled to proper deference and 
respect, not having their privacy and space invaded, and not having their actions restricted 
without just cause. Acts that threaten the speaker’s negative face include promises or other 
actions that restrict a speaker’s autonomy; acts that threaten the hearer’s negative face include 
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requests and recommendations made by the speaker to direct the hearer to comply (see Wilson, 
Aleman & Leatham, 1998). Positive face focuses on the desire to seek approval by significant 
others by appearing competent, attractive, interesting, and capable of holding all the attributes 
necessary to achieve that approval (see Brown & Levinson, 1987). Acts that threaten the speak-
er’s positive face include apologies and confessions, and acts that threaten the hearer’s positive 
face include criticisms and insults (see Wilson et al., 1998).

The work of Wilson et al. (1998) has explored the role of face-threatening acts in the context 
of compliance-gaining among young adults. Their study found that subjects were more likely 
to provide reasons justifying their compliance-gaining requests when giving advice than when 
pursuing other influence goals. In other words, the participants knew they needed to adjust 
their approach to compliance-gaining depending on what kinds of face threats they anticipated. 
Individuals can – and often do – control the manner in which they threaten others’ identities 
and work to restore their own.

This finding is important here because when individuals formulate polarizing language they 
select a face-threatening strategy that will inflict the maximum sting to the out-group members 
while also motivating the in-group members to take action. Often, the more outrageous the 
identity attack is, the better for the in-group to justify its actions. Under these circumstances 
it is easy to understand how conspiracy theories of the most heinous forms are created and 
propagated. They serve to inflict maximum pain on the out-group members while appealing 
to the core values of the in-group members.

The manner in which face threats escalate toward conflict has been explored extensively. 
Ting-Toomey and Kurogi (1998) and Oetzel et al. (2008) created a facework negotiation 
theory focusing on intercultural conflict. The theory presents a number of propositions related 
to cross-cultural face concerns in conflict settings. Specifically, the theory emphasizes three 
face concerns: self-face, or concern for one’s own image; other-face, or concern for the 
other’s image; and mutual-face, or concern for both parties’ images. Research by Oetzel and 
his colleagues (Oetzel et al., 2008) found that subjects used 13 different types of facework 
behaviors during conflicts, including many linguistic features, and found that these behaviors 
were used to dominate, avoid, or integrate parties by resolving the conflict while preserving 
the relationship.

The goal of polarizing language is to attack the other’s positive and negative face, and in 
turn, stand firm against threats posed by the out-group by using language that supports and 
defends the in-group and its agenda. Repeated and escalating attacks create black-and-white 
thinking. As this thinking persists, the group promoting the attacks tends to expand the range 
of issues associated with the out-group crimes. When these issues expand, the need to control 
the out-group through violence also expands.

11.3.2 Predicting Polarization: Notorious 
Sources and Absurd Arguments

Thinking theoretically, a key feature of polarizing language, is the extent to which the messages 
proposed by a source are discrepant from positions held by the receivers. According to O’Keefe 
(2002), the primary goal of persuasion research is to understand how messages sent by a source 
can influence the beliefs, values, and attitudes of receivers. The persuasive goal of a source is 
to close the gap or discrepancy between what the source is hoping to achieve and what the 
receiver is willing to do to comply with the source. Thus, a key focus of research in this field 
is to overcome message discrepancy, or the difference between the position advocated by a 
source and the pre-message attitudes of receivers. This focus as a persuasive goal was originally 
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described by Thurstone and Chave (1929). Persuasion studies long ago established that attitude 
change is a function of message discrepancy (Hovland & Pritzker, 1957).

Without some degree of discrepancy between the two parties in a conflict, there can be 
no attitude change. For example, suppose that Israeli negotiators offer a two-state solution to 
their Palestinian interlocutors and propose an implementation date of five years in the future. 
Palestinian negotiators want implementation in two years. The attitudinal discrepancy would 
be three years and their goal would be to convince their Palestinian negotiators to move their 
attitudes in the direction of a longer time period. If the Israelis had proposed two years, the 
Palestinians would not change their attitude and that would not have been in Israeli interests.

Across studies, the amount of attitude change has been found to be a steadily increasing 
function of the size of the gap between what the source is advocating and what the receiver 
is willing to accept. As the gap grows, the amount of attitude change that is needed increases. 
However, this rate of change tends to slow down or become more difficult over time as 
the receiver comes in contact with multiple messages promoting the same attitude change 
(McGuire, 1969). For example, messages promoting vaccinations achieve significant attitude 
change initially as individuals decide to comply. However, over time, the rate of acceptance 
tends to decline. This decreasing change is due to counter-arguing, or the ability of the receiver 
to think of reasons against compliance with the attitudes, beliefs, values, or behaviors being 
promoted by the source (Hunter, Danes, & Cohen, 2014).

However, there is one important exception to this tendency to counter-argue over time. 
When the sender asks for attitude change on a topic perceived as a personal threat to the 
receiver’s lifestyle, the amount of attitude change will take the form of an inverted U. In 
other words, when the gap is small, such that the threat to the receiver’s lifestyle is small, then 
attitude change from the receiver will be small, as well. But, as the gap grows the amount 
of attitude change the receiver is willing to make increases to a point at which the personal 
threat becomes intolerable, which kicks in very intense counter-arguing. This counter-arguing 
intensifies as the source asks for more change which results in a significant drop in attitude 
change and outright resistance. A good example of this process is the wearing of face masks 
to prevent COVID-19 infections. At first, most were willing to comply with the need to 
wear masks. But, over time, many found wearing masks a personal attack on their lifestyle 
and became very strident about not wearing them. After a certain point, the intense media 
coverage about the need to wear masks triggered intense counter-arguing, which resulted in 
a great deal of polarizing language.

These different message discrepancy effects suggest an interesting relationship between atti-
tude change and polarization. Specifically, when the source seeks attitude change or behav-
ioral compliance from receivers using messages that do not threaten the receiver’s personal 
identity or lifestyle, then receiver change is more likely to occur. The prediction that more 
communication that is not personally threatening leads to greater perceived similarity, which 
in turn increases consensus, is the main thesis of cultural convergence theory (Barnett, 2001; 
Barnett & Danowski, 1992; Kincaid, 2002). That is, the more messages are exchanged, the 
less polarization occurs, driving the two sides closer together. But when the proposed changes 
threaten the receiver’s lifestyle or personal identity, more communication increases polarization.

11.3.3 Amplifiers of Message Discrepancy Effects

Two factors amplify the size of the discrepancy effect on attitudes (Hamilton, 1997). The first 
discrepancy amplifier is the credibility of the source. Most often receivers evaluate sources as 
either unknown or credible. When the source is perceived as credible, receivers believe that 
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the source is knowledgeable, trustworthy, and dynamic. Civil audiences are generous in their 
evaluation of sources, rating even incorrigible sources as having moderate credibility. In less 
civil circumstances, an audience might be willing to deprecate sources more harshly, which 
tends to produce negative attitude change (Hamilton, Hunter & Boster, 1993; Hunter, Danes, 
& Cohen, 2014), or change in the opposite direction to that advocated by the source. This 
negative attitude change, often called a boomerang effect, would be responsible for polarization 
between two parties. For example, in the COVID-19 mask debate some audiences derided the 
credibility of public health officials. When those officials continued to ask for attitude change 
it was perceived to threaten the source’s identity or personal lifestyle; polarization intensified 
and counter-arguing became more strident.

The second discrepancy amplifier is the forcefulness of the message in terms of the extent 
to which the message demands change (see Hamilton, 1997). Suppose receivers are confronted 
by a particularly loathsome, incredible source – one who is known to be utterly incompetent 
and has established a reputation for unbridled corruption. And this odious source delivers a 
message with preposterous arguments. The potential for negative attitude change would be 
maximized and polarization could follow.

11.3.4 Dampers of Message Discrepancy Effects

The amount of counter-arguing triggered by a message that is personally threatening from low 
credibility sources is generally driven by three factors that have both additive and multiplicative 
effects (Hamilton, 1997). First is accumulated information. More information about the con-
cept in question, and more attempts to increase attitude change (particularly by a low credi-
bility source) actually increases the propensity to counter-argue by providing more evidence to 
support the refutational claims of the receiver. The receiver has more reasons to move in the 
opposite direction being advocated by the source. The second factor is emotional involvement, 
or the extent to which the receiver is personally committed to the issue. More emotional 
involvement increases the propensity to counter-argue by increasing a receiver’s motivation 
to resist the source. The third factor that triggers more counter-arguing is reactivity to the 
pressure exerted by the message force. As the message becomes more forceful, demanding, or 
intense, the propensity to counter-argue increases by exaggerating the perceived discrepancy 
and an impulsive reaction to the position advocated by the source.

11.3.5 Language Strength as Message Force

One feature of language aimed at attenuating counter-arguing by receivers is the use of strong 
language by the source. Strong language bullies the receiver into accepting the ideas framed 
using the strong language. In their award-winning review of the message effects literature, 
Bradac, Bowers and Courtright (1979) identified three forms of strong language that have sim-
ilar overall effects on receiver evaluations of topic, message, and source. The three forms they 
discuss are language intensity, obscenity, and opinionated language. Since this strong language is 
a key characteristic of polarizing language it is important to review these three forms in detail.

First is language intensity. Bowers’ (1964) original definition of intense language is “the 
quality of language which indicates the degree to which the speaker’s attitude toward a con-
cept deviates from neutrality” (p. 416). Examples of intense language include large words with 
multiple syllables, obscure words (aggrandizing and ostentatious are obscure, for instance, since 
simpler terms can be substituted for them), the use of qualifiers (intensifiers such as most and 
least), and metaphors (e.g., when the sources/vehicles are concepts like sex or death).
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During the encoding process, these more intense language choices tend to evoke more 
emotion than their less intense counterparts (Hamilton, Hunter & Burgoon, 1990). Language 
intensity has been shown to increase source dynamism (Hamilton & Thompson, 1994), or the 
perception that the source is engaging and interesting, while also enhancing message clarity 
(Hunter, Hamilton & Allen, 1989). These perceptions, in turn, tend to improve receiver ratings of 
argument quality, source competence, and source trustworthiness (Hamilton, 2015). Conversely, 
language intensity also increases the extremity of the position taken by the source as receivers 
compare the position advocated by the source to their own positions on the topic; a more 
extreme position, in turn, decreases credibility ratings (Hamilton & Stewart, 1993; Hamilton 
& Thompson, 1994). Thus, language intensity has positive effects on message evaluation but 
mixed effects on ratings of source credibility. That is, the positive effects of language intensity on 
credibility are offset to some degree by making the source seem more extreme (Bowers, 1963).

Second, obscene language takes a variety of forms, such as violating religious, excretory, 
or sexual taboos (Bostrom, Basehart & Rossiter, 1973). Whether the obscenity commands 
action from supreme beings, references to topics such as opposite sex relatives or sacred game 
animals, a common feature that it signals is that the source has lost emotional control. The use 
of obscenity, as an indication of emotional intensity, carries with it a degree of disgust and loss 
of credibility for a source (Hamilton, 1989). Invoking obscenity while advocating for a cause 
carries with it the danger of lowering both message force (argument quality could be lowered 
by the inclusion of obscene words) and ratings of competence (the source should know better 
than to violate a taboo) and trust (the source has lost composure and may be of questionable 
character). Taboos and therefore notions of obscenity change, of course. In the Anglophone 
West, for instance, religious terminology in profane contexts was once very distasteful (bloody, 
hell), then the activities of private bodily parts (f*ck, sh*t), which are now becoming more 
acceptable as racial and gender epithets (n*gger, f*ggot) are becoming increasingly taboo.

Finally, opinionated language, defined as the expression of the opinion of the source while 
evaluating the receiver, has been shown to produce negative effects on the evaluation of 
both the message and the source (Hamilton & Mineo, 1998). The source can either praise a 
receiver for agreeing, or condemn a receiver for disagreeing (Rokeach, 1960). Opinionated 
language damages credibility ratings by making the source appear to take the conflict personally 
(Hamilton & Mineo, 1998).

11.3.6 Message Force and Source Evaluation

Message force has been shown to have antagonistic effects on source credibility (Hamilton & 
Stewart, 1993). On the positive side, stronger messages increase perceived source dynamism, 
which simultaneously increases perceived message clarity, as receivers are drawn to a more 
dynamic or captivating source (Hamilton, 1997). Dynamism and clarity, in turn, increase ratings 
of source competence, with competence ratings driving up trust of the source. On the negative 
side, stronger, more forceful messages increase the likelihood that the receiver will assess the 
message as more extreme, with message extremity decreasing ratings of source competence which 
will then have a knock-on effect on trust of the source. For language intensity, the negative effects 
of strength are outweighed by the positive effects. But for obscene language the negative effects 
through perceived disgust are larger. Opinionated language, which contains implicit or explicit 
evaluations of receivers, is even more likely to generate negative effects on credibility ratings, 
partly due to the source being judged to be taking the argument personally (Hamilton, 1997).

Meta-analytic evidence indicates that language intensity rarely, if ever, produces negative 
credibility ratings (Hamilton & Hunter, 1998). By contrast, the use of opinionated language, 
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when it is intended as verbal aggression, should produce more negative source evaluations. 
Once source evaluation takes on a negative value, a stronger message will produce even greater 
negative attitude change. Hence, the most likely conditions for polarizing messages that gen-
erate diverging attitudes entail opinionated, evaluative, verbally aggressive content.

11.3.7 Emotional Expression as Polarizing Language

Opinionated, evaluative, and verbally aggressive content is often accompanied by strong emo-
tion on the part of the source. In a comprehensive review of basic emotion theory (BET), 
Keltner et al. (2019) argue that emotions are expressed to instigate action and change the 
probabilities of future actions by demonstrating how people react to their environment, or their 
own internal stimuli. Behaviorally emotions involve multiple modalities including facial muscle 
movements, vocal cues, bodily movements, gestures, posture, and various linguistic expres-
sions that can include increased volume and intense language. BET argues that emotions are 
a “grammar of social living” that allow individuals to create and navigate the social and moral 
order by structuring interaction, signaling intentions, and establishing cross-cultural similarity, 
among other functions. More importantly, they argue that emotions allow individuals to adapt 
to threats and opportunities in the environment.

Measuring emotional expression using the computerized text analysis program, Linguistic 
Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC), is the focus of Kahn et al. (2007). This program, pioneered 
by Pennebaker and Graybeal (2001), categorizes and quantifies emotional language use through 
a hierarchical process. At the broadest level of analysis are affect words (e.g., happy, ugly, bitter) 
that express either positive or negative emotions. Below this level, LIWC uses dictionaries 
of words that reflect both positive (happy, pretty, good) and negative emotions (hate, worthless, 
enemy). At the lowest level are five specific categories of words, including positive feelings, 
optimism, anxiety/fear, anger, and sadness/depression. The program counts whole words and 
word stems, and many words are counted in multiple categories. Specifically, users enter a 
text into the program, and it simply counts the percentage of words from the text into these 
categories, such as positive and negative emotions.

The point of the many studies that have used LIWC to explore emotions across a variety of 
contexts (e.g., Donohue & Druckman, 2009) is that it is possible to track trends in the use of 
extreme emotional language in a variety of contexts. Given the tense political climate globally 
which is often fueled by social media, several studies are now focusing on detecting hate speech, 
which often takes the form of extremely negative emotional expressions. For example, Davidson 
et al. (2017) created an automated hate speech detection algorithm to look at such speech on 
Twitter. They define hate speech as “language that is used to express hatred towards a targeted 
group or is intended to be derogatory, to humiliate, or insult the members of the group” (p. 512). 
The hate speech lexicon they created searches for words that derogate ethnic groups and use 
intense language, such as profanity, to provide a comprehensive understanding of how these terms 
are used. Their study demonstrates that hate speech can be distinguished from commonplace 
offensive language and be reliably coded. A study by Malmasi and Zampieri (2017) reviews other 
studies aimed at detecting hate speech while also pilot testing their own detection algorithm.

11.3.8 Radicalized Reasoning as Polarizing Language

In addition to language intensity and emotional expression as markers of polarizing language, 
studies have emerged exploring extremist language aimed at radicalizing individuals for polit-
ical or military purposes. For example, Rogan (2010) conducted a study of two original 
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Arabic documents created by an al-Qaeda leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, advocating jihadism, 
or religious war. Rogan concluded that these documents (translated into English for his 
study) sought to make a case for the destruction of democracy by using language portraying 
Westerners as nonhuman, evil, and infidels. The goal of these language choices was to craft an 
identity that would energize believers to join the jihad. For example, the documents sought 
to defend Islam and characterize democracy as apostate and a contradiction to Islam. They 
called for obeying Allah and asked for jihad against infidelity as a duty. The messages called 
nonbelievers infidels and evil.

Another valuable study on this issue, by Biswas and Deylami (2019), explored appeals by 
Islamic State propaganda to attract young women to join the movement. In studying their 
English propaganda materials Biswas and Deylami found that the documents sought to portray 
women as public agents of change in creating and shaping the struggle for a global caliphate. 
They found that the recruiting materials used binary framing language to critique modern 
liberalism, the West’s sexualization of women, the moral impoverishment of the West, and 
the humiliation and destruction of the Muslim way of life. The language seeks to create a 
sense of anxiety in Muslim women by maintaining that living by Western mores will cause 
them to lose paradise. Their role is to bear children and produce good Muslim soldiers, and 
to also pick up arms when called to do so. The language is highly affective and ideological 
in the sense that it is promoting Muslim extremism with the goal of recruiting women to 
serve in the cause.

In a similar study, Rehman et al. (2021) created a machine learning tool to detect radi-
cal content on Twitter. The researchers created a dictionary of radical language focusing on 
pro-Islamic State terms such as caliphate, crusaders, apostate, war, enemy, and Isis. They also cre-
ated an Arabic-terms glossary of jihadist slang (analyzed in Arabic) and a dictionary of words 
related to violence and terrorism, gleaned from the myvocabulary.com site focusing on 472 
violence-related words.1 They used these words to populate a LIWC dictionary to understand 
radical content trends on Twitter.

Other studies have explored the content of extremist language to better understand the 
kinds of arguments and narratives that proliferate in terrorist media. Specifically, Prentice 
et al. (2010) examined 50 online texts that sought to incite violence as a result of the 
2008/2009 Israeli military action in Gaza and the West Bank territories. Their content 
coding focused on language that emphasized substantive issues, relational frames, or identity 
concerns among the originators of the text. For example, to assess substantive issues they 
focused on language seeking to persuade readers to apply pressure tactics to avoid being 
humiliated and shamed while defending the land. Relational tactics were defined as appeals 
to the audience not to be dominated by the Israelis. For example, the texts asked readers 
to take up action against the Israelis including violence while promoting cultural values 
and moral proof. The identity-related language was defined as text aimed at solidifying 
the reader’s religious identity. For example, readers were asked to strike back against the 
Israelis to promote their religion. Prentice et al. (2010) is important because it provides a 
comprehensive analysis of what polarizing language looks like, with the goal of radicalizing 
individuals to take extreme action.

In another paper focusing on Islamic extremism, Prentice, Rayson and Taylor (2012) 
sought to understand the linguistic conventions used to project beliefs, motivations, and 
justifications. In their analysis of 250 statements promoting violence in support of a terrorist 
cause, the authors found that the most common words used in these texts focused on killing, 
fighting, jihad, war, military, and forces. Few words with positive connotations were found 
in the analyses.

http://myvocabulary.com
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11.4 Exploring Contexts for Illustrating Polarizing Language

11.4.1 Genocide
This section observes how this polarization framework applies to various contexts to better 
understand how various linguistic choices contribute to outcomes. The first context for the 
exploration of polarizing language is in the promotion of genocide. In examining the 1994 
Rwandan genocide, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands from tribal violence 
by members of the Hutu majority against the minority Tutsis, Donohue (2011) and Roozen 
and Shulman (2014) explore how polarizing language was used by extremist Hutu media out-
lets to set the stage for the mass murder of Tutsi tribal members and moderate Hutus. Stanton 
(2004) argues that moving to the polarized level of genocide requires massive and fundamental 
social change that is accomplished in eight stages. The first three stages are most critical and 
the ones that rely most heavily on shifting the language to achieve social change. The first 
stage, classification, seeks to craft an “us-versus-them” identity shift. Language in this first stage 
elevates the in-group by using positive emotion words, and vilifies the out-group with nega-
tive emotion words. This phase, typical of any hard-fought political campaign, would feature 
language that attacks the positive and negative face of the out-group while promoting the 
virtues of the in-group. The radio broadcasts would frequently attack the Tutsis as murderers, 
conspirators, and enemies of the people (i.e., the true and socially authentic people, Hutus).

In the second stage, symbolization, the classifications are given institutionalized and material 
form, such as the notorious yellow star Jews were required to wear in Nazi-controlled Europe, 
and the enforced tattooing of the concentration camps. Rwanda issued ethnic identification 
cards. People were forced to produce them during the genocide. Tutsis who produced them 
were brutalized and very frequently murdered. People who refused to produce them, or 
couldn’t produce them, were assumed to be Tutsis and therefore brutalized and very frequently 
murdered.

The third stage of dehumanization aims at characterizing members of a group as something 
other than human, needing to be eliminated, cured, or exterminated. Metaphors are applied to 
a group to eliminate their human status. They might be called animals or a cancer, or objec-
tified in some manner that makes them disposable. The extremist Hutu broadcasts frequently 
called the Tutsis cockroaches and described ways in which they could be distinguished from other 
individuals in that country. To promote the Jewish Holocaust in 1935, Germans were told how 
to recognize Jewish people as a means of separating them from the population. Combined with 
the linguistic and material rhetoric from the first two stages, these dehumanizing techniques 
set the stage for progression to the final five stages of Stanton’s (2004) classification scheme 
which involved forming organizations to oppose the vilified group, training to commit vio-
lence against the group, having moderates assassinated, exterminating the “enemy,” and finally 
justifying their actions and denying that a crime has been committed.

11.4.2 Hostage Negotiation

Language choices are very important in determining how effectively hostage negotiators can 
connect with the hostage takers to resolve these situations without violence. Early research 
on this issue from Donohue, Ramesh and Borchgrevink (1991) and Donohue and Roberto 
(1993) tapped the construct of verbal immediacy to determine how hostage negotiators can 
build constructive relationships with hostage takers to ultimately negotiate key issues. Verbal 
immediacy focuses on language that promotes relational closeness or distance. For example, 
the word here seeks to pull people or things together while the word there as a reference to a 
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special location promotes relational distance. The study focused on two dimensions of verbal 
immediacy: implicit immediacy (the extent to which the language was direct and clear as 
opposed to indirect and ambiguous) and spatial immediacy, signaling a desire to bring the 
subject and object closer together (e.g., the use of deictics like here and there or this and these 
instead of that and those). The data revealed that as implicit immediacy became more direct 
and signaled less psychological distance, situations tended to end more constructively. Early 
phases of the interactions exhibited greater distance which placed interactants at risk of 
succumbing to what the authors called a disabling relational paradox which signals a desire 
to be closer (less special distance) but more indirect (more implicit). In other words, parties 
use language to signal inconsistent relational desires. By expressing a desire to be closer (to 
resolve the conflict) they are simultaneously signaling that they want to be more indirect 
or ambiguous with their goals which seeks to create more relational distance. However, as 
negotiations evolved, this paradox was resolved and the two dimensions of verbal immediacy 
aligned for successful resolution.

Similarly, Taylor and Thomas (2008) conducted a study of nine hostage negotiations to 
determine the extent to which linguistic style matching (LSM), or the turn-by-turn matching 
of language choices that were measured by using LIWC dictionaries, was related to the peaceful 
conclusion of the negotiations (four were peacefully concluded and five were not peacefully 
concluded). In the peacefully concluded negotiations the participants demonstrated greater 
coordination in turn taking and reciprocation of positive affect, and were more focused on the 
present than the past, while also demonstrating an ability to collaborate on substantive issues.

The point of these and similar studies looking at language and hostage negotiation (e.g., 
Taylor, 2002) is that polarizing language can be tempered over time when certain conditions 
are met. Specifically, language using face threats and emotional intense, emotional words can 
be shifted over time as interactants learn to match and coordinate their substantive, relational, 
and identity focused terminology. In fact, the goal of communication in hostage situations is to 
shift the polarizing language to something that looks more like problem solving so individuals 
can exchange information in a more collaborative manner. These studies provide a path toward 
that less identity driven, intense, emotional language.

11.4.3 Political Expressions

Polarization has been a staple of politics for millennia as politicians attempt to work audiences 
for support, or so-called revving up the base. In a study of political language in the context 
of the 1994 Oslo Accords between Palestinians and Israelis, Donohue and Druckman (2009) 
found that the Palestinian rhetoric was more power-focused than Israeli rhetoric. The need to 
appear tougher and communicate greater resolve to fight for their cause to internal audiences 
appeared to drive this intensified language. Toughness often involved many direct attacks on 
Israeli officials by demonizing them while also criticizing their national policies. As elected 
officials the Israeli speakers focused more on audiences outside of Israel and produced a more 
balanced rhetorical stance that did not involve constant criticism of Palestinian leaders and 
their agenda.

The effects of this kind of power-focused, polarizing language can be quite significant on 
intergroup relations according to a study by Bilewicz and Soral (2020). The authors found 
that increased exposure to hate speech, defined as speech that encourages violence based on 
ethnic identity, creates a norm that allows, and even encourages, out-group derogation. Over 
time these increases of exposure can lead to the erosion of anti-discriminatory norms and an 
inability to empathize with members of the out-group. This process is similar to the first two 
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stages of the Stanton (2004) model, which explains the progression toward genocide – the use 
of language that works to reinforce in-group hatred for out-group members.

Another strategy that is often used to create polarization is the use of conspiratorial narratives 
that are structured around extremist language. Baele (2019) defined conspiratorial narratives as

stories which integrate a large range of events and archetypal characters from past and 
present in a single teleological explanation for the alleged suffering of a given social 
group.

(p. 706)

To illustrate these narratives she analyzed Nazi propaganda, the Hutu radio broadcasts refer-
enced previously, and Isis messages. She found that these narratives are aimed at building ethnic 
superiority using typical linguistic markers of the kinds that were identified at the beginning 
of this chapter. The use of extreme terms, emotional language, and intense expressions build 
stories that spread quickly and provide the rationale for violence. In an experiment manipu-
lating perceived political authority, Kalmoe (2014) found that mild violent metaphors multiply 
support for political violence among aggressive citizens. For example, when speaking about 
political objectives, speakers might talk about “targeted” districts and the need to “reload” 
campaign coffers while stressing the need to “fight again.” Aggressive personality traits also 
predict support for political violence.

11.4.4 Domestic Terrorism

Most Americans were shocked by the insurrection at the United States Capitol on 6 January 
2021. The political divide in the country had been increasing since the toxic vitriol introduced 
decades ago by then Republican leader Newt Gingrich (Coppins, 2018). The nation was not 
prepared for the insurrectionist actions that supporters of Donald Trump engaged in, incited 
by his forceful speech at The Ellipse, even though it had been set up by Trump encouraging 
his followers toward aggression on Twitter for months – to fight against certifying the election 
results. Unsurprisingly, Trump’s @realdonaldtrump Twitter account has been shown to contain 
language that is both authoritarian and aggressive (Hamilton & Morse, 2021). Social media has 
also been used to promote domestic terrorism in Myanmar, directed at the Rohingya minority 
by the military on Facebook (Mozur, 2018; Regan, 2019). In sum, the pattern of forceful 
language, negative credibility, and discrepant messages is most divisive when receivers have low 
accumulated information on a topic and are therefore less inclined to counter-argue message 
content (Fording & Schram, 2016).

11.5 Conclusion: Understanding the Key 
Features of Polarizing Language

The common theme among scholars seeking to understand how language polarizes groups is 
focused on identity shaping. How does the language display social categories reinforcing the 
values of the in-group while demonizing the out-group? And how is the language instrumental 
in provoking action against the out-group? This provides some answers to these questions.

The first element in the roadmap to providing these answers is the linking of a perceived 
attack with a specific issue. The storming of the U.S. Capitol by an extremist group was osten-
sibly focused on the issue of election fraud with the chant “Stop the steal!” The issue served 
as the vehicle for the groups to use their polarizing language as a call to action. These calls 
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often become violent as they did in the 2021 U.S. Capitol insurrection and in such extreme 
cases as the Tutsi and Nazi genocides.

The second element of the framework focuses on achieving the goal of the polarizing 
language which is identity management. The language promoting the violence repeats face 
attacks against the out-group members to continuously vilify them as enemies. The repeated 
publicizing of polarizing symbols typically accompanies these vilification efforts to reinforce 
the dangerous nature of the out-group’s position on the specific issue. For the U.S. Capitol 
insurrectionists, the symbols of QAnon (Q), White Supremacy, and Trump flags were visible 
during the riot (Garry et al. 2021). Dehumanization often follows these attacks which provides 
the rationale for violence against the out-groups. For the Capitol group, the growing conspiracy 
theory of QAnon calls Democrats pedophiles who need to be violently terminated.

The third element of the framework that plays a significant role in polarizing language is 
counter-arguing. Interestingly, the intent of the polarizing language that supporters of QAnon 
produce through a growing number of outlets worldwide is to reduce or eliminate counter-ar-
guing by members of the in-group. Less polarizing or more nuanced, equivocal language opens 
the door to uncertainty and potential counter-arguing. When trying to solidify in-group iden-
tity, it is important to eliminate ambiguity or any threat to solidarity on the issue at stake. Thus, 
the polarizing language works well to make counter-arguing disloyal or heretical. It promotes 
the black-and-white thinking that paints the enemy with a target since they are a threat to the 
in-group’s stance on the big lie about the issue at risk. This elimination of counter-arguing is 
particularly effective when delivered by a credible source, and the message is forceful and clear. 
When this intense, emotional, concrete language is repeated over time it gains a momentum 
that is difficult to refute and ultimately control. It gains a life of its own.

The fourth element in the framework explores the issue of emotion in language. Polarizing 
language expresses the negative emotions of anxiety, fear, and anger with some sadness and 
depression mixed in, depending on the issue. The drumbeat of these emotions has the potential 
to radicalize listeners with the intent of leading them to take some action. Researchers have 
had a great deal of success tracking these emotional expressions that are often found in hate 
speech which is aimed at humiliating members of the out-group.

This emotional language is often used in social media aimed at radicalizing consumers of 
these outlets. Such language calls, for example, for the destruction of Western democracy 
through jihad (Rogan, 2010). This radicalizing language also seeks to recruit men and women 
to take up these fights. Again, many research programs have successfully tracked this kind of 
language to understand how it attempts to radicalize individuals.

Observing how this polarizing language functions in various contexts to promote various 
actions is also instructive. The Rwandan and Nazi genocides are paradigmatic cases of how 
language and other symbolic actions fueled the fire of hate by at first vilifying the targeted out-
groups and then dehumanizing them as a run up to violence. A consistent drumbeat of hate 
language in the context of political instability and social upheaval creates a cocktail of deceit 
and hate that resonates with the in-group members. It serves to eliminate counter-arguing and 
promotes black-and-white thinking while stirring emotions.

From a systems theory perspective, this kind of polarizing and hate language serves as posi-
tive feedback that escalates the ability of the system to spin out of control toward the destruc-
tive outcomes (Gall, 2012). The example of negative feedback from a systems perspective is 
illustrated in the hostage negotiation context. Hostage negotiators are trained to recognize 
polarizing language and keep it from escalating out of control toward violence against hostages. 
This goal is achieved by avoiding identity attacks aimed at hostage takers and working toward 
developing a relationship that would enable them to problem solve around substantive issues 
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related to the situation peacefully by reducing the polarizing features of the language to their 
unifying alternative features.

Polarizing language in a political context creates positive feedback to the communication 
system in the form of conspiratorial narratives that promote extreme language. These stories 
are often promoted by extremist media outlets and take on extended life through social media 
sharing. Media outlets publicize these narratives to promote conflict between political parties 
as a means of increasing audience ratings. Unfortunately, trusted information resources aimed 
at countering these narratives are not widely available, which places the political mainstream 
at risk of escalating their proliferation in the social landscape.

This chapter has shown how polarizing language demonstrates some specific features that 
are readily identifiable. This detection is important as an early warning signal that the social 
system is moving toward polarization, hate, and ultimately violence. The question is whether 
such warnings can be heard and action taken to create different communication frames that 
enable people to shift from violence to problem solving. It is hoped that this chapter will be 
instrumental in accomplishing this goal.

Note
 1 myvocabulary.com/word-list/violence-vocabulary/
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THE TROPES

Metaphor and Its Friends

Randy Allen Harris

12.1 Introduction1

My dentist, directly and through his revolving team of hygienists over more than two decades, 
has been recommending electric toothbrushing with various arguments and appeals. I had con-
sidered it a few times, but after my last visit, when he said, “You just use it as if it was a flute, 
you hold it like a flute,” I bought and now regularly use an electric toothbrush. I couldn’t say 
why this image did the trick. I don’t particularly like flutes, I’ve never played one, and, now 
that I am using the toothbrush, it is very clear the two activities have little in common. But 
somehow, surely leveraging the recurrent mentions over the years as well, it was persuasive. 
It worked, “it” being the linguistic bending of my conception of a dental appliance toward 
my conception of a musical instrument. Specifically, it was a simile; more generally, a trope.2

Tropes are one of the primary ancient categories of rhetorical figures, as numerous in ordi-
nary language as they are in speciality registers like poetry and oratory. They are stylistic acts of 
conceptual salience that foreground meaning in marked ways, most frequently by redirecting 
the entrenched (“literal”) expectations of lexical semantics. Metaphor (“Oriana is the sun”), 
surely the best-known trope, turns meaning from one conceptual domain toward another; 
hyperbole turns meaning toward extremes (“Oriana is the most glorious organism in all of 
creation”); metonymy turns meaning from one concept toward another within a network of 
correlations (“That kid is such an oriana”). And so on.

Much of the persuasive force of tropes comes from the way in which they epitomize attitudes 
or perspectives about the concepts they target in these redirections. Because of this condensa-
tion, they lend themselves especially well to proverbs, slogans, maxims, taglines, catchphrases, 
and other brief expressions. They can crystalize a moment in a text – an argument, a poem, 
a conversation – to make its claims or its themes more compelling and memorable. But the 
salience of tropes can also decay into familiarity and ultimately disappear into entrenchment. 
So doing, tropes harden into daily canonical usage. They become, as Friedrich Nietzsche put 
it – of course, metaphorically – “coins which have lost their pictures and now matter only as 
metal, no longer as coins” (1873/1989, 250). They become untroped. Nietzsche also says that 
when tropes wear away like this, they are left “without sensuous power,” but it would be more 
accurate in many cases to say that their power submerges rather than disappears. Particularly 
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when they gather into arrays, these submerged tropes can frame our thought and, accordingly, 
be mobilized persuasively.

This chapter traces the history of tropes from antiquity, paying particular attention to what 
has become known as the four master tropes – metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. But 
irony is problematic as a trope and metaphor becomes a singular master in the late twentieth 
century, with George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s massively influential (2003/1980) Metaphors 
We Live By ushering in the apotheosis it is now undergoing by way of their unfortunately 
named conceptual metaphor theory. That apotheosis has been accompanied by considerable 
unclarity, and one of the goals of this chapter is to foster greater precision in our understanding 
of tropes generally, metaphor in particular, which is often treated as a kind of universal solvent 
in many fields, dissolving everything in its path. A central distinction is raised between tropes 
and the larger framing moves related to some of them.

12.2 Tropes: A Definition

The most common definitions of trope implicate the substitution of an “improper” (strange, 
alien, deviant, …) word for a “proper” word, where the dimension of propriety is assumed to 
be semantic (“Oriana is the these” is not a metaphor because the impropriety of this occur-
rence of these is syntactic, since it follows another determiner, not semantic). Such definitions 
highlight two important features of tropes: that they are closely associated with lexical seman-
tics and that they play on notions of conceptual normativity. “Oriana is a woman,” we might 
say, in a “proper” predication. To predicate the designation “the sun” of her is “improper” 
because (1) it fails to access the features directly available for predication of a mature human 
female (smart, beautiful, philosophical) but rather (2) it accesses more directly the features of 
the prominent astronomical object that we find in our skies during daylight hours (singular, 
brilliant, essential). These sorts of trope definitions dominate the tradition and their residue can 
still be found hanging around in modern theories that, for instance, require a hearer “not take 
the speaker’s words at face value, but instead replace them with a correct judgment” (Fogelin 
2011/1986, 87; see Gibbs & Colston 2012, 17ff). George Kennedy even uses substitution to 
define some aspects of bird song as tropes (1998, 23).

But there are significant problems with substitution. Firstly, while lexical semantics are 
crucial for tropes, tropes are not always localized to a single word or word string. An incre-
mentum is a series of words differing in a semantic quality scaling upwards (“Hours and days 
and months and years, pass by”). There are no substitutions in sight. Antithesis is the bracket-
ing of semantically opposed predications (“Easy come, easy go”); no substitutions.3 Secondly, 
substituting X for Y requires knowing what the Y is, and there is no reason to believe, for 
instance, that “a woman” is the proper designation that might otherwise have been predicated 
of “Oriana”; or, rather, that it is any more proper than “a mature female human,” or “an adult 
feminine-gendered human entity,” or something like “brilliant” or “dazzling,” which align with 
at least some of the qualities evoked by sun; or, for that matter, “a hockey player,” or “taller 
than her mother,” or “in Ireland.” We can predicate all sorts of attributes and categories and 
identifications of Oriana. The sun is just one of them. Thirdly, sometimes there is not even 
the possibility of “another” word for some tropes. Onomatopoeia, for instance, is the use of 
words whose sounds evoke their meaning through features of acoustic resemblance (whisper, 
meow, rumble). Where would one find the “proper” term for whisper or meow?

Tropes need a more robust definition.
This chapter takes the semantic dimension of tropes as their exclusive criterion, defining 

them as “rhetorical figures whose redirection primarily leverages features of lexical semantics,” 
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where rhetorical figure is understood as a linguistic pattern that redirects away from entrenched, 
default features of the grammatical system. We are already into quasi-figurative territory with 
this definition: redirect, leverage, and away all come with non-literal baggage (as does, of course, 
baggage). That’s the great paradox of defining figurative language. It’s figures all the way down; 
that is, all the “way” “down.” Let’s start at the end of the definition. By “default features of the 
grammatical system,” under conditions of high abstraction, we mean the ones characterizing 
the linguistic knowledge of “an ideal speaker-listener in a completely homogeneous speech 
community who knows its language perfectly and is unaffected by … grammatically irrele-
vant conditions” (Chomsky 1965, 3). The important twentieth-century theorists of semiotics 
and figuration, Groupe μ (Dubois et al. 1981/1970), have a name for the system of an ideal 
speaker–listener in a completely homogeneous community where everything is static, uniform, 
and utterly entrenched. They call it degree zero language. It is, like frictionless planes in Galilean 
physics, utter make believe. But, also as with those planes, the make-believe is a very useful 
point of reference.

In such a hypothetical version of English (different languages will implicate different ideali-
zations), the default phono-lexical features are such that initial consonants of different words are 
independent of each other. So are the final syllables. The defaults leave consonants and syllables 
scattered seemingly arbitrarily among our daily utterances, in a kind of random distribution.4 
In the last phrase of the last sentence, for instance, after the comma, every word starts with a 
different consonant and ends with a different syllable. But with a sentence like the next one 
we notably move away from the defaults: Georgie Porgie, puddin’ and pie, kissed the girls 
and made them cry. The first two lines of a British nursery rhyme, this sentence manifests the 
figures of alliteration (word-initial repetition of the same consonant(s)) and rhyme (word-final 
repetition of the same syllable(s)). The two-syllable sequence [ɔːrʤi] occurs at the end of both 
Georgie and Porgie, and the syllable-offset [aj] occurs at the end of both pie and cry, giving us 
the rhymes; the consonant [p] begins Porgie, puddin’ and pie, giving us alliteration. Alliteration 
and rhyme are “grammatically irrelevant” in Chomsky’s phrasing. But they show up all over 
the place, in proverbs, poetry, songs, riddles, clichés, and lots of everyday words (humdrum, 
walkie-talkie, wheeler-dealer). The same considerations hold of tropes.

Language is predominantly, perhaps entirely, a usage-based system. Our mental representa-
tions of words and other constructions are “built up from specific instances of use that ... 
[become] routinized and entrenched by repetition” (Bybee 2006, 730). We encounter the word 
sun overwhelmingly as a label for the prominent daytime astronomical object and precondi-
tions become entrenched for the way it routinely combines with other words; we hear the 
names of humans overwhelmingly as labels for the numerous featherless bipeds around us, so 
the combinatoric preconditions are in place when we hear one such name – say, Oriana. The 
preconditions for sun and for Oriana are different, even somewhat discrepant.

So, what is the redirection part of the definition for rhetorical figures? Sticking with rhyme 
and alliteration, the first associates words with one another by way of their word-final syllables, 
the second by way of word-initial consonants. Linguistic sounds in general, and sound-relations 
among words in particular, go unnoticed by default. They are a submerged part of the gram-
matical iceberg, serving as near-unconscious evocations of concepts, like “pudding” and “girls,” 
within the system of English. Grammatically, anything else these sounds do is irrelevant. But 
the initial consonants of the words Porgie and puddin and pie orient those words toward one 
another, and the same is true of the syllabic sameness at the ends of Georgie and Porgie, pie and 
cry. They are no longer just routing us directly toward the meanings. They are also redirecting 
some of our attention, by way of mutual acoustic resemblances, to other word forms. There is 
even evidence that this phonological redirection has conceptual and epistemic effects. McGlone 
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and Tofighbakhsh (1999, 2000), for instance, report that rhyme confers credibility and accuracy 
benefits on expressions, perhaps because of processing fluency.

For tropes, the notion of redirection even accords with the etymology. Trope derives from 
the Greek τρόπος or “turn” (which, it is also worth noting, does not fit well with the ancient 
substitution account). It is virtually synonymous with redirection.

The redirection for tropes is semantic. The default semantic features of a grammatical sys-
tem are the ones that lexically cohere into the concepts evoked by phonetic (orthographic, 
gestural) forms and predicatively cohere into conceptual relations evoked by sequences of such 
forms. Lexically, the concept “Oriana” is a specific human female entity, with entrenched 
combinatoric possibilities that set the default conditions for predications; namely that they 
will be compatible with a human female entity; and “sun” is a specific astronomical entity 
whose entrenchment also sets preconditions. “Oriana is the sun” turns the semantics of sun 
(the source) toward Oriana (the target).

In the semantic theories downstream from Katz and Fodor (1963), these combinatoric 
conceptual defaults are known as “selectional restrictions.” William Croft defines them as 
“restrictions on possible combinations of words which are determined only by the semantics of 
the concepts denoted by the word” and provides the following illustrations of the entrenched 
defaults for mud and car:

 1. Mud oozed onto the driveway.
 2. ?*The car oozed onto the driveway.
 3. The car started.
 4. ?*Mud started.

(2010, 468–469)

The predications of (1) meets the entrenched selectional restrictions for mud (and ooze, onto, 
the, and driveway); of (3) meets those of car (start, the). But the two examples that Croft flags, (2) 
and (4), break away from those entrenched selectional restrictions. Prefixed asterisks and ques-
tion marks in linguistics usually flag anomalous sequences, violations of selectional restrictions. 
They aren’t really violations, though. No alarm bells go off, and they are certainly interpret-
able. It makes more sense to view them as relaxations of selectional restrictions. They are not 
exactly metaphors, but they are metaphorical in a loose and indeterminate way: we can see the 
semantics turning in another direction than what would normally be selected for car and mud. 
Selectional restrictions are, in any case, sufficiently relaxed so as to admit both car and ooze into 
a predication in (2). We don’t get a straight-up metaphor of the “My car is mud” variety, since 
the default combinatorics of ooze provide for any viscous fluid (oil, molasses, magma, ...); it’s 
only Croft’s context here that biases us toward mud. But it is metaphorical. Similarly for (4), the 
restrictions loosen up to accommodate both mud and start, analogically implicating machinery 
and purposive agents (things that can start); the predication is fairly open, just not entrenched 
for mud. This approach resolves one of the main problems plaguing substitution definitions, in 
that we don’t have to claim the car has been substituted for mud or oil or whatever (or oozed 
for something like drove). We just have to note the relaxation of selectional restrictions that 
guides us away from entrenched expectations. Metaphorical expressions often redirect us toward 
semantic domains (like viscous fluids), rather than specific words (like mud).

This approach also naturally admits tropes like onomatopoeia. The sound-form of a word 
(the signans) is entrenched as arbitrarily associated with the concept it evokes (the signatum). 
But with onomatopoeia the sound-form iconically converges with some of the word’s selec-
tional restrictions (that whisper evokes quiet, breathy vocalization and so combines with the 
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vocabulary of speech; rumble evokes low, rolling sounds, combining with some mechanical 
noises; and so on). Incrementum is a trope in which a series of words differ systematically 
(i.e., increase) along a scale implicated by their default semantics. The temporal words of the 
expression “hours and days and months and years” increase in duration; the metal words of 
“bronze, silver, and gold,” grow in monetary value; the modals of “he should, he ought to, he 
must,” increase in their level of obligative force.

12.3 Classical and Early Modern Views

When Aristotle used the word metaphor, defining it as “the application of an alien name by 
transference” (Poetics 1457b) he meant a wider range of stylistic acts than what later came to be 
called metaphor, including the semantic redirections soon to be called synecdoche and metonymy, 
and he also included simile as a separately named and identified subtype of metaphor. These 
kinds of “transferences,” using exotic or alien terms to refract expected significations and push 
against entrenched meanings to achieve salience, bring “impressiveness” to language (Poetics 
1458a; Kirby 1997, 534). While metaphor was his generic name for these stylistic acts, our cur-
rent notion of metaphor as a diction-specific, Oriana-is-the-sun, cross-domain “transference” 
was his prototype. If one describes an action by Achilles as “the lion rushed on,” Aristotle 
says, serving up an exemplum, “this is a metaphor” (Rhetoric 1406b). Aristotle’s placement 
of cross-domain similitudes at the heart of rhetorical and poetic “transferences” represents a 
tradition in studies of figuration that sees “metaphor as a fountainhead of tropes in general” 
(Christiansen 2013, 140).

It is not clear when the word trope first came to label the exotics of signification, but that 
usage surfaces in second-century BCE Stoic grammar, which was bringing increased granular-
ity to the analysis of style by introducing such terms as metonymy, synecdoche, and antonomasia 
(Kennedy 1963, 297).

The first extant treatment of tropes comes in the following century, with contemporaneous 
works of grammar and rhetoric, Tryphon’s (c.30 BCE) De Tropis (περι` τρο´πων/peri tropon) 
and the pseudo-Ciceronian (c.80 BCE) Rhetoric ad Herennium. Tryphon’s text anchored what 
M.L. West calls “the tropographic corpus” that emerged in Byzantine language studies (1965, 
231; see Conley 1986) while the ad Herennium became the defining style manual in the Latin 
rhetorical tradition up through the Early Modern period, with its section on figures sometimes 
broken off to circulate independently. Both treatises offer very similar definitions to classify 
very similar sets of figures; both rely on the notion of deviation or departure from the ordinary 
meaning of the words; both use substitution criterially; and both itemize a core set of figures, 
including allegory, hyperbole, metaphor, metonymy, onomatopoeia, and synecdoche.5

There are multiple other groupings in the tangled history of figure taxonomies generally 
and trope designations specifically. Some have a larger basic inventory, but not by much. It is 
not uncommon to hear, without citation, of “hundreds of tropes documented in the rhetorical 
tradition” (Keeling & Prairie 2018, 51; e.g., Kelen 2007, 17; Sutton & Mifsud 2015, xi). But 
these claims are clearly misspeaking, saying trope for figure, which has certainly seen inventories 
in the hundreds. Nancy Christiansen’s definitive collation of Early Modern rhetorical figures 
runs to over 600. But there are only 23 in her category, “Semantical,” which includes all the 
canonical ancient tropes (2013, 248–262). George Puttenham’s catalogue of tropes reaches 25.6

“The lore of figures and tropes” was prominent in the medieval rhetorical traditions, espe-
cially in handbooks of literary rhetoric (the ars poetriae), where they constituted “colours” 
or “permitted faults” for the enhancement of aesthetic effect (Murphy 1981/1974, 182) and 
of sermonic rhetoric (the ars praedicandi), where they informed a hermeneutic tropology for 
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interpreting scripture. But it was the Early Modern period, with its great flowering in the study, 
teaching, and practice of linguistic style, that brought rhetorical figures, including tropes, the 
kind of analytic and methodological attention that aligns with the aims of modern linguistics.

A fundamental truism of linguistic study in the period is that all discourse inclined toward 
persuasion. Whatever else one did with one’s language, one employed it to influence the 
thoughts, beliefs, and actions of others. All discourse, Julius Caesar Scalinger (1905/1561, 3) 
says, has “one and the same end – persuasion” (see Vickers 1989, 285). A common image 
for language in the period was clothing. As clothing signalled the functioning of the body 
(exposing the basic sense organs, permitting movement of the limbs, sheltering tender areas), 
intensions of mind toward the body (to be warm, to be protected, to impress others), and 
the physical-social situation in which that body and mind were situated (one does not go 
logging in a tuxedo or to a soiree in hobnail boots), so linguistic form signalled the func-
tions, intentions, and situatedness of the ideas it evoked. We are, of course, in the presence 
of analogy – a textbook case of Aristotle’s “proportional analogy” (Poetics 1457b) explicated 
familiarly as form:content::clothing:body – and analogies sponsor metaphors, similes, and other 
similitudinous tropes, like this one from Erasmus: “Just as dress and outward appearance can 
enhance or disfigure the beauty and dignity of the body, so words can enhance or disfigure 
thought” (1978/1512, 306).

Fundamental, too, in this Early Modern rhetorical grammar, grammatical rhetoric, was 
the understanding that the form/meaning relation is not localized to individual figures alone; 
rather, there is a reciprocality between broad patterns of thinking and expression. “Renaissance 
educators,” Christiansen notes, held “that individuals inherit a set of particular forms” because 
of the way the human mind is structured by nature, and inherit “customary ways to combine 
those forms from the linguistic and cultural systems they learn” (2013, 19). Tropes were prom-
inent among these organic, culturally ingrained, forms.

12.4 Modern and Contemporary Views

We can trace two disciplinary arcs for the tropes through the Enlightenment and into the 
current era. One arc helped propel the emergence of linguistics as a descriptive, explanatory, 
and theoretical field out of the largely prescriptive and pedagogical rhetorico-grammatical 
traditions. This trajectory sponsored lexical semantics and focussed overwhelmingly on how 
tropes operate in the formation and alteration of word sense. The other arc saw the modern 
disciplinary formations of rhetoric, literary studies, and composition, three fields which retained 
various connections to pedagogical grammar (which did not disappear).

The linguistics trajectory largely disengaged itself from what people did with their language. 
The other one did not. It continued to treat tropes (and other figures) as communicative 
points of convergence between thought and language as they are put into action socially: on 
their roles in persuasion, aesthetics, and various genres or discourse modes (argumentation, 
description, narrative, and so on). In both of these arcs, four particular figures – metonymy, 
metaphor, synecdoche, and irony – played significant roles.

12.4.1 The Four Master Tropes

In the sixteenth century, Petrus Ramus and Omer Talon influentially condensed Quintilian’s 
catalogue of tropes into four – metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony – that govern larger 
discourse patterns. Metaphor undergirds arguments based on similarity; metonymy, arguments 
on cause and effect or subject and adjunct; synecdoche, on part/whole and genus/species 
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relations; and irony ruled argumentation by contraries (Mack 2011,148). This quadruplex, later 
termed “the four master tropes” by Kenneth Burke (1941b), identifies the linguistic prongs of 
cognitive and cultural patterns.7 Most treatments of the quadruplex come as special members 
in various taxonomies, but sometimes, as with Burke (1941b), Giambatistta Vico (1970/1744) 
and Haydn White (1978), they are dissociated from other figures altogether. They just appear, 
axiomatically, as a special set of linguistic, psychological, and cultural patterns.

The specialness of these figures has been explained, or sometimes just assumed, along 
various lines. For Ramus, they were simply a product of his reductive fastidiousness, having 
a conceptual rightness for him that emerged as he whittled away Quintilian’s “many classes 
of trivialities” (Ramus 1986/1549, 139). For Vico, they reveal laws of linguistic and cultural 
evolution, metaphor arising as the only available way for the earliest instinctual human cultures 
to conceptualize and communicate about their world. Metonymy and synecdoche derived from 
metaphor in a development toward literal reference and abstract thought. Irony arrived last, 
bringing philosophical reflection and full human self-awareness. Each of Vico’s ages is charac-
terized by different stages of consciousness, forms of discourse, and structures of government, 
a framework that White adopted partially in the twentieth century (1978). For Burke, the 
four tropes are epistemological – poetic correspondences of scientific modes of knowing. In 
Harris (2019) I argue that they are linguistic realizations of cognitive dispositions, though I 
replace irony with antithesis.

The attention rhetoricians paid to the broader implications of these four governing figures in 
thought, culture, and language, especially through the Enlightenment, had a profound influence 
on the rise of modern linguistics; specifically, lexical semantics (Nerlich 1992, 22). Or, rather, 
three of the four governing figures did. The quadruplex began eroding in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The developing field of linguistics saw little use for irony. Irony certainly functions in word 
meanings, seen in the way a very large person might be called Tiny or a glum person Chuckles, 
or usages like bad (1980s youth slang) or sick (2010s youth slang) as high forms of praise.8 
But that process apparently escaped notice while the other three drove modern semantics, a 
field commonly dated to Christian Reisig’s (1839) Vorlesungen über lateinische Sprachwissenschaft 
(Lectures on Latin Linguistics). Reisig coined the term Semasiologie and his lectures amount to “a 
sequence of observations on synecdoche, metonymy, and metaphor” (Hüllen 2004, 28). The 
principles Reisig extracted from these observations merge with “general laws of the human 
mind, as inherited from Kant” (Nerlich 1992, 40), forming what Ken-ichi Seto (1995, 1999) 
calls “the cognitive triangle.”

Meanwhile, irony was also losing ground in the rhetorical tradition. Hugh Blair’s highly 
influential three-volume (1783) Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres barely mentions irony, 
and Pierre Fontanier formally “evicts” irony as a “faux-trope” in his (1818) commentary on 
Dumarsais’s Des Tropes (Genette 1970, 161). It’s not hard to see why. Irony does not fit well 
with the other three. Tropes are fundamentally semantic, depending on discrepancies among 
entrenched selectional restrictions. Metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche exemplify such dis-
crepancies perfectly. Irony, not so much. Irony is fundamentally pragmatic, depending on 
discrepancies between those entrenched semantics and the context. One has to know not just 
the words but also facts about the world to catch the irony – to know, for instance that Tiny 
is a really big guy and that Chuckles is famously dour.

The erosion of the quadruplex continued. In the twentieth century, an “epoch-making 
short paper by Roman Jakobson ‘The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles’” (Dirven 2003, 76) 
advanced “new insights on the general laws of language” concerning its “twofold nature” (96). 
Anchoring his argument in observations about language impairments, but also drawing on 
the oral traditions of biblical poetry and folktales, and even on cinema, Jakobson (1990/1956) 
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claims that language and thought implicate two polar faculties, one for “selection and sub-
stitution,” which he associates with a principle of similarity, the other “for combination and 
contexture,” associated with a principle of contiguity (119).9 The principle of similarity defined 
the metaphoric pole; contiguity, the metonymic pole.

12.4.2 Something Called Metaphor

Metaphor – a highly efficient, frequently salient and evocative semantic pattern in language 
with pervasive residues in ordinary language – has always been the most charismatic trope. 
Its relation to thought and daily language was noticed from the very beginning by ancient 
communication scholars. They noticed and defined figures, including metaphor, because of 
their creative “departures” from literal expectations, because they stood out, achieving salience 
against the ground of more entrenched constructions and expressions. But those scholars also 
knew very clearly that vestiges of such “departures” participated in larger patterns of thought 
and perception which permeated mundane, daily language use. Observations about this duality 
featuring metaphor are a mainstay in the tropographic corpus back at least to Tryphon, who 
remarks that such expressions as “χεῖλος κεραμίου” (“lip of a jar”) extend words “properly 
employed of human beings … [to] inanimate objects” (Zankar 2017; see West 1965). In the 
first century of the Common Era, Quintilian comments on how these vestiges were not just 
isolated and scattered randomly among usages but often formed into analogical lexical arrays. 
He exemplifies such arrays, which he calls allegories, with the “hackneyed” use of battle termi-
nology to frame the notion of arguing, as in:

 • To fight hand to hand [pedem conferre];
 • To attack the throat [iugulum petere];
 • To draw blood [sanguinem mittere].

(Institutio Oratoria 8.6.51)

This notion, that analogies generate lexical patterns in ordinary language, has been well 
understood in rhetoric and related disciplines for the ensuing millennia. Henry Peacham’s 
(1593/1577) Garden of Eloquence, for instance, lists 16 common analogic patterns of lexis, and 
Giambattista Vico remarks on how the vocabulary of embodiment routinely extends meta-
phorically to nature and to human artefacts, including such examples as:

head for top or beginning; the brow and shoulders of a hill; the eyes of needles and 
potatoes; mouth for any opening; the lip of a cup or pitcher; the teeth of a rake, a saw, 
a comb; the beard of wheat; the tongue of a shoe; the gorge of a river; a neck of land; 
an arm of the sea; the hands of a clock.

(1970/1744, 148)

After citing many more similar usages (in Italian), he concludes with “[i]nnumerable other 
examples could be collected from all languages” (1970/1744, 148).

The charisma of metaphor makes it unsurprising that in the final quarter of the twentieth 
century, after Ramus reduced Quintilian’s twelve tropes to four, after Blair and Fontanier and 
Reisig nipped those four down to three, and after Jakobson narrowed them to two, metonymy 
eventually dropped off the radar as well, and metaphor was the Last Trope Standing; or, perhaps 
Dancing a Jig on the Graves of the Other Three is a more telling image for the fate of the 
four master tropes. As Wayne C. Booth noted late in the twentieth century,
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[e]xplicit discussions of something called metaphor have multiplied astronomically 
in the past fifty years. … The bibliographies show more titles for 1977, for example, 
than for – well, the truth is that I refuse to do the counting to make this point, but I’ll 
wager a good deal that the year 1977 produced more titles than the entire history of 
thought before 1940.

(Booth 1978, 49)

Metaphor’s eclipse of the other tropes certainly saw some major entries before 1940, includ-
ing Gertrude Buck’s remarkable (1899) The Metaphor: A Study in the Psychology of Rhetoric, 
among the first works of theoretical neurolinguistics (Mehlenbacher & Harris 2017), and I.A. 
Richards’s Philosophy of Rhetoric, with its declaration that “[t]hought is metaphoric, and … the 
metaphors of language derive therefrom” (1936, 94). But nothing compares to the tsunami of 
attention in the 1970s and 1980s.

The operative phrase for Booth about all this attention, however, is “something called 
metaphor.” The twentieth century witnessed an explosion of things called metaphor – scien-
tific models, perspectives, frames, icons, emblems, parables, fables, word-formation processes, 
comparisons, analogies and similarities of all kinds, the basis of all language and thought. In 
short, while the number of master tropes condensed into one, that one expanded into all. 
“Metaphor has by now been defined in so many ways that there is no human expression,” 
Booth says, “whether in language or any other medium, that would not be metaphoric in 
someone’s definition.” Metaphor became the “generic term for all similitudes,” and there is an 
infinitude of similitudes (1978, 50).

Enter Lakoff and Johnson and the thing they called “metaphor,” adding the odd qualifier, 
“conceptual” (odd because all metaphors are conceptual; indeed, as semantic phenomena, all 
tropes are conceptual). Lakoff was a leader in a school of linguistics (Generative Semantics) that 
had accidentally begun rediscovering the figurative dimensions of ordinary language (Harris 
2021, 271) and Johnson was fresh off a dissertation under Paul Ricoeur, whose Rule of Metaphor 
(1978/1975) was surfing the tsunami. Their framework presented metaphor as essentially cog-
nitive and derivatively linguistic. They proclaimed this view as a major discovery, though they 
both had to know there was nothing new in it. As long as scholars have studied mind and 
language they have remarked on the analogic character of both, prominently featuring meta-
phor in those observations.

What was new, however, and startlingly so, was the linguistic approach Lakoff and Johnson 
brought to so-called conceptual metaphor theory. They followed out Richards’s thought-is-met-
aphoric truism with energy and methodological rigour. They amassed, analysed, and taxono-
mized vastly more data than had ever been brought to bear on the analogic frames of ordinary 
language. It is instructive to compare their treatment of the argument-as-battle English lexical 
array (2003/1980, 4–7) with Quintilian’s casual observations of the similar array in Latin, or 
their taxonomy to Peacham’s, or Johnson’s masterful (1987) Body in the Mind to Vico’s observa-
tions of lexical embodiment; never mind that he was effectively blueprinting Vico’s “universal 
principle of etymology in all languages: [that] words are carried over from bodies and from 
the properties of bodies to signify the institutions of mind and spirit” (1970/1744, 93) without 
acknowledgement.

Lakoff and Johnson uncovered broad systematicities in the framing of emotions, percep-
tions, institutions, time, and other fundamentals of human experience, at both “universal” and 
particular levels. Time, for instance, is strongly conceptualized cross-linguistically in spatial 
terms and expressed with a fundamentally spatial vocabulary (in the winter, on Tuesday, by the 
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weekend, over the holidays; see especially Haspelmath 1997). On a more local level, time is 
also expressed with an economic vocabulary in the languages of many Western, capital-driven 
cultures, which frame time as a kind of currency (spent the winter, wasted my Tuesday, that 
party cost me the weekend, I am banking my sick days).

12.5 Tropological Persuasions

The most immediate persuasive effect of tropes, qua tropes, is salience, the effect that Mark 
Turner calls “pay specific attention to this important element” (1998, 52; the attention-directing 
italics are his), with their conceptual redirections guiding that attention into particular 
persuasive grooves. But we know that the salience of tropes can fade with familiarity, 
becoming entrenched and submerged; that is, becoming non-tropes, Nietzsche’s coins 
that have had their imprints worn away. Their persuasive potential, however, does not end 
with their salience. It goes underground. When tropes are worn into literality, they retain 
their capacity to shape beliefs and attitudes, and they can be marshalled into terministic 
formations which can have even more far-reaching persuasive impacts because of that lack 
of visibility.

We will focus on two ways tropological redirections work persuasively, in the attention- 
getting condensations of political and consumer marketing and on the broader patterns asso-
ciated with argumentation and ideology.

12.5.1 Tropological Condensations

The curators of figured language tend either to choose particularly isolated instances or (far 
more often) to just ignore the copresence of multiple figures in their exhibits, but figural mul-
tiplexes are extraordinarily common. Take, for instance, the expression, muffin top, a compound 
formed in the early 2000s designating “a roll of flesh which hangs visibly over a person’s (esp. 
a woman’s) tight-fitting waistband” (OED). It is metaphorical, in that the overhang resembles 
the protrusion of a muffin out and over its paper sleeve. It is metonymic (cause-for-effect) in 
that too much food can result in that roll of extra flesh. It is synecdochic in that a muffin is 
only one species representing the genus of food; perhaps there is even relevance in the narrower 
synecdoche of muffin being a species of high caloric food.

Figurative concentrations are particularly notable when both brevity and memorability are 
at a premium, as in proverbs, political slogans, advertising taglines, and so forth. The most 
common figures in expressions where memorability is the goal are schemes, rhetorical figures 
based on correspondences among the signantia, like rhyme, alliteration, parison, and isocolon. 
I like Ike, Keep cool with Coolidge, and All the way with LBJ, for instance, are all well-known 
campaign slogans in US presidential politics that very quickly sprung to mind as I thought 
up some examples. But slogans and tag-lines are often combined with explicit tropes as well. 
The Coolidge example here realizes paronomasia (punning) in its alignment of the notion of 
calmness (“coolness”) with the candidate’s name, and also leverages a metonymic association of 
heat with excitability and anger, coolness with its absence (i.e., dispassion). The LBJ example 
leverages part-for-whole representation, each letter representing part of the candidate’s name, 
Lyndon Baines Johnson, as well as evoking a metaphorical journey where he continues leading 
the country toward fulfilling the civil rights agenda, space travel, and other policies associated 
with his Vice Presidency under Kennedy.



The Tropes

237

The following list provides only a very few examples of tropological condensations (the 
examples are categorized by the most saliently realized trope, but frequently others are present 
as well, along with many schemes):

Antithesis
 1. More give, less take (National Australia Bank)
 2. Not Left. Not Right. Forward Together (Canadian Green Party)
 3. For the Many, not the Few (British Labour Party)

Hyperbole
 4. The Ultimate Driving Machine (BMW)
 5. The best a man can get (Gillette)
 6. The Greatest Show on Earth (Barnum and Bailey circus)

Metaphor and Simile
 7. Like a good neighbor, State Farm is there (State Farm Insurance Company)
 8. Don’t swap horses in the middle of the stream (Abraham Lincoln’s re-election campaign 

slogan)
 9. Red Bull gives you wings (Red Bull energy drink)

Metonymy
 10. Tippecanoe and Tyler, too (William Henry Harrison, associated with the battle of 

Tippencanoe; his running mate was John Tyler)
 11. Blut und Boden (“blood and soil”; Nazi party slogan)
 12. Tastes like Australia (Vegemite)

Synecdoche
 13. You’re in good hands with Allstate (Allstate Insurance Company)
 14. Black lives matter (slogan promoting the equitable treatment of members of the African 

diaspora by Western legal systems)
 15. All of Africa in one country (Cameroon tourism board)

Onomatopoeia
 16. Plop, plop, fizz, fizz, oh what a relief it is (Alka Selzer, an effervescent analgesic)
 17. Grrrrrreen. Every Saab is green (Saab)
 18. Zoom zoom (Mazda)

These examples are mostly self-evident, so long as you know the product or the political con-
text, though they are also ripe for wilful misunderstanding and further redirections. Example 
14, for instance, Black lives matter, arose to focus attention on the disproportionate killing of 
African Americans by police, engendering counter-slogans such as All lives matter and Blue lives 
matter (the metonymy here references the traditional blue of police uniforms). The first coun-
ter-slogan implies that a full explication of the original is Only Black lives matter, rather than 
what its coiners intended, Black lives matter too, since it was not the taking of African American 
lives that was at issue, per se; rather it was staking a claim about the disproportionate taking of 
African American lives. The second counter-slogan implies a narrative frame in which police 
are more endangered by African Americans than the reverse, so that deadly force is warranted.
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12.5.2 Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Their Frames

Long associated with the mental disposition called contiguity (our inclination to group phe-
nomena together conceptually that co-occur temporally or spatially, often through cause–effect 
inferences), metonymy is the trope of correlation (Dancygier & Sweetser 2014, 100–126). “The 
pen is mightier than the sword” contains two metonymies: pen, which correlates with writing 
and therefore language and persuasion, is a metonym for rhetoric; sword, which correlates with 
warfare, is a metonym of hostility. Synecdoche is the figure of meronymy, part–whole relation-
ships, leveraging our disposition for categorizing on the basis of compositionality, hierarchy, 
and set-membership. “All hands on deck” references whole sailors by their most relevant body 
parts, the parts that pull ropes, swab decks, salute, and so on. There are competing views about 
the relations between these respective dispositions and tropes, with metonymy often held to 
absorb synecdoche (see Nerlich 2010 for some discussion). But at least in principle we can 
treat them independently as tropes of correlation and meronymy.

Correlation and meronymy are among the most common semantic phenomena in language, 
called reference transfer by Geoffrey Nunberg and exemplified throughout the linguistic literature 
with versions of his restaurant example:

 19. Who is the ham sandwich? (1995, 115; referring to a customer who ordered the item in 
question)

This expression exemplifies metonymy because the sandwich is correlated with a specific 
customer, who caused it to be made by placing their order. In the context of restaurant 
jargon, such expressions surely entrench into “literality.” They only made their way into 
linguistic argumentation because Nunberg apparently overheard something like example 19 
passing between wait staff in a restaurant. He was outside the jargon community, so it reg-
istered with him “as some sort of metonymy” which might “be sloughed off as deviant” 
by linguists (1977, 41). But correlational and meronymic reference transfer are among the 
least deviant of semantic processes. “Tying one’s shoes” means to tie the laces of the shoes. 
“Breaking a window” means to break the glass of the window. Someone who orders “two 
beers” is ordering two bottles or two glasses of beer. If we remark on how sharp a knife is, 
we only mean its blade. “Galen is parked out front” means Galen’s car is parked out front. 
Reference transfer only appears deviant when it is novel, because someone coins it for the 
first time or because it is encountered by someone from outside the speech community in 
which it is an habitual usage.

Reference transfers are so systematic and mundane and so routinely entrenched as to be 
invisible, but they do favour certain source-target bindings that we can call correlation frames. 
Among the most common correlation frames are (adapted from Fahnestock 2011, 103), given 
as source:target:10

producer:product, creator:creation, inventor:invention (eponyms)
 20. They both drive Hyundais (manufacturer for the auto)
 21. She hung the Miró over her fireplace (painter for the painting)
 22. He carries a Kalashnikov at all times (rifle inventor for rifle)

container:contained
 23. That spaghetti aglio e olio is the best dish anyone has brought to the party (the serving 

container for the food served in it)
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cause:effect, effect:cause
 24. It’s the whisky talking (the style of speech or subject matter named for the substance that 

can cause it)
 25. Have a slug of courage (whisky named by a moral and emotional state it putatively causes)

location:institution
 26. Downing Street got some bad news today (the street on which the British Prime Minister’s 

office is located is used to refer to the institution)

Synecdochic source-target bindings, meronymic frames, have both material (part/whole) and 
abstract (element/set) realizations. These frames, with examples, are:11

part:whole12

 27. It’s about time Jughead got himself some new wheels! (wheels for the automobile of which 
they are parts)

whole:part
 28. Archie’s jalopy got another flat! (jalopy for the one of its tyres that lost air)

element:set13

 29. Pop’s soda shop has the best burgers in town (soda for all the food and beverages served)

set:element
 30. The police closed down Betty’s party (police for the few officers who showed up)

Correlational and meronymic framing persuades primarily through a reference transfer that 
concentrates certain properties (usually favourable or unfavourable) into a few terms. Fahnestock 
(2011) has an excellent illustration of how these attentional framings played out in US govern-
ment and media framing around the 1991 Gulf War:

typical usage claimed that Saddam Hussein [then president of Iraq] invaded Kuwait, or 
that he set fire to its oil wells, or that he gassed the Kurds. Though he personally did none 
of these things, this wording established him as the source of the decisions to do them 
and hence as ultimately responsible for them.

(2011, 102)

That was not the end of US military involvement in the Persian Gulf, of course, and this 
synecdochic concentration of a nation into its president resurfaced even more insistently as the 
USA framed its motivations leading up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, demonizing Hussein in 
a way that persuasively justified the invasion as a way to “remove” him.

In his 2003 State of the Union Address, George W. Bush referenced Saddam Hussein 19 
times. In 16 of those occurrences, he is the subject of the clause; in one other, as a by-phrase 
agent, framing him as personally responsible for a putative build-up of chemical and nuclear 
weaponry that threatened the world in general and the USA in particular. One sentence, for 
instance, claims that “Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from 
Africa” (Bush [& Frum] 2003), as if he was making phone calls, knocking on doors, visiting 
facilities, all on his own. This kind of framing reduces complex situations by focalizing indi-
vidual people in order to mobilize emotions one might normally feel about one person to 
entire groups or states, and to scapegoat or lionize the individual.
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Meronymic framing works in the opposite direction as well. The Hussein example illus-
trates reductive framing, but synecdoche is equally powerful in generalizing and essentializing 
frames that form stereotypes. An especially notorious example of this strategy occurs in 
Adolf Hitler’s recurrent references to “the Jew” in Mein Kampf, which establishes the play-
book for the subsequent propaganda of Nazi Germany. Mein Kampf concentrates distasteful 
or menacing traits, drives, and intentions in “the Jew,” properties which then propagate to 
all individual Jews. Mein Kampf essentializes and generalizes “the Aryan” as well, into an 
opposing stereotypic frame associated with traits, drives, and intentions of a very different, 
wholly inverse sort. One use of the frame fosters indignant scorn, the other fosters righteous 
pride. Both usages are woven through the text in a series of antitheses, an organizing topos 
of contraries. Among the defining traits of this opposition is the governing synecdoche of 
blood (impure and poisonous for Jews, pure but imperilled for Aryans) (Burke 1941a/1939, 
191–220).

12.5.3 Metaphor, Simile, and Analogic Frames

As analogic figures, metaphor and simile are both general-purpose cross-domain conceptual 
redirections. The difference is that metaphor is a direct predication (“Oriana is the sun”) 
and simile is an explicit comparison, marked lexico-syntactically (“Oriana is like the sun”). 
Metaphor is commonly held to have a number of subtypes, more specific cross-domain redi-
rections, including the following, though each of these is equally realized through simile:

Personification; the target is an abstract concept, the source is human (i.e., human:concept)

 31. Inflation scorns the disadvantaged.
 32. Inflation entered the economy like a long-avoided creditor.

Anthropomorphism; the target is some concrete non-human entity, the source is human 
(i.e., human:thing)

 33. The sunflower kept guard at the edge of the campsite.
 34. The sunflower swayed like a drunken cowboy.

Zoomorphism; the target is a human, the source a non-human animal (i.e., animal:human)

 35. Madge galloped out of the room.
 36. Madge eats like a horse.

Reification; the target is non-material, the source material (i.e., substance:abstraction)

 37. His depression was a burden.
 38. His depression felt like a heavy weight.

Topification; the target is an abstract concept, the source a geographical feature 
(i.e., place:concept)

 39. Hope is a shining city on the hill.
 40. Rage is like a hurricane of futile anger.
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Another “trope” of analogic expression is allegory. I have trope in quotations here because 
allegory is better understood as a move or strategy than as a trope. It is frequently glossed as 
an “extended metaphor,” though similes can sponsor such extensions as well, and the analogic 
trajectories they extend might be personifications, anthropomorphisms, and so on. Allegory is 
also the term, we saw, that Quintilian uses for what Lakoff and Johnson call conceptual metaphor 
when its analogic extensions occur beneath the literal skin of language, in entrenched arrays. 
And allegory has come more dominantly in recent centuries to be associated with a narrative 
genre stocked with personifications, topifications, anthropomorphisms, and other analogic 
representations of abstract notions.

Quintilian’s term is no better than Lakoff and Johnson’s for these arrays, in any event. Both 
obscure the difference between a trope and its residue. It is possible to say, as the Lakoff and 
Johnson tradition wants to resist, that Oriana is the sun and Oriana is spending time on Prince Edward 
Island are both realizations of the same cognitive inclination toward similitude but that they are 
different realizations. The first is a metaphor. The second is not, properly understood. It is the 
expression of the money:time analogic frame; spending is a metaphorism (Reddy 1979, 299).14

What Lakoff and Johnson rightly stress is that the entrenched arrays structure our noetic 
understandings. If we say “Chomsky goes for the throat” in the context of argumentation, 
we are activating a view of argument structured as warfare, with associations of hostility, with 
threats to self-esteem and self-worth like those that physical violence has to the body, with 
connotations of victory and defeat, dominance and submission, and so on, a battle:argument 
frame. If we say “Her theory is half-baked” (metaphorism italicized), we activate a frame in 
which ideas are supposed to be nourishing and energizing (food:ideas). “She captures a lot of 
feelings in her poetry” activates the reification of emotion (substance:emotion) and the sense 
that words, sentences, and so on are vessels for ideas and emotions (container:language). 
The money:time frame activates a view of life as a sequence of commodified units. And so 
on. And so on.

This subsurface activation can make analogic framing especially powerful. Zoomorphism, 
for instance, often called animalization, is very widespread in the demagogic persuasions of 
othering. Again Mein Kampf is a paradigm case. It is a thickly tropological text, as we have 
seen, rife with conceits to accompany the metonymies and synecdoches. Among the more 
overt metaphors and similes, with their explicit dehumanizing labels – pestilence, vermin, rats, 
maggots, leeches, vipers, mongrels, apes – we get insistent and often subterranean framing by way 
animalistic metaphorisms like swarm, wallow, waddle, hiss, bore, wriggle, cold-blooded, parasitic, 
and venomous; and we get the ultimate terms for dealing with such creatures, rid, stamp out, 
and exterminate.

12.6 Conclusion

Because they directly activate semantics, tropes are rhetorical figures that guide our thoughts 
and shape our perceptions, sometimes condensing them, sometimes merging them, sometimes 
pushing them into extremes or oppositions, among their conceptual effects. They can do this 
very directly, as in this famous antithesis from John F. Kennedy’s presidential inaugural address:

41. [A]sk not what your country can do for you – ask what you can do for your coun-
try. (Kennedy [& Sorensen] 1961)

This expression epitomizes Kennedy’s call for a new national ethos of duty and responsibility 
through a rejection of its opposite, an ethos of entitlement and apathy, closely following the 
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“contradicting the contrary” argument formula Aristotle advocates (Topics 104a).15 There is of 
course no causal line of persuasion from this expression or this inaugural address to the success 
of such initiatives as the Peace Corps and the Voting Rights Act that came in their wake, but 
there can also be no doubt, because of its cultural propagation and resilience if nothing else, 
that this condensation of oppositions helped to motivate them.

But patterns of linguistic coins that have lost their tropological imprints can persuade 
indirectly as well, when those patterns are activated around beliefs and actions. We have seen 
how explicit zoomorphic language is deployed to scapegoat and victimize groups in tracts like 
Mein Kampf, but the same tendencies are at work in submerged analogic frames. For instance, 
Donald Trump occasionally used zoomorphism overtly in his anti-immigrant campaign and 
subsequent presidency (“These aren’t people. These are animals.” Lind 2018), but more fre-
quently his animalistic framing was carried out by verbal metaphorisms (“roaming the streets,” 
“released into our communities,” “infesting our country,” “swarming over the border”; Pilyarchuk 
& Onysko 2018), lining up the predications of immigrants with selectional restrictions asso-
ciated with animals and insects. Such language normalizes or reinforces attitudes of fear and 
contempt building up partially conscious dehumanizing frames.

Notes
 1 Disambiguation note: Somehow, in the 1970s, cultural and literary studies began using the word 

trope for any repeated motif in literature or other media, possibly through confusion with (special) topos 
in the rhetorical tradition, which fits the extension much better. The first usage cited in the Oxford 
English Dictionary is in a newspaper article, in a phrase the headline writer picked up, the “eternal trope 
of fatherhood” (Allen 1975), so it was circulating beyond the academy by that point and the usage has 
now become dominant in popular culture. This article is not about trope in that idiom. It is about the 
semantic category of rhetorical figures that includes metaphor.

 2 Thanks to Jonathan Doering and Jeanne Fahnestock for comments on an earlier draft of this chapter; 
they do not agree with everything I say.

 3 The classification of antithesis as a trope is somewhat controversial and it is often defined as includ-
ing parallel syntax, not just bracketed opposing predications. See Harris (2019, 14–21) for some 
discussion.

 4 Phonologists please read this claim with charity and note that I have said “seemingly arbitrarily.”
 5 Others in their shared core are antonomasia, catachresis, hyperbaton, and periphrasis. Among the facts 

I am eliding here, the ad Herennium does not use the word trope (it just separates these figures off as the 
class that involves semantic departures – 4.3.42; [Pseudo-]Cicero 1954/c.95 BCE, 332nb); de Tropis 
includes a few more tropes, 14 in all, more fully sub-classifying them as well; and I have played some-
what loose with the labelling. Mostly I am using the more familiar Greek names in this list – the ad 
Herennium preferred non-technical labels adapted from ordinary Latin, some of which later were later 
adapted as technical terms.

 6 Again I am ignoring nomenclature differences. Puttenham calls his grouping the Sensable figures, and 
gives all the figures English names. But the group includes the Tropis and ad Herennium core and has a 
semantic motivation (“they alter and affect the minde by alteration of sence”; 1968/1589, 148).

 7 This section is partially based on Harris (2019), which references many of the texts perpetuating this 
grouping.

 8 This process is now recognized as one of the standard semantic changes in language, labelled antiphra-
sis after the figure of irony whereby someone or something is called by a semantically opposite term 
(Blank & Koch 1999).

 9 The short paper was actually a section of “Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic 
Disturbance” that made the rounds among structuralists who were less interested in the details of lan-
guage impairment. The quotations here are from “Two Aspects” (1990/1956). Genette (1970, 161) 
traces this metonymy/metaphor polarization to an earlier work of Jacobson’s and beyond that to a 
(1923) book by Boris Eikhenbaum, both in Russian.
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 10 See the “Metonymy index” of Barcelona et al. (2018, 311–313) for an extensive and highly specified cat-
alogue of correlational frames, calling them “conceptual metonymy” and including meronymic relations.

 11 See Bullinger (1898, 617–618), for a more specified list of meronymic frames, calling them “synecdoche.”
 12 In ontological representations, this is known as the part-of relation (e.g., a wheel is part-of a car).
 13 Also known as “species for genus,” “instance for type,” “subtype for type,” and “specific for generic,” 

among other labels in the literature, with all of these labels in reverse for element-for-set meronymic 
frames. In ontological representations, this is known as the is-a or kind-of relation, where an element 
is-a set (e.g., a poodle is-a dog).

 14 Michael Reddy (1979) began the line of research Lakoff and Johnson developed in Metaphors We Live 
By. Reddy also used frame in this context, adopting it rather directly from Donald A. Schön’s (1979) 
essay in the same book. Neither Reddy nor Schön provide much provenance, but frame had been 
used prominently by proto-cognitivist psychologist, F.C. Bartlett, anthropologist Gregory Bateson, 
sociologist Erving Goffman, artificial intelligence pioneer Marvin Minsky, and discourse analyst Teun 
van Dijk, among others, by this point, referring generally to a set of structured concepts and terms for 
characterizing knowledge domains.

 15 The antithesis is amplified here by the scheme, antimetabole (a reverse repetition of words), which is 
the figure most frequently noticed and commented upon in Kennedy and Sorensen’s expression. But 
the antimetabole would be asserting something very different (something more like interchangeability) 
without the antithesis. Other figures also contribute to the effectiveness of this line, like the hyperbaton 
which deranges conventional syntax to give a biblical archaism to “Ask not,” and the close parallelism 
(parison) of the two clauses.
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13
THE RHETORIC OF 

PROSOPOPOEIA
Persuading in Others’ Voices

Bryan Blankfield

13.1 Introduction

Modern students of rhetoric are often encouraged to “find their own voice.” This well-mean-
ing piece of advice is used to inspire students to adopt a style or perspective uniquely their 
own. By finding one’s own voice, it is assumed that one will come to communicate effectively 
and persuasively. This emphasis on aligning one’s speech with one’s self is, however, a recent 
phenomenon in rhetorical pedagogy. In the classical world, teachers of rhetoric assumed that 
students would need to practice speaking in the voice of others to become persuasive rhetors. 
This form of speech exercise was commonly known as prosopopoeia.

Although prosopopoeia is no longer a mainstay of rhetorical pedagogy within the Western 
rhetorical tradition, it remains a ubiquitous rhetorical device in practice. Humans often assume 
the motivations of others and verbalize them. These other beings are not always human either. 
On a recent visit to the dentist, my new hygienist, who was having difficulty navigating the 
software, remarked, “The computer is probably thinking to itself, I’m going to make life dif-
ficult for her on her first week at the job.” By creating a voice for the software, she deflected 
blame for the trouble she was having, while also injecting some humor into an otherwise 
ordinary dental appointment. Thus, my new hygienist used prosopopoeia in a persuasive manner 
to save face and maintain my trust in her abilities.

Speaking in the voice of another individual may give rhetors significant persuasive advan-
tages. This is especially the case when rhetors create a voice for nonhuman animals. In this 
chapter, I provide a historical overview of prosopopoeia in the classical world before reviewing 
contemporary scholarship. I then contribute to the ongoing conversation on this device by 
highlighting the persuasive affordances of prosopopoeia in recent animal welfare and political 
campaigns.

13.2 Prosopopoeia in Classical Context

First nurtured within ancient Rome’s Hellenistic cradle, prosopopoeia owes much of its meaning 
to this cultural moment. Prosopopoeia is a Latinization of the Greek prosôpopoiia (προσωποποιία), 
which combines the noun prosopon (πρόσωπον) – variously translated as face, mask, or  person – 
with the combining form -poeia (-ποιία) – meaning, making or creation (Oxford English 
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Dictionary, n.d.). Prosopon’s close association between face, mask, and person reflects the Greek 
theatre in which actors would wear masks for different roles. Prosopon was not always used to 
describe human faces, however. The Liddell and Scott Greek–English Lexicon’s entry on prosopon 
notes that classical Greek writers used it to refer to the countenance of animals, such as dogs, 
deer, fish, horses, and ibises, as well as entities ranging from God to shewbread and even the 
face of the moon (1958, p. 1533).

Most of the classical explanations of prosopopoeia are limited to a handful of documents. 
The Rhetorica ad Herennium contains the earliest extant definition of this rhetorical figure. 
According to its author, prosopopoeia “consists in representing an absent person as present, or 
in making a mute thing or one lacking form articulate, and attributing to it a definite form 
and a language or a certain behaviour appropriate to its character” ([Cicero] 1954, 4.53 p. 
399). Similar descriptions of prosopopoeia are found in Demetrius’s On Style and Quintilian’s 
Institutio Oratoria. All three authors classified prosopopoeia as a figure of thought. Whereas figures 
of speech like asyndeton and polysyndeton incorporate dynamic rhythm to one’s language, 
figures of thought, such as irony, comparison, and prosopopoeia, express one’s ideas in novel 
ways. Thus, Aelius Theon described prosopopoeia as

not only an historical exercise but applicable also to oratory and dialogue and poetry, 
and is most advantageous in everyday life and in our conversations with each other, 
and (understanding of it) is most useful in study of prose writings.

(2003, p. 4)

He also highlighted its use in consolations, exhortation, and letter writing (ibid., p. 47).
In the classical world, prosopopoeia was one of several terms used by rhetoricians to describe 

the act of speaking in another’s voice. Other terms included conformatio, διαλογοι (dialogues), 
sermocinatio, ethopoeia, and eidolopoeia. The proliferation of terms was owing to the confluence 
of Greek and Latin rhetorical traditions, as well as a desire to specify whose voices were being 
created. This precision was especially pronounced in the speech exercises teachers assigned 
students, as some terms specified a certain type of speaker and context. Quintilian justified a 
preference for prosopopoeia in Institutio Oratoria, writing:

There are some, indeed, who give the name of prosopopoeia only to those figures of 
speech in which we represent both fictitious beings and speeches. They prefer calling 
the feigned discourses of men διάλογοι (dialogoi), to which some of the Latins have 
applied the term sermocinatio. 32. For my own part, I have included both, according 
to the received practice, under the same designation, for assuredly a speech cannot be 
conceived without being conceived as the speech of some person.

(2006, 9.2.31–32)

Unlike some of his contemporaries, Quintilian took a far more expansive view of prosopopoeia 
that included both human and nonhuman speakers. Although his view was by no means treated 
as the final word in the classical world, prosopopoeia has become the primary term modern 
rhetoricians use to describe the act of speaking in the voice of another.

Although classical theorists often recognized prosopopoeia’s varied applications, most of the 
examples they provided cluster in a few key ways. These clusters reflect the priorities of orators 
(as opposed to historians or poets) and the sensibilities of their culture. Prosopopoeia was praised 
for its ability to give mute and inanimate things voice. Notably, their examples of these enti-
ties were almost always cities – in their case, Hellas (the personification of Greece in a form 
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of proto-nationalism). Prosopopoeia was also used to give voice to absent individuals. These 
types of persons varied slightly. Frequently, they were famous (though long deceased) political 
leaders who might challenge the conduct of the present generation. Women and children were 
offered as examples, too. Given their exclusion from the political sphere, their voices could 
only be heard if a man feigned them. Not every voice needed to be from a mute object, dead 
individual, or politically disenfranchised person, however. Quintilian noted how orators may 
use prosopopoeia to “display the thoughts of our opponents, as they themselves would do in a 
soliloquy” (2006, 9.2.30). Finally, ideas such as Fame, Pleasure, Virtue, Death, and Life may 
be given a voice (ibid.). Notably, animals are rarely referenced in discussions of prosopopoeia.

The potential applications of prosopopoeia are limitless given its ability to give voice where 
none exists or for a person not currently present. One of its earliest applications was by log-
ographers in the fifth and fourth century BCE. Logographers were professional speechwriters 
who composed orations for their clients to deliver in court (Kennedy, 1994, p. 65). In Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus’s commentaries on the Attic orators, he praised the logographer Lysias for 
his masterful character speeches. Whereas most accounts of prosopopoeia encourage a plausible 
imitation, Dionysius highlighted Lysias’s ability to present his client’s character as a form of 
persuasive proof. Bruss refers to Lysias’s technique as “persuasive ethopoeia, the function of 
which is to create trustworthy speaker-centered ethos through reasonable thoughts, standard 
style, and artless composition” (2013, p. 37). This technique aligns closely with an Aristotelian 
sense of character as a means of persuasion.

Whereas Lysias intuited the value of a persuasive ethos for prosopopoeia, other classical rhet-
oricians dwelt upon its usefulness in pathotic appeals. If used correctly, prosopopoeia could help 
rhetors amplify their message and rouse their audience from complacency or ambivalence. 
Quintilian wrote:

But the feelings are very strongly moved by the personification of characters, for the 
judge seems not to be listening to an orator lamenting the sufferings of others, but 
to  hear with his own ears the expressions and tones of the unfortunate suppliants 
themselves, whose presence, even without speech, would be sufficient to call forth 
tears. As their pleadings would excite greater pity if they themselves uttered them, so 
they are in some degree more effective when they are spoken apparently by their own 
mouth in a personification.

(2006, 6.1.26)

Although they do not limit the types of emotions that can be broadcast, most of the examples 
provided by these theorists involve pity or shame. An added benefit is that prosopopoeia allows 
rhetors to state something without appearing unduly invested in the outcome, as they might if 
they requested pity for themselves or used their own authority to shame an audience. Rhetors 
become the messenger, and are thereby guiltless for the sentiments they may convey.

Unlike other figures of thought, prosopopoeia can be more difficult to recognize in a speech. 
To signal that they were speaking for another, orators would either preface their remarks or 
alter their delivery. For instance, the examples found in Rhetorica ad Herennium, On Style, 
and Institutio Oratoria are preceded by remarks to the effect that “If such a person were here 
right now, they would likely say … .” According to Quintilian, some rhetoricians encouraged 
prosopopoeia to be delivered “after the manner of actors” (2006, 1.8.3), who employed “varieties 
of stops, intervals, and inflexions of tone for moving the feelings” (2006, 11.3.181). Quintilian 
cautioned against this technique, however. He wanted orators to engage “in serious pleading, 
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not in mimicry” (2006, 11.3.182). He advised orators to alter their voice only sufficiently for 
an audience to recognize that they were engaging in prosopopoeia (2006, 1.8.3).

13.3 Illustrative Forms: Progymnasmata

Prosopopoeia was not merely seen as a useful figure of thought; it was often used to create 
an entire speech in another’s voice. The most thorough treatment of prosopopoeia as a full 
speech in character may be found in the progymnasmata exercises. The progymnasmata were 
Greek handbooks comprised of increasingly difficult exercises, which were intended to help 
a student transition from grammar to rhetoric. While the organization and types of exercises 
differed slightly among educators, Aphthonius the Sophist’s progymnasmata (2003) offers a 
representative example. His students practiced the following exercises in this order: fable, 
narrative, chreia [anecdote], maxim, refutation, confirmation, common-place, encomium, 
invective, comparison, character speeches [prosopopoeia], description, thesis, and introduction 
of a law. Gibson suggests that teachers may have considered character speeches as one of the 
more important exercises, given their disproportionately large number in extant collections 
(2008, p. xxi).

Modern understandings of the progymnasmata have been greatly improved by Kennedy’s 
(2003) translation of four Greek textbooks on these exercises authored by or attributed to Aelius 
Theon, Hermogenes, Aphthonius, Nicolaus the Sophist, as well as commentary attributed to 
John of Sardis on Aphthonius’s handbook. Collectively, these handbooks were authored over 
the course of several centuries, ranging from the first to fifth century CE. Their influence 
within rhetorical education lasted throughout western Europe’s medieval period and well 
into the Renaissance. Kennedy’s translation marks a key step in their continued usefulness for 
rhetoricians into the twenty-first century.

Each handbook reveals a highly sophisticated attitude towards the types of character speeches, 
their persuasive functions, and structure. Whereas Quintilian employed the term prosopopoeia 
as a catchall for invented voices, these handbooks differentiate between three types: ethopoeia, 
eidolopoeia, and prosopopoeia. Unlike ethopoeia, which described the characterization of a known 
speaker, or eidolopoeia, which described a speech for a dead person, prosopopoeia accounted for 
instances in which the subject’s character and speech were wholly created. Since animals, gods, 
and other nonhuman entities cannot speak, prosopopoeia was their unique domain.

Character speeches provided students with an opportunity to hone their skills in delivering 
appeals from ethos and pathos before moving on to logos in subsequent exercises. Regarding 
ethos, the goal was to “reveal a personality” (Theon 2003, p. 55). According to Aelius Theon, 
students would need to make sure that a speech correctly represented a character, as well as 
the audience and context facing them. In modern terminology, students would need to be 
mindful of the rhetorical situation in which their character was found. Some educators were 
more circumspect in their advice. Both Hermogenes and Aphthonius the Sophist dwelt on 
the word choices appropriate for a particular character and ignored how their audience might 
shape the nature of their words. While discussing pathotic characterizations, both Nicolaus the 
Sophist (2003, pp. 165–166) and John of Sardis (2003, p. 217) suggested that the speaker’s 
style should be concise and avoid metaphorical language, as people overtaken with grief are 
not likely to wax poetic in reality.

The implementation of pathos was deeply wedded to the organization of a character 
speech. The handbook authors recommended that students adhere to a nonlinear chronology. 
Hermogenes advised, “Begin with the present, because it is difficult; then run back to the 
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earlier times, because they have a large share of happiness; then change to the future, because 
what is going to happen is much more dreadful” (2003, p. 85). Unlike the traditional structure 
of political oratory, which sought to move an audience to a logical conclusion via prooemion,  
narration, proofs, and epilogue, this nonlinear chronology was designed to ensure a strong 
emotional response. As Nicolaus the Sophist noted, the “only aim [of a character speech] is to 
move the hearer to pleasure or to tears” (2003, p. 166). Any instance of logos was considered 
purely incidental.

One advantage of prosopopoeia is its ability to create a voice for those who are incapable of 
speaking. Notably, while most of the extant progymnasmata contain three types of character 
speeches, they only offer examples of ethopoeia in their explanations. Thus, every charac-
terization they provide is of a human. Insights into what they thought made animal speech 
persuasive appear in an earlier exercise in the progymnasmatic series: fable (a short moralizing 
lesson typically populated with speaking animals). John of Sardis explained that “we start with 
fable because we are introducing the young to the great mystery of rhetoric, by which I mean 
what is persuasive” (2003, p. 180). Fables provided students with a relatively easy opportunity 
to create voices that fit characters. One of the most famous fabulists in the classical world was 
Aesop – so much so that “Aesopic” was used to describe fables whose origin was unknown 
(Theon 2003, p. 24).

Whereas both ethos and pathos were key elements of human speech, ethos alone factored into 
their explanation of what makes an animal’s speech persuasive in a fable. Part of this character 
is based on cultural attitudes extrapolated from their daily routines, behaviors, and preferred 
locales. John of Sardis wrote:

[a fable] becomes persuasive because we form the speeches or action in accord with 
the nature or reputation of each of the animals: since the lion is kingly, we attribute a 
kingly mind to him, and since the fox is villainous we make up a villainous intention 
for him, and similarly we represent the deer as cowardly and slow witted.

(2003, p. 178)

While speakers may subvert these cultural expectations, Nicolaus the Sophist suggested estab-
lishing the scene such that it makes sense for the audience: “for example, if the sheep were 
being described as having a friendly talk with the wolves, first you should set the scene for 
this friendship and anything else of that sort” (2003, p. 134). Lastly, the need for concise and 
simplistic language becomes especially important in a speech for an animal. Nicolaus the 
Sophist noted that “the language should be rather simple … so that [it] … does not seem 
more elevated than their supposed character, especially when the fable consists of actions and 
speeches by irrational animals” (2003, p. 136).

13.4 Contemporary Scholarship

In the modern era, rhetoricians continue to theorize the potential implications and applica-
tions of prosopopoeia. As with the cyclical nature of research, some of these recent conclusions 
are variations of earlier, classical observations. Yet, even these variations bring fresh insights 
and welcome attention to this important rhetorical figure. An equally important contribution 
to this conversation comes from scholarship on the creation of animal voices; though these 
scholars are not familiar with the term prosopopoeia, they are well acquainted with its persuasive 
affordances all the same.
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13.4.1 Prosopopoeia

Contemporary scholarship by rhetoricians on prosopopoeia proceeds along two separate vectors. 
One approach adopts a more traditional view of prosopopoeia as a rhetorical figure that creates 
another’s voice. Another approach, which has grown in popularity in recent years, returns to 
prosopopoeia’s etymology to explain how language creates a “face” or, rather, subjectivity for a 
speaker. Despite their different emphases, both approaches explore how prosopopoeia functions 
persuasively.

Traditional scholarship on prosopopoeia routinely highlights how this rhetorical figure con-
tributes more than mere ornamentation. Its stylistic elements can be indelibly wedded to 
argumentation by creating a voice for the rhetor to disagree with (Leff & Mohrmann, 1974). 
In their analysis of Lincoln’s Cooper Union address, Leff and Goodwin suggest that prosopo-
poeia allows Lincoln to “enact for his audience the deep controversies always cleaving the civic 
terrain, and perhaps even to transcend them” (2000, p. 68). Thus, by speaking in the voice of 
one’s political opponents and responding to them with one’s own voice, prosopopoeia may be 
used to educate an audience and transform their view of a public controversy. Rhetors may 
also use it to shore up their authority before an audience (Murphy, 1997) or identify with an 
audience (Blankfield, 2017). As a teaching exercise, it can allow “students to explore feelings 
that they might hesitate to express in their own voices” (Woods, 2002, p. 290). Publics (namely, 
groups of individuals connected through shared concerns) frequently employ prosopopoeic utter-
ances so as to give voice to the voiceless (Watts, 2001; Black, 2003) and “invest bare life with 
sovereign rights” (Foley, 2010, p. 383). Publics do not simply provide voice, however. The very 
recognition of a public, Myres (2016) suggests, depends upon a prosopopoeia that gives voice to 
an imaginary association of individuals.

An increasingly popular approach to prosopopoeia involves a more literal interpretation of 
prosopon as face or mask. This scholarship was inspired by Paul de Man, who described prosopo-
poeia as

the fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, deceased, or voiceless entity, which posits the 
possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it the power of speech. Voice assumes 
mouth, eye, and finally face, a chain that is manifest in the etymology of the trope’s 
name, prosopon poein, to confer a mask or a face (prosopon).

(1984, pp. 75–76)

More to the point, de Man explained his interest in “the giving and taking away of faces, 
with face and deface, figure, figuration and disfiguration” (1984, p. 76). Though scholars 
have critiqued his definition for incorrectly wedding prosopopoeia to apostrophe (namely, a 
statement directed at an absent other), his etymological observations have become influen-
tial among rhetorical critics.1 Thus, scholars often use prosopopoeia to describe the creation 
of faces, instead of voices. Indeed, the premise that prosopopoeia has anything to do with 
voice is sometimes challenged as an ahistorical conflation (Hartelius, 2013, p. 314; Myres 
2016, p. 164), even though voice and face were deeply connected in the Greek cultural 
milieu. Prosopopoeia has been used to explain the creation of faces for political others, such 
as immigrants (Hartelius, 2013), as well as the “person-ification” (Rowland, 2017, p. 42) 
of the unborn. Users of social media platforms may create their own faces via popular 
image filters; a form of symbolic action that Kampherm describes as “digital prosopopoeia” 
(2019, p. 59).
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13.4.2 Animal Voices

Some scholarship has investigated how humans, especially pet owners, routinely speak in the 
voice of their animals. Sociologists Arluke and Sanders (1996) found that dog owners in vet-
erinary clinics adopted the voice of their pets for their own benefit, as well as to help ensure 
that their animal’s needs were met. According to Tannen, families who ventriloquize their 
animals may accomplish several interactional goals, such as creating levity, “buffering criticism, 
delivering praise, teaching values, resolving potential conflict, and creating a family identity 
that includes dogs as family members” (2004, p. 408). Such goals are not limited to the nuclear 
family and veterinarians, however. In today’s social media landscape, speaking through pets 
may help politicians create a sense of authenticity and build a network of engaged supporters 
they can draw upon for votes and donations (Blankfield, 2021).

Two noteworthy edited collections of scholarship on animal voices are DeMello’s Speaking 
for Animals and Yunker’s Writing for Animals. DeMello’s collection explores autobiographical 
accounts of animals found mostly in literature, though some chapters examine individuals 
ventriloquizing animals in various publics. Rhetors writing for animals may focus on “matters 
that concern them [the animals] most” (DeMello, 2013b, p. 8). For instance, impersonations 
of dogs may center on food, cats, mailmen, the animals’ love for people, and frustration with 
them. Yunker’s collection meditates on how different ways of writing for animals may educate 
and promote advocacy. Thus, both edited collections offer different perspectives on how or 
why one might wish to ventriloquize animals for persuasive ends.

Another primary theme in animal prosopopoeia is suffering. By adopting the voice of animals, 
rhetors may help others better recognize the violence humans inflict upon these creatures and 
identify with them. Moreover, others may be given the opportunity to dialogue with the 
animal. Yunker, who engaged in prosopopoeia for a local deer population in danger of culling, 
writes: “the minute people begin addressing an animal the way one addresses a human, some-
thing changes in the discussion” (2018, p. 166). His goal is for “mutual understanding” (2018, 
p. 169). Similarly, Armbruster suggests that “a yearning to genuinely know the otherness of 
nonhuman animals runs through most, if not all, talking animal stories” (2013, p. 19).

Not every animal studies scholar shares this unbridled optimism, however. Rhetors employ-
ing animal voices may appear to destabilize commonly held views of human superiority, but 
they can actually perpetuate the patriarchal and hierarchical attitudes that allow for animal 
mistreatment (Flegel, 2013; Hansen, 2013). Indeed, speaking through animals may simply be a 
means for rhetors, who lack institutional power, to access and critique their own mistreatment 
by the dominant public sphere (Rothwell, 1995; DeMello, 2013b, p. 3), while leaving living 
conditions of animals relatively the same. Thus, these scholars remind us that prosopopoeia may 
serve to benefit the rhetor and not necessarily the fictional subject they create.

13.5 Prosopopoeia as Persuasion

Prosopopoeia is truly a remarkable rhetorical device. One can sense the excitement in Quintilian’s 
voice when he noted that “in this kind of figure it is allowable even to bring down the gods 
from heaven, and evoke the dead; and cities and states are gifted with voices” (2006, 9.2.31). 
When one surveys examples of prosopopoeia for animals, however, one may be tempted to 
question its persuasiveness. The voices that rhetors craft for animals often fall short of the 
kind of plausible imitation stressed by the progymnasmata authors. Prosopopoeia for animals is 
frequently transparent and lacks sophistication. Put simply, it often sounds more human-like 
than anything else. Indeed, it can be difficult to reconcile animal prosopopoeia with Quintilian’s 
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appraisal that “this figure gives both variety and animation to eloquence, in a wonderful 
degree” (2006, 9.2.30).

It is a mistake, however, to assume that prosopopoeia’s effectiveness hinges upon a rhetor’s 
ability to infuse their language with animal-like affectations. Indeed, doing so may obfuscate a 
rhetor’s message or run the risk of an audience not taking a rhetor seriously. As with all fig-
ures of thought, the central aim of prosopopoeia is to express ideas in new and interesting ways. 
When it comes to prosopopoeia for animals, this goal is primarily accomplished by giving voice 
to the voiceless, as opposed to sounding like an animal. What makes this type of prosopopoeia 
persuasive is not how well a rhetor can imitate an animal, but rather how well a rhetor uses 
it to mobilize ethos and pathos as persuasive appeals in a particular argument. In this sense, 
persuasive prosopopoeia shares the tenets of “persuasive ethopoeia” (Bruss, 2013).

Animal voices can be used for a vast array of persuasive ends. In the following sections, I 
will analyze how rhetors used prosopopoeia in an animal welfare and political campaign. The 
first case study examines Save Ralph, a short film produced by Humane Society International 
to promote laws banning cosmetic testing on animals. The film accomplishes this by giving 
voice to animal suffering. The second case study focuses on gubernatorial candidate Chris “G” 
Giunchigliani’s use of prosopopoeia to fundraise for her 2018 campaign. By enlisting the voice 
of her dog, Otis the POTUS, she was able to appeal to animal lovers and shape her own ethos.

13.5.1 Animal Welfare

On 6 April 2021, Humane Society International debuted Save Ralph, a short stop-motion film 
designed to raise awareness about animal testing. Its titular character, Ralph (voiced by Taika 
Waititi), is a white lab rabbit who reflects upon his experiences in a cosmetic testing laboratory 
to an off-camera interviewer (Ricky Gervais). The film quickly went viral and became the most 
popular video on The Humane Society of the United States’ YouTube channel. As of 1 June 
2022, the video has exceeded 14 million views.2 As an instance of animal prosopopoeia, Save 
Ralph is unusual in that it provides a voice for a rabbit. Typically, rabbits “are removed from 
sight and kept in backyard cages (or in laboratories); they are considered passive and stupid; and 
they are silenced – through our ignorance and their lack of voice” (DeMello, 2013a, p. 128).

Similar to real rabbits, Ralph is presented as nonthreatening. The audience is invited to 
sympathize with him from the start of the film, as he introduces himself by noting his one 
blind, bloodshot eye and tinnitus. Despite these injuries, he is shown throughout most of the 
video in the comfort of his own home, which is stylized like a middle-class family (complete 
with furniture and family pictures on the wall). Ralph consistently plays down his injuries and 
refuses to attribute any malicious intent to the scientists that caused them.

Ralph is a stoic, tragic character, but his commentary is laced with irony. After acknowl-
edging the painful chemical burns on his back, he downplays these injuries, stating, “but at 
the end of the day, I mean, it’s okay. We do it for the humans, right? They’re far superior to 
us animals. They’ve even been to space” (The Humane Society of the United States, 2021). 
As with many of the other statements he makes, the irony is targeted towards commonly held 
views that human lives are worth greater consideration than animals. Although the goalposts for 
what makes humans more important than animals has shifted over the years, from arguments 
about their tool use to richer emotional lives and intellectual superiority, the greater sanctity 
of human life remains widely accepted.

The film routinely draws upon emotional appeals while highlighting the experiences of lab 
animals. Ralph explains that all of his family members were testers “and they all died doing 
their job. Like I will. That’s okay. This thing is what we were born to do. It makes us rabbits 
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happy” (The Humane Society of the United States, 2021). The veracity of his statement is 
undercut by the tears he sheds in a moment of quiet reflection. Ralph does not have long to 
express any pity at his predicament, however. A scientist’s hand suddenly bursts through the 
ceiling of his dining room and whisks Ralph away to the testing line, where he is put into a 
device used for testing cosmetics. Held firmly in place by the contraption, he states, “Now 
I know it looks bad, but the way I see it, I’m doing my job. If just one human can have the 
illusion of a safer lipstick or deodorant or …” (The Humane Society of the United States, 
2021). Ralph’s monologue is interrupted by his neighboring rabbits, who plead to no avail for 
the camera crew to rescue them and the scientist to stop testing on him. This scene ends with 
Ralph crying out in pain as a scientist squirts a syringe of chemicals into his one good eye.

Next time we see Ralph, he is walking into a locker room wearing a neck brace. Scrawled 
on the lockers are rows containing a hundred or so names that have been crossed out, presum-
ably of dead test rabbits. When Ralph stops to address the camera, he accidentally turns away 
in the opposite direction, exposing a shaven portion of his backside where he has been tested 
on. When the director asks Ralph to turn around, we can see the reason for his disorientation. 
Ralph is now blind in both eyes. Whereas the director has been asking questions of Ralph 
throughout the film, the rabbit asks one of his own: “Is this better?” (The Humane Society 
of the United States, 2021). This polysemous question functions both as an innocent response 
to the director’s request and an indictment of cosmetic testing. The film invites the audience 
to object to Ralph’s mistreatment and the use of such barbaric practices on lab rabbits. Ralph 
concludes his interview by stating:

I’d just like to say to everyone out there still buying animal tested cosmetics like eye-
liner, shampoo, sunscreen – pretty much everything in your bathroom – well, without 
you and countries that allow animal testing I’d be out of a job. I’d be on the streets. 
Well, not the streets. More like a field, I guess. You know, like a normal rabbit.

(The Humane Society of the United States, 2021)

For the first time in the film, which draws heavily upon anthropomorphism both in its set 
design and use of prosopopoeia, audiences are encouraged to consider the natural environment 
of lab animals. Ralph and other rabbits do not belong in a laboratory. Viewers are hereby 
invited to change their purchasing habits and support the type of legislation Humane Society 
International is advocating.

The prosopopoeia in Save Ralph lacks any credible imitation of a rabbit, but the decision to 
give laboratory animals a voice is a key component of the film’s success. Since the 1980s, when 
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals first reached prominence by releasing Unnecessary 
Fuss, an edited collection of video footage stolen from a scientific laboratory, animal activists 
have frequently relied on video exposés to induce “moral shocks” and persuade the public 
(Jasper & Nelkin, 1992). These videos are painful to watch, however, and less likely to circulate. 
Hearing a rabbit explain his living conditions provides novelty and increases the likelihood 
that viewers will listen.

Save Ralph generated a strong response from viewers. As of June 2022, nearly 50,000 com-
ments had been made on this YouTube video. Most of these comments quoted Ralph and/
or expressed their sadness upon watching the film. One of the more popular lines from Save 
Ralph was his remark that “We do it for the humans, right?” After quoting this line, several 
users responded directly to Ralph as though they were in a conversation with him. An Amateur 
Artist, wrote, “No Ralph, it’s not your job, I wish I could set you and every animal who has 
gotten tested and still [sic] free. You all deserve it” (2021). As of August 2021, nearly 5,000 
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users “liked” Lexas ScentedCandleS’s response to Ralph’s question: “Sweetie we are not worth 
it” (2021). Some viewers who expressed sadness upon watching the video commented directly 
on the rabbits’ voices. The user, Sunkiissed #stopanimaltesting, wrote:

This absolutely breaks my heart like I’m literally about to cry like the way the others 
were screaming I don’t wanna die please don’t touch him and stop like this just breaks 
my heart and saying that go into his eyes just hurts me #STOPANIMALTESTING.

(2021)

The paucity of punctuation aside for a moment, this user highlighted the emotional strength 
of prosopopoeia in shaping that person’s view of animal testing. Sunkiissed #stopanimaltesting’s 
run-on sentence repeatedly conveys the devastation felt upon hearing a chorus of rabbits crying 
out in pain. The effectiveness of this video is partially underscored by the inclusion of the 
hashtag into the username, which would help spread the film’s message in other comments 
on YouTube.

13.5.2 Politics

Humans may be “political animals,” but shrewd politicians find ways to inject animals into 
politics. Elsewhere I have documented President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s use of his dog 
Fala as a political prop (Blankfield, 2016). Although FDR did not engage in prosopopoeia for 
his Scottie, other politicians have given their own pets a voice. One notable example occurred 
during the 2018 gubernatorial election in Nevada. During the primary season, Chris “G” 
Giunchigliani, a candidate for the Democratic nomination, made repeated use of her English 
bulldog, Otis the POTUS, in fundraising appeals. Though Giunchigliani did not clinch her par-
ty’s nomination, her campaign nonetheless demonstrates the effectiveness of animal  prosopopoeia 
in donation appeals.

Giunchigliani’s political career has been intertwined with animals for a long time. While 
serving as a Clark County Commissioner, she successfully pursued spay-neuter policies and 
attempted to ban puppy mills in Las Vegas. Over the years, Giunchigliani has rescued several 
bulldogs and given them political names, such as Harry S. Truman, Eleanor Roosevelt, Hillary, 
and Kennedy. Moreover, she frequently incorporated these pets into her political photos. Her 
campaign for governor was the first time she used prosopopoeia as a campaign strategy, however.

In personal interviews with Giunchigliani, her fundraiser Jenny Lehner, and Otis email 
writer Nicole Kayner, they identified several benefits to relying on her English bulldog. All 
three were unanimous in the belief that Otis helped humanize her. With a deceased husband 
and no children, Giunchigliani used Otis to form a family nucleus that Americans often expect 
of their political leaders. Otis helped “mellow” her appearance and show a more compassionate 
side (Giunchigliani, personal communication, 5 March 2020). In Giunchigliani’s words, he 
helped demonstrate that she “wasn’t just a bitch going after the guy” (ibid.). One person told 
her that “I don’t like you, but will vote for you because of your dog” (ibid.).

Although many of these benefits were directly related to Giunchigliani’s identity as a female 
candidate, others were connected to the nature of races more generally. According to Kayner, 
its especially difficult to raise money online for gubernatorial races, compared to senate and 
presidential campaigns in which money flows freely to help remove an unpopular candidate 
(personal communication, 19 August 2021). Using one’s dog to respond to criticisms can 
also soften political blows, as President Franklin Roosevelt and Vice Presidential candidate 
Richard Nixon famously demonstrated (Llewellyn, 2010). More generally, the individuals on 
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a candidate’s mailing list typically already like the candidate. The challenge is to capture their 
attention and motivate them to send money. This is where Otis came in.

Otis was a central component of Giunchigliani’s campaign from the very beginning. 
Originally, Giunchigliani planned to launch her campaign on 2 October 2017, but the dead-
liest mass shooting in U.S. history transpired in her hometown, Las Vegas, the night before. 
After such a horrific event, she decided to postpone launching her campaign until 18 October. 
When her campaign sent out an RSVP for the event, they relied on prosopopoeia by titling it, 
“Message from Otis the POTUS.” This simple invitation noted the event’s location and politely 
encouraged potential supporters to “Please join my mom.” Giunchigliani’s presence in the email 
was minimized to a brief request to make donations to the victims of the shooting. The only 
photograph in the invitation was that of Otis, who signed the invite with a pawprint emoji. 
This instance of prosopopoeia brought a degree of levity in an otherwise devastating moment for 
the community and helped buffer Giunchigliani from an appearance of returning too quickly 
to her political agenda.

Throughout the primary season, Giunchigliani’s campaign repeatedly used prosopopoeia for 
Otis in fundraising appeals. By doing so, her staff put the fun into fundraising and distanced 
Giunchigliani from the awkward need to constantly solicit money herself. The campaign used 
a few different techniques to make this rhetoric plausible, but most of these efforts dealt with 
framing. For instance, they changed the metadata associated with their email address to appear 
as though it were sent from “Otis Giunchigliani.” They also regularly included a picture of 
Otis and closed with his signature.

There are several recurring themes throughout the Otis emails. Every email sent out by the 
campaign had Otis refer to Giunchigliani as “mom.” The early emails also had Otis describe 
himself as a “rescue pup,” thereby highlighting Giunchigliani’s compassionate side and desire to 
help others. As typical with many cases of prosopopoeia for pets, these letters grounded his voice 
with a dog-like perspective. Moreover, they did so while highlighting Giunchigliani’s previous 
political activities. For instance, while explaining Giunchigliani’s work on a Trap-Neuter-
Release ordinance that sought to reduce the number of feral cats in the community, Otis said, 
“You know as a dog, I’m not sure if I like that one – CATS ARE THE WORST” (personal 
communication, 26 December 2017). Significantly, Otis’s voice was routinely inflected with 
humor.

In an early email sent by the campaign, Otis introduced himself by saying, “When I was 
a rescue pup in need of a good home, Chris and her late husband took me in. I’ve rewarded 
her by drooling everywhere and barking furiously at anyone who comes to visit” (ibid.). 
Incidentally, this humorous remark underscored an aspect of the real Otis – namely, that he 
was not very friendly. Despite regularly sharing treats and toys with Otis, fundraiser Lehner 
notes that he did not take a shine to her until about a month before he passed in May 2021 
(personal communication, 19 August 2021). That the campaign’s portrayal of his voice as out-
going and friendly deviated from his personality underscores a key element of prosopopoeia. It 
is fundamentally a fiction that draws upon an audience’s preconceived perception of character. 
And for many people, pets are presumed friendly unless revealed to be otherwise.

On at least one occasion, Otis was used to respond to an attack ad that had recently aired 
by Giunchigliani’s opponent, Steve Sisolak. Otis explained:

Before, Steve Sisolak was just misrepresenting himself. Now he’s coming after my mom.
(Give me the chance, and I’d chew the heck out of that guy’s slippers.)

That’s a total cat move, Steve.
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Help me show him what we think of his attacks. I’d like to get 36 online contributions 
in the next five hours. Will you be one of them?

(Personal communication, 6 May 2018)

This appeal incorporates nearly every element of a typical Otis email. It is familial, adopts a 
canine perspective, and makes a targeted appeal for financial donations. The anger is clear, 
but mollified through a humorous statement about ruining Sisolak’s slippers. Significantly, this 
email’s reliance on a feline metaphor allowed the campaign to disparage Sisolak’s ad without 
making an actual rebuttal or providing evidence that he misrepresented Giunchigliani. In many 
ways, this response captures the view of the progymnasmata authors that character speeches are 
not about logos. They are about faithful depictions and channeling emotion. While reflecting on 
this Otis letter, the campaign’s email writer was highly emphatic about its effectiveness (Kayner, 
personal communication, 19 August 2021). By using Otis as an attack dog, Giunchigliani’s 
campaign could respond in a way that kept her above the fray.

At first blush, these emails may not appear very effective. The rhetoric is fairly transparent 
and lacks a convincing characterization of a dog. It is a far cry from the literary representations 
of animals described by DeMello (2013b). That said, literature and campaign rhetoric inhabit 
separate spheres. Whereas literature may seek to capture an animal’s perspective of the world, 
campaign rhetoric aims to assist a candidate by informing supporters and motiving them to 
act, whether by donations or votes. Indeed, investing too much time in crafting a believable 
animal portrayal runs the risk of making a candidate appear frivolous – an especially acute 
danger for female candidates.

Cause and effect are vexed questions in rhetorical analysis, but workers on Giunchigliani’s 
campaign remain convinced that Otis was among their most effective appeals. According to 
the campaign’s fundraiser, the Otis emails “always raised the most funds, no matter what” 
(Lehner, personal communication, 19 August 2021). Similarly, Kayner explained that these 
emails “were consistently our best performers” (ibid.). Appeals relying on Otis would often 
raise about $4,000 per email. Average donations were usually $45. On one instance, they 
received a single donation of $10,000 in response to Otis’s Christmas email; this donation 
was the highest amount that one could donate for both Giunchigliani’s primary and general 
campaign. Lehner, who has worked on many campaigns at all levels (local, congressional, and 
presidential), was surprised by the sheer volume of donations brought in by Otis (ibid.). To 
keep the dog effective, however, the campaign team were careful not to oversaturate his use. 
Typically, they would send out an Otis email every other week or month and on holidays. 
In addition to Christmas, for instance, they sent one on 11 April 2018 – National Pet Day.

While financial support is vital for running a successful campaign, the Otis emails invited 
other forms of support. Lehner observed that individuals donating money to the campaign were 
more likely to respond with a kind note for Giunchigliani and Otis if her dog was included 
in the email (ibid.). Emails that did not include him were less likely to elicit a response at 
all. Lehner believes that people like the dog connection and love Giunchigliani for her work 
improving the lives of animals in the community (ibid.). Emails coming directly from Otis 
help remind them of this feature of her record.

13.6 Conclusion

Every student of rhetoric learns early on that character appeals are a primary source of persua-
sion. Their lessons, however, often assume that the character mobilized for persuasion is the 
rhetor’s own. Serious consideration of prosopopoeia invites rhetors to reflect upon the ways in 
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which they may rely on the character of others. By speaking in another’s voice, rhetors may 
access inventional resources otherwise unavailable to them. Prosopopoeia can build authority, 
ground emotional appeals, and allow for speakers to identify with their audience or appear as 
a disinterested party in matters that they are concerned with. Moreover, as a figure of thought, 
prosopopoeia provides audiences with a fresh perspective and form of entertainment.

There is no voice that cannot be mobilized by a rhetor. Lowly and exalted characters 
are equally useful, albeit in different ways. In October 2020, a humble housefly became the 
subject of prosopopoeia on Twitter after it perched atop Vice President Mike Pence’s white 
hair for nearly two minutes in a televised debate. One Twitter account, @MikePenceFly___, 
quickly amassed 120,000 followers and began using the fly’s voice to ridicule Pence and his 
anti-LGBTQ policies. The fly explained its prolonged presence on Pence in light of its natural 
interest in garbage and fecal matter. On the other side of the spectrum, rhetors may invoke 
the powerful voice of their deity. Prophets, priests, and parishioners routinely mobilize their 
God’s voice. Within the Christian church, these invocations may range from proclamations of 
“Thus saith the Lord” to mild explanations that “The Lord laid it on my heart,” the latter of 
which is an indirect way of saying that the views the speaker is about to share are from God.

Prosopopoeia’s usefulness on the internet extends far beyond Twitter accounts. Increasingly, 
websites rely on software applications colloquially referred to as “bots.” One of the tasks that 
bots can be programed to accomplish is to simulate human conversation. For instance, on the 
social media website Reddit, which currently ranks as one of the most popular websites in the 
world, bots often circulate statements that their programmer wishes to make public or copy 
and paste statements made on previously popular posts. This can create a larger appearance 
of consensus on a subject than exists in reality, an act commonly referred to as “astroturfing.” 
Ultimately, there is a perverse twist in which bots are programmed to engage in prosopopoeia 
for humans.

Ever since the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium first defined prosopopoeia, this rhetorical 
device has grown in theoretical richness and served the needs of countless rhetors. It has been 
used to speak for dogs and gods, rabbits and robots, and any character imaginable – living or 
otherwise. Prosopopoeia’s relevance will only continue to grow as technology unlocks even more 
ways of imitating the voices of others. One can only imagine what the classical rhetoricians 
would say if they could see the various ways in which individuals use prosopopoeia today – but 
that, dear reader, is a task for another rhetor.

Notes
 1 For critiques of de Man see Clymer (1995) and Paxson (1998). Clymer writes:

because he collapses apostrophe within prosopopoeia, he misrepresents the kinds of linguis-
tic moments that are created by the epitaph. Although the tropes may overlap in the tem-
poral action of the epitaph, they are nevertheless discursively distinct, performing separate 
functions in the communicative cycle.

(1995, p. 349)

Clymer notes de Man’s problematic equation of apostrophe with prosopopoeia, namely, “While all 
apostrophes are a special instance of prosopopoeia, not all prosopopoeias are necessarily apostrophes” 
(1995, p. 353). According to Paxson, de Man’s “definition of prosopopoeia is abusive; it is ‘catachret-
ical’” (1998, p. 156).

 2 Although created by the Humane Society International (HSI), their own YouTube channel appears 
defunct with its last upload seven years ago. Compared to the nearly 700,000 followers on HSUS, the 
HSI only has 10,000 subscribers.
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PHANTASIA, ENARGEIA, 

AND CATACHRESIS
Use and Abuse of Metaphors in 

Korean Political Rhetoric

Mansup Heo

14.1 Introduction

As a must-have item of speech and writing, the metaphor has been considered very effective 
in persuading the public (Ottati and Renstrom, 2010, p. 783). According to Aristotle (2019, 
1393a), well-combined metaphors can support a sender’s topic and emotionally assimilate the 
receivers into it. Politicians can make their audiences understand the unfamiliar by showing its 
similarities with the familiar, which is easily accomplished through metaphors (Kirby, 1997). 
In modern times, the political metaphor is not just a mass of powdered sugar scattered over 
the donuts of language but an essential device for smooth communication with the public 
(Billing and MacMillan, 2005; see Harris, Chapter 12 of this Handbook, for a fuller treatment 
of metaphor and other tropes).

As shown in the metaphor The people are king, symbolic images such as king tend to be 
exaggerated. Here, the question arises as to how such exaggerated metaphors can persuade the 
audience. Some rhetoricians have explained that metaphors arouse the audience’s admiration 
by appealing to sight among people’s five senses (Lunde, 2004, p. 52). Most metaphors are 
pictorial and involve a symbol in the form of a visual image that embodies the meaning of 
a similar concept. Two terms from Aristotle’s discussion of style in Book 3 of the Rhetoric, 
“phantasia,” meaning visibility, and “enargeia,” standing for liveliness or visual vividness, are 
involved in these effects (O’Gorman, 2005, p. 37).

While the visual dimension of a metaphor persists regardless of the number of times it is used, 
its liveliness peaks during the metaphor’s generation period and is depleted due to frequent use. 
In general, when politicians use metaphors, they either create a new metaphor with dimensions 
of both phantasia and enargeia or cite an existing cliché metaphor with only phantasia. Therefore, 
the concepts of phantasia and enargeia are helpful in exploring political metaphors (Conger, 2005).

Political metaphors sometimes may not function properly, being forgotten or rejected by 
the media and the public (Medhurst, 2011). As demonstrated by the 2020 and 2016 U.S. 
presidential elections, the abuse of words and the overextension of metaphors appear to be 
widely employed in modern politics (Quam and Ryshina-Pankov, 2016). Why some political 
metaphors seem to be misused and fail in persuading the public is a critical question both in 
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the real world and in the theoretical realm (Messaris, 1997). From the perspective of semiotics, 
these misapplied metaphors are interpreted as a failure of communication since the conveyed 
significations are not accepted by the receivers (Ghassemzadeh, 2005). Well-formed metaphors 
and abused metaphors, so-called catachreses, go into circulation together in the arena of real 
politics. In this regard, while some exaggerated metaphorical images feel natural and brilliant, 
others are abused and abhorrent; accordingly, several studies have explored which factors make 
this difference (Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, 2011).

This chapter deals with metaphorical functions and malfunctions in political rhetoric, con-
centrating on the concepts of phantasia, enargeia, and catachresis and drawing its principal 
examples from the metaphorical messages used by some South Korean presidents and presiden-
tial candidates. These high-profile speakers had real power to influence their nation and differed 
in their progressive and conservative policies; further, President Park Geun-hye’s impeachment 
received international media attention, perhaps partly because of her non-persuasive messages 
(Doucette, 2017, p. 54; Molani, Fiori and Dian, 2019, p. 16).

14.2 Phantasia and Enargeia

According to conceptual and structural metaphor theory, metaphors usually involve a target 
domain, a source domain, and a mapping between them with specific correspondences (Lakoff 
and Johnson, 1980, p. 137). In Winston Churchill’s metaphor The iron curtain, for example, the 
abstract concept “the communist countries” is the target domain, while the image of a giant 
curtain made of iron is the source domain. Although the two parts are initially unrelated, the 
target domain is mapped to the source domain through a symbolic combination, sharing the 
internal correspondences of an impenetrable reclusiveness.

Ancient rhetoricians referred to the visuality inherent in some phrasing as the quality of 
phantasia (Lunde, 2004, p. 52). As argued by O’Gorman (2005, p. 17), phantasia in later 
Greco-Roman works was used to designate “vivid imagery that could create sights and scenes 
in the minds of audiences.” Phantasia is also interpreted as an outward show, impression, or 
appearance. Furthermore, phantasia maps the target domain, an abstract concept, to the source 
domain, a virtual image, thus creating a “bringing-before-the-eyes effect,” as Sarah Newman 
observes:

In the Rhetoric, Aristotle identifies “bringing-before-the-eyes” as a capacity that is 
crucial to metaphor because it allows rhetors to actualize actions immediately before 
audiences, leading those audiences to insight. Because metaphors activate cognitive 
mechanisms on the part of their listeners, bringing-before-the-eyes has been consid-
ered a key element within Aristotle’s theory and the nexus of that approach to meta-
phor and contemporary conceptual ones.

(Newman, 2002, p. 1)

The metaphor’s core function is to lead audiences to visualize a message before the eyes, and 
Aristotle describes these mental images as “phantasmata” (Aristotle, 2019, 1370a; O’Gorman, 
2005, p. 24). The visuality of metaphor referred to by phantasia is applied to metaphors in 
conceptual metaphor theory.

Rhetoricians have also discussed enargeia as a quality of effective language (Aristotle, 2019, 
1412a). Bormann (1977, p. 156) says that enargeia has been recognized as a driving force that 
infuses freshness, vividness, distinctness, activity, and vigor into language. When a metaphor is 
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full of such vitality, the listeners can easily share it and empathize with its message. Phantasia 
and enargeia frequently coexist, and the former is dramatically realized by the latter. O’Gorman 
(2005, p. 17) cites Quintilian’s related argument:

There are certain experiences which the Greeks call phantasia, whereby things absent 
are presented to our imagination with such extreme vividness that they seem actually 
to be before our very eyes. From such impressions arises that enargeia which Cicero 
calls illustration and actuality.

(Quintilian,1960, p. 32)

New metaphors are a representative case in which both phantasia and enargeia are inherent. 
Through a new mapping relation between the domains, a new metaphor creates a reality and 
adds a new understanding of experiences (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 140). Like an uncon-
ventional metaphor, an image in a new metaphor is newly created by a speaker, and therefore 
it can achieve the highest level of liveliness known as enargeia (Bormann, 1977; Lunde, 2004). 
When U.S. President Donald Trump introduced the new metaphor, Little Rocket Man, in 
September 2017, the target domain “North Korean leader Kim Jong-un” was mapped to the 
source domain, which created a lively image of how desperately Kim tried to acquire nuclear 
missiles, despite severe sanctions and a collapsed economy.1

Just as the surface image of a coin is worn by numerous exchanges, a new metaphor turns 
into a dead (or cliché) metaphor by frequent use (Alm-Arvius, 2006). Dead metaphors fall into 
the category of idioms, almost exhausting their enargeia and only retaining their visibility. The 
global village was originally a fresh metaphor in international politics but afterward became a 
dead metaphor that is no longer attention-grabbing (Guttenplan, 2005; Marks, 2004). When 
the term, lame-duck, was first created in the United States, it was a new metaphor full of vis-
uality and liveliness. However, after long-term use, it has become a dead metaphor that feels 
like an idiom, with only visual properties (Johnson, 1986, p. 50).

Politicians often use metaphors to communicate their policies to the public (Mio, Riggio, 
Levin and Reese, 2005; Rezaei and Nourali, 2016). They tend to “view policy issues from a 
metaphorical perspective” (Marks, 2004, p. 21). According to Lloyd Bitzer (1968), when faced 
with a rhetorical situation, presidents set their policy as a product of an active interpretation of 
the situation. In such cases, presidents can use metaphors: to summarize the policy with simple 
imagery; to motivate the public cognitively and emotionally; and to stimulate cooperation 
(Conger, 2005). However, presidential metaphors can highlight only one side of a policy and 
overemphasize a specific ideological propensity (Messaris, 1997; Oseid, 2010).2

14.3 Catachresis as Abused Metaphor

The term catachresis refers to an “abused metaphor,” an “extravagant and far-fetched metaphor,” 
or an “overextension or misapplication of an analogical description” (Lanham, 1969, p. 21). 
Moreover, a catachresis is regarded as the “misapplication of a word” (Namaste 1999, p. 225). 
According to Richard Lanham (cited in Parker, 1990, pp. 60–61), catachreses appear as the 
“use of words wrenched from common usage” and as the “inexact use of a like or kindred 
word in place of the proper one.”

Some rhetoricians, such as Chrzanowska-Kluczewska (2011, p. 39), have classified cat-
achreses into three types: Catachresis one (necessary misuse), Catachresis two (metaphorical mis-
use), and Catachresis three (non-metaphorical misuse). Quintilian identified Catachresis one as 
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a necessary misuse because the language lacks an appropriate term (Preminger, 1974, p. 104). 
The catachrestic sentence, They build a horse, includes the misused word build; however, as 
Quintilian explains, if the horse is the Trojan horse, the word is valid. The very heterogene-
ous names given to hitherto unnamed entities, such as computer mouse, are at first Catachresis 
one, but, through repeated use, become common nouns (Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, 2011, 
p. 40). Catachresis one, which can sound awkward due to an overly ambitious combination 
of words, eventually compensates for flaws in the native language and enriches the vocabulary. 
Carver (2011, p. 113) says, “catachresis produces insight in others and provokes an evolution 
in thought and language, taking the risk.”

Catachresis two is a metaphorical model that includes absurdity and incongruity and has 
no linguistic usefulness. It has been evaluated as “plain abuse,” “metaphorical conceit,” “a vice 
directed against good taste and the perfection of style,” “unjustified hyperbole,” and a “semantic 
scandal” (Cuddon, 1998, p. 165). Apart from some aesthetically intended cases (e.g., It is the 
deepest winter in Lord Timon’s purse) and some substitutes (e.g., legs as the sustainers of a chair), 
the images in Catachreses two do not carry the significations and metaphorical effects planned 
by the senders to the receivers (Sapir and Crocker, 1977).

Catachresis three can be defined as the misuse or abuse of terms without linguistic usefulness. 
It is different from Catachresis one, which has such usefulness. Also, as a non-metaphorical 
model, it is distinct from Catachresis two, a metaphorical model (White, 1973, p. 37). Abuse 
of political speeches may belong to Catachresis two or Catachresis three.

Especially in Catachresis two, the correspondence between the domains is ambiguous or 
implausible. Chrzanowska-Kluczewska (2011, p. 41) explains this malfunctioning structure of 
catachresis:

Catachresis tends to occupy the other end of the metaphorical cline. It is a metaphor 
marked by the feature of illogicality, often close to absurdity, and generates farfetched, 
strained association. Catachresis shows a strong clash or incongruity, conflict or dis-
cordance between the source and target domains.

When the combination of the two domains in a metaphor deviates from what the receivers 
have collectively experienced, the receivers can feel that this combination is discordant. As 
Lakoff and Johnson (1980, p. 194) argued, “this is because there is a kind of objectivity 
related to the physical and cultural environment.” The receivers are “cultural agents” in the 
exchange of metaphors, and the perception of an abused metaphor comes from a clash with 
objectivity based on the receivers’ cognition of the physical and cultural environment (Kelly, 
2014, p. 214).

The metaphor, A weeping woman’s eyes become Niagara Falls, is an example of a catachresis: 
weeping does not resemble the significant flow of water in a huge waterfall (Namaste, 1999, 
p. 225). The combination of the source domain (Niagara Falls) and the target domain (a weep-
ing woman’s eyes) is discordant in terms of the physical aspects of waterfalls and tears, so this 
metaphor is perceived as a catachresis. As a counter-example, the metaphor, The government 
has wept crocodile tears over the plight of the countryside, is not a catachresis. The combination of 
the domains can correspond to a physical referent (crocodile tears while consuming prey) and 
a cultural environment (government’s superficial sympathy) shared by the receivers. These two 
examples of “tear metaphors” show that incompatibility with the receivers’ physical and cultural 
experience leads to a catachresis.
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Catachresis can cause awkwardness and other negative emotions, such as abhorrence, anger, 
disappointment, and cynicism (Lee, 2020, p. 111). Catachresis is “subject to a double relegation 
from the proper: not only is it strained by its figurative dimension, but even within the figura-
tive domain, it represents an abhorrent form – an abusio” (Howarth and Griggs, 2008, p. 200). 
Lakoff and Johnson (1980, p. 20) say that the most fundamental values shared in a culture are 
closely related to its metaphorical structure. Accordingly, people typically view themselves as 
beings in control of animals and the physical environment (ibid.). Humanity, different from 
animals and objects, is a fundamental value. Norms include the laws, ethics, manners, and 
practices prevailing within a culture. Metaphors that deviate from these values are contrary to 
the shared cultural environment and can cause negative emotions.

Political leaders prepare their remarks carefully, but some of their messages are controversial 
and are sometimes received as catachreses (Bollobás and Kövecses, 2017; Kevin and Neumann, 
2011; Medhurst, 2011). During the 2004 general election in South Korea, for example, Chung 
Dong-young, the chairman of the progressive ruling party in South Korea, said: “People over 
the age of 60 will soon leave the stage of life. They can rest at home without voting.” The 
stage of life meant a time of life. The majority of older Koreans are conservative and many in 
their 20s and 30s are progressive in voting. Some Koreans did not criticize this remark, but 
the media defined it as including an inappropriate metaphor. This inhumane remark did not 
correspond to the cultural environment shared by the receivers.

In South Korea, the social standard for the dignity of political language has become higher, 
but political catachresis is on the rise (Lee, 2020). As shown in Figure 14.1, big data analysis 
using the Big Kinds program of The Korea Press Foundation revealed that 54 domestic media 
outlets have reported 22,900 articles on abused political remarks from January 1990 to May 
2021 in that country. In the 2010s and 2020s, the number of articles on political catachreses 
has increased. During presidential elections, general elections, and local elections, articles men-
tioning political catachreses have dramatically increased. In a survey, 92% of 300 South Korean 
lawmakers have said that the harm related to abused political remarks was severe (ibid.).

Figure 14.1 Numbers of News Articles on Abused Political Remarks in South Korea.
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14.4 Cases: Use and Abuse of Metaphors in Korean Political Rhetoric

The speeches of two presidential candidates and two presidents were analyzed to explore how 
phantasia, enargeia, and catachresis are used in the political rhetoric of South Korea. Specifically, 
the following three questions will be addressed:

 1. How do Korean presidential candidates use metaphors with phantasia?
 2. How do Korean presidents use metaphors with phantasia and enargeia?
 3. How do Korean presidents commit catachresis?

14.4.1 Phantasia in the Metaphors of Korean Presidential Candidates

A total of 4766 articles reporting the remarks of the presidential candidates, Moon Jae-in and 
Hong Jun-pyo, who stayed in the first and second spots during the Korean presidential election 
campaign from 17 April to 9 May 2017, were reviewed, and the dead metaphors with phan-
tasia (visuality) in the remarks were extracted. The results revealed that Moon used 25 dead 
metaphors 54 times, while Hong used 25 dead metaphors 61 times. Table 14.1 shows several 
examples of dead metaphors cited by the two. Among them, “reds” would also be metonymy, 
and “mask” and “money” would also be synecdoche.

As can be seen in Table 14.1, most of the dead metaphors quoted by Moon and Hong, 
such as background (personal connection), companion (supporter), demographic cliff (drop in the 
population), dream (goal), fruit (good result), first step (beginning), long journey (election cam-
paign), sweat (devotion), and path (method), were close to idiomatic usage in Korean vocabu-
lary. These metaphors exhausted enargeia (liveliness) but transformed abstract and conceptual 
language in literary style into virtual images with phantasia (visuality). Following the war and 
sports metaphors, Hong mapped the 2017 Korean presidential election to a war and a game. 
Dead metaphors were a channel for visualizing election messages on a daily basis by replacing 
abstract vocabulary with familiar images.

Table 14.1 Examples of Dead Metaphors Cited by Korean Presidential Candidates

Moon Hong

Source Domain Target Domain Source Domain Target Domain

chronic disease anti-DPRK ideology background personal connection
companion supporters demographic cliff drop in the population
dream goal game presidential election
first step beginning gangster North Korea
fruit convenience handful few
ladder social equality mask disguise
long journey election campaign money wealth
northerly wind North Korea rogue state North Korea
nuclear umbrella nuclear protection ruins Korea in the war
reds Marxists stealing poll manipulation
sweat devotion tinder box Korean peninsula
path method war presidential election
color theory labeling someone as a 

communist
leftist progressives helping a N. Korean regime
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The North Korean nuclear problem is a national issue for South Koreans, so related met-
aphors have been developed, used often, but become dead in Korean politics. The candidates 
also used these metaphors: chronic disease (anti-North Korea conservative ideology), gangster 
(North Korea), northerly wind (North Korea), nuclear umbrella (deterring North Korea’s nuclear 
threat with the U.S. army’s atomic weapons), powder keg (Korean peninsula), reds (Marxists), 
rogue state (North Korea), and ruins (Korea in the Korean war).

Important findings regarding the presidential candidates’ usage of dead metaphors are linked 
to the following metaphors: leftist and color theory. Faced with the rhetorical situation of the 
North Korean nuclear threat, the two candidates made related dead metaphors their central 
messages by reiterating them. These metaphors attacked their counterpart’s personality and 
policy regarding the situation.

Conservative candidate Hong defined his counterpart, progressive candidate Moon, as a 
leftist, arguing that Moon was submissive to the Kim Jong-un regime. The visibility of the 
dead metaphor leftist was derived from the fact that, in the parliaments of European countries, 
progressive politicians oriented toward socialism have mostly sat on the left wing or side in 
legislative chambers. For decades, conservative South Korean governments have used leftists to 
denote progressives supporting a North Korean regime. Hong made this metaphor into a large 
election message that represented his entire campaign by mentioning it as many as 38 times. 
For instance, “We have to calm the mad storm from the leftist,” Hong said on 2 May 2017. 
“I will defend this country against the leftist who yields to North Korea.”

In response, Moon attacked Hong by using the dead metaphor of color theory 30 times. 
Inspired by calling Marxists Reds by referring to the color red, South Koreans have mapped 
the argument of unfairly labeling someone as a communist to color theory. Moon said on 1 May 
2017, “As it is election season, a candidate makes claims based on the color theory, but the 
people are not deceived by it.” Moon defended himself against the attack from Hong’s leftist 
metaphor by frequently uttering the color theory metaphor in front of a TV camera.

14.4.2 Phantasia and Enargeia in the Metaphors of Korean Presidents

Seven hundred thirty speeches of President Moon Jae-in (May, 2017–May, 2022) and impeached 
President Park Geun-hye (February 2013–March, 2017) were collected to study their use of 
metaphors. In terms of their policies, it is known that Moon is progressive and pro-North 
Korea, while Park was conservative and introduced strict policies regarding North Korea. Three 
coders extracted a total of 337 metaphors from the 730 samples. An inter-coder reliability 
coefficient was calculated using Krippendorff’s alpha, which came to 0.893, and thus exceeded 
the recommended minimum measurement of 0.667.

Most of these metaphors were cliché metaphors featuring only phantasia (visibility). For 
instance, in the remarks by Moon on 30 October 2017, the sentence If companies and workers 
share their burdens, they can grow together was a dead metaphor of burdens.

Moon created six new metaphors by infusing phantasia and enargeia into them. As shown 
in Table 14.2, the president in Gwanghwamun Square evoked a vivid image of an open-minded 
president walking from the presidential office to the square and freely talking with citizens. This 
metaphor interacted with the physical environment where the square is near the office. Moon’s 
four new metaphors – the president in Gwanghwamun Square, a friend-like president, a president with 
empty hands, and the candlelight revolution – interacted with the socio-cultural situation, in which 
millions of Korean protesters with candles called for the impeachment of President Park for 
six months; finally these demonstrations triggered the impeachment. The source domains in 
these metaphors corresponded to the newly formed culture of impeachment that the Korean 
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public had witnessed.3 Moreover, the speaker created the source domains that embodied visual 
objects, such as “a president with empty hands.” These images had an effect that brought the 
abstract target domains, such as “an anti-corruption movement policy,” before the public’s eyes.

The metaphor South Korea can sit in the driver’s seat of the Korean Peninsula’s affairs summarized 
Moon’s policy that South Korea should take the initiative in the North Korean nuclear issue. 
Driver’s seat was a whole new metaphor for most South Koreans, as Koreans had not used it 
figuratively before. This metaphor became a representative icon symbolizing Moon’s identity 
as it has been repeatedly used by him and was linked to major events, like the U.S.–North 
Korea summits. The metaphor bricks mirrored South Koreans’ collective memory of modern 
history, mapping the patriotism of the Korean independence fighters to visual and emotional 
objects: the bricks in this prison carved with their noble stories.

In Table 14.3, presenting President Park’s metaphor, the thorns under the fingernails provided 
a negative image of the regulations on small businesses. This illustration made the public 
physically aware that these regulations should be removed. Park mapped her policies for gov-
ernment reforms to images appealing to the public’s physical experience. “Job seekers and the 
government” was mapped to the chick and the mother hen that helps the chick hatch, while “small 
companies that successfully advance overseas” was likened to koi that grows well in a river.

Furthermore, “ministries that should achieve a goal” was compared to tigers, reflecting the 
physical appearance of a tiger sprinting to chase a rabbit. “A long discussion of reforming the 
labor market” was portrayed as a race of a marathon gold medalist; “the plan for national affairs” 
was mapped to sowing seeds. These six new metaphors did not contradict the physical envi-
ronment, and the source and target domains share some correspondence in each metaphor.

As for “laws to care for the underprivileged,” Park depicted them as a mother’s arms. 
“Currently used technology” was likened to stones of the Stone Age; “new jobs” to valuable 
things wrapped in a box called hardship. The goal of the reform was mapped to a lighthouse that 
guides ships to a harbor on a night. Finally, regarding the revitalization of the tourism industry, 
“hospitality for foreign tourists” was depicted as a spoon for a traveler. These five metaphors were 
coherent with the audience’s collective perception of a mother, the Stone Age, a box, a lighthouse, 
and a spoon. All 11 of these new metaphors mapped Park’s conservative policies (e.g., labor 

Table 14.2 New Metaphors Created by President Moon

Virtual Images Figurative Expressions and Their Use

SQUARE I will be out of the Blue House to be the president in Gwanghwamun Square. I will 
communicate with the people there. (Inaugural Address, 10 May 2017)

FRIEND I will be close to the people. I will remain a friend-like president. (Inaugural Address)
HANDS I will be the cleanest president. I will be a president who takes office with empty hands 

and leaves office with empty hands. (Inaugural Address)
DRIVER’S SEAT South Korea can sit in the driver’s seat and lead the solution of the Korean Peninsula’s 

affairs. I am willing to negotiate with North Korea to dismantle its nuclear weapons 
and normalize North Korea–United States relations. (Eulogy to Kim Dae-jung, 
15 June 2017)

CANDLELIGHT The candlelight revolution is my starting point as a president. This new government 
started with the desire of the people with candles. (Tour of the United States, 
30 June 2017)

BRICKS 90,000 Koreans were imprisoned in this prison because they fought for the 
independence of Korea. Each brick from this prison is carved with their noble stories. 
(Independence Movement Day, 1 March 2018)
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flexibility) to the newly devised images, reflecting the physical and cultural environment that 
the public took for granted. There was no discordance between the domains in each metaphor, 
and Park set these symbols on the national agenda.

14.4.3 Catachreses Committed by Korean Presidents

The 730 speeches of Presidents Moon and Park were also searched for any expressions that 
could be included in the catachresis group. For each metaphor, the coders found all the news 
articles reporting this metaphor in Google’s news search, entering the speaker’s name, the 
source domain, and the target domain in Korean and English. For example, in the case of 
Park’s metaphor that compared regulatory reform to the guillotine, the search terms were Park 
Guen-hye, regulatory reform, and guillotine.

As shown in Table 14.4, 21 adjective keywords representing the characteristics of cat-
achreses were extracted from the literature. News articles that questioned the adequacy of 
these metaphors were labeled as negative regarding the metaphor. These classifications reflected 
the characteristics of catachreses. If more than five articles by the different media reported a 

Table 14.3 New Metaphors Created by President Park

Virtual Image Figurative Expressions and Their Use

THORN Please remove the thorns under the fingernails of small businesses. (State Council, 
8 March 2013)

CHICK AND HEN Until the chick cracks the egg, the hen sits on the egg to maintain temperature so that 
the chick develops. The government and job seekers should work together so that 
they can have jobs. (Self-support Exhibition, 9 July 2013)

STONES The Stone Age finished not because there were no more stones but because a 
breakthrough technology emerged. South Korea should be a world leader in the 
fourth industrial revolution. (Chief Secretary Meeting, 31 October 2013)

SEEDS It’s time that farmers sow seeds. It’s time our government firms up its plans to run the 
country this year. (State Council, 5 February 2014)

TIGERS I hope each ministry will reveal how to achieve the tasks that were disrupted by 
stakeholders. The action is more important than the plan. Tigers do their best to 
catch a small rabbit. (Chief Secretary Meeting, 10 February 2014)

KOI The koi grow up to four inches long in a fishbowl but grow to more than forty inches 
in a river. Small businesses in our country can grow further in the global market. 
(New Year’s Party with Businesses, 5 January 2015)

MARATHON Hwang Young-jo ran the Death Hill and won the Olympic gold medal in the 
marathon. A lengthy discussion with the unions to reform the labor market is 
moving toward success. (Chief Secretary Meeting, 6 April 2015)

LIGHTHOUSE The goal of the reform is a lighthouse that guides ships to a harbor on a night. The 
ministries must recognize the goal. (State Council, 21 July 2015)

SPOON When travelers said they were hungry, our ancestors would set more spoons for them 
on the kitchen table. We must take great care of foreign tourists. (Chief Secretary 
Meeting, 5 October 2015)

BOX Our economy won’t be good next year, but we must create new jobs for our sons 
and daughters. Every valuable thing is wrapped in a box called hardship. (State 
Council, 16 December 2015)

MOTHER’S ARMS Laws should be like a mother’s arms to the underprivileged. (State Council, 26 
January 2016)
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presidential metaphor negatively, the coders classified it as a possible catachresis. It would not 
be excessive to suspect such negatively assessed metaphors to be a possible catachreses, since 
presidents have a symbolic status representing their nation, and the media carefully criticize 
presidential speeches (Carpenter and Travers, 2013).

Table 14.5 shows the number of catachreses and new metaphors (see Section 14.4.1 above) 
by the two presidents. Moon used two catachreses and created six new metaphors; Park 
employed 10 catachreses and created 11 new metaphors. The 12 catachreses seem to have 
conflicting domain pairs; the 17 new metaphors have no malfunctioning structures.

As seen in Table 14.5, these 12 catachreses provoke 484 negative news articles, while the 17 
new metaphors triggered only two adverse news reports. This difference strongly implies that 
these catachreses were perceived as inappropriate in the news media far more frequently than 
the non-catachreses. In the case of catachreses with no physical interaction, the inappropri-
ateness was empirically confirmed. According to these results, most of the possible catachreses 
(excessive metaphors) were regarded as actual catachreses.

Tables 14.6 provides the figurative expressions, virtual images, titles, and dates of President 
Moons’ catachreses. In the first metaphor, North Korea’s installation of nuclear warheads on 
inter-continental ballistic missiles (target domain) was mapped to a red line (source domain). 
Moon intended to make the two domains share correspondence – a line that must not be 

Table 14.4 Characteristics of Catachreses

Abhorrent, Absurd, Abused,
Controversial, Discordant,
Illogical, inappropriate,
Malfunctioning, Misapplied,
Shocking, Strained.

Ambiguous, Awkward,
Extravagant, Far-fetched, Kindred,
Incompatible, Inexact,
Misused, Overextended,
Wrenched from the Common Usage.

Source: Bollobás and Kövecses (2017), Chrzanowska-Kluczewska (2011), Howarth 
& Griggs (2008), Kevin and Neumann (2011), Lanham (1969), Namaste (1999), 
Parker (1990), and Sapir and Crocker (1977).

Table 14.5 Numbers of Catachreses, New Metaphors, and Negative News Reports

President Moon President Park

Catachreses 2 New metaphors 6 Catachreses 10 New metaphors 11

S N S N S N S N
Red line 1 15 Candle 40 1 ISIS 1 180 Thorn 25 1
Chosun 1 11 Square 4 0 Soul 4 91 Seeds 5 0

Driver 2 0 Guillotine 2 72 Marathon 4 0
Bricks 1 0 Drown 1 60 Lighthouse 2 0
Friend 1 0 Arrow 1 17 Stone 2 0
Hands 1 0 Butterfly 1 11 Box 1 0

Honey 1 8 Chick 1 0
Mentor 1 7 Koi 1 0
Grass 1 6 Mother 1 0
Humanity 1 6 Spoon 1 0

Tiger 1 0

Notes: S = number of presidential speeches, N = number of negative news reports
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crossed. However, 15 news articles questioned this metaphor. A report of The Chosun Ilbo, 
the largest newspaper in South Korea, criticized Moon’s red line metaphor. It says, “Critics 
wondered whether Moon has already started moving the goal-posts. He only mentioned an 
ICBM as crossing the line, but not short or mid-range North Korean missiles which are capable 
of striking targets in South Korea.”4 The mentioned red line applies only to the United States, 
which is thousands of miles away from North Korea. To South Korea, which is only 30 miles 
away, North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons, regardless of the ICBMs, means that the 
red line has already been crossed. For those South Korean media, this metaphor did not interact 
with the physical environment, where the two Koreas are neighbors, so it was regarded as a 
catachresis with conflicting domains.

As for the Chosun–U.S. Summit, although North Korea calls itself Chosun to make it explicit 
that it is a country independent of South Korea, the Constitution of the Republic of Korea 
(South Korea) considers North Korea as part of its territory. Chosun was the name of a Korean 
dynastic kingdom that existed until 1910, and South Koreans do not use this term to refer to 
North Korea. President Moon, who is supposed to protect South Korea’s Constitution, called 
the North Korea–U.S. Summit the Chosun–U.S. Summit. VOA (Voice of America), a U.S. 
medium, quotes an expert who said, “President Moon used the term Chosun to flatter North 
Korean leader Kim Jong-un.”5

According to other news articles, the presidential office changed the Chosun–U.S. Summit 
to North Korea-U.S. Summit on its website. However, as this fix made a more significant issue, 
the office returned to the Chosun–U.S. Summit. The term Chosun sounded unnatural to South 
Korean culture, evoking in some South Koreans an abnormal image in which a king of Chosun 
and the president of the United States meet in modern times. In this context, two of Moon’s 
metaphors were criticized by the media and critics for being abused to overemphasize his pro-
North Korean policy. They were in stark contrast to the physical or cultural environment of 
South Koreans. However, the media did not express abhorrence for these metaphors, reporting 
11 and 15 negative news articles about them, respectively.

As shown in Table 14.7, President Park’s three metaphors of mentor, grass, and humanity were 
structured in such a way as to cite some proverbial maxims. These images served as source 
domains. However, not everyone was familiar with these sayings.

An article by The Hankyoreh, a major newspaper in South Korea, said, “It makes no sense 
to quote maxims that do not exist. President Park must have misused these metaphors.” Park’s 
quoting of maxims that others had never mentioned before became words that deviated from 
the real world that the receivers had experienced. Discordance between the source and target 
domains appeared in each metaphor.

Figures in the endnotes 7 to 15 present some visual aspects of the negative media response 
to Park’s other metaphors. The metaphor of honey mapped “creative economy” to a newly born 

Table 14.6 The Catachrestic Messages Addressed by President Moon

Virtual Images Figurative Expressions and Their Use

RED LINE If North Korea completes the development of ICBM and arms it with nuclear 
warheads, I will consider that a red line. I think North Korea is getting closer 
to the red line. (Press Conference, 18 August 2017)

CHOSUN-U.S. SUMMIT This meeting is meaningful because it shows again the willingness of South and 
North Korea to cooperate before the Chosun–U.S. Summit. I want the two 
Koreas to achieve peace and prosperity. I would like to pray that the Chosun–
U.S. Summit will succeed. (Inter-Korean Summit, 26 May 2018)
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honey; however, honey cannot be born, so the expression did not fit the physical environment. 
An article by The Christian Broadcasting System in South Korea said, “We can understand 
a newly born honey as a poetic expression. But she keeps repeating strange metaphors, such as 
mentor, grass, and humanity metaphors. Since she is the head of state, this is a serious problem.”6

The analogy When a silkworm breaks through a thick cocoon, it becomes a butterfly contained a 
falsehood; though it evoked the image of a silkworm transforming into a butterfly, a silkworm 
turns into a silk moth. Eleven South Korean news stories pointed out this flaw in the meta-
phor. A column of The Munhwa Daily, including a sketch of a moth and a butterfly, criticized 
this presidential metaphor for violating the laws of biology.7 Regarding “If you concentrate on 
shooting an arrow, it can even go through rock,” 17 news articles mentioned the unreality of this 
metaphor. An editorial cartoon of Oh My News, an influential online news medium in South 
Korea, mocked Park’s arrow trope, saying, “Her arrows can break through rocks. Where will she 
shoot?”8 Even if a person shoots an arrow as hard as possible, the arrow cannot penetrate a rock. 
This trope lacked a depiction of a physical interaction with the real world. In sum, these six 
metaphors belong to the catachresis group, being incompatible with the physical environment 
empirically experienced by the receivers. The media defined these metaphors as awkward and 
not as abhorrent, and for each metaphor, there were 6 to 17 adverse news reports.

In Park’s metaphor of ISIS, “masked South Korean protesters” were portrayed as ISIS. 
This terrorist group that has killed many innocent victims (the source domain) shared little in 
common with these non-violent protesters (the target domain) besides wearing a mask. As a 
conservative president, Park could blame masked protesters, mostly union members; however, 

Table 14.7 The Catachrestic Messages Addressed by President Park

Virtual Images Figurative Expressions and Their Use

MENTOR Mentoring helps young people succeed in their business. There is a saying that mentors save the 
poor. This saying shows how important a mentor is. (State Council, 25 March 2013)

GUILLOTINE I will send all the regulations that discourage investment to the guillotine.
The guillotine will collectively abolish unnecessary and futile regulations.
(State Council, 25 November 2014)

GRASS I heard a saying, “grass is just a weed until people know its value.” New interpretations of our 
history and culture lead to good media content. (Broadcasting Day, 2 September 2014)

SOUL If you do not learn history properly, you will be a person with an abnormal soul. (Chief 
Secretary Meeting, 10 November 2015)

ISIS Protesters should not be allowed to wear masks. The ISIS terrorists are wearing masks, aren’t 
they? (State Council, 24 November 2015)

HUMANITY A maxim says that humanity first appeared on Earth, and law came later. (State Council, 
16 December 2015)

BUTTERFLY When a silkworm breaks through a thick cocoon, it becomes a butterfly. We can make these 
policies successful if we try hard enough.

(State Council, 23 December 2015)
ARROW If you concentrate on shooting an arrow, it can even go through rock. We have a lot of difficulties, 

so we must gather our strength to overcome them. (New Year’s Address, 4 January 2016)
DROWN I will thoroughly review regulations that prevent the growth of new industries. I will put all the 

regulations under water and rescue only the necessary ones. (Trade-Investment Promotion 
Meeting, 17 February 2016)

HONEY This case was a creative economy. By focusing on what the consumer was uncomfortable with, the 
honey was newly born, and the added value increased. (At a Center for Creative Economy, 
16 March 2016)
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her usage of the extravagant image of ISIS sparked massive public resistance. Many masked 
Koreans held a mass demonstration to protest against this metaphor, and 180 news stories 
pointed out the metaphor’s inadequacy.9 Dozens of non-Korean news articles, including an 
editorial in The New York Times, also criticized Park’s ISIS metaphor. Cynical posts grew rapidly 
on social media. Journalist Alastair Gale for The Wall Street Journal tweeted, “South Korea’s pres-
ident compares local protestors in masks to ISIS. Really.”10 Various news media cited his post.

Her ISIS metaphor lacked interaction with the South Korean collective culture, which has 
supported freedom of assembly since the democratization movement in 1987. Korean laws 
have allowed protesters to wear masks. This presidential metaphor became a “huge catachresis,” 
which damaged Park’s political image.

Park announced that her administration would make high-school history textbooks, say-
ing that “If you do not learn history properly, you will be a person with an abnormal soul.” 
Progressive political groups criticized Park’s textbook policy, making her abnormal soul meta-
phor a national issue. A total of 91 news articles reported adverse reactions to this metaphor. 
The main opposition party, New Politics Alliance for Democracy, said, “It is shocking how 
preposterous a presidential metaphor sounds.” Lee Chul-hee, a famous Korean critic, said, “This 
presidential speech was out of common usage of words. Koreans say such phrases as ‘immortality 
of the soul.’ We have never heard combinations like ‘abnormal soul’ in public speeches.”11 Korea 
JoongAng Daily, a major newspaper in South Korea, said, “a pseudo-Christian shamanistic cult 
could have influenced President Park. Choi Soonsil, a daughter of Choi Taemin, who was 
head of the Korea Salvation Mission and was called a ‘Korean Rasputin,’ was Park’s mentor.”12 
In Korean culture, the term abnormal soul looked like words derived from magico-religious 
groups rather than political discourse used by modern presidents. Therefore, the source domain 
(a person with an abnormal soul) seemed to be an overextension that did not agree with the 
target domain (a person who does not learn history properly).

Park’s other metaphors, such as I will send all the regulations that discourage investment to the 
guillotine, and I will put all the regulations underwater and rescue only the necessary ones evoked brutal 
images of cutting someone’s head off and drowning people. These images were inhumane in 
South Korean culture, where the death penalty has been suspended since 1997. President Park 
would have attempted to publicize her administration’s regulatory reform effort by visualiz-
ing it figuratively. This intention was understandable, but the source domains (the guillotine 
and drowning people) created by Park seemed abused and abhorrent. A total of 72 articles, 
including the article by The MK newspaper,13 highlighted the negative aspects of the guillo-
tine metaphor, reporting that “Tens of thousands of protesters set up a guillotine model in 
downtown Seoul, as Park repeated the guillotine metaphor.”14 An article from YTN, a South 
Korean cable TV news channel, said, “The word guillotine is too harsh and inappropriate for 
the president to speak out.”15

On Park’s drowning metaphor, 60 articles reported strong opposition from politicians and 
activists such as “The presidential remarks of drowning selected someone is abhorrent” (a law-
maker Soomi Eun) and “This president drowns everyone and saves only a few. She may be out 
of her mind” (a human rights activist Sangman Go). Korean netizens argued on social media 
that the drowning metaphor was reminiscent of the Ferry Sewol disaster, where 249 Korean high 
school students drowned in 2014. Environmentalist Sungsoo Ha posted the same claims and 
a photo on his Facebook page after picketing in front of Park’s office. Some Korean media, 
including CNB News, reported these posts. From Park’s point of view, linking this metaphor 
with the Ferry Sewol disaster might be incomprehensible. However, the terms guillotine and 
drown have been used in the context of taking a person’s life, so these two metaphors seemed 
to have a catachrestic attribute of abhorrence.
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Park was convinced that unions were preventing economic growth through frequent strikes. 
Her administration believed that pro-North Korea textbook writers produced biased high 
school history textbooks. In the fight against these progressive scholars and unions, Park cre-
ated the abnormal soul and ISIS metaphors. Park concluded that, based on conservative beliefs, 
removing unnecessary regulations could help the Korean economy recover from a recession. 
To drive this deregulation policy, Park created the guillotine and drowning metaphors. Park was 
desperate to subdue the progressives, but her metaphors lacked a culture-based correspondence 
and became despised by the public. As many as 458 news articles hurt Park’s image of president 
of all the Korean people.

14.5 Conclusions

This chapter has reviewed how metaphors are constituted and used in political rhetoric, with 
a particular focus on the concepts of phantasia, enargeia, and catachresis with examples from 
South Korean politics. The critical thrust of the chapter started with Lakoff and Johnson’s 
(1980, 255) argument that the metaphor is a visual thing. Previous studies on metaphors have 
mainly dealt with the external forms of metaphors; by contrast, this chapter has paid attention 
to the persuasive power of metaphors featuring phantasia (visibility) and enargeia (liveliness) 
to inspire and fascinate listeners. Moreover, it has considered the arena of real politics where 
balanced metaphors are intermixed with abused and far-fetched metaphors.

A literature review and analysis of the remarks of South Korean presidents and presidential 
candidates has provided several important insights. According to the results, political leaders, 
including presidents, often create new metaphors that transform their or their counterpart’s 
personalities and policies into positive virtual images or negative images, respectively. These 
metaphors induce public admiration and sympathy by injecting phantasia and enargeia into 
ordinary, abstract, and complex political messages. As argued by Aristotle, these metaphors 
produce bringing-before-the-eyes effects.

The results reported in this chapter go beyond the stereotype that dead metaphors that func-
tion as idioms do not have persuasive effects. When faced with a rhetorical situation, presidential 
candidates repeatedly use dead metaphors that sound like an appropriate response and solution, 
making these metaphors their big election message and personal brand. Some literary critics 
taboo the repetition of a metaphor because such repetition can bore the readers. However, in 
the results, when the metaphor moves from a literary text to the field of the election, the mes-
sage-framing by the repetition of a metaphor has a more significant effect than the boredom of 
the repetition. In large-scale elections as rhetorical events, metaphors perform an essential task 
through the visual elements of phantasia and enargeia. The presidents sampled here tended to 
reiterate a new metaphor and link it to major events, making the metaphor a representative icon 
of their government’s identity and national agenda. The metaphors repeatedly used by political 
leaders are located at the apex of numerous messages appearing in political communication.

As for catachresis, analysis of the speeches of the two recent South Korean presidents shows 
that some of their presidential metaphors were catachreses. Specifically, the analysis of 12 abused 
tropes and 484 related news articles indicates a pattern of catachresis formation and negative 
media responses as follows. (1) Senders map policy to an image. (2) The image lacks corre-
spondence with the policy. (3) Conflict arises between the image and the receivers’ cultural 
or physical environment. (4) The receivers recognize the image as strained and abhorrent. 
(5) Cynical online posts spread, negative pseudo-events increase (e.g., masked protest, guillotine 
model performance, picketing, and official commentary), and adverse news stories are reported. 
The results were revalidated by comparison with non-abused metaphors.
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This chapter has suggested that catachreses in political communication can be divided into 
those with no physical interaction and those with no cultural interaction. When presidents 
employ metaphors (e.g., silkworms become butterflies) that violate the laws of nature, the inad-
equacy of the image–concept combination in the catachreses can be confirmed empirically. 
The media and the receivers feel strained, but not abhorrence for this type of catachreses. 
Catachreses with no cultural interactions can result in a much larger more adverse news 
reporting than those with no physical interaction. In each catachresis lacking a culture-based 
correspondence with a policy, the comparison image deviated from the collectively accumu-
lated cultural values of human dignity and democratic norms. As a result, these metaphors 
felt abhorrent.

Most politicians and policymakers initially try to create new and fresh metaphors, not 
catachreses, to communicate their policies to the public well. However, some of these meta-
phors result in catachreses, despite their intentions. Politicians may commit catachreses as they 
immerse themselves in the desire to mobilize their supporters and subdue political opponents 
with provocative expressions. Abused metaphors made by political leaders can hinder the deliv-
ery of their policies to the public, and a great deal of news reports criticizing their language 
may hurt the leaders’ image.

This chapter has mainly analyzed metaphorical catachreses belonging to Catachresis Two. 
Tolerant audiences may perceive some catachreses as normal. Since metaphors and abused met-
aphors inherently have interpretive ambiguity, it may not be easy to provide objective measures 
that perfectly pinpoint the tipping point at which a political remark enters the catachresis stage. 
On a practical level, applying strict standards regarding catachresis may go against the freedom 
of expression in politics.

This chapter has suggested a metaphorical paradox: since political metaphors tend to have a 
stronger and more longer-lasting effect on the receivers than common vocabulary, the receivers 
may also take abused political metaphors more seriously and remember them for longer than 
common vocabulary. In the context of the ever-growing distrust in politics, this chapter has 
explored one potential rhetorical origin of the distrust called catachresis.

Notes
 1 www.businessinsider.com/trump-alabama-rally-little-rocket-man-north-korea-speech-2017-9
 2 Presidential candidates also tend to use metaphors extensively, as they need to convince the voters by 

summarizing their messages in a concise image. Their metaphors focus on promoting their morality, 
competence, and policies, while downgrading those of their opponents (Fetzer and Lauerbach, 2007, 
p. 75). For instance, a 1984 TV commercial of U.S. presidential candidate Ronald Reagan showed 
that a brown bear gradually emerged from the forest and stood in front of people, highlighting Reagan’s 
foreign agenda of emphasizing the threat from the Soviet Union.

 3 A cartoon in The Hankyoreh, a Korean newspaper, positively presents Moon’s candlelight metaphor: 
http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/794155.html

 4 http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2017/08/18/2017081801110.html
 5 www.voakorea.com/a/4414073.html
 6 www.nocutnews.co.kr/news/4688533
 7 A column of The Munhwa Daily (Editorial Writer Hwang Seong-kyu) drew a butterfly and a moth to 

criticize Park’s butterfly metaphor: https://m.news.nate.com/view/20160906n20951
 8 www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/View/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002173030
 9 The Christian Science Monitor shows masked Koreans marching to protest Park’s comparing masked 

protesters to ISIS: www.csmonitor.com/World/2015/1205/Thousands-of-South-Koreans-march-in- 
protest-against-nation-s-president

 10 https://twitter.com/alastairgale/status/669113779020390401
 11 www.huffingtonpost.kr/2015/11/19/story_n_8606174.html

http://www.businessinsider.com
http://english.hani.co.kr
http://english.chosun.com
http://www.voakorea.com
http://www.nocutnews.co.kr
https://m.news.nate.com
http://www.ohmynews.com
http://www.csmonitor.com
http://www.csmonitor.com
https://twitter.com
http://www.huffingtonpost.kr
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 12 https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2016/10/27/politics/PseudoChristian-shamanistic-cult-
alleged-to-have-influence-over-President-Park/3025416.html

 13 www.mk.co.kr/news/society/view/2016/11/788569/
 14 www.mk.co.kr/news/society/view/2016/11/788533/
 15 www.ytn.co.kr/_ln/0103_201610301750070064
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15
THE PROLEPTIC SUITE

Ashley Rose Mehlenbacher

15.1 Introduction

Metaphor has long been the rhetorical figure of speech preoccupying contemporary scholars, 
notably from I.A. Richards and Kenneth Burke’s work on the trope, and beyond to a wide 
range of fields interested in how this figure underscores the operations of the mind. Fahnestock 
(1999) has powerfully illustrated that metaphor, for all the celebrated scholarship surrounding 
the trope, is not the only figure deserving attention. Anadiplosis (a figure of repetition where 
words are repeated on either side of a phrasal or clausal boundary), diaphora (a figure of rep-
etition where a common word is used to signify an individual and then used again to signify 
characteristics of said individual by group affiliation; cf. ploche), epanaphora and epistrophe (where 
a series of clauses begin with the same word or words and where a series of clauses ends 
with the same word or words, respectively), and the flexible exergasia (a figure of repetition 
relying on variety of expression in word choice, delivery, etc.) are only a small number of the 
hundreds of figures of speech catalogued across the millennia. Notably, in the catalogue of 
figures, there are multiple strategies of figuration demarcated on the basis of their operations 
in language. Figures like metaphor are indicated by their semantic configuration and epochal 
meaning (e.g., “Truth as light”; see Blumenberg, 1957/2020), while figures such as anadiplosis 
rely on repetition. Divisions among figures do not find a consensus, but there are common-
alities, and broadly we can distinguish among tropes (like metaphor), schemes (like anadiplosis), 
and, following Fahnestock (1999, 2000), pragmatic figures. Although the particulars of each 
category and the categories themselves remain some source of debate, it is the general heuristics 
the processes of categorization offer that are especially helpful to understanding the group of 
figures I describe in this chapter as the Proleptic Suite. This group of figures are keyed into 
strategies of anticipation or presage. Figures in the suite, that is, offer persuasive appeals on 
the basis of language that forecasts an opponent’s argument or some future time or a future 
event. Such presage is more than anticipation of one’s audience in one’s mind for rhetorical 
preparation but, rather, the persuasive strategy of naming the future argument, time, or event 
in an effort to induce persuasion in one’s audience.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-19
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15.2 Prolepsis: An Overview

Emerging from a Latinized Greek form, we can translate prolepsis as “anticipation” and define its 
operations broadly as event-x preceded event-y temporally, but the rendering of the temporal 
order is inverted such that event-y discursively precedes event-x. The notion of “anticipating,” 
however, does not buy us much as an explanatory formula for what persuasive work this figure 
accomplishes or how its argumentative function operates in language. However, to begin with 
a preliminary accounting, we can say that the rhetorical figure called prolepsis is concerned 
with anticipation and crafts a future moment in the present through presaging, foreshadowing, 
predicting, and so on. Here I note that the choice of the verb “craft” invokes the rhetorical 
tradition’s attention to how a persuasive technique is made by the rhetor, the person using the 
figure, in an effort to generate some response in their audience.

Accomplishing this persuasive work requires the operations of attention and memory to 
be oriented toward a future from a stance of the present. Similarly operating rhetorical figures 
include prolepsis’s closest relative, analepsis, which is the flashback to prolepsis’s flashforward and 
enargia or lively descriptions.1 Prolepsis – and analepsis – rely upon prior knowledge accumulated 
in what we call, quite broadly, memory in the rhetorical tradition, namely, to marshal resources 
for the inventive work of directing attention through distinct temporal vantages. For prolepsis, 
the vantage is directed toward the future, and analepsis, the past. In both figures, the past is 
implicated in the recollective work of rhetorical memory and, also, the future is implicated 
through the selective function of inventive work, always choosing this or that potentiality 
as the central focus of the particular figural realization (or, that is, a matter of memory and 
attention; see Oakley, 2009). Three distinct rhetorical strategies can be identified as commonly 
falling under the label of “prolepsis” and these comprise the provisional work of the Proleptic 
Suite (Table 15.1).

The first figure described, Prolepsis (Occupatio), which here is synonymous with procatalepsis, 
describes the strategy of anticipating and rebutting potential criticisms of one’s own argument 
or of an opponent’s argument. For example, On The Amber Ruffin Show, Ruffin discusses the 
2021 United States Capitol attack and how white women participated in the white supremacy 
underlying the riot, but anticipates and refutes their prospective arguments for such a position 
by arguing that white women were shown to be expendable by white men. Ruffin explains, 
despite this, “white women continue to align themselves with white supremacy. 55% of them 
voted for Trump this year.” Ruffin then asks, moving fully into the proleptic strategy of antic-
ipation and refutation,

White women: why are you signing up for this shit? Those white men hate minorities 
and you’re a minority. You think you’re a member of the cool club but that’s not true 
because: one, this club is not cool and, two, they hate you. You can’t be the oppressor 
and a minority. You need to pick a lane, and the lane you’re choosing sucks.

(Ruffin, 2021)

The second figure, Prolepsis (Ampliatio), describes a kind of future anteriority where future 
events are referenced and are already written or certain, as is often found in literary examples 
of foreshadowing or in film. For example, in the horror film A Quiet Place Part II, a main 
protagonist named Emmett (played by Cillian Murphy) asks the lead character Regan (played 
by Millicent Simmonds), how to sign “dive” in American Sign Language, which later becomes 
critical for him to know when both their survival is threatened. The third figure, Prolepsis 
(Praemonitio), is a strategy of presaging as forewarning of potential future time, such as the 
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numerous warnings from environmental sciences, such as the IPCC warning that global warm-
ing of 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels will have catastrophic consequences. Distinguishing 
rhetorical figures of speech as specified in the Proleptic Suite – and, notably, in the work of 
others, including the Chiastic Suite (Harris & Di Marco, 2017) or the Climax Suite (Black et 
al., 2019) or the subtyping of litotes (Yuan, 2017) – emerges from a situational concern with 
disambiguation and computational tractability for the use of rhetorical figures in computational 
rhetorics and allied fields, of the sort discussed by Lawrence and Visser in Chapter 30 in this 
Handbook. However, the implications for such suites extend beyond computational con-
cerns. Distinguishing figural forms helps specify rhetorical strategies used to induce persuasive 
effect with different motives and ends. Before examining the specific constructions of figures 
indicated in the Proleptic Suite, a brief and necessary partial trek through the figure’s history 
provides key insights into the multiple persuasive strategies gathered under prolepsis.

15.3 A Flashback

Charting a rough, and necessarily incomplete, history of prolepsis provides some insights into 
the figure and its permutations, tracking both its generalization in the rhetorical handbook 
tradition and in literary studies, as well as its specialization in linguistics and grammar. In the 

Table 15.1 The Proleptic Suite: Classification Scheme for Multiple Forms of Prolepsis

Figure Name Description Structure Representative 
Figures

Prolepsis-
Occupatio

Anticipation and 
rebuttal of an 
opponent’s 
argument.

Event y is the counter-argument and Event x is 
the rebuttal to the counter-argument.

One expects a counter-argument to come after 
the argument, namely at Time B, but the 
rhetor introduces Event y at Time A in order 
to justify Event x.

Procatalepsis; 
Prolepsis

Prolepsis-
Ampliatio

Future anteriority, a 
certain declaration/
prediction of future 
events.

Event y occurs at some Future Time B and Event 
x occurs at Time A, but in the telling of the 
narrative, Event y is revealed before Event x.

When paired with analepsis, the temporality of 
the structure becomes more recursive: i.e.:

Time A: when the utterance occurs; the 
utterance is Event x.

Time B: when the “future” Event y predicted at 
Time C is supposed to happen.

Time C: when the prediction or forecast of 
Event y occurs.

Time A and Time B converge through the 
revelation of Time C as now-an-analeptic 
device.

Prolepsis; 
Ampliatio

Prolepsis-
Praemonitio

Presage, a forewarning 
of a potential future. 
Often an undesirable 
portent, but may have 
a positive valence.

Event y occurs at Time B, and Event x (action to 
shape Event y) is urged to happen at Time A.

Præmonitio

Source: Adapted from Mehlenbacher (2017).
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latter case, for instance, we might look at a specialized form of prolepsis as cataphoric pronoun 
usage in Mishnaic Hebrew as the proleptic dative pronoun, which Shemesh-Raiskin (2014) notes 
are of two varieties: the (1) so-called “double” compound syntax where the first nominal is 
prefixed by a pronoun that refers to the second nominal (“A said to him to B”) and (2) a 
verb phrase “when the predicate precedes the subject” (“Said A to him to B”), which can 
both be contrasted to the more conventional construction of “A said to B” (p. 104). In these 
examples it is the pronoun that anticipates some feature of the later clause, phrase, or sentence. 
This, Shemesh-Raiskin notes, is less common in Biblical Hebrew than uses of anaphora or 
where the pronoun refers to an earlier antecedent (pp. 104–105). The rhetorical handbook 
tradition, too, has a variety of forms prolepsis might take, but operating in less well-defined 
ways than the grammatical construct.

The Proleptic Suite is an attempt to disambiguate rhetorical strategies and functions of 
proximal but distinct patterns we might characterize under the figure of prolepsis. One of the 
challenges of identifying prolepses in language is that many permutations are not strongly indi-
cated by morpholexical or syntactic signatures and, thus, identification requires methods more 
aligned with identifying tropes or pragmatic figures (often grouped as figures of thought) than the 
techniques used to identify schemes. Prolepsis, as we will learn, is not so easily characterized as 
operating only within the syntactic level, but can, too, function narratively.

Proleptic strategies appear early, including in the fourth century BCE Rhetorica ad Alexandrum, 
a text we might describe as the manual or handbook genre, and provided the basics in rhetorical 
strategy (see, for discussion of early use in Quintilian, Clauss, 2007). In this text it is the work 
of anticipation where we find prolepsis, as a kind of procatalepsis, or anticipation and refutation 
of one’s audience and of an opponent’s argument. Lanham adopts this usage in his foundational 
(1991) A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms choosing prolepsis over procatalepsis, as the term for this rhe-
torical work. As a figure of speech primarily concerned with anticipation and refutation, prolepsis 
or procatalepsis was prescribed and proscribed by authors concerned with the application of style. 
Later, we will see, such use of the figure continues in this handbook tradition of figures, but 
the figure of prolepsis has more applications than this somewhat restricted use for argumentation.

Twelfth-century rabbinic scholars noted the importance of prolepsis in Biblical narratives. 
Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir (Rashbam) identifies prolepsis as a central narrative technique, and his 
student, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency, identifies it not only in the accounting of events but also 
in the morpholexical-syntactic deployments of the figure in prophetic speech (Harris, 2009, 
pp. 316–317). An example of the narrative prolepsis technique, Rashbam argues, “follows the 
Scriptural pattern of regularly anticipating … and explaining some matter which, though 
unnecessary to the immediate context, serves the purpose of elucidating some matter to be 
mentioned further on, in another passage” (qtd in Harris, 2009, p. 316). Rhetorically, these 
exegetes demonstrate that prolepsis is a critical compositional technique and name the figure in 
accounting for these rhetorical choices.

Later prominent handbook treatments use the procatalepsis/prolepsis accounting, and such 
definitions of prolepsis as the anticipation and counter-argument can be found in Wilson (1560), 
Smith (1665), Norwood (1694), Gibbons (1767), and De Mille (1882). Macbeth (1875) and 
Bullinger (1898) provide multiple meanings of the term, once again invoking the more nuanced 
and sophisticated understanding of prolepsis we see in Rashbam and Eliezer (see Harris, 2009), 
turned now to persuasive argumentation. Smith (1665) tells us that prolepsis is:

Occupatio, Anticipatio, Occupation or the prevention of an Objection, derived from 
[pro] prae, before, and [lambano] capio, accipio, to take or receive; from whence 
[lepsis] acceptio, a taking: or it is derived from [prolambano] anticipo, to prevent. 
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Anticipation, or the prevention of an objection: a figure whereby that which may be objected [to] 
is anticipated, &c.;

(p. 109)

Gibbons (1767) sees it this way, too, arguing prolepsis is:

a Figure by which a speaker suggests an objection against what he is advancing, and 
returns an answer to it: or it is a Figure by which a speaker, more especially at the 
entrance upon his discourse, removes any sort of obstruction that he foresees may be 
likely to prevent the success of his cause.

(p. 191)

De Mille (1882) joins the procatalepsis chorus as well, telling us the figure marks the technique 
where “Objections are often anticipated and answered” (p. 484).

Macbeth (1875) plainly states the marriage of prolepsis and procatalepsis: “Prolepsis, or 
Procatalepsis, is the presupposing of the adversary’s arguments, and the refuting of them 
beforehand.” But, soon, Macbeth complicates matters with a second definition and use of 
prolepsis. “Anticipation, a figure not before catalogued,” he writes “is very near of kin to the 
last [Prediction]. It is one of the most felicitous.” “The murdered man,” Macbeth explains,

spoken of by Keats in the following, has not yet been slain, but his death is planned; 
a glare of the ghastly is thrown over the whole passage; the more, if the events amid 
which he plays his part be, as yet, joyous. It is as though a figure draped in the habil-
iments of the grave were to stalk through a ballroom: “So the two brothers and their 
murdered man Went on their way to Venice.”

(p. 355)

Bullinger, too, provides distinctions among forms of prolepsis found in the Bible, and provides 
two accounts. The first, he explains, is “An Anticipation of some future Time which cannot 
yet be enjoyed: but has to be deferred … The Figure is so called when we anticipate what 
is going to be done, and speak of future things as present” (Bullinger, 1898, p. 895). Of the 
second, he writes “The answering of an Argument by anticipating it before it is used … This 
is a beautiful figure; by which we ‘anticipate’ objections to what we are stating” (p. 938).

In modern rhetorical scholarship, Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) 
important treatise The New Rhetoric considers the figure of prolepsis. Of this figure, they write 
that when “a speaker introduces objections into his sentence in order to answer them himself, 
we have a figure of speech, prolepsis, which is simply a feint” (p. 169). Here Perelman and 
Olbrechts-Tyteca mark a distinction in their framework between argumentative figures and 
“an embellishment, a figure of style” (p. 169). Refutation is central to their conception of 
prolepsis as argumentative. The move here is more than to acknowledge argumentative fea-
tures of prolepsis but, more foundationally to their project, to see figures of speech as having 
an argumentative function at all, rather than the more common mid-century view of figures 
as “mere” style. Prolepsis, however, is no mere feint, at least not when it takes the form of 
procatalepsis or Prolepsis (Occupatio), Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca note when this form of 
“anticipatory refutation” is formulated as an objection to one’s own argument, a figure, they 
write, “which has a definite argumentative connotation” (p. 501). Tindale (2004), agreeing 
with Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s understanding of the argumentative and suasive effect 
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of prolepsis where it is understood as an anticipatory refutation, writes that the significance of 
prolepsis “lies in its importance to dialectical argumentation” (p. 83; see also, for a discussion 
of prolepsis as procatalepsis, Clauss, 2007).

Later taxonomies have worked to disambiguate the figure, as well, for purposes such as 
literary analysis. Currie’s (2006) taxonomy of prolepsis, which he distinguishes as narratological 
or flashforward, structural, and what he calls “rhetorical prolepsis.” Currie calls these Prolepsis 
1, Prolepsis 2, and Prolepsis 3, and they align with my proposed taxonomy as follows: Prolepsis 
1 with Prolepsis (Praemonitio)/Prolepsis (Ampliatio) and Prolepsis 3 with Prolepsis (Occupatio); his 
Prolepsis 2 is somewhat beyond my particular rhetorical concerns with its grounding in lit-
erary time, but offers an important example of the pervasiveness of anticipatory moves in all 
discourse and their frequent elusiveness to definition. Notably, Currie’s Prolepsis 2 “designates 
a function inherent in all fiction,” whereas Prolepsis 1 and 3 are designated as “deviation from 
narrative norms” (p. 32).

Before turning to the Proleptic Suite and the rhetorical or suasive functions of prolepsis as 
a rhetorical figure of speech or thought, something of a Stoic interlude can provide another 
understanding of prolepses. The problem to which a Stoic conception of prolepsis responds 
haunts the Greco-Roman rhetorical and philosophical tradition. Socrates, in a search for the 
meaning of “virtue,” explores the idea of intermediate states of knowledge in an effort to 
counter Meno’s Paradox (Plato, Meno 80d–e). How can one search for that which they do not 
know, Meno poses? For Socrates, or Plato, the answer lies in Platonic recollection, anamnesis, 
or a kind of recovery of knowledge with which we are born. In Stoic epistemology, the 
answer is, rather, prolepses. In early Stoic doctrine, the prolepses offer an interesting insight into 
the temporal rendering of the rhetorical figure of prolepsis. In the early Stoa, prolepses were 
part of what we might now call tacit knowledge, and Dyson explains we can understand the 
prolepses as “psychologically functional in the formation of presentations and impulses, but 
their content is not readily available to conscious reflection and must be recovered through 
a process of investigation” (p. xxix). In the Stoic account here the prolepses are by-design 
the way that people are able to “conceptualize experience in order to arrive at scientific 
knowledge of the world and live in accordance with the natural course of events” (Dyson, 
2009, p. 72). Although there may be implications for a cognitive-rhetorical rationale in the 
accounting of the figure of prolepsis, it is here rather the temporal rendering of prolepses that 
is most interesting. Stoic doctrine held the prolepses to be criteria of truth. For a rhetori-
cal (re)formulation, we might instead attend to the suasive potential of prolepses. This is an 
important matter for how we understand the limitations of prolepses, in their varieties. Not all 
future-oriented rhetoric, or what is often referred to as deliberative rhetoric, is proleptic in its 
nature. Further to this, rhetorics concerned with the management of uncertainty are not all 
proleptic, although we can find numerous cases in some fields of discourse, such as environment 
and risk. Prolepses, in their rhetorical formulation, could be explored instrumentally, which 
is to ask what rhetorical effect invocations of the figure induces, though we can also look to 
the generative work of the figure to understand its powerful inventive function as central to 
the figure’s conceptualization.

With this brief overview of prolepsis’s long history in rhetorical, philosophical, religious, lan-
guage, and literary studies, I turn now to the Proleptic Suite. In this suite of figures – Prolepsis 
(Occupatio), Prolepsis (Ampliatio), and Prolepsis (Praemonitio) – the purpose of distinguishing 
among different uses of prolepsis is not ontological in any philosophical sense, although perhaps 
useful in computational ontological work. Rather, these distinctions provide another vantage 
from which to explore this rich figure, its forms, and its uses.
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15.4 Prolepsis (Occupatio): Prolepsis as Anticipation and Rebuttal

Prolepsis (Occupatio), what we might call the figure often correlated with definitions of pro-
catalepsis or prolepsis in rhetoric, is the strategy defined so far of anticipating and rebutting an 
opponent’s argument. (Hereafter I will refer to this subtype as “procatalepsis.”) For example, if I 
were to debate the benefits of getting the first available COVID-19 vaccine, regardless of man-
ufacturer, I might anticipate that my opponent will argue for the relative efficacy of different 
vaccines based on manufacturer. Knowing this, I may, in my own initial argument, anticipate 
this objection and frame my remarks to preemptively account for arguments against the first 
available vaccine. To make use of procatalepsis I would explicitly address the anticipated objections 
by, for instance, arguing that, although one can discuss individual efficacy of vaccines, we should 
question the ethical consequences of this argument and that, counter to this thinking, herd or 
community-based immunity offers a more ethical and scientifically instructive account. Here 
the use of prolepsis is distinguished from general audience accommodation concerns in that the 
anticipatory work of the accommodation is rendered as part of the articulated argument for the 
audience. That is, prolepsis needs to be explicitly invoked in the case of procatalepsis. Following 
the basic formula, event-x precedes event-y temporally, but proleptically event-y narratively 
precedes event-x, we can see that through anticipation of an opponent’s arguments (event-y) I 
have proleptically reordered event-y to occur prior to the conclusion of event-x, my argument, 
by incorporating event-y into the narrative unfolding as my argument.

Consider another example of a procatalepsis, taken from the Canadian newspaper the Hamilton 
Spectator (23 April 2021), concerning the COVID-19 pandemic:

As people ponder our current situation, and question how we got here, we increas-
ingly get asked the question “is this nature fighting back at us?” It is a good question. 
There is not, of course, any sentient being called “nature,” but there is a biosphere 
upon which we depend for our very existence that has been abused to a staggering 
degree as human “development” has “progressed,” fixated on relentless growth.

(Kubursi, Hails, & De Costa, 2021, para. 1)

In this example, the argument is that nature may be “fighting back” against the myriad of 
ways human beings cause environmental destruction resulting in “creating” viruses that infect 
humans. The combative metaphor appeals alongside a proleptic move to anticipate the critique 
of another figural deployment, the metonymic use of “nature” to capture ecological inter-
actions and social intersections in this sphere often set against “culture.” The lexico-syntactic 
correlations of rebuttal here (but) and the rhetorical strategy of posing a question both mark 
this instance of procatalepsis, but are not certain indicators of the figure. In other examples of 
procatalepsis, naming the act of anticipating an objection is not uncommon, and thus correla-
tions may include a lexicon of refutation (e.g., “of course …” or “but,” etc.). By anticipating 
and rebutting objections to the use of the term “nature” as a metaphor for sentient actions, 
although more specifically in their argument referring to biocapacity, the authors can explore 
their argument that environmental changes drive increases in infectious disease risk among 
human populations.

In a well-cited example of the figure from Gibbons, whose account comes by way of 
Quintilian, we find Cicero deploying the figure:

If any of you, O my judges, or of the other persons present, should be surprised that 
I, who have for so many years so conducted myself in causes and public trials, as that 
I have defended many, and injured none, should now suddenly alter my course, and 
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turn accuser, such a person, upon being made acquainted with the reason and motive 
of my proceeding, will at once both approve what I am now doing, and will infallibly 
determine that there is no manager in this cause to be preferred before me.

(qtd in Gibbons, p. 193)

The quote continues, but later Gibbons’s rhetorical handbook (1767), observes: “The use 
of this Figure is very considerable” (p. 198). Once again we see that the features of this 
figure – its anticipatory function paired with a rebuttal – can induce rhetorical effects by 
framing the argument in a favorable way through the seemingly judicious consideration of 
other perspectives, arguments, and criticisms. Here we see there are not strong lexico-syn-
tactic correlations or obvious syntactic indicators offered by, for instance, prolepsis as a lin-
guistic and grammatic construction. Yet, for its variety and Cicero’s eloquence, still there 
is significant rhetorical effect and a somewhat weakly defined linguistic structure. In many 
of the examples, we can find something of the IF-THEN argument structure linguistically 
codified (IF “If any of you, O my judges … should be surprised” THEN “upon being made 
acquainted with the reason and motive of my proceeding” = anticipation as If and rebuttal 
as Then). However, should the IF-THEN (although some form of anticipation) lack the 
contextual information that tells us this is not merely a conditional statement but a presage, 
the structure does not characterize an instance of prolepsis as defined here. For example, one 
might say (this example is my own), “If the Liberal Party of Canada wins the election, the 
climate policy outlined would …” but this is not presaging in the sense that we see in prolepsis. 
The IF-THEN structure, then, can be a low grade signature for prolepsis, but may result in 
false positives, particularly in other subtypes of the figure, especially Prolepsis (Praemonitio). 
Instances where prolepses may be missed include those where the effort to generate a sense 
of proximal urgency is rhetorically rendered as a likelihood, not a conditional statement. 
For example, one might say that “continued warming means that droughts will worsen, 
oceans will warm, and the catastrophic effects of climate change will unfold more rapidly 
than current models predict,” (again my own example) which can still be a proleptic argu-
ment strategy, but the conditional structure is dropped and the explicit (e.g., IF “we don’t 
address climate change …”) is an implicit (and may be polysemous, depending on context, 
and may suggest the need for climate action or be a warning that decades of inaction mean 
a restlessness and bleak future yet to unfold).

Macbeth provides another example, demonstrating how the figure might induce its rhetori-
cal effect with the benefit of, unlike Cicero’s example, rhetorical acumen rather than a sincerity:

The story told of Harry Erskine, brother of Thomas, the great Lord Erskine, deserves 
attention. Harry Erskine mistook, on one occasion, the side for which he was retained; 
he rose and addressed the jury with great force against his client. That anxious person-
age writhed with alarm and astonishment; at length, as the erring advocate was about 
resuming his seat, the client succeeded in getting a note put into his hands, telling 
him he had been arguing on the wrong side. Without the slightest embarrassment, he 
turned to the jury, and said:

“Gentlemen, such are the arguments which the speaker on the other side will ad-
dress to you. I shall now show you how worthless they are.”

He then tore to pieces all the reasoning he had brought forward.
(Macbeth, p. 438)
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A feint, indeed; or, we might say, a kind of “cosmic prolepsis” where its invocation is situationally 
crafted. But, moreover, the example is indeed an effective argument strategy for anticipating 
and refuting an opponent’s arguments. By putting the presumptive arguments before an audi-
ence, the rhetor can defang the persuasive bite of their interlocutor. Here one might argue 
such a figure might be a tactic to “poison the well,” presenting an unfair or perhaps reductive 
account of an opponent’s arguments (all the while achieving the rhetorical effect of appearing 
fair minded in considering the opponent’s position), or, alternatively, this might be seen as 
a matter of framing, as conceptualized in psychological and social scientific literature (don’t 
think of an elephant, George Lakoff might tell us). In some ways, we can align this argument 
move with the practice of dissoi logoi, or the consideration of both sides of an argument. As a 
pedagogical activity, dissoi logoi provides a rhetor with a space to consider other sides of some 
issue or debate, to argue for those opposing sides and, in turn, strengthen their own argument 
and more generally practice their craft. For Erskine, we can see that the underlying practice 
of dissoi logoi facilitates arguing from another side when called upon, but the situational factors 
in this cosmic prolepsis render the practice a procatalepsis by naming the tool (“such are the 
arguments which the speaker on the other side will address”).

To review, procatalepsis – or, the subtype Prolepsis (Occupatio) – is the figure of the Proleptic 
Suite where the rhetor explicitly anticipates what argument(s) might be made against their own 
proposition by an opponent and refutes the opposing proposition or argument. Put another 
way, the rhetor anticipates that their interlocutor will make some argument against their own 
and they take that opposing argument to be incorrect but worthy of addressing before it can 
be raised by the interlocutor. The persuasive effect is induced in this anticipatory framework 
because it suggests the rhetor has considered all sides and, in refuting the opposition, has good 
will in understanding the arguments but does not find good reason in their interlocutor’s 
presumed defense. Notably, in some ways this variety of prolepsis is less pluralistic or polysemic 
than other realizations, to which we will now turn.

15.5 Prolepsis (Ampliatio): Prolepsis as Future Anteriority

Prolepsis (Ampliatio) aligns with traditional uses of prolepsis and ampliatio. (Hereafter I will refer 
to this subtype as prolepsis, although this does not indicate any primary status of the subtype.) 
This version of prolepsis is the strategy declaring or predicting future events as though they 
have already occurred. Put another way, this use of prolepsis operates as a kind of future ante-
riority by establishing future fact by temporal collapse through anticipation. For example, in a 
narrative fiction I might relate the visions of Cassandra, a Trojan Priestess to Apollo in Greek 
mythology cursed with prophecy but never believed. Better than my impoverished description, 
Natalie Haynes’s retelling of Troy’s fall from the perspective of the women of the war provides 
us with a vivid description of how “Cassandra saw the future as though it were the past” (2021, 
p. 213). Entering one of her visions,

Her breathing became uneven. She pushed the vision away, but every time she blinked, 
it was all she could see: ruined sockets and thick dark blood. She tried to come back 
to the present, turn away from the future and be where she was.

(p. 214)

Here the vision Cassandra experiences is a vision of the wrath her mother, Hecabe, will 
exact upon an enemy. Once more, the basic formula of event-x precedes event-y temporally, 
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but event-y narratively precedes event-x; this is how a proleptic temporal reordering renders 
the future in the present. Unlike procatalepsis, it is not an argument anticipated, but an event. 
Further, the event is not merely anticipated but foretold.

Prolepsis as future anteriority can operate, too, with analeptic resonances for humorous effect. 
In “Cloud Green” (2019) of the NBC program Superstore a character reads a pamphlet warning 
– proleptically – of the dangers of climate change, foretelling:

Now is the time to act on climate change. If global temperatures rise by just half a 
degree more, we will be at the point of no return towards a worldwide apocalypse in 
less than 10 years. The Obama Administration is working to … oh, this was printed 
in 2009.

Another character asks “Well did we make it?” and yet another responds “Just looked it up. 
No. Not even close,” adding “somebody should really be paying attention to this.” Here 
the presaging of “worldwide apocalypse” predicated upon rising temperatures is a proleptic 
appeal meant to induce social action. It is the temporal inversion of the seemingly proleptic 
stance, future-oriented, to a historical stance, with reference to the “Obama Administration” 
(in position from 2009 to 2017) that analeptically induces not only humor, but reaffirms the 
urgency of the original prolepsis, indicated by “Did we make it?” A final move, however, 
nudges back toward a proleptic stance, with a character ominously remarking amidst the visibly 
worried colleagues, “somebody should really be paying attention,” once again a future-look-
ing proposition (also, notably, an instance of litotes, or understatement; see: Yuan, 2017 and 
Chapter  16 of this Handbook, for examples). In our event-y/x formulation, the temporal 
structures become more complex than the prototypical event-y narratively precedes event-x. 
In this “Cloud Green” example, we could chart the temporal structures such that Time A 
describes event-x (the characters in Superstore reading a pamphlet in 2019) where Time B 
(2019 in global terms) is when event-y is predicted to happen and Time C (2009, when the 
pamphlet was printed) is predicting event-y. Rhetorically, the proleptic-analeptic-proleptic dance 
induces rhetorical effects through a temporal dislocation associated first with urgency and 
the hope of action, then inverted by the despair of the negative valence of the now-realized 
proleptic vision in the realization that the pamphlet flashes one back nearly a decade, before 
then reaffirming the original proleptic urgency – despair as we might of its new necessarily 
negative valence and presaging of apocalypse – as demanding (re)new(ed) attention. Further, 
the situatedness of the figural work in a comedic genre allows for a further rhetorical effect 
by allowing the serious topic to be treated through “good-natured” humor. That is, as Osnes, 
Boykoff, and Chandler (2019) explain, such humor is “good for nature, and also good-na-
tured, meaning kind in intent – not seeking to shame or expose in a cruel or demeaning 
manner” (p. 2). Rather than undermining the seriousness of climate change, the complex 
temporal structure builds a space for reflection on climate inaction, and a kind of “clever 
recognition or truth,” which, as Osnes et al. note, is funny, as the students in their study note 
(p. 4). Comedy, however, is not trivial. Indeed, the television show itself treats numerous 
serious topics, including immigration, systematic racism, sexism, health care access (based in 
the United States), worker rights and COVID-19, and union busting, among other urgent 
issues. In the example of climate change here, the joke invites the audience to participate, to 
be in-the-know, and to identify with the “somebody” who ought to be “paying attention.”

Although the figure in this configuration is often found in fictional or religious texts, 
there are uses in everyday life that suggest, indeed, the future has been written. Consider the 



Ashley Rose Mehlenbacher

288

following example from the St. Catharines Standard newspaper, explaining the expensive real 
estate situation Canadians faced during the COVID-19 pandemic:

Whether you are a renter, or looking to buy, there’s no denying real estate is too 
expensive in Canada. But did anyone expect it would become more expensive during 
the COVID-19 pandemic? Only those with advanced understanding of the effects of 
quantitative easing, and the Bank of Canada. Because it seems very clear that the goal 
of their pandemic stimulus was to make real estate more expensive, and it has worked 
perfectly.

(Wong, 2021, para. 1–2)

Here the proleptic work is accomplished through the reference to experts whose knowledge 
of “quantitative easing” seemingly allowed them to write the future where real estate is to 
be more expensive by predicting exactly the outcome of their stimulus choices. Although in 
this case the future is not per se written, it is not a presage, as such, insofar as the outcome is 
certain. However, the messy application of this figure to real-world examples, where we take 
the future not to be written, underscores its suitability in many cases to literary or religious 
contexts where futures can already be determined or written within those worlds or epistemol-
ogies. The rhetorical effect, however, is quite similar in this real-world example insofar as the 
strategy of declaring future events as though they have already occurred is taken as a certainty, 
here with reference to the expert decision-makers positionality, the figure crafts a persuasive 
appeal relying on the expert-as-sage trope.

To review, prolepsis – or Prolepsis (Ampliatio) – is a figural instance of prolepsis where the 
rhetor anticipates and asserts that a future event has already happened as a temporal disloca-
tion of a future time yet to occur. This is to say, the rhetor presages what will happen in the 
future because, narratively, the future has already been preordained and, by which, the rhetor 
can assert what is to come. The persuasive effect is induced in this anticipatory framework 
because the rhetor is taken to have special knowledge, as author or narrator or by virtue of a 
text’s sanctity, and access to events to come.

15.6 Prolepsis (Praemonitio): Prolepsis as Presage

Prolepsis (Praemonitio) marks anticipation paired with proximal urgency of deliberation among 
possible futures and, to some degree, as Brescó de Luna (2017) suggests, brings the future 
into the present on the basis of past recollection. (Hereafter I will refer to this subtype as 
praemonitio.) This type of prolepsis dwells in the uncertain but the (mostly) knowable. That 
is to say, praemonitio operates in rhetorical situations where the future is not written, and to 
that degree we might say it is uncertain. However, this is not truly a state of uncertainty as 
the praemonitio posits likely outcomes, future times, because those outcomes are reasonably 
knowable. For example, if we return to the example of climate change, not mitigating the 
factors involved in warming will almost certainly lead to increased severe weather, rising 
oceans, and so on. Although that future is not written (at least, in a literal sense of how time 
is currently understood, and in an optimistic sense such that we believe our climate action 
can change the course of things), it is knowable. Indeed, in many ways, praemonitio becomes 
a strategy for managing uncertainty. The deliberative act itself, as a rhetorical enterprise, 
implicates moral decision-making, and the deployment of this figure illustrates the numerous 
ways the figure is put to work.
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Returning to the “is-nature-fighting-back?” example from the Hamilton Spectator, the sen-
tence that immediately followed the excerpt given for procatalepsis establishes the analogical 
framing of the argument as a whole, as well as proleptically presaging future destruction while 
also deploying an analepsis and evoking an articulus. All this figural complexity occurs in one 
short sentence:

Maybe COVID-19 is just the latest in a series of metaphorical warning shots that 
things are running out of control.

(Kubursi, Hails, & De Costa, 2021, para. 1)

Series reasoning (Fahnestock 1996, 1999) comes into play with an articulus retroactively fitted 
to COVID-19: “SARS, MERS, Ebola, HIV, and the Nipah virus all came from nature” (ibid., 
para. 5). Notably, the series also functions as a kind of analepsis where the reader is asked to 
flashback to previous infectious disease outbreaks. Moreover, a larger proleptic move is made 
here, indicated by the “metaphorical warning shots” which anticipate ongoing and perhaps 
more severe infectious disease outbreaks in a worsening climate where “things are running 
out of control” (ibid., para. 1). The rhetorical effect is induced through the metaphorical lens, 
asking the reader to anticipate what follows “warning shots” and what “out of control” will 
mean in the future with respect to climate change and nature “fighting back.” Here the rhe-
torical purpose might be said to be deliberations upon how to remedy the fissure between 
those human activities that have caused significant harms to the environment and the envi-
ronment-anthropomorphized-as-nature, with its urgency to fight back. Prolepsis is common in 
environmental writings and serves an important argument strategy by way of its envisioning 
alternative possibilities. By doing so, deliberations can account for numerous perspectives and 
likely outcomes, to weigh the relative appeal of a course of action.

Presaging, although common to the genres of environmental discourse, can be found too 
in other genres, including comedy. Consider, for instance, comedian Marc Maron’s stand-up 
Netflix special Too Real (2017) where he opens with an approximately ten-minute segment 
examining his concerns around the then-recently elected 45th President of the United States 
of America. In the act, Maron raises the proleptic vision of what the President’s term will entail, 
a remarkably prescient vision of the chaotic years that followed, a term ending in the midst 
of a deadly pandemic where the now-former President allegedly had significant tensions with 
his chief medical advisor. Maron remarks:

I don’t know man, look, I will admit, if this guy does anything good, I’ll admit it. I’m 
not saying it is going to be good for people who didn’t vote for him. And it’s still okay 
to say that in this country. I did not vote for him. But, for us, it’s not going to be good; 
it’s always going to be horrible. We’re not going to one day wake up in the next three 
and a half years and go “holy shit this turned around.”

(7:44–8:05)

Maron continues by closing with an apocalyptic vision of what happens “if it’s much worse 
than we ever anticipated” (8:18–8:22). In his deliberations, the lesson for mitigating the worst 
of a presaged Trumpocalypse underscores social agreements to be upheld, including resisting 
rising antisemitism, racism, and other forms of prejudice, which some might say culminated in 
the attack on the institution of democracy with the January 2021 attack on the U.S. Capitol 
building (referred to above, also, in the Ruffin example of procatalepsis). For instance, Maron 
says of those who did not vote for Trump that they will have to “fight the fight that we can 
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fight” (8:10) and “you might have to step up in public … so it might be on you to say things 
like this sometimes: ‘hey, you know, it’s still not okay to do that’” (9:29–9:44).

An interesting feature of praemonitio is its regular appearance in apocalyptic arguments and 
genres. Following the important work of Fahnestock, and her key insight that figures epito-
mize arguments, we might find that the praemonitio epitomizes the apocalyptic genre (broadly 
construed, and we may find the figure in various forms of genre-ing activities and sites, such 
as civic appeals in newspaper articles or social reflection generated through standup). In doing 
so, the figure induces the audience to render in their imagination a future time, as though it 
is certain even if it is not, in an effort to persuade one to action. Related to this question of 
argument, epitomization, and genre, we find a range of figural strategies that track from those 
with more specific linguistic features that induce rhetorical effects to less linguistically specified 
figural strategies, instead constituted through configurations of linguistic strategies realized in 
narrative, that, likewise, induce distinct but not unrelated rhetorical effects. Namely, these 
effects are all some permutation of anticipatory patterns that indicate what is (likely) to be as 
though it has already occurred (even in future-time).

To review, praemonitio is a figural instance of prolepsis where the rhetor anticipates what is to 
come and deliberates upon possible futures. In another rendering, the rhetor anticipates what 
the future might hold by deliberating upon several possible futures and determining the most 
likely outcome. The persuasive effect that is induced by this version of prolepsis arises from its 
proximal urgency to deliberate and act. Unsurprisingly, this figure of prolepsis can often be found 
in environmental genres especially concerned with risk, which are tied to what sociologist 
Ulrich Beck has called the “risk society” (1992). In Beck’s risk society, sociological organi-
zation has been newly shaped by the risks we ourselves, as humans, have generated with the 
success of modernity. These are risks that are global, imperceptible, and, due to their scale and 
complexity, difficult to manage. Yet, we try to manage them through the anticipatory concept 
of risk. The persuasive effect is, in part, generated from the desire to be able to anticipate the 
unknown and uncertain, and, like risk, the general strategies of praemonitio rely on anticipation 
as a kind of presaging.

15.7 Concluding Remarks

In the Proleptic Suite, three subtypes of prolepsis are described. The first subtype, Prolepsis 
(Occupatio) or procatalepsis is a strategy of anticipating and refuting arguments. Although, to 
some degree, those crafting rhetorically aware arguments to an audience may engage in such 
anticipation for nearly any composition, what marks the figure as distinct from those general 
considerations is its actually addressing the anticipated argument on its own terms. For example, 
in writing about climate change, I may anticipate my claim that its consequences are mostly 
knowable would be objectionable to at least some readers (or, if not readers of this Handbook, 
some audiences), I did not directly refute those oppositional arguments. Here, of course, that is 
because I do not anticipate much opposition, given the venue, but the point remains that, in 
any case, while I anticipated the possibility it is not an example of prolepsis because I did not 
address that opposition after anticipating it. Or, put simply, if you anticipated it but do not say 
it, it is not a procatalepsis. Prolepsis (Ampliatio) or prolepsis is most frequently realized as a literary 
technique. Because a future-time is already written in fiction, the rhetor/writer can assert what 
is to come through foreshadowing. This subtype of prolepsis can also be found in religious texts 
and functions to presage events and, as R. Eliezer demonstrated, also morpholexical-syntactic 
uses for prophetic speech. Prolepsis (Praemonitio) or praemonitio is the third subtype identified in 
the Proleptic Suite and describes arguments-by-presage. Common in environmental writing, 
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this subtype is perhaps the most difficult to identify for its sometimes sprawling form. Although 
praemonitio does not have the temporal benefit or certainty of an already written future, it is 
predicated upon reasonably knowable outcomes. As an argument strategy, however, the key 
function of the praemonitio is often not merely to foretell. Instead, a praemonitio can be an 
appeal to act, to prevent disaster, for instance. Reports about climate change, for example, 
anticipate through praemonitio in a number of ways (including narratively, in extrapolation of 
data, in modeling), but the purpose of these activities is not an end in itself, but rather to move 
people (and, through them, governments) to action to prevent the most devastating outcomes, 
to mitigate those outcomes we can no longer change as the once proleptic-vision has been 
realized, and to, further, continue to anticipate the necessary policies to protect human lives, 
non-human lives, and halt the broad destruction unfolding due to climate change.

The multiple renderings of prolepsis in the Proleptic Suite illustrates its pervasiveness in 
language and, more fundamentally, our thinking. Those subtypes outlined here are likely not 
extensive, and other forms of prolepsis promise further insight into the rhetorical strategies 
marked by anticipation that are used in argument. Prolepsis is something like Gertrude Buck’s 
account of metaphor in that it is “a genuine expression of the normal process of thought at a 
certain stage in its development, consonant with the ordinary laws of psychology and inter-
woven with all our common experiences” (Buck, 1899, p. 69). Turning inward to the figural 
operations of the mind, what Jeanne Fahnestock calls “figural logic” and Randy Allen Harris 
has taken up in his work on cognitive and computational rhetorics, is not a turn toward an 
isolated view of the mind. Rather, powerfully, understanding the relationship between the 
figural logics of the mind and the rendering of figures in a particular era can help elucidate 
key features of these devices such as influence of thought as shaped by an existing rhetorical 
milieu and also the manner in which an existing milieu might reward, resist, or reject the 
underlying operations.

Note
 1 Peachum (1593), on enargia rendered as diatyposis, provides an example from the Bible’s Proverbs 5:1–2, 

“My son, attend unto my wisdom, And bow thine ear to my understanding: That thou mayest regard 
discretion, And that thy lips may keep knowledge,” although I have here adopted for modern readers a 
more readable version than Peachum cites, by quoting from the King James Version.
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16
LITOTES AND REPETITION

The Identification Engine in 
Classic Chinese Maxims

Ying Yuan

16.1 Introduction

Rhetorical figures as a whole have long been underestimated by the majority as mere ornament 
even after the revival of metaphor and metonymy by cognitive linguists. However, Yuan & 
Jiang (2018) have proved that “ornament” collocated with rhetorical figures is widely meant 
as inventional or argumentative, especially from ancient Greece to the Renaissance. And their 
argumentative functions have not only been illustrated in the ancient classics (e.g., Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric, Longinus’ On the Sublime, Peacham’s The Garden of Eloquence), but increasingly revealed 
by contemporary rhetoricians (e.g., Fahnestock, 1999; Kraus, 2007; Harris, 2013). In fact, 
rhetorical figures across languages can all play significant roles in argumentation; litotes and 
repetition, among others, are the outstanding ones to be explored here for their argumentative 
power in Chinese.

Litotes, an affirmative expressed by the negation of its opposite, is a frequently used rhe-
torical figure, as shown in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Cicero’s Brutus, More’s Utopia, Chinese 
classics, and so on. However, in sharp contrast to its prevalence in all types of discourse, its 
worldwide scholarship appears unduly meager, compared with studies on other active figures. 
This chapter, starting from the justification of the definition and classification of litotes, will 
focus on its prototype of double negation (DN) to explore its prominent argumentative func-
tions. Taking classic Chinese maxims as data, I find that DN litotes is often mingled, among 
other figures (parallelism, asyndeton, gradatio, etc.), with repetition, particularly in the patterns 
of anaphora, epistrophe, anadiplosis, symploche, and ploche. This mingling between litotes and 
repetition contributes greatly to the persuasiveness of the maxims, just as Longinus claims: “A 
COMBINATION of figures for a common purpose usually has a very moving effect – when 
two or three unite in a kind of partnership to add force, persuasiveness, and beauty” (1965, 
p. 129). What specific argumentative functions can these repetitive DN litotes achieve? It 
seems that although they more or less activate all the major persuasive factors, such as logos, 
ethos, pathos, presence, and identification, the most salient is the last – specifically speaking, 
“identification by sympathy” (union via common feelings/beliefs/…) and “identification by 
antithesis” (union via shared enemies/problems/…), in the terms of Kenneth Burke (1973). 
So how do the repetitive DN litotes effect these two identifications?
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Our inquiry will be systematically conducted from a theoretical exploration down to a case 
study of the extremely appealing maxims chosen from seven world-famous Chinese Pre-Qin clas-
sics (c.600–300 BC): Laozi, Zhuangzi, The Analects, The Doctrine of the Mean, Mencius, Mozi, and 
Xunzi. Of them, Laozi/The Book of the Way (《老子/道德经》) and Zhuangzi/The Divine Classic 
of Nan-hua (《庄子/南华经》) are Daoist masterworks, mainly unveiling profound insights 
into nature and the universe. Parallel to their influence are The Analects (《论语》), Mencius 
(《孟子》), The Doctrine of the Mean (《中庸》), and Xunzi (《荀子》), the representatives of 
Confucianism, primarily concerning the core principles of social conduct. Although not held 
as high as Confucianism and Daoism, Mohism, represented by Mozi (《墨子》), centering on 
“Universal Love,” is not without impact; its sententious remarks are no less abundant, especially 
the maxims expressed in repetitive double negations.1 This investigation expects to broaden the 
argumentative functions of both litotes and repetition, to promote figurative interplay research, 
and to uncover a powerful identification engine in the classic Chinese maxims.

16.2 Litotes: Definition and Classification

16.2.1 Definition

Litotes, like many other rhetorical terms, is a Greek word, meaning “plainness, simplicity, small-
ness,” and can be alternately spelt as “liptote, lyptote and leptotes” (Christiansen, 2013, pp. 258–
259). It first shows up in the rhetorical tradition with the first-century BC rhetorician, Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus, who uses it in a general way to characterize the muted style of Isocrates, and 
begins association with a specific device in the fourth century AD when Latin Grammarian 
Servius treats it as a rhetorical figure by which “[t]he negation of the contrary idea takes the 
place of the simple affirmative expression, in order to give it greater weight, hence the superlative, 
strenuissima” (Pontier, 2013, pp. 353–354). This concrete interpretation of litotes has been inher-
ited over the millennia, as evidenced in the following two representative definitions of our time:

[Litotes is t]he figure of speech by which a (nearly always) evaluative expression is 
periphrased by the negation of its opposite.

(Hoffmann, 1987, p. 42)

Litotes occurs when a speaker avoids making an affirmative claim directly and instead 
denies its opposite. Often this amounts to a double negative.

(Farnsworth, 2011, p. 204)

The first one is taken from the only monograph on litotes: Maria Hoffmann’s Negatio Contrarii: 
A Study of Latin Litotes, and the second from Ward Farnsworth’s Classical English Rhetoric, 
focusing entirely on rhetorical figures. The two definitions actually share much in common, 
including both the form and function. As the functions of litotes are various, not only being 
“evaluative” or “indirect/euphemistic,” but “strengthening,” “highlighting,” or other effects as 
well, so we would simplify the definition of litotes by just concentrating on its essential form: 
an affirmative expressed by the negation of its opposite.2

16.2.2 Classification

The classification of litotes, with its attendant definitions, offers further challenges. A few clas-
sifications have been adumbrated in the literature (e.g., Hoffmann, 1987; Xu, 1996; Huang, 
2015), but none of them come with satisfactory criteria, which leaves litotes looking like a 



Litotes and Repetition

295

hodgepodge of subtypes. I propose a classifying criterion keyed to the central concept in the 
above simplified definition: “opposite.” Aristotle’s interpretation of “oppose” in his Categories 
can well serve as a criterion for classifying litotes in a justifiable way. The philosopher says:

Things are said to be opposed to one another in four ways: as relatives or as contraries 
or as privation and possession or as affirmation and negation. Examples of things thus 
opposed (to give a rough idea) are: as relatives, the double and the half; as contraries, 
the good and the bad; as privation and possession, blindness and sight; as affirmation 
and negation, he is sitting – he is not sitting.

(Barnes, 1984, p. 19)

From these four opposing ways, we derive three subcategories of litotes, which rather naturally 
characterize the various instances often cited to exemplify the figure: contradictory, contrary, 
and relative. Our three-from-four derivation is based on seeing Aristotle’s third opposition, 
privation and possession, as being absorbed easily into his second opposition, contraries, for 
sight and blindness is a special case of contraries, like attractiveness and ugliness, intelligence 
and stupidity. We also choose to label Aristotle’s affirmation and negation more elegantly as 
contradictories, since he says himself in De Interpretatione, “Let us call an affirmation and a 
negation which are opposite a contradiction” (ibid., p. 27). Based upon these dimensions of 
“oppose,” we are then justified to have three types of litotes/“negation of its opposite”: con-
tradictory litotes (negation + negation), contrary litotes (negation + antonym), and relative 
litotes (negation + correlation/meronymy). In the following, except for the last type, all the 
examples are carefully chosen from The New Oxford Annotated Bible (fifth edition, Coogan, 
2018); to be specific, the litotes-rich Proverbs and Matthew.

 A. Contradictory litotes (negation + negation)
 1. Conditional Double Negations (CDN)

 (1) Where there are no oxen, there is no grain; abundant crops come by the strength of 
the ox. (Proverbs 14: 4)

 (2) Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. (Matthew 7: 1)
 2. Non-Conditional Double Negations (NCDN)

 (1) All those who are arrogant are an abomination to the LORD; be assured, they will 
not go unpunished. (Proverbs 16: 5)

 (2) Prophets are not without honor except in their own country and in their own 
house. (Matthew 13: 57)

The contradictory type, according to my previous investigation (Yuan, 2017), can be fur-
ther divided into the CDN and the NCDN which are both frequently used, in general, for 
highlighting as well as understating. The above classic biblical examples show that in this 
type the first negation is often in the form of the negator “not” (sometimes “no” or “nor”,3 
etc.); the second negation, which denotes the contradictory opposite, is often formed by a 
negator as well, usually not, or a negative preposition like without, or a word with a negating 
affix, such as un-, in-, dis-, or -less. The contradictory type, with its schematic double nega-
tion, proves most uncontroversial and distinguishes itself markedly from other related fig-
ures, such as meiosis and oxymoron, so it can be regarded as the most typical type of litotes.

 B. Contrary litotes (negation + antonym of a lexeme)
 (1) To impose a fine on the innocent is not right, or to flog the noble for their integrity.4

(Proverbs 17: 26)
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 (2) The one who begets a fool gets trouble; the parent of a fool has no joy.
(Proverbs 17: 21)

 (3)  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow 
from you.

(Matthew 5: 42)

The contrary litotes is a typical device for achieving understatement or euphemism. In 
this type, the negator “not” or “no” still often appears first, and the antonym can be of 
various word classes, often adjective, noun, or verb, as respectively shown in the above 
representative examples. The contrary type seems to be the most generative, as it can 
produce countless litotes with the sea of antonyms, but sometimes we may hesitate about 
their real identity – whether the negation plus antonym is uttered intentionally to replace 
the affirmative form.

 C. Relative litotes (negation + correlation/meronymy)
 (1) The class is in chaos, but it is not the students who are responsible for it.
 (2) I just made moderate suggestions, as my position was not to lead.
 (3) Not all teachers of English are experienced.
 (4) This plant is not to be found everywhere.

The relative litotes actually includes two subtypes. The first two of these hypothetical examples 
are of the correlative or reciprocal subtype. Here, student is opposite to teacher, lead to follow; 
in addition, Fahnestock (1999, p. 49) mentions other such pairs, including cause and effect, 
parent and child, doctor and patient – lexical opposites based on reciprocal determination. The 
last two litotes exemplify meronymy or whole–part relation: all is opposite to some; it also 
includes everywhere/somewhere, everyone/someone, entirely/partially, always/sometimes, and so forth. 
Comparatively, the relative type is most neglected in litotes studies.

Of all the litotic types, contradictory litotes or double negation litotes, as illustrated above, 
can be treated as a prototype. We then need to examine its specific usages (including CDN 
and NCDN) and to reveal, among other functions (ethical, logical, etc.), its identifying func-
tion – identification by sympathy and identification by antithesis – in the golden maxims of 
the most influential Chinese Pre-Qin classics: Laozi, Zhuangzi, The Analects, The Doctrine of 
the Mean, Mencius, Mozi, and Xunzi.

16.3 Identification via Repetitive Litotes in Classic Chinese Maxims

16.3.1 Kenneth Burke’s Identification Framework

Before analyzing the litotes in classic Chinese maxims, let us first clarify the key concept of 
“identification” which we assume these maxims have outstandingly achieved. Identification 
is a core communication strategy concerned by rhetors of all times and cultures. Kenneth 
Burke, however, seems to have explored it most systematically. As shown in his representative 
works, such as A Rhetoric of Motives (1950/1969), Language as Symbolic Action (1966), and “The 
Rhetorical Situation” (1973), his “identification” category encompasses two interactional dimen-
sions: conceptual and formal. In the two books, he discusses four formal identifications: figu-
rative, conventional, repetitive, and progressive.5 In that well-known article, Burke distinguishes 
three conceptual identifications: identification by sympathy, identification by antithesis, and 
identification by inaccuracy or unawareness. To serve the later analysis of the litotic maxims, we 
will revolve around the figurative formal identification and the major conceptual identifications.
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Identification by Sympathy. This identification is “a way to establish rapport with an 
audience by the stressing of sympathies held in common” (Burke, 1973, p. 268). The key word 
here is “sympathies,” but Burke does not clearly offer its referents. From the examples he cites 
in this article and in A Rhetoric of Motives, we can conclude that “sympathies” here refer to 
shared feelings, habits, interests, values, beliefs, attitudes, views, and the like.6 The speaker can 
easily identify himself or herself with the audience via any of these commonalities, “actual or 
simulated, enduing or transitory” (ibid., p. 269).

Identification by Antithesis. Burke regards this identification as “the most urgent form 
of congregation by segregation” or “union by some opposition shared in common” (ibid., p. 
268). From the examples he offers in the above-mentioned works, “opposition” chiefly refers 
to the enemy, against whom the two or various parties, even if originally divided, become 
united or allied, at least temporarily. Yet, we think “opposition” should not be confined 
merely to the enemy or opposed person, since it can also be some critical situation, such as 
a problem, challenge, predicament, crisis, or danger which calls on different parties for the 
tackling of it together.

Identification by Unawareness. More subtle and complicated is the third type of con-
ceptual identification, which appears to be “often the most powerful” (Foss et al., 2014, 
p. 191). Burke names it first as “identification by inaccuracy” which seems to cover two 
dimensions: misconception and unawareness. The former mainly refers to the misidentifi-
cation with powerful things, such as “technology and the state” (Burke, 1973, p. 270); the 
latter highlights the unconscious or spontaneous consensus, as he points out in Dramatism 
and Development that it “derives from situations in which it goes unnoticed” (Burke, 1972, 
p. 28), and in “The Rhetorical Situation” he cites “the first-person plural pronoun ‘we’” as 
the easiest way to help the rhetor identify with the audience who are won over unconsciously. 
In Burke’s interpretation, these two dimensions seem to be integrated, though we think that 
they can be separated, for the spontaneous identification is not necessarily misconceptional, 
as evidenced in classic Chinese maxims. So we prefer “identification by unawareness,” a syn-
onymous term for the third type suggested by Burke himself. As to its realization, besides 
the verbal method such as frequently using the general pronouns of “we” (also our, us), “all,” 
“everyone,” nonverbal methods via image, sound, rhythm, and so on, can also contribute to 
its actualization. This kind of unaware identification, in fact, has a blurred boundary with 
formal identification, in particular the figurative type, as illustrated below. So in the follow-
ing data analysis, we just have two conceptual partitions; the unaware identification will be 
mingled with the figurative form.

Figurative Identification. As to the four formal identifications, we just focus on the figu-
rative type, which is directly related to the litotic identification. Burke in A Rhetoric of Motives 
points out that “many purely formal patterns can readily awaken an attitude of collaborative 
expectancy in us” (1969, p. 58) and he illustrates it with two powerful schemes: antithesis and 
climax. With the latter, he offers the analysis of a typical example:

“Who controls Berlin, controls Germany; who controls Germany controls Europe; 
who controls Europe controls the world.” As a proposition, it may or may not be true. 
And even if it is true, unless people are thoroughly imperialistic, they may not want to 
control the world. But regardless of these doubts about it as a proposition, by the time 
you arrive at the second of its three stages, you feel how it is destined to develop and 
on the level of purely formal assent you would collaborate to round out its symmetry 
by spontaneously willing its completion and perfection as an utterance.

(ibid., pp. 58–59)
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The mechanism of this figurative identification conforms to Gestalt Psychology, in particular 
the Principle of Closure, according to which “the excitation which the stimulus produces will 
be determined by the field forces in such a way as to produce that deposit which is a proper 
continuation of the existing trace column” (Koffka, 1936, p. 449). Climax and antithesis are just 
two of “many purely formal patterns” which can achieve this function; other figures deserve 
investigations too, especially those constructed in a series. The figure of repetition with var-
ied successive series is an extremely powerful formal device, easily awakening “an attitude of 
collaborative expectancy in us.”

16.3.2 Repetition: Types and Functions

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the chosen Chinese maxims are found to present 
themselves in the combination of DN litotes and lexical repetition. So here we discuss in brief 
its major types and related functions. Repetition can be classified in different ways; concerning 
the features of our DN maxim data, we prefer its classification derived from Roman times – as 
Anaphora, Epistrophe, Anadiplosis, Symploche, and Ploche. Except for the third, all the other 
four types as shown below after each slash, already appear in Rhetorica ad Herennium, the first 
systematic work on rhetorical figures. The following concise definition and example for each 
type are taken from Fahnestock (1999, pp. 157–158):

Anaphora/Epanaphora: Repetition of the openings of successive structures.
(e.g., No one was there in the beginning; no one saw how it was put together.)

Epistrophe/Antistrophe: Repetition of the endings of successive structures.
(e.g., When my hand works, my brain works.)

Anadiplosis: Repetition of the ending of one structure in the opening of the next.
(e.g., Cinderella loved the Prince. The Prince ignored her.)

Symploche/Interlacement: Repetition of both the beginning and the ending in successive 
structures.

(e.g., Time stays for no one. Time leaps for no one.)

Ploche/Transplacement: Random repetition.
(e.g., One who has nothing in life more desirable than life cannot cultivate a virtuous life.)7

Quite a few distinctive functions of Repetition have been set forth from the ancient to the 
present. Ad Herennium mentions “charm,” “impressiveness,” “vigour,” and in particular “elegance 
which the ear can distinguish more easily than words can explain.”8 Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca (1958/1969) regard repetition as the simplest language device in achieving presence or 
foregrounding. Fahnestock (1999) adds at least two more functions: “aural glue” and “stability,” 
the latter for the random repetition of Ploche, while the former for those regular types.9 As to 
the gluing function, she makes a concrete description in her later research: “repetition establishes 
a pattern and so creates expectancy in the listener or reader, who is primed for another instance” 
(2011, p. 231). Ward Farnsworth summarizes similar functions, such as “hammering effect,” easy 
memory, and “an involving rhythm” which “causes the ear to expect the pattern to continue” 
(2011, p. 16). All these functions contribute more or less to achieving identification between 
the author and the audience; most prominent, apparently, is the ear-related “elegance,” or “aural 
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glue,” or “involving rhythm,” even for the random repetition (Transplacement/Traductio), the 
effect of which Henry Peacham in The Garden of Eloquence compares to “pleasant repetitions 
and divisions in Musicke” (1593/1954, p. 49). Burke himself also points out that “the appeal 
of form as exemplified in rhythm enjoys a special advantage in that rhythm is more closely 
allied with ‘bodily’ processes” (1953, p. 140). Thus we see that repetition, with the same unit 
rhythmically appearing time and again, is definitely easy to “awaken an attitude of collaborative 
expectancy in us,” achieving the identification both formally and unconsciously.

In the following sections, the above five repetition types will be examined in their combi-
nation with the two contradictory litotic patterns (CDN and NCDN) – to reveal the powerful 
identification mechanism in the classic Chinese maxims. There are numerous DN maxims, and 
comparatively more constructed in CDNs; due to space limitation, I single out seven classic 
maxims in CDNs and six in NCDNs. Except for Maxims (3) and (9) with two repeated units, 
all the others have three or more units repeated, which better correspond to Burke’s figurative 
or unconscious identification achieved via the magic of rhythm: “by the time you arrive at the 
second of its three stages, you feel how it is destined to develop.” Each maxim will be presented 
first in its original Chinese, then transliteration by the author (word to word, neglecting gram-
mar) for easily recognizing the repeated DNs, and finally the representative English translation.

16.3.3 Sympathy Identification via Repetitive NCDN Litotes

As stated above, sympathy identification refers to the rapport established upon shared values, 
views, beliefs, and so on. According to the maxim data collected from the Pre-Qin (先秦) 
classics, this identification, though occasionally realized by CDNs,10 is predominantly achieved 
via the NCDNs which chiefly strengthen the affirmative common viewpoints.

NCDNs in Anaphora
 (1) 故乐在宗庙之中，君臣上下同听之，则莫不和敬；闺门之内，父子兄弟同听

之，则莫不和亲；乡里族长之中，长少同听之，则莫不和顺。(《荀子·乐论》)
Hence music in ancestral temple, lord subject high low together listen (to) it, and not 
without united reverence; in private quarters, father son brothers (兄弟) together listen it, 
and not without united kinship; in village meetings (or) clan halls, old young together listen 
it, and not without united obedience. (在…之中，之内，之中 all transliterated as “in”)

Hence, when music is performed within the ancestral temple, lord and subject, 
high and low, listen to the music together and are united/nobody is not united in 
feelings of reverence. When music is played in the private quarters of the home, 
father and son, elder and younger brother, listen to it together and are united/no-
body is not united in feelings of close kinship. When it is played in village meetings 
or clan halls, old and young listen to the music together and are joined/nobody is 
not united in obedience.

(Xunzi, “Discourse on Music”)

“On Music” is a unique essay in Xunzi, where the master mainly advocates the signifi-
cant social functions performed by graceful music. Here, we see three typical NCDNs 
“莫不” (not without), but the Chinese DNs in Knoblock’s English translation are 
not reflected, so we offer the corresponding DN equivalents after the slashes to make 
them truer to the original. According to the original Chinese and its transliteration, 
these NCDNs together with the conjunction “则” (and) are arranged in the repetition 
pattern of anaphora, creating a very strong involving rhythm. When arriving at the 
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second NCDN, we grasp the trend and feel destined to join in completing the third 
one, readily or even unconsciously identifying ourselves with Xunzi, and accepting 
his firm proposition that graceful music contributes tremendously to cultivating unit-
ed reverence, united kinship, and united obedience. This maxim constructed in the 
repetitive DNs, like the others below, also achieves “strong parallelism among a series 
of statements – equating them as well as making them memorable.”11

 (2) 故有社稷者莫不欲强，俄则弱矣；莫不欲安，俄则危矣；莫不欲存，俄则亡矣。
古有万国，今有数十焉，是无它故，莫不失之是也。(《荀子·君道》)
Thus possessing soil grain kings none not desire strength, quickly then weak alas; none not 
desire security, quickly then dangerous alas; none not desire preservation, quickly then 
perish alas. Antiquity exist thousands countries, today exist ten odd12 alas, this not other 
cause, none not lose it (out of) this/impartiality alas.

Thus, although without exception those who possess the altars of soil and grain desire 
strength, in a moment of crisis they will be weak. Although none of them but desire 
security, in a moment of crisis they will be endangered. Although none but desire 
preservation, in a moment of crisis they will be annihilated. In antiquity there 
were ten thousand countries; today there are only ten odd. This is due to no other 
cause than that without exception they lost sight of the need for impartiality.

(Xunzi, “On the Way of a Lord”)

This maxim from Xunzi’s other passage (《君道》) is still constructed in a successive 
anaphora of “莫不” (none not), but with the more engaging four NCDNs, to empha-
size the master’s affirmative claim: It is due to the lack of impartiality (in offering crucial 
positions) that all kings desiring strength, security, and preservation quickly become weak, 
endangered, and annihilated. Of all the four NCDNs, the opinions concerning the first 
three belong to common ideas, but the last one forming the core of the claim is not 
uncontroversial. However, by presenting it in the resumed musical anaphora (~ab/ac/ad | 
~ae), Xunzi has no difficulty in winning the assent of his audience who, already accepting 
the previous uncontroversial “莫不” statements, will voluntarily or subconsciously arrive 
with him at the final one, since this extended regular NCDN repetition almost automat-
ically “causes the ear to expect the pattern to continue.”

NCDNs in Anadiplosis
 (3) 重积德则无不克；无不克则莫知其极；莫知其极，可以有国……(《老子》第五十

九章)
Constantly accumulate virtues then nothing not overcome; nothing not overcome then not 
know his bounds; not know his bounds, able to manage country…

Double your garnered power and it acquires a strength by which there is nothing 
it cannot overcome.13

If there is nothing it cannot overcome, it knows no bounds,
And only what knows no bounds is huge enough to keep a whole kingdom in 
its grasp.

(Laozi, Ch. 59)

Repetitive double negations are also found in the pattern of Anadiplosis, the end repeated 
at the opening of the next unit, as shown typically in this maxim by Laozi. Here, the Dao 
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master stresses the significance of constantly accumulating virtues with which everything 
can be overcome, or more emphatically, “nothing it cannot overcome.” This litotic 
anadiplosis finally leads to the conclusion that the garnered morality is the guarantee of 
keeping “a whole kingdom in its grasp.” The beginning causal anadiplosis combined with 
the “无不” (nothing not) NCDNs exerts such an involving strength that readers can hardly 
resist their identification with the master’s firmly linked statements one after another.

 (4) 故君子不可以不修身；思修身，不可以不事亲；思事亲，不可以不知人；思知
人，不可以不知天。(《中庸》第二十章)
Therefore the gentleman not able to not cultivate self; wish cultivating self, not able to not serve 
parents; wish serving parents, not able to not know man; wish knowing man, not able to not 
know heaven.

Therefore the ruler must not fail to cultivate his personal life. Wishing to cultivate his 
personal life, he must not fail to serve his parents. Wishing to serve his parents, he must not 
fail to know man. Wishing to know man, he must not fail to know Heaven.

(The Doctrine of the Mean, Ch. 20)

More engaging is this anadiplosis extended with NCDNs. This famous maxim from The 
Doctrine of the Mean (thought to be composed by Zi Si/子思, grandson of Confucius), 
with four typical NCDNs in Chinese “不可以不” (not able to not), highlights not only 
the shared beliefs of self-cultivation, filial piety, knowing man, and knowing Heaven, but 
also their causal relationships which are exhibited via the linking anadiplosis (also gradatio). 
This repetitive chain apparently creates a very strong involving rhythm (ab/bc/cd/de), easily 
drawing the audience to participate in the completion of the entire remark as soon as they 
recognize its trend, so there is no difficulty at all for the maxim to win identification from 
its willing audience. In Valiavitcharska’s words, “its very rhythmicity lodges an anticipation 
of a certain argument development and paves the way for its fulfillment” (2013, p. 21).

NCDNs in Ploche
 (5) 唯天下至圣，……见而民莫不敬，言而民莫不信，行而民莫不说。(《中庸》第三

十一章)
Only the earth perfect sage, …appears and people not without respect, speaks and people not 
without belief, acts and people not without pleasure.

He [the perfect sage] appears and all people/nobody does not respect him, speaks 
and all people/nobody does not believe him, acts and all people are/nobody is not 
pleased with him.

(The Doctrine of the Mean, Ch. 31)

Also taken from The Mean, this maxim is constructed as well in typical Chinese NCDNs 
while Wing-Tsit Chan’s affirmative English translations lose much of their strength (those 
after the slashes provided by the author). Although the repeated “莫不” (not without) is 
positioned neither at the beginning nor the ending of the unit, this rather random repetition 
of Ploche lacks no musical effect. At the second stage of the series, we still feel so compelled 
to join the rounding out of the last NCDN, identifying ourselves willingly with the rhetor’s 
view that only the perfect sage is an unquestionable model in all aspects – appearance, 
utterance, and action, winning from whoever meets him – respect, belief, and pleasure.
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 (6) 故食不可不务也，地不可不力也，用不可不节也。(《墨子·七患》)
Therefore grains not go not produced, land not go not cultivated, expenses not go not cut. 
(Modal particle也not transliterated)

Therefore, more grains should be produced, more land cultivated and more 
 expenses cut down.

(Mozi, “Seven Potential Dangers”)

Here is another rhythmic maxim constructed in NCDN ploche, apparently in the Chinese 
version, while in Wang and Wang’s English translation, the NCDN “不可不” (not go 
not) has been transformed into the affirmative “should” (unrepeated), which, although 
conveying the intended meaning, is far from the original force. Master Mozi in this passage 
severely points out seven potential dangers, one of which is the shortage of grain, so he 
strongly proposes producing more grain, cultivating more land, and cutting down more 
expenses. The first two proposals both the kings and their subjects are willing to accept, but 
not necessarily the last one, especially for the kings; however, these NCDNs with such an 
engaging repetitive trend can drive all types of audience, as soon as they reach the second, 
to readily complete the third one in the master’s anticipation.

16.3.4 Antithesis Identification via Repetitive CDN Litotes

Identification by antithesis, as introduced earlier, refers to the union established upon a shared 
enemy, problem, crisis, challenge, and the like. The maxim data from the Pre-Qin classics 
indicate that this identification is typically achieved via the CDNs which strictly guard the 
audience against problematic, offensive, or dangerous things.

CDNs in Anaphora
 (7) 不知命，无以为君子也。不知礼，无以立也。不知言，无以知人也。

(《论语》第二十章)
Not understand destiny, not able become the gentleman. Not understand rites, not able estab-
lish. Not understand word, not able understand men. (也 not transliterated)

A man has no way of becoming a gentleman unless he understands Destiny; he has 
no way of taking his stand unless he understands the rites; he has no way of judging 
men unless he understands words.

(The Analects, Passage XX)

This famous maxim uttered by Confucius is, actually, the last remark of The Analects. 
Its significance is highlighted by a set of litotes, in the pattern of CDNs, all forcefully 
repeated at the beginning of each clause. Here, the master warns us against the common 
problems of not understanding destiny, rites, and even words, resulting respectively in the 
failure of “becoming a gentleman,” “taking one’s stand,” and “judging men.” With the 
gluing CDN anaphora of “不…无” (not…not) in a three-unit series, the audience can 
hardly resist its driving force of reaching consensus with the master, in guarding against 
these common severe demerits or weaknesses, spontaneously achieving identification 
by antithesis.
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 (8) 非礼勿视，非礼勿听，非礼勿言，非礼勿动。(《论语》第 十二章)
Not polite not look, not polite not listen, not polite not speak, not polite not move.

Do not look unless it is in accordance with the rites; do not listen unless it is in 
accordance with the rites; do not speak unless it is in accordance with the rites; do 
not move unless it is in accordance with the rites.

(The Analects, Passage XII)

This famous maxim again from Confucius is composed regularly in four pairs of condi-
tional double negations “非…勿”(not…not). It covers a set of rites-oriented principles 
for looking, listening, speaking, and moving, emphatically warning us against “非礼” (not 
polite or not in accordance with the rites), the serious common offense easily commit-
ted in our daily behaviors. In the original Chinese version, “非礼勿” (not polite not) is 
entirely repeated all the way through in the typical pattern of anaphora (ab/ac/ad/ae), 
which not only glues the audience’s attention, but also in the hammering rhythm invites 
them to chant out the remaining CDN units once they grasp the trend, driving them 
almost unconsciously to identify with the master on all his regulated principles.

CDNs in Epistrophe
 (9) 且夫水之积也不厚，则其负大舟也无力。……风之积也不厚，则其负大翼

也无力。(《庄子·逍遥游》)
Water accumulate not deep, then it float large ship not able….Wind accumulate not deep, 
then it bear large wings not able. (Modal particles且夫，之，也 not transliterated)

If a mass of water is not deep enough, to float large ships it will not be able…. If the 
wind is not strong enough, to bear large wings it will not be able.14

(Zhuangzi, “Wandering in Absolute Freedom”)

This litotic maxim is taken from the very influential first passage in Zhuangzi. The two 
pairs of CDNs “不…无” (not…not) can be easily noticed, as they happen to respectively 
appear at the ends of the four clauses, forming the prominent epistrophes (ab/cd | eb/fd) 
which highlight two cause–effect problems: “不厚” (being not deep/shallowness) and “无
力” (being not able/inability). These epistrophic CDNs, together with the vivid images, 
should have no difficulty at all in gaining the audience’s recognition of the two problems 
as common hindrances to be avoided or overcome.

CDNs in Anadiplosis
 (10) 名不正，则言不顺；言不顺，则事不成；事不成，则礼乐不兴；礼乐不兴，则刑

罚不中；刑罚不中，则民无所错手足。(《论语》 第十三章)
Name not correct, then word not reasonable; word not reasonable, then affair not succeed; affair 
not succeed, then rites music not flourish; rites music not flourish, then punishment (刑罚) not 
right; punishment not right, then people no place put hand foot.

When names are not correct, what is said will not sound reasonable; when what is 
said does not sound reasonable, affairs will not culminate in success; when affairs do not 
culminate in success, rites and music will not flourish; when rites and music do not flour-
ish, punishments will not be exactly right; when punishments are not exactly right, the 
common people will not know where to put hand and foot.

(The Analects, Passage XIII)
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This renowned maxim from Confucius is structured in the amazingly extended anadiplo-
sis (ab/bc/cd/de/ef) of five “不…不/无” (not…not) CDN pairs. Different from the 
anaphora and epistrophe rhythms, in anadiplosis, “[t]he repeated elements make the links 
in the chain seem more secure and perhaps more inevitable[; t]hey strengthen the sense 
that one thing leads to another” (Farnsworth, 2011, p. 55). That is to say, its involving 
rhythm sounds even stronger than those of anaphora and epistrophe. In this anadiplosis 
(also gradatio) maxim, we may feel that the five CDN pairs are not equally strong in 
reasoning (e.g., the less reasonable third pair), but the tightly linking rhythm can easily 
awaken participation in the audience who by nature respond unconsciously to distinctive 
rhythm, and may readily accept all the pairs, strong or less strong, identifying themselves 
spontaneously with the master who alerts them to be aware of all these predicaments.

CDNs in Symploche
 (11) 无恻隐之心，非人也；无羞恶之心，非人也；无辞让之心，非人也；无是非之

心，非人也。(《孟子 · 公孙丑上》)
No compassion (恻隐) sense, not human; no shame (羞恶) sense, not human; no modesty 
(辞让) sense, not human; no right wrong sense, not human. (Modal particles 之，也 not 
transliterated)

[W]hoever has no sense of compassion is not human; whoever has no sense of shame is 
not human; whoever has no sense of modesty is not human; and whoever has no sense of 
right and wrong is not human.

(Mencius, “Gongsun Chou (Part A)”)

This maxim can be viewed as the most influential remark uttered by Mencius, a firm 
guard of humans against losing the Four Senses (四心): compassion, shame, modesty, 
right and wrong. Apart from his distinctive insight, the unusual strength of the four 
extended CDNs “无…非” (no…not) in the extremely rhythmic symploche (abc/adc/
aec/afc) contributes hugely to the impact of this maxim. Its rhythm, somewhat different 
from the previous three types, sounds even more inviting, as “[r]epetition in the openings 
and closings of phrases and clauses, already positions of emphasis, creates patterns that 
can presumably be picked out or even registered only subliminally in the experience of 
a text.”15 Listeners or readers may subconsciously or even unconsciously participate in 
setting forth the remaining CDN units once they recognize the elegant “aural glue.” We 
are thus justified in concluding that this extended CDN symploche plays an indispensable 
role in helping Mencius win ready identification from the audience past and present.

CDNs in Ploche
 (12) 故人无礼则不生，事无礼则不成，国家无礼则不宁。(《荀子·修身》)

Thus man without ritual then not live, undertaking without ritual then not succeed, nation 
(国家) without ritual then not tranquil.

Thus, a man without ritual will not live; an undertaking lacking ritual will not be 
completed; and a nation without ritual will not be tranquil.

(Xunzi, “On Self-Cultivation”)

Rite or ritual really occupies the center of the ancient Chinese, as shown again in this 
 eloquent maxim of Xunzi. In a climactic set (incrementum) of CDNs “无…不” (without…
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not), the master, although locating them in the random repetition of ploche instead of 
repeating them at the beginning or ending of the clause, still rhythmically engages his 
readers to join with him in predicting the serious consequences arising from this common 
demerit or offense – “无礼” (being without ritual or lacking ritual) – together against which 
Xunzi and his audience easily achieve identification by antithesis or the shared opposition.

 (13) 君臣不相爱则不惠忠，父子不相爱则不慈孝，兄弟不相爱则不和调。(《墨子·兼
爱中》)
King ministers not mutually love then not favoring (or) loyal, father sons not mutually love 
then not kind (or) filial, brothers (兄弟) not mutually love then not in harmony.

The lack of love between the king and his ministers will result in the king unwill-
ing to bestow favor on his ministers and the ministers disloyal to the king. The 
lack of love between the father and his sons will result in the father not willing to 
show love for his sons and the sons not filial to their father. And the lack of love 
among brothers will result in discord among them.

(Mozi, “Universal Love (II)”)

In the same pattern of CDN ploche (according to the original Chinese), Mozi, the 
fervent advocate of universal love, stresses the serious effects caused by the common 
headache or crisis – “不相爱” (not mutually love/lack love towards each other). This 
eloquent CDN ploche “不…不” (not…not), arranged actually in the anticlimactic order 
(decrementum), strongly involves its readers in voluntarily or unconsciously rounding 
out the three statements, as when we reach the second stage, how destined we feel to 
move forward to the third! And all three warn us repeatedly against the lack of mutual 
love and its resulting problems, succeeding once again in achieving the identification by 
antithesis upon these shared crises.

16.4 Conclusion

Laurence Horn in A Natural History of Negation claims that “all human systems of commu-
nication contain a representation of negation” (1989, p. xiii). This chapter on DN litotes in 
fact provides typical proofs in Chinese language which exhibits unusual richness in negators: 
“不” (bù), “弗” (fú), “毋” (mú), “勿” (wù), “未” (wèi), “否” (fŏu), “非” (fēi), “无” (wú), and 
“莫” (mò) are at least nine frequently used negators, according to Grammarian Wang (1981, 
p. 260). Burke, defining man as “inventor of the negative” (1963, p. 498), even treats “the 
negative” as “the essence of language.”16 This essence has been remarkably demonstrated in the 
DN Chinese maxims; and the distinguishing characteristic lies in the functions negation can 
outstandingly achieve. The functions of litotic negation can be the ethotic ones of being peri-
phrastic and evaluative, as Hoffmann (1987) mainly illustrates; or the logical ones of achieving 
high probability and providing a sophisticated major premise, as Yuan (2017) proves in terms 
of CDN.17 This exploration, moreover, reveals an essential function of double negation when 
in hand with lexical repetition – establishing identification between the rhetor and audience.

The identification, as analyzed above, is established either by sympathy with common 
beliefs or by antithesis with shared oppositions. These two types are found to be achieved and 
strengthened via the formal identification in a spontaneous way; to be exact, a mingling of the 
figurative and unconscious identifications which are unduly separated in Burke’s identification 
framework. The analyses of the Chinese maxims prove that figurative identification can prompt 
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conceptual identification by unawareness. The pity is that some English translations fail to keep 
the figurative form, in particular the DN. DNs repeated in the patterns of anaphora, anadiplo-
sis, symploche, and so on, develop strong engaging rhythms, especially in an extended series 
of three units or more. Rhythm which “carries the utterance forward and is determined by a 
beat,”18 according to Rhetoric and Rhythm in Byzantium, “demands participation ... and invites 
us to surrender, to assent, to go along with it” (Valiavitcharska, 2013, p. 1). The rhythmic 
repetitive double negations, undoubtedly, perform the crucial role of identification mechanism, 
which contributes tremendously to the ready acceptance and firm retention of the DN-rich 
classic Chinese maxims. This identification mechanism, in fact, involves not only the interplay 
of DN and lexical repetition (LR), but, in all maxims, parallelism and asyndeton, and in some 
others, gradatio and other figures. Can we not say that it is the harmonious ensemble of various 
figurative instruments that magically engage us all the way with these eloquent maxims? The 
interplay of DN violin and LR piano, which is out of question, should be the most glamorous 
in this symphony of identification.

Notes
 1 All the original Chinese and English translations of Laozi, Zhuangzi, Mencius, Mozi, and Xunzi are 

taken from the authoritative Library of Chinese Classics (大中华文库) by Hunan People’s Publishing 
House. The English data of The Analects are from D.C. Lau’s acclaimed version, and those of The 
Doctrine of the Mean from A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Ed. W.T. Chan); the original Chinese is 
from The Four Books Annotated (朱熹《四书章句集注》).

 2 This simplification is inspired by the concise definition of “litotes” in The American Heritage Dictionary 
of the English Language (W. Morris, ed., Houghton Miffiin, 1982): “A figure of speech in which an 
affirmative is expressed by the negation of its opposite.”

 3 For example: His wife was not always out of humor, nor his home always uncomfortable; and in his 
breed of horses and dogs, and in sporting of every kind, he found no inconsiderable degree of domestic 
felicity (Austen, 1892, p. 297).

 4 As Hoffmann (1987, p. 58) summarizes, adjectives should be most active in forming this type of 
English litotes. Here are more examples: “John is a man of no common ability”; “This is no rare occur-
rence”; “It gave me no small pleasure to receive a letter from you” (Xu, 1996, pp. 280–281).

 5 The figurative identification is discussed in A Rhetoric of Motives (1950/1969), while the other three 
identification forms appear in Counter-Statement (1931/1953) and Language as Symbolic Action (1966). 
Conventional form mainly refers to expecting a certain familiar form before appreciating a work; 
repetitive form chiefly means restating the same characteristic in various ways; progressive form is 
syllogistic or qualitative progression.

 6 This interpretation can be confirmed by what is illustrated in “Identification and ‘Consubstantiality’” 
in A Rhetoric of Motives: “For substance, in the old philosophies, was an act; and a way of life is an act-
ing-together; and in acting together, men have common sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that 
make them consubstantial” (Burke, 1969, p. 21).

 7 This example originally comes from Rhetorica ad Herennium, ([Pseudo-]Cicero, 1954, p. 279). 
 8 The first three functions are mentioned in discussing epanaphora; the last, for all the four repetition 

types described in Rhetorica ad Herennium ([Cicero], 1954, pp. 277–281).
 9 More specifically, she says that almost all those types involve repetitions either at the beginnings or 

endings or both, creating “patterns that can presumably be picked out or even registered only sub-
liminally in the experience of a text … Such structurally strategic repetition is a kind of aural glue” 
(Fahnestock, 1999, p. 158). Besides, in reviewing this chapter, Professor Fahnestock also points out 
that “the over-riding function of repetition is to set up parallelism among statements, to connect and 
equate them.”

 10 E.g., 是以圣人无为故无败；无执故无失。(《老子》第六十四章)
Therefore the Sage does not act, and so does not harm;
Does not grab, and so does not let slip. (Laozi, Chapter 64).
In these repetitive CDNs, “not act” (无为) and “not grab” (无执) are what Laozi strongly advocates as 
values or principles to be accepted by his readers.
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 11 This was pointed out by Professor Fahnestock in her reviewing of this chapter.
 12 The ancient Chinese “数十” actually means “十数”; for the proper understanding, the transliteration 

(ten odd) is upon the latter.
 13 Here, Arthur Waley’s English is “it acquires a strength that nothing can overcome”; to make it truer to 

the original Chinese, I change it to share the same key part with the translation in the next sentence.
 14 The selected Wang Rongpei’s English version is “If a mass of water is not deep enough, it will not be 

able to float large ships … If the wind is not strong enough, it will not be able to bear large wings.” 
Here modifications are made to keep “not be able” at the end, in correspondence to its original 
Chinese positioning.

 15 This is taken from Fahnestock (1999, p. 158); from the anaphora cited for illustration, we can infer that 
this function concerns repetitions at the openings, or closings, or both, but the most prominent should 
be the last type.

 16 This is interpreted by William Rueckert in Kenneth Burke and the Drama of Human Relations, 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1963, p. 149.

 17 In “The Argumentative Litotes in The Analects,” I prove these logical functions achieved by CDNs in 
Confucian maxims. Regarding high probability, for example, “不知命，无以为君子也” (“A man 
has no way of becoming a gentleman unless he understands Destiny”) is much more probable than 
its affirmative, “知命可为君子也” (“A man becomes a gentleman if he understands Destiny”), for 
understanding Destiny is just one necessary (not adequate)  condition to become a gentleman who 
in fact needs other conditions to satisfy the reputation. With the DN stressing the indispensability of 
the necessary condition, Confucius wisely avoids the vulnerability of the corresponding affirmative. 
Closely related is the function of providing sophisticated major premises, as CDN maxims with their 
high probability often serve as major premises of enthymemes which involve various incomplete forms 
(see Yuan, Harris, & Jiang, 2017, Note 18), engaging the audience to deduce other propositions in a 
subtle and convincing way.

 18 This definition is offered by the Byzantines in making “a clear distinction between meter and rhythm” 
(see Valiavitcharska, 2013, p. 17).

Works Cited
Aristotle/Horace/Longinus. (1965). Classical literary criticism. London: The Penguin Group.
Austen, J. (1892). Sense and sensibility. New York: Athenaeum Society.
Barnes, J. (1984). The complete works of Aristotle (the revised Oxford translation), vol. 1, Princeton: Princeton 

University Press.
Burke, K. (1950/1969). A rhetoric of motives. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Burke, K. (1931/1953). Counter-statement (2nd ed.). Los Altos: Hermes Publications.
Burke, K. (1963). Definition of man. The Hudson Review 16, 491–514.
Burke, K. (1966). Language as symbolic action. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Burke, K. (1972). Dramatism and development. Barre: Clark University Press.
Burke, K. (1973). The rhetorical situation. In L. Thayer (Ed.), Communication: Ethical and moral issues (pp. 

263–275). New York: Gorden and Breach Science Publishers.
Chan, W. T. (Ed.). (1969). A source book in Chinese philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Christiansen, N. L. (2013). Figuring style: The legacy of Renaissance rhetoric. Columbia: The University of 

South Carolina Press.
[Cicero]. (1954). Rhetorica ad Herennium. (H. Caplan trans.). Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Confucius. (1992). The analects. (D. C. Lau trans.). Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press.
Coogan, M. D. (2018). The new Oxford annotated Bible (Fully revised fifth edition). New York: Oxford 

University Press.
Fahnestock, J. (1999). Rhetorical figures in science. New York: Oxford University Press.
Fahnestock, J. (2011). Rhetorical style: The uses of language in persuasion. New York: Oxford University Press.
Farnsworth, W. (2011). Classical English rhetoric. Boston: David Godine.
Foss, S. K., Foss, K. A., & Trapp, R. (2014). Contemporary perspectives on rhetoric. Long Grove: Waveland 

Press, Inc.
Harris, R. A. (2013). Figural logic in Gregor Mendal’s “Experiments on Plant Hybrids”. Philosophy and 

Rhetoric 46(4), 570–602.
Hoffmann, M. E. (1987). Negatio contrarii: A study of Latin litotes. Assen: Van Gorcum.



Ying Yuan

308

Horn, L. R. (1989). A natural history of negation. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Huang, H. T. [黄衡田]. (2015). On English rhetorical figures. Wuhan: Huazhong University of Science & 

Technology Press.
Koffka, K. (1936). Principles of gestalt psychology. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company.
Kraus, M. (2007). From figure to argument: Contrarium in Roman rhetoric. Argumentation 21, 3–19.
Laozi. (1999). Laozi. (A. Waley trans.). Changsha: Hunan People’s Publishing House.
Morris, W. (Ed.). (1982). The American heritage dictionary of the English language. Boston: Houghton Miffiin.
Mencius. (1999). Mencius. (Z. T. Zhao, W. T. Zhang, & D. Z. Zhou trans.). Changsha: Hunan People’s 

Publishing House.
Mozi. (2006). Mozi. (R. P. Wang, & H. Wang trans.). Changsha: Hunan People’s Publishing House.
Peacham, H. (1954). The garden of eloquence [1593]. Gainesville: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints.
Perelman, Ch. (1982). The realm of rhetoric. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press.
Perelman, Ch., & Olbrechts-Tyteca, L. (1958/1969). The new rhetoric: A treatise on argumentation. (J. 

Wilkinson, & P. Weaver trans.). Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press.
Pontier, P. (2013). The litotes of Thucydides. In Tsakmakis, A., & Tamiolaki, M. (Eds.). Thucydides between 

history and literature. Berlin: De Gruyter, pp. 353–370.
Valiavitcharska, V. (2013). Rhetoric and rhythm in Byzantium: The sound of persuasion. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.
Wang, L. [王力]. (1981). The ancient Chinese language. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company.
Xu, P. [徐鹏]. (1996). English rhetorical figures. Beijing: The Commercial Press.
Xunzi. (1999). Xunzi. (J. Knoblock trans). Changsha: Hunan People’s Publishing House.
Yuan, Y. [袁影]. (2017). The argumentative litotes in The Analects. Argument & Computation 8(3), 253–266.
Yuan, Y., Harris, R. A., & Jiang, Y. (2017). Stasis salience and the enthymemic thesis. Language and Semiotic 

Studies 3(3), 103–124.
Yuan, Y., & Jiang, Y. [袁影, 蒋严]. (2018). Rhetorical figures: The argumentative “ornament”. Linguistics 

and Literature Studies 6(5), 211–218.
Zhu, X. [朱熹]. (2011). The four books annotated. Beijing: Zhong Hua Book Company.
Zhuangzi. (1999). Zhuangzi I. (R. P. Wang trans.). Changsha: Hunan People’s Publishing House.



PART IV

Fields and Genres of Persuasion



https://taylorandfrancis.com


311DOI: 10.4324/9780367823658-22

17
THE LANGUAGES OF SCIENCE1

Alan G. Gross

In Goethe’s Wanderer’s Nachtlied II, a young hiker at twilight stops for the evening to camp. 
Silence reigns over the mountains before him; gazing at the tree-tops, he can hardly sense a 
breeze. In the woods, the small birds are silent. Just wait, the poet says, just wait; soon you 
will be at peace as well:

Über allen Gipfeln
Ist Ruh.
In allen Wipfeln
Spürest du

Kaum einen Hauch;
Die Vöglein schweigen im Walde.
Warte nur, balde
Ruhest du auch.2

In the poem, Goethe turns the accidents of rhyme and of rhythm into meaning: Spürest du/
Ruhest du auch. That “unnecessary” auch reminds us of that other meaning of “rest,” rest in 
peace: ruhe in Frieden. Goethe is exploiting the features of a natural language, the linguistic 
fact that words refuse to limit themselves to one meaning. Language also refuses to stay still 
over time. Geoffrey Chaucer characterizes one of his Canterbury Tales, “The Parson’s Tale,” as 
“myrie” [merry], not the term we would use now for this extended sermon on penitence. It 
is these shifting sands of every living language, this treasure trove for poets, that science cannot 
abide. The mandate in science is strict denotation: each animal and plant must have a unique 
name, each chemical substance a unique label accompanied by a unique formula. Of course, 
acetic acid already has a unique name: vinegar. But vinegar is an accompaniment of salads. 
In contrast, acetic acid is a member of a family of chemicals, the acids. It is also a molecule 
represented by a chemical formula C2H4O2, a unique combination of carbon, hydrogen, and 
oxygen, elements arranged in a definite structure. The formula for acetic acid tells us its place 
in the order of nature. The name of each element in a chemical compound also reflects its 
unique character. Fe, iron, has two forms, ferric, Fe3+, with a valence of 3, and ferrous, Fe2+, 
with a valence of 2, measures of their different combining powers. Fe3+ combines with oxygen 
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to form Fe2O3; in contrast, Fe2+ forms FeO. These names are a legacy of eighteenth-century 
French chemists who generally preferred names with Greek or Latin roots. Ferr- is from the 
Latin; -ous and -ic are from French; oxygen is a French coinage.

Animals and plants are named differently from chemical elements. Each inhabits a genus, 
a grouping of one or more species which share the genus name with other species that are 
believed to be genetically related. The name of the genus, the group to which all its species 
belong, must be unique; not so the name of a species. Ursus is from the Latin for bear; arctos 
means bear in Greek (ursus arctos being the scientific name of the brown bear). Sometimes 
species are named idiosyncratically. A moth was named Neopalpa donaldtrumpi because the scales 
on the top of its head resembled Mr. Trump’s hairstyle. Sir David Attenborough has had nine 
species named after him, including the plesiosaur, Attenborosaurus conybeari, a wingless beetle 
Trigonopterus attenboroughi, and the flower genus Sirdavidia.

[The prima facie persuasiveness of scientific language depends above all on its apparent 
control of language through such strict denotative practices. This chapter will discuss how 
this denotative strictness evolved and how further features of scientific language developed, 
including quantification, abstraction, and noun strings. The once personal and spontaneous 
style of early science writing in the vernacular, as deployed by Newton in 1672, was gradually 
replaced by the lingua franca of technical vocabularies and by mathematical symbols, often 
given in a text running parallel to the verbal. The language of science is also the medium for 
its thought experiments, and it undergoes a translation into different registers as it travels to 
wider audiences, especially on the internet. – Editors]

17.1 The Expansion of Denotative Control

The march to the strict denotation of scientific language began in the seventeenth century in 
the search for a language persuasive because it exactly mirrored the world, a consensus held in 
place by the politics of scientific communities. In 1661, the great seventeenth-century scientist, 
Robert Boyle, wrote that

in these Discourses, where our design is only to inform Readers, not to delight or 
perswade them, Perspicuity ought to esteem’d at least one of the best Qualifications of 
a style, and to affect needless Rhetorical Ornaments in setting down an Experiment, 
or explicating something abstruse in Nature were little less improper than it were ... to 
paint the Eye-glasses of a Telescope, whose clearness is their Commendation.3

Perspicuity or clarity was one of the four rhetorical virtues of style, along with correctness, 
appropriateness to the audience and subject, and ornament, better understood as forcefulness. 
Ornament, however, did not wholly disappear. In 1697, Martin Lister wrote:

In the middle of July, I drew and gathered of the Milk of Lactuca syl. costa spinosa, C. 
B. and of all our English Plants, that I have met with, this most freely and plentifully 
affords it [juices that coagulate]. It springs out of the Wound thick as Cream and 
Ropes, and is White, and yet the Milk which came out of the Wounds, made towards 
the top of the Plant, was plainly streaked or mixt with a purple Juice, as though one 
had dashed or sprinkled Cream with a few drops of Claret.4

Language like this, even at this point of time, is a living fossil.
Robert Boyle would be pleased to see how strictly his advice was followed in subsequent 

centuries. Scientific English has evolved a vast terminology efficiently to communicate new 
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knowledge and research practices among specialists. In fact, it is not hard to find passages in 
which everyday English words are banished with the exception of verbs and connecting words 
like “prior to” and “because.” In such passages, most of the nouns and their modifiers are of a 
highly technical nature; even everyday words are enlisted in the service of science, words such 
as “cell line” and “wild type.”

17.2 Quantifications, Abbreviations, Noun Strings

Three other prominent contributors to the lexical density of scientific English are quantifica-
tions, abbreviations, and noun strings. The first confronts the reader with a sea of numbers; 
the other two make an already information-rich text even more compact.

Quantifications permeate modern scientific prose. Between the seventeenth and twentieth 
centuries, they tripled in density. Even this increase is not the whole story, however, because 
much data has migrated from the text into tables and graphs. Similarly, technical abbreviations 
such as “SEM” for scanning electron microscopy, have grown like weeds over time. Over the last 
hundred years, their density in sentences from all scientific disciplines has also increased six-
fold. A third common feature of scientific English is noun strings, such as differential information 
gain optimization and conditional entropy production rate. Noun strings have increased by a factor 
of about three over the past hundred years.5

A paragraph that illustrates the cognitive and semantic complexity of prose in science comes 
from an experimental article on entropy production published in 2020. The length of its 
sentences is little different from the ones used in this chapter. But while I avoid noun strings 
such as “continuous displacement Gaussian measurements” and extensive noun clauses such 
as “the experimental inference of the stochastic entropy production rate for a continuously 
monitored mesoscopic quantum system,” physicists embrace these features wholeheartedly, as 
in this abstract from Physical Review Letters:

The information on a quantum process acquired through measurements plays a crucial 
role in the determination of its nonequilibrium thermodynamic properties. We report 
on the experimental inference of the stochastic entropy production rate for a con-
tinuously monitored mesoscopic quantum system. We consider an optomechanical 
system subjected to continuous displacement Gaussian measurements and characterize 
the entropy production rate of the individual trajectories followed by the system in 
its stochastic dynamics, employing a phase-space description in terms of the Wigner 
entropy. Owing to the specific regime of our experiment, we are able to single out 
the informational contribution to the entropy production arising from conditioning 
the state on the measurement outcomes. Our experiment embodies a significant step 
towards the demonstration of full-scale control of fundamental thermodynamic pro-
cesses at the mesoscopic quantum scale.6

From such dense text it is difficult to imagine that the communication of physics began as 
letters that tell a story. A prime example is Isaac Newton writing in 1672 to the Royal Society’s 
Secretary, Henry Oldenburg, editor of its Philosophical Transactions. The subject is Newton’s 
experiments with light:

Sir,
To perform my late promise to you, I shall without further ceremony acquaint 

you, that in the beginning of the Year 1666 (at which time I applyed my self to 
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the grinding of Optick glasses of other figures than Spherical,) I procured me a 
Triangular glass-Prisme, to try therewith the celebrated Phænomena of Colours. And 
in order thereto having darkened my chamber, and made a small hole in my win-
dow-shuts, to let in a convenient quantity of the Suns light, I placed my Prisme at 
his entrance, that it might be thereby refracted to the opposite wall. It was at first a 
very pleasing divertisement, to view the vivid and intense colours produced thereby; 
but after a while applying my self to consider them more circumspectly, I became 
surprised to see them in an oblong form; which, according to the received laws of 
Refraction, I expected should have been circular.7

Newton’s Philosophical Transactions letter makes the central point that white light is composed of 
the colored lights that his prisms first separate and then reconstitute. His experiment, he tells us 
later in the letter, has shown this definitively, has told us what white light really is. In his phrase, 
he has performed an experimentum crucis. But his letter obviously does not tell us whether and 
to what extent he convinced other scientists that his truth was the truth. For that, we need to 
see his paper refracted in the minds of scholars such as the philosopher Rom Harré and the 
historian Richard Westfall. Harré points out that “Newton’s contemporaries” were skeptical:

The reactions of many of Newton’s contemporaries to the experiment were tepid. 
[Robert] Hooke objected that the experiment does not show that the light, prior to 
refraction, should be thought of as a collection of these different rays. They could have 
been produced in the process of refraction [that is by modification within the prism].8

Richard Westfall disagrees, not only with Hooke, but with Harré:

No doubt an experiment that is crucial in the full sense of the word for the con-
firmation of a theory is impossible. If we consider only the two alternatives under 
consideration at the time [that is, Hooke’s and Newton’s], it does appear that New-
ton’s experimentum crucis refuted his competitor, the theory of modification. When the 
science of optics had fully digested the meaning of the experiment, it never returned 
to the concept of modification again.9

The epistolary form employed by Newton in 1672 was not to last long, a change seen in this 
excerpt from an anonymous 1685 Philosophical Transactions paper on specific gravity:

The solids here mentioned, were examined Hydrostatically by weighing them in air 
and water; but the fluids, by weighing an equal portion of each in a glass holding 
about a quart. The numbers shew the proportion of gravity of equal portions of these 
bodys: but if of these bodys we take portions equally heavy, their magnitudes will be 
reciprocally proportional to their correspondent numbers. e.g. a cubic foot of water is 
to a cubic foot of Alabaster in gravity as 1000 to 1872; but a pound weight of water, 
is to a pound weight Alabaster in magnitude, as 1872 to 1000. So that knowing by 
the former table, the weight of a cubic foot of water, and by this, the proportion in 
gravity betwixt water and Alabaster; we may know by the rule of 3, the weight of 
a cubic foot of Alabaster, and so of any other of these bodys; or we may know their 
magnitude by knowing their gravity. So that an irregular piece or quantity of these 
bodys being offered, ‘tis but weighing them, and we may know their just magnitude 
without farther trouble.10
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The papers quoted above on light and specific gravity appear in the Philosophical Transactions 
of the Royal Society, a journal still going strong today. But the term philosophical is now a lin-
guistic fossil.

17.3 From Vernaculars to a Lingua Franca

I have spoken so far of the language of science, but it is truer to speak of its languages. As 
recently as a century ago, Germans wrote in German, Italians in Italian, Russians in Russian, 
Swedes in Swedish, just as Americans and Englishmen wrote in English. No longer. In 2020 
there appeared in Physical Review Letters an article entitled “Soft Dipole Resonance in the 
Neutron-Skin Nucleus 6He.” The native language of its authors is not English, but Japanese; 
here is the very first sentence of the abstract.

A candidate for a soft dipole resonance, a dipole oscillation mode between a core clus-
ter and a neutron skin, was observed at Ex = 4 ± 1 MeV and with a width of 4 ± 1 
MeV in 6He via the 6Li(7Li, 7Be) reaction at an incident energy of 65A MeV and 
forward scattering angles including 0°.11

The English of these Japanese physicists is deracinated, the ghost of its native self, written as 
if by an automaton. The voice is clearly the voice of physics. Of course, you do not have to 
be a native speaker to write perfect English. Vladimir Nabokov did it; Joseph Conrad did it. 
But it certainly eases your burden if English is your native tongue. German makes clearer the 
link between our language and who we are. If you are German, Deutsch is your language, 
Deutschland, your country, your Vaterland, where, cradled in your mother’s arms, you first heard 
and uttered the Muttersprache. It needs to be said, however, that these defects in English did not 
in any significant way interfere with the message of these Japanese discoverers. Their article 
was cited a respectable 68 times, and one of the articles that cited them was itself cited 460 
times. Moreover, one of the articles citing that article was cited 504 times.

How did English spread across the sciences with viral suddenness? How did it become the 
lingua franca of science in general? The story starts with Latin, the first universal language of 
learning in the West. It was the language with which such distinguished medieval scientists 
as Roger Bacon, Robert Grosseteste, Theodoric of Freiburg, Albertus Magnus, and Nicole 
Oresme communicated with their fellow savants. But in early modern Europe it was only one 
of the languages of Galileo, Leibniz, and Newton. The Protestant Reformation that under-
mined the power of the Church also weakened the hold of Latin on the world of science. 
But it was the rise of nationalism in the wake of the American and French revolutions that 
was the final blow.

Although until the end of World War II German scientists wrote in German, English scien-
tists in English, and French scientists in French, the predominance of German as a language of 
science was clear throughout, a consequence of the predominance of German science starting 
in the nineteenth century. Budding scientists flocked to Germany to train; scientists without 
German could not keep up with the literature in their respective fields. All this changed in the 
wake of two world wars. In 1908, 98% of American high schools offered German; in 1910, all 
but three of 140 American institutions of higher learning taught it. This robust presence did 
not survive American entry into the Great War. After World War II, moreover, international 
science looked at a German science seriously compromised by the Third Reich, a science that 
had been weakened by the emigration of many distinguished scientists to England or America, 
where their mother tongue was of no communicative use.12
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After the Allied victory in World War II, American science continued a rapid rise begun 
with the exodus of elite German scientists. Accompanying it was the predominance of English 
as the language of science. In Berlin universities, in the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural 
Science, English in the opening sentence of articles was required in every single department. 
By 1971, 140,000 foreign students were studying in America, a six-fold increase over 1949. 
Almost overnight, every scientist was communicating in English. The search for a lingua franca 
was over.

A lingua franca for science overcoming vernacular differences does not consist only of words: 
chemical and mathematical symbols are two equally vital components, whose history evolves 
from disorder to order. Early symbolic practices left eighteenth-century chemistry in a state of 
nomenclatural chaos, a morass that Antoine Lavoisier and his colleagues were determined to 
eliminate. The result was the 1787 publication Méthode de nomenclature chimique, soon thereafter 
translated into German and English. Three principles dominated this work: substances were to 
be represented by a unique name whose definition was fixed; they were to be based solely on 
what was known of the substance’s composition; and their names were to be chosen generally 
from Greek and Latin roots.

In the next century, the great Swedish chemist, Jöns Jacob Berzelius, improved the system 
he inherited, making changes that would by mid-century give to nomenclature the appearance 
that every twenty-first-century chemist would recognize:

[The chemical symbols I suggest] are destined solely to facilitate the expression of 
chemical proportions, and to enable us to dictate, without long periphrases, the rela-
tive number of volumes of the different constituencies contained in each compound 
body. By determining the weight of the elementary volumes, these figures will enable 
us to express the numeric result of an analysis simply, and in a manner as easily remem-
bered, as the algebraic formulas in mechanical philosophy.13

In the next decade there also appeared for the first time a chemical equation the twenty-first 
century would recognize: C4H6O2 + 2O2 = C4H3O3 + 3HO. Today we have as the last word 
in uniformity the latest edition of the American Society of Chemistry’s Style Guide.

17.4 The Common Language of Mathematics

The language of science is also the language of mathematics. The common symbolism that 
physicists now employ was invented in the seventeenth century. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 
was the chief architect:

Among Leibnitz’ symbols which at the present time enjoy universal, or well-nigh 
universal, recognition and wide adoption are [in the calculus] his dx, dy [d for differen-
tials], his sign of integration, his colon for division, his dot for multiplication, his ge-
ometric signs for similarity and congruence, his use of the Recordian sign of equality 
in writing proportions, his double-suffix notation for determinants.14

A comment concerning a later improvement by the great nineteenth-century mathematician, 
Joseph Fourier, explains the value of such increases is perspicuity:

Like all advances in notation designed to aid, not logical subtlety, but rather the pow-
er possessed by mathematicians of dealing rapidly and perspicuously with a mass of 
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complicated data, this improvement has its root in the conscious or unconscious striv-
ing for mental economy. This economical function naturally seems proportionally 
greater if we regard mathematics as a means, and not primarily as a subject of con-
templation. It is from a mentally economic standpoint that we must consider Fourier’s 
notation.15

So important was mathematics in modern scientific texts that equations are now numbered 
and set off from prose – forming an independent stream. This is a definite improvement over 
earlier practices as in this passage from 1784:

In the Miscell. Analyt. a biquadratic (x4 + 2px3 = qx2 + rx = s, of which no term is 

 destroyed) is reduced to the quadratic x2 + px + n = p n qx s n2 22+ + + + ; and in 

the second edition of it, printed in the years 1767, 1768, 1769, and published in the be-

ginning of the year 1770, the values of n are found 
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, and their negatives.16

A steady mathematical stream, equation after derivation moving toward a climax, cannot be 
instantiated if equations are treated like phrases or clauses integrated into running text. Equation 
17.1 below, the climax of a series, appears in an article published in 1905 in the Annalen der 
Physik. Written not by a university professor, but by a young employee of the Swiss patent 
office, it was the first of three articles that changed the world of physics forever. Its subject is 
Brownian motion, the jiggling of small particles suspended in a medium. Brownian motion 
seems to defy the second law of thermodynamics, a perpetual motion machine in a glass of 
water. Previously, physicists had tried and failed to measure the velocity of a single particle in 
this suspension. The young patent clerk showed this was impossible. All that could be measured 
was lambda λ, the mean displacement of a suite of particles. Equation (17.1) was the formula 
for that displacement:
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Equation (17.2), is its sibling. It is from another article explaining Albert Einstein’s paper:
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While Equations (17.1) and (17.2) may not look equivalent, they are. In the second equa-
tion, both sides have been squared. But while in both equations the gas constant is R, the 
temperature T, and the time t, in the first, the mean displacement is represented by the Greek 
letter lambda λ, and in the second by x2; the Avogadro number, a physical constant, is N in 
the first equation and Nav in the second. In the first equation, the spherical radius of the 
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Brownian particle is P, while in the second it is η, the Greek eta. In the first equation, the 
viscosity of the fluid is k; in the second, a. The common symbolism need not be defined; the 
freely chosen symbols must be.

Mathematical operations can transform either equation to Equation (17.3). Solving for N, 
the Avogadro number, a known quantity, would test the correctness of Einstein’s theory. In the 
article’s conclusion, Einstein hopes that some experimentalist will perform this test.
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This formula (i.e., Equation (17.1)) comes from Einstein’s famous article on Brownian 
motion; there are two parallel symbolic streams in the article, the verbal and the mathematical. 
Once understood by means of the verbal stream, the mathematical can be followed on its own, 
step by derivative step.

In the article, Equation (17.1) is the goal of his theoretical journey, the conclusion that, if 
correct, explains not only Brownian motion as the mean displacement of suspended particles, 
but also dispels forever any lingering doubt concerning the reality of atoms.17 If correct. While 
it is true that “the miracle of the appropriateness of the language of mathematics for the for-
mulation of the laws of physics is a wonderful gift that we neither understand nor deserve,”18 
any application of mathematics to the world must still be tested against the world.

It is Jean Perrin who performs a series of ingenious experiments that tell us whether Einstein 
is right. Figure 17.1 is a graph of Brownian movements which provides us with a striking vis-
ualization of the theory in action, clear evidence that, more often than not, scientific meaning 
is the product of the interaction of words, equations, and images.

The graph works like a Russian doll – that is, the random patterns repeat as the scale gets 
smaller and smaller. Perrin explains:

[The graph] shows three drawings obtained by tracing the segments which join the 
consecutive positions of the same granules of mastic [a gum or resin] at intervals of 30 
seconds. It is the half of the mean square of such segments which verifies the formula 
of Einstein. One of these drawings shows [nearly] 50 consecutive positions of the 
same granule. They [these positions] only give a very feeble idea of the prodigiously 
entangled character of the real trajectory. If the positions were indicated from second 
to second, each of these rectilinear segments would be replaced by a polygonal con-
tour of 30 sides, relatively as complicated as the drawing here reproduced, and so on 
[as we plotted shorter and shorter periods of time]. One realises from such examples 
how near the mathematicians are to the truth in refusing, by a logical instinct, to ad-
mit [as experimental evidence for the continuity of matter] the pretended geometrical 
demonstrations, which are regarded as experimental evidence for the existence of a 
tangent at each point of a curve.19

This last point may not be immediately clear. Perrin means that mathematics is not physics. 
A polygon of infinite sides becomes a circle, that is, the discontinuous becomes continuous. But 
it does not follow that the constitution of matter is such that the discontinuous will become 
continuous; it does not follow that, if you map molecular collisions at smaller and smaller 
intervals, points of collision will disappear and a smooth curve will supervene.

Briefly, this is Perrin’s argument: Einstein predicted that the extremely small suspended 
particles in a medium like water would behave just as gases do. If this is the case, then it should 
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be possible to calculate Avogadro’s constant from measurements of Brownian motion plugged 
into Equation 17.3. Perrin’s result is about 70 × 1022, not far from the present value of 60 × 
1022. However, the most important consequence of his Nobel-prize-winning success was not 
the explanation of Brownian motion; it was that “the underlying reality of molecules becomes 
part of our scientific consciousness.”20

17.5 Experiments in Words Only

So far, we have not departed from our preferred metaphor: the language of science is a deno-
tative distillate. But this cannot be the whole story. Physicists cannot abandon thought exper-
iments, fictions that have the unusual property of telling us something significant about the 
real world. These have been a way of science since ancient Greece. With the birth of modern 
physics in the seventeenth century, thought experiments continued even with the rise of the 
importance given to actual experiments. For example, in a break with the past, an escape 
from Aristotle’s long shadow, Galileo employed the following thought experiment. Aristotle 
thought heavy bodies fall faster than lighter ones; that they must do so is a clear dictate of 
common sense. So let’s think – just think – about a cannon ball tied to a musket ball and 
dropped from the Leaning Tower of Pisa. This combination must fall faster than the cannon 
ball alone because it is heavier, right? On the other hand, it must also fall slower because the 

Figure 17.1  From Perrin, Annales de Chimie et de Physique “Mouvement Brownien et Realite Moleculaire.” 
8th series, September 1909, 5–114. (Fig. 6. P. 81.)

Note: The image as given is rotated 90 degrees from its presentation in the original.
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attached musket ball must impede its downward movement, right? Aristotle’s view cannot be 
correct if it leads to a contradiction. QED: Regardless of weight all objects must fall at the 
same speed. This “experiment” is notable also because it cannot be performed with real cannon 
and musket balls dropped from a real Leaning Tower. Just try. It is a notable exception to the 
rule that all theories must be tested against the world. At the start of the twentieth century, 
faced with explaining the bizarre behavior of moving objects with respect to space–time in a 
relativistic world, Einstein, and not Einstein alone, repeatedly turned to thought experiments.

In addition to fictions in the form of thought experiments, there are systematic departures 
from denotative language. Metaphor is a linguistic device not limited to poetry: it has been 
and continues to be a way of understanding discoveries in science. When Lisa Meitner and 
Otto Frisch discovered nuclear fission, they envisioned uranium bombarded with neutrons as a 
liquid drop and compared its decomposition to the fission by which one amoeba becomes two.

17.6 Language for Outsiders/Non-Scientists

We have spoken so far as if the communication of science consisted only of conversations 
among scientists, such as this announcement of the detection of the Higgs boson in the Large 
Hadron Collider at CERN:

A search for the Standard Model Higgs boson in proton–proton collisions with the 
ATLAS detector at the LHC is presented. The datasets used correspond to integrated 
luminosities of approximately 4.8 fb−1 collected at s1/2 = 7 TeV in 2011 and 5.8 fb−1 
at s1/2 = 8 TeV in 2012.21

Physicist Brian Greene brings the Higgs boson down to earth in the Smithsonian Magazine, a 
glossy publication reaching millions:

Nearly a half-century ago, Peter Higgs and a handful of other physicists were trying 
to understand the origin of a basic physical feature: mass. You can think of mass as an 
object’s heft or, a little more precisely, as the resistance it offers to having its motion 
changed. Push on a freight train (or a feather) to increase its speed, and the resistance 
you feel reflects its mass. At a microscopic level, the freight train’s mass comes from its 
constituent molecules and atoms, which are themselves built from fundamental par-
ticles, electrons and quarks. But where do the masses of these and other fundamental 
particles come from?22

Greene deliberately avoids the norms of scientific English. He carefully defines what the ordi-
nary term “mass” means to physicists. To make things clearer, he asks his readers to think of a 
massive train of box cars. Only a gigantic engine will move it because of the resistance its mass 
imposes. Now imagine the microscopic level, swarming with atoms; then drill down to the 
subatomic level, to electrons and quarks. All of these particles get their mass from the Higgs 
boson. Since everything is made up of these particles, everything gets its mass from the Higgs.

So far, we have stuck to traditional avenues for breaking news of science. The Internet, how-
ever, is taking over that task.23 In fact, a webcast – not a scientific journal or newspaper – carried 
the first official announcement of the Higgs boson’s detection to the world. This webcast is still 
available on YouTube at www.youtube.com/watch?v=vXZ-yzwlwMw. The event showcased 
two short PowerPoint presentations from the leaders of the two experiments conducted at dif-
ferent particle detectors. During this multimedia extravaganza, the Internet lit up with various 

http://www.youtube.com
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comments from physicists and other interested commentators. Physicist Sean Carroll posed a 
technical question: “Huge question ongoing: are we seeing a standard Higgs with a couple 
of statistical fluctuations, or are differences in different channels the sign of something new?” 
One tweet reported simply that the experimenters “discovered a new boson, and it behaves 
like the Standard Model Higgs.” Reportedly, four of the ten worldwide trends on Twitter at 
the time were related to the Higgs particle announcement.24 After the two presentations, Rolf 
Heuer, Director General of CERN, acknowledged the efforts of the 3300 scientists involved 
in the project along with a long laundry list of funding agencies. The language of flattery is a 
perhaps underappreciated component in the language of modern science.

17.7 Conclusion

Five conditions are necessary for a robust modern science. The first is a steady supply of men 
and women of talent in a society wealthy enough and wise enough to put them to work. The 
second is the invention of apparatus appropriate to promote scientific advance. The third is a 
means of training the next generation of scientists. The fourth is the development of mathe-
matics appropriate for scientific advance. The last is the creation of a language that promotes 
efficient scientific communication. Because it is only together that these necessary conditions 
are sufficient, it follows that in the absence of a communicative system perfectly suited to its 
needs a robust science is neither possible nor persuasive.
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LEGAL/FORENSIC 

PERSUASION
James Jasinski

18.1 Introduction

For over two millennia, scholars, teachers, and practicing advocates have focused on both 
understanding the persuasive dynamics inside courtrooms and developing the capacity of advo-
cates to be effective persuaders, and these two objectives continue to inform the literature 
on legal persuasion today. As the next section documents, since antiquity rhetoricians have 
focused on both persuasion in the courtroom directed at judges and juries and persuasion in 
the context of interpreting written texts such as contracts, statutes, and – especially in the 
United States – a written Constitution. Academic analyses of legal persuasion do not always 
rigidly distinguish between courtroom advocacy and legal hermeneutics, but the distinction 
is familiar enough to organize a review of some key contributions to our understanding of 
legal persuasion strategies. The next section of the essay will provide a brief overview of legal 
persuasion in the history of rhetoric. The third section will focus primarily on persuasion in 
the courtroom, and it surveys some of the more significant scholarship. The fourth section 
will examine important contributions to the literature on legal hermeneutics, focusing on the 
various “interpretivist” and “noninterpretivist” argument strategies used by legal advocates in 
the United States.

18.2 Legal Persuasion and the History of Rhetoric

The origins of rhetoric are shrouded in the mists of Greek antiquity but they unquestionably 
implicate litigation and criminal proceedings, a rudimentary theory of legal persuasion emerg-
ing alongside issues of political and ceremonial or aesthetic discourse (e.g., eikos or probabil-
ity arguments associated with Tisias [Hinks, 1940]). Aristotle collated and augmented these 
developments, specifically the presentation of a case to a jury, as dikanic, or forensic, rhetoric. 
Each of the three traditional modes of proof played a role in forensic oratory: since individuals 
represented themselves in the Greek forum, appeals based on ethos were crucial; while Aristotle 
attempted to limit the role of emotions, appeals to pathos were appropriate to ensure that jurors 
were in the appropriate state of mind; and while Aristotle acknowledged the importance of 
inartistic proofs such as witness testimony, he focused his attention on developing artistic proofs 
such as enthymemes, examples, and signs (logos).
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Roman rhetorical theory (Cicero, Quintilian) elaborated on the concept of stasis (the specific 
points of dispute in a legal case) and described the common structure of a forensic oration. In 
De Inventione, Cicero refined Hermagoras’s four points of legal dispute: (1) fact or conjecture (“did 
he/she/they do it”?), (2) definition (“what did he/she/they do”?), (3) quality or qualitative (“was 
he/she/they justified”?), and (4) jurisdiction or translative (“does this court have jurisdiction?” 
“were proper procedures followed?”) (for the continued relevance of stasis theory in the law, 
see Provenzano and Larson, 2020, as well as the chapters by Charney and Camper, 4  and 5 
respectively, of this Handbook Chapter 5 in this Handbook). In the same work, Cicero also 
identified the six basic parts of a legal oration: exordium (an introduction to the topic combined 
with an effort to establish some rapport with the jury), narratio (a narrative exposition of events), 
partitio (the speaker identified the points in dispute and indicated “the matters which we intend 
to discuss” [63]), confirmatio (affirmative proof for the advocate’s position), refutatio (criticism of 
the opposing position), and the peroration or peroratio (a summary conclusion; Cicero, 1949).

Cicero also helped to introduce a somewhat different orientation to legal persuasion. In De 
Inventione and other works, Cicero recognized that written documents or laws could become 
objects of controversy, and consistent with his commitment to arguing in utramque partem (both 
sides of the question), advised advocates to explore the competing claims of scriptum (words) 
and voluntas (intentions; see Eden 1997). According to Peter Goodrich (2001), “For most of 
the Western legal tradition, the oral arts of disputation have existed in uneasy relation to a 
prior and written law” (422), and this tension persists today.

Opportunities for forensic oratory declined under the Roman Empire, but interest in legal 
persuasion returned as Renaissance humanism recovered the works of Cicero, Quintilian, and 
others classical texts. This renewed interest in the rhetorical dimensions of the law then spread 
first to England in the sixteenth century and from there to its colonies, especially those in 
North America.

18.3 Legal Persuasion in the Courtroom

The literature on legal persuasion in the courtroom typically blends careful description of 
specific trials, observations based on multiple cases (including moot court examples), and 
explication and application of theoretical concepts to the courtroom setting. Scholarship on 
legal persuasion in the courtroom typically focuses on either specific persuasive resources or 
is organized around the different steps in the trial process and the particular rhetorical forms 
that have developed (e.g., opening statements, summations, and closing arguments). It is not 
uncommon to find these two main foci blended (e.g., numerous scholars emphasize the impor-
tance of narrative in both opening and closing statements).

18.3.1 Persuasive Resources in the Courtroom

Historically, narrative has been one of the most discussed persuasive resources. Classical the-
orists and practitioners such as Cicero identified key principles – brevity, clarity, and plausi-
bility – that continue to circulate today. Brevity required that the speaker be careful where 
they begin their story (Cicero warned against including “the most remote events” [57]) and 
avoid unnecessary digressions. Chronological order produced clarity, and plausibility would be 
achieved if the narrative

seems to embody characteristics which are accustomed to appear in real life; if the 
proper qualities of the character are maintained, if reasons for their actions are plain, 
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if there seems to have been ability to do the deed, if it can be shown that the time 
was opportune, the space sufficient and the place suitable for the events about to be 
narrated; if the story fits in with the nature of the actors in it, the habits of ordinary 
people and the beliefs of the audience. (61)

Strategically, Cicero advised courtroom orators to “bend [torquenda – to maneuver or twist] 
everything to the advantage of [their] case” (63).

Narrative remains the persuasive resource that receives the most attention in the literature 
on legal persuasion (Di Donato, 2020). An influential essay by W. Lance Bennett (1978) 
on the use of stories in criminal trials was extended in Bennett and Martha S. Feldman 
(1981; 2nd ed. 2014). In the latter work, the authors introduced Kenneth Burke’s concept 
of the “pentad” to identify “structural story elements”: scene, act, agent, agency, and pur-
pose (86). In order to construct a persuasive case, the prosecution must adhere to Cicero’s 
principle of plausibility and develop “a structurally complete story” (85), while the defense 
has three primary narrative options: (1) it can challenge the prosecution’s story for being 
incomplete, (2) it can generate different meanings by redefining particular elements of the 
prosecution’s story, or (3) it can employ the strategy of reconstruction and offer “a completely 
different story” (86).

An extensive body of scholarly literature on narrative or stories in criminal law has emerged 
since Bennett’s original essay (see e.g. Burt, 2009; Berger, 2012). For example, defense attorneys 
typically introduce “mitigation narratives” during the sentencing phase of a criminal trial. In 
some cases, however, those narratives may be weakened in the context of systemic inequities; 
in turn, perpetuating those inequities. In particular,

traditional mitigation narratives about defendants’ dysfunctional family lives may rein-
force jurors’ racial prejudices, undermine defense attempts to create juror empathy for 
capital defendants who happen to be black, and ultimately increase the likelihood of 
death sentences against such defendants.

(Haney 2009, 914)

Acknowledging the work of Haney and others, Pamela Wilkins (2012) offers what she admits 
is a cri de coeur suggesting that narratives provide criminal defense attorneys with resources for 
neutralizing jury racial biases.

Gerald Powell (2001) recognizes that satisfying what he takes to be the first criterion of 
legal storytelling – identifying the humanity of the story – can be more challenging when the 
case involves a contractual dispute rather than a criminal case or a tort action. Nevertheless, 
he insists that “[t]he story must be about the people affected by the contract.” He continues:

Somewhere, perhaps hidden to superficial examination, there are human needs, 
desires, feelings, and emotions. Perhaps it is the story of a person following a lifelong 
dream to build a business by hard work, sacrifice, or just the willingness to risk what 
he or she has in order to make something better.

(92)

The “close reading” of trial narratives has been a productive scholarly method. Janice Schuetz, 
for example, examines the opening statements in Timothy McVeigh’s murder trial for his role 
in the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City (he was convicted). 
The prosecutor’s (Joseph Hartzler) narrative was organized into “chapters” that incorporated 
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story elements such as scene, act, agency, and purpose. The result, Schuetz contends, was 
“an exceptional example of the use of narrative in the opening statement of a criminal trial 
[that brought together] mounds of evidence in a believable plot” (119). In contrast, defense 
attorney Stephen Jones’s opening statement “gave the impression that [he] was wandering 
through the evidence rather than framing it so jurors could follow his narrative” (127). Schuetz 
also notes that he failed to develop “imagery or metaphors,” specifically failing to exploit a 
“puzzle metaphor” that could have helped discredit important testimony (128).

Like other scholars, Schuetz’s analysis of opening statements identifies a connection between 
storytelling and metaphors (113). Metaphor’s role in legal persuasion and its relationship to 
narrative are central elements in works such as Linda Berger and Kathryn Stanchi’s Legal 
Persuasion: A Rhetorical Approach to the Science (2018; see also Berger, 2013) and Michael Hanne 
and Robert Weisberg’s Narrative and Metaphor in the Law (2018). Because judges and juries often 
rely on “entrenched stereotypes and conventional categories,” Berger (2013) recommends “that 
lawyers turn to novel characterizations and metaphors to solve one of the difficult persuasion 
problems created by the way judges and juries think and decide” (150). Drawing on Chaim 
Perelman and Luce Olbrechts-Tyteca’s The New Rhetoric (1969), especially on their processes of 
association and dissociation, Berger and Stanchi propose that legal persuasion relies on making 
and breaking mental connections through metaphors and analogies in legal discourse. They 
argue that analogic associations are fundamental to shaping and reinforcing connections; they 
also suggest that novel metaphors, like dissociative arguments, have the capacity to break con-
nections. As an example, they refer to the brief written by future U.S. Supreme Court Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg when she was representing the female spouse in the case Reed v. Reed 
(Sally Reed was contesting the constitutionality of an Idaho law that required courts to assign 
estate administrator responsibility to men). In the brief, Ginsburg opined that the “pedestal 
upon which women have been placed has all too often, on closer inspection, been revealed as 
a cage” (98). Ginsburg suggests that the conventional “pedestal” metaphor is only an appearance 
while her novel metaphor of a “cage” better reflects women’s true legal position in the U.S. 
On the other hand, the essays in Hanne and Weisberg emphasize metaphor’s complementary 
persuasive “framing” capacity (or “priming,” see Stanchi, 2010; for example, reframing crime 
as “disease” along epidemiological lines or encouraging jurors to consider a criminal defendant 
a “ticking time bomb”; see Cotterill, 2003).

The pathetic dimension, the way emotions impact jury and judge, is another persuasive 
resource about which much has been written. As Carlton Patrick (2015) observes: “Emotions 
permeate the legal system: explicitly in statutes, legal opinions, contracts and jury instructions, 
and implicitly in the minds of offenders, victims, judges, juries, lawyers and legislators” (1241). 
While some of the literature on emotion and legal persuasion consists largely of practical advice 
for lawyers (e.g., Basile, 2008), there is a significant body of scholarship that employs social 
science methodologies and other modes of inquiry to analyze how emotions persuade judges 
and juries (e.g., see Bornstein and Wiener (2006), a special issue of Law and Human Behavior 
[2006] on “Emotion in Legal Judgment and Decision Making” as well as Terry A. Maroney’s 
(2016) special issue of Emotion Review on “Emotion and Law”).

Against their survey of the psycholegal literature on emotion, which “focuses on nega-
tive emotions such as sadness, anger, fear, and disgust,” Victoria Estrada-Reynolds, Kimberly 
Schweitzer, and Narina Nuñez (2016) report the results from three mock trial experiments which

suggest that while sadness does not seem to affect jurors’ decisions, anger and disgust 
do. Further, it is difficult to say whether fear affects jurors’ decisions because research-
ers have been unable to elicit fear in mock jurors. Our studies suggest that generally, 
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anger predicts more punitive decisions and affects how much mock jurors weigh pros-
ecutorial evidence.

(357)

While noting that “negative emotions overall may have similar effects on decision makers,” 
Berger and Stanchi (2018) observe that individual emotions have different specific effects. “An 
audience member who experiences sadness tends to attribute the events that occurred to the 
overall situation rather than to human actions” they say, whereas anger “tends to reinforce the 
desire to blame someone.” They add that “advocates must be careful when they encourage an 
angry reaction. We can never be sure who the target will be: the opposing party, the client, 
or even the advocate” eliciting the emotion (110).

18.3.2 Legal Persuasion in the Various Phases of a Trial

Attention to courtroom processes and the particular rhetorical forms that these processes pro-
duce can be found in manuals designed for practicing attorneys as well as in more analytic schol-
arship. The particular form of closing arguments or summations receives considerable attention. 
Schuetz (2007) highlights the key rhetorical rules for summations: persuasive summaries

condense, cluster, and draw persuasive inferences from the evidence and testimony. 
The goal of summations is to emphasize favorable evidence, present the position the 
jury is to adopt, rebut the allegations of the opposition, suggest ways the jury should 
resolve conflicting testimony, explain the law, and demonstrate how the evidence 
mandates a favorable verdict.

(200)

Lawyers frequently rely on narratives “during summations to explicate and defend their theories 
of a case,” and such narratives are more or less persuasive based on the degree to which they 
embody narrative “cohesiveness” and “fidelity” (207–209).

Schuetz illustrates the centrality of narrative cohesiveness and fidelity in her analysis of the 
closing arguments in O.J. Simpson’s 1995 criminal trial (Simpson, a famous athlete and actor, 
was accused of murdering his wife and her friend in a knife attack; he was acquitted). According 
to Schuetz, prosecutor Marcia Clark’s “narrative lacked cohesiveness ... [i]nstead of constructing 
a compelling story about [Simpson’s guilt], she presented a redundant and disjunctive narrative” 
(208–209). On the other hand, Simpson’s lead attorney Johnnie Cochran was able to achieve 
narrative fidelity in ways that revealed “a convergence between media and trial narratives” (213).

Anthony Amsterdam and Randy Hertz (1992) also emphasize the importance of narrative in 
closing arguments. Their study of a 1991 homicide trial in New York City focuses initially on 
the apparent incoherence of the defense’s closing argument, observing that it did “not follow 
any standard rhetorical sequence ... [or] have any intelligible narrative structure [about] the 
defendant and victim” (62). But on closer inspection, Amsterdam and Hertz locate a mythic 
narrative structure in which “the jury” is cast as the heroic “protagonist” and the “courtroom” 
is the story’s “setting” (64). As they explain, the prosecution’s narrative focused on the original 
events which took place in 1987 while the defense’s story emphasized the jury’s role in 1991. 
And these different emphases are visible at a syntactical level:

Verb formulations fit seamlessly into a story about what [happened] in 1987; they 
intrude awkwardly into a story about the trial in 1991 because they do not predicate 
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any plot action that can occur in 1991. Noun formulations fit smoothly into both 
stories and can serve to mediate between them ... Adverb formulations are primarily 
grounded in the story of the 1987 killing but connect it to the story of the 1991 trial 
by emphasizing that the way in which [the accused] did what he did in 1987 depends 
upon the way in which the jury does its interpretive job in 1991. Adjective formula-
tions highlight even more strongly the jury’s interpretive role.

(74)

Laura Rosulek (2015) examines the closing argument genre from the critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) perspective. While acknowledging the role of arguments and narrative in summations, 
Rosulek – like Amsterdam and Hertz – examines more elemental discursive practices such as 
pronoun usage (e.g., defense attorneys using the first-person plural “we” to invite jurors to join 
a discursive community), referential terminology (lexical choices for defendants, victims, jurors, 
etc.), and the way nominals are given semantic roles (such as agent or recipient) to construct 
social reality in the courtroom. Similar to Berger and Stanchi’s (2018) emphasis on association 
and dissociation, Rosulek focuses on how these different discursive practices function along 
an inclusion–exclusion spectrum. In some cases, summative discursive strategies are effective 
because they “silence” or exclude certain facts or perspectives from the reality the lawyer is trying 
to create. For example, defense attorneys employ passive voice and nominalizations to diminish 
defendants’ agency. In other cases, effectiveness lies in a lawyer’s ability to “de-emphasize” topics 
so that they receive comparatively less attention than others (e.g., in a corpus analysis, Rosulek 
discovered that “prosecution lawyers rarely referred to the defendants by name” [17]). Finally, 
similar to Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) emphasis on “presence,” Rosulek notes how 
lawyers use various discursive strategies to “emphasize” certain topics relative to other topics to 
increase their overall salience to juries. For example, in a series of cases involving sexual violence 
against women, Rosulek observes that “the defense emphasized the victim’s agency during 
the crime ... because they constructed her as an active participant rather than a victim” (148).

Witness testimony (or direct examination) and the cross-examination of opposing witnesses 
is an extremely important aspect of all trials, and scholars have recognized common goals and 
strategies. Drawing on the 1935 Lindbergh kidnapping trial of Bruno Hauptmann to illustrate, 
Schuetz (2007) identifies some of these common objectives. “Attorneys,” Schuetz initially 
explains, “use the testimony of their own witnesses to elaborate the stories they tell in opening 
statements” (42). She later elaborates:

Additionally, attorneys can shape and frame their witnesses’ stories by naming, clus-
tering, and locating facts and issues into a condensed narrative sequence. These con-
densed categories enable jurors to organize large amounts of information according to 
the exigencies of the scene, the motives and opportunities of characters, the disputed 
action, and clear themes.

(136)

Attorneys select among different types of witnesses (the five most common are the victim, 
expert witnesses, occurrence or “eye-witnesses,” record witnesses who can explain various 
documents [bank statements, employment work records, etc.], and reputation or character 
witnesses [137–140]) and arrange the order of testimony, usually trying to balance the virtues 
of primacy and recency (140).

Lawyers strive to manage the examination process. One way they do this is through the 
questions that they pose for witnesses (see Chapter 9 in this Handbook, Ilie 2023). Scholars 
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identify various strategies such as compelling yes or no answers to questions and never asking a 
question unless the lawyer already knows the answer (see Iannuzzi, 2011). Schuetz (2007) notes 
that lawyers typically “ask restrictive questions that require concise and particular responses” 
(147). Judges typically enforce legal rules to prevent “leading” questions (which presuppose 
favorable answers). Persuasive answers tend to be complete, consistent, and plausible (Bennett 
and Feldman, 2014), and attorneys “can enhance the completeness of testimony by the stra-
tegic phrasing of the questions they ask, and they can add to the consistency and plausibility 
of responses by pretrial preparation and by use of exhibits that help witnesses recall what they 
said in their pretrial preparation” (149).

Schuetz (2007) suggests that a “game analogy” is useful for comprehending the cross-ex-
amination process because it “illuminates the strategic choices of attorneys” (165). Among 
those strategic choices, attorneys attempt “to discredit the credibility of a witness, refute the 
facts resulting from the direct examination of a witness, and elicit responses favorable to the 
interrogator’s case theory” (165). Witness credibility can be challenged by getting witnesses 
to acknowledge cultural biases or by uncovering witnesses’ unacknowledged motives (167); 
by forcing admissions “they have drawn a hasty generalization from observations that are 
unrepresentative or ambiguous”; by revealing inconsistencies between earlier testimony (e.g., 
during a deposition) and the testimony presented during the trial; or by noting inconsistencies 
between different witnesses (167–168). A final part of the cross-examination “game” concerns 
the “postures” of the competing attorneys (172). Adopting a disrespectful posture during 
cross-examination runs the risk of making witnesses appear sympathetic, thereby jeopardizing 
the persuasiveness of their case.

18.4 Legal Persuasion and Judicial 
Interpretivism/Noninterpretivism

According to John Hart Ely (1978), while other terms are sometimes used (e.g., “strict con-
struction” vs. a “living Constitution”) to describe a central dispute in United States constitu-
tional theory, the two sides are now known as:

“interpretivism” and “noninterpretivism” – the former indicating that judges deciding 
constitutional issues should confine themselves to enforcing values or norms that are 
stated or very clearly implicit in the written Constitution, the latter indicating the 
contrary view that courts should go beyond that set of references and enforce values or 
norms that cannot be discovered within the four corners of the document.

(399)

In this section I will not explore nor try to resolve this theoretical tension; rather, I will use this 
tension to help organize different persuasive resources that American lawyers, judges, political 
leaders, and civic activists use when they try to persuade each other and the American public 
about both the meaning of the U.S. Constitution and other statutes and the role of the courts 
in the American constitutional system. This discussion will draw on both Philip Bobbitt’s 
(1982, 1991) “modalities” of constitutional argument and Jack Balkin’s (2018) contention that 
we should understand these “standard forms of constitutional argument [as] rhetorical [topoi]” 
(169). In Aristotle’s terms, Bobbitt and Balkin are describing “special” topoi (see also Harris and 
Fahnestock, Chapter 1 in this Handbook) that, in the context of disputes about the meaning 
of the U.S. Constitution, enable “a form of rhetorical invention that is structured in shared 
topoi for persuasion, analysis, and problem-solving” (259).
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18.4.1 Interpretivism I: Textualism

Arguments drawing on the rhetorical topic of “textualism” work in a variety of ways (see 
Camper, 2018; Chapter 5 in this Handbook). In some cases, the focus will be on how to 
interpret a specific word. One of the first constitutional controversies occurred during George 
Washington’s administration, and it focused on the word “necessary” in the “necessary and 
proper clause.” The specific question was whether the clause authorized Congress to establish a 
national bank. Thomas Jefferson urged the President to understand “necessary” in what would 
become known as a “strict” sense (he basically put the adverb modifier “absolutely” in front 
of it) while Alexander Hamilton argued that the word should be understood more “loosely” 
(he maintained that “necessary” was synonymous with “helpful” or “convenient”). In this early 
semantic dispute, Washington found Hamilton’s textual argument persuasive, and he signed 
into law a bill charting the first Bank of the United States.

Drawing on William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765), Christopher 
Wolfe (1996) notes the importance of “textual context” (see Camper, 2018 on “co-text”). 
For example, opponents of an “individual right” reading of the Second Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution (asserting “the right of the people to keep and bear arms”) argue that the 
Amendment’s “preamble” (“A well regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free 
state”) qualifies, and therefore restricts, the “right” which follows. Supreme Court Justice 
Antonin Scalia discussed at length the relationship between the “prefatory” and “operative” 
clauses in District of Columbia v. Heller (2008), concluding that “all of these textual elements ... 
guarantee the individual right to possess and carry weapons in case of confrontation” (589).

Over the last few centuries, common law judges – initially in England and then throughout 
the commonwealth and other former colonies – developed “canons” for interpreting legal texts 
that, extending Balkin’s argument about “modalities” of constitutional argument, can be thought 
of as inventional resources that advocates can use to craft persuasive interpretations of admin-
istrative regulations, legislative statutes, as well as constitutional provisions. Similar to the way 
rhetorical scholars focus on interpreting “words” and “sentences” (Camper, 2018; Chapter 5 
in this Handbook), the common law specifies a range of “semantic canons” such as the “ordi-
nary-meaning canon” and the “negative-implication canon” as well as “syntactic canons” such 
as the “last-antecedent canon” and the “punctuation canon” (see Scalia and Garner, 2012).

While even political conservatives such as U.S. federal judge Richard Posner (2012) argue 
that “textualism is conservative,” its supporters insist that this manner of interpretive argument 
does not privilege specific political outcomes. Judge Posner criticizes Justice Scalia’s efforts 
to depict textualism as apolitical, but a recent U.S. Supreme Court majority opinion by one 
of Scalia’s protégés – Justice Neil Gorsuch – provides evidence that textualism can function 
as a persuasive resource for liberal outcomes. The lead case – Bostock v. Clayton County, GA 
(2020) – concerned a decision by officials in Clayton County, GA to fire an employee (Gerald 
Bostock) because he participated in a gay recreational softball league. This case, and the others 
with which it was combined, turned on the meaning of Title VII of the 1964 U.S. Civil Rights 
Act which makes it “unlawful ... for an employer ... to discharge any individual, or otherwise 
discriminate against any individual ... because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or 
national origin.” The Court needed to decide whether this passage prevents employers from 
firing individuals because they were gay or transgender. The employers and their defenders 
said no because Congress did not intend to protect gay and transgender individuals in 1964, 
but in a textual tour de force, Gorsuch and five other justices held otherwise. Explicitly cit-
ing Scalia and Garner’s Reading Law among a multitude of sources, Gorsuch concluded that 
“[f]rom the ordinary public meaning of the statute’s language at the time of the law’s adoption, 
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a straightforward rule emerges: An employer violates Title VII when it intentionally fires an 
individual employee based in part on sex” (9).

18.4.2 Interpretivism II: Forms of Originalism

Scholars employ a range of terms to label the second major form of constitutional interpre-
tivism: “historical” (Bobbitt, 1982), “original intent,” “original understanding,” and “original 
meaning.” Additionally, originalism in the context of statutory interpretation is “legislative 
intent.” As Camper (2023, Chapter 5 in this Handbook) notes, “[m]any constitutional origi-
nalists have moved away from intention to general public understanding” (p. 331) because of 
the slipperiness of the concept of “intent”: whose intent counts? (members of the Philadelphia 
convention that drafted the proposed Constitution? the members of the state ratifying conven-
tions? should the intent of some members count more?); what should count as evidence of 
intent? (speeches at the 1787 convention that set the Constitution in motion? private letters 
sent by members to colleagues in their respective states? votes taken at the convention?).

The issue of evidence acknowledges a point first raised by Blackstone (1765): “The fairest 
and most rational method to interpret the will of the legislator, is by exploring [their] intentions 
at the time when the law was made, by signs the most natural and probable” (59; emphasis 
in original). For example, in the appellees brief on behalf of the Topeka, KS school board in 
Brown v. Board of Education (the important case on racial segregation of schools in the United 
States based on the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution and its “equal protection” 
clause), the lawyers arguing to uphold segregation stated “that in the same year that Congress 
proposed the amendment, federal legislation was enacted providing for segregation of the 
races in the public schools in the District of Columbia” (28). If the legislators who drafted 
the Fourteenth Amendment could also enact a law allowing school segregation in the nation’s 
capital, the lawyers reasoned, they could not have intended that the Fourteenth Amendment 
prohibited school segregation. The segregation allowance, they held, was a sign that Congress 
did not intend the “equal protection” clause to ban school segregation. (The U.S. Supreme 
Court rejected that intentionalist argument; public schools were gradually desegregated.)

Arguments drawing on the persuasive resources of intentionalism also rely on generaliza-
tions via examples. For example, in February 1860 Abraham Lincoln addressed an audience of 
Republicans in New York City, and one of his goals was to connect his party’s position on 
slavery with that of the nation’s founders. Throughout the address, he provided numerous 
examples of legislation adopted by members of the framing generation that regulated slavery 
in the nation’s territories in order to support his originalist argument that the framers intended 
to grant Congress the power to regulate slavery in federal territories. Like all argument based 
on examples, originalist generalizations need to account for counter-examples while originalist 
arguments based on signs need to account for the fact that signs are notoriously ambiguous.

In certain instances, originalism becomes a quest to discover the origins of a specific provi-
sion. For example, as the U.S. Supreme Court struggled with the question – does the Eighth 
Amendment’s prohibition of “cruel and unusual punishment” contain a “proportionality” prin-
ciple (a principle that requires punishment to be “proportionate” to the crime) – many of its 
members sought to ground their answer in the clause’s source: the 1689 English Declaration 
of Rights. In Harmelin v. Michigan (1991), one of the key cases on this question, Justice Scalia 
painstakingly reconstructed the expression’s historical origins to reveal that it was initially used 
to constrain the discretion of individual judges in administering punishment. Given those 
origins, Scalia argued, it made no sense for the clause to constrain the behavior of an elected 
state legislature.
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18.4.3 Noninterpretivist Legal Persuasion

In his majority opinion in the U.S. Supreme Court case Marbury v. Madison (1803) establish-
ing the doctrine of “judicial review,” Chief Justice John Marshall wrote: “It is emphatically 
the province and duty of the judicial department to say what the law is” (177); that is, what 
the law means. Judges determine meaning; their rhetorical task is to persuade others that they 
have discovered a text’s “fair” meaning, while others in the U.S. legal culture craft interpretive 
arguments in an effort to influence how judges determine meaning. For conceptual as well as 
pragmatic reasons, noninterpretivists maintain that judges must do more than identify possible 
“fair” or reasonable meanings of a text; they must render decisions that resolve specific legal 
disputes, and they typically justify those decisions, as Balkin noted, by drawing upon recog-
nized legal topoi (or “modalities”) as well as other common rhetorical arguments and persuasive 
strategies (some of which overlap with strategies used in the courtroom).

18.4.3.1 Noninterpretivism I: Forms of Doctrinal Argument

Bobbitt’s “doctrinal modality” of constitutional argument (1982) has two interrelated, yet dis-
tinct, components. The first is reliance on legal precedents (the stare decisis principle), which 
calls on parallel case reasoning: the decision in one case should determine the resolution of a 
later, parallel case. Determining whether a past case is sufficiently parallel can be difficult. Any 
difference between the cases can be used to “distinguish” the cases (reducing the precedent 
value of the earlier case) while a range of differences can be ignored to focus on core similarities. 
Determining which precedents in fact “govern” or “control” the specific case being decided is 
often controversial. For example, when Lakhdar Boumediene, a detainee at the U.S. military 
base in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, sought a writ of habeas corpus to challenge the legality of his 
detention, parallel case reasoning via precedent was crucial. In Boumediene v. Bush (2008) the 
Bush administration maintained that the 1950 case Johnson v. Eisentrager (which concluded that 
U.S. civilian courts have jurisdiction over alleged German war criminals) clearly governed and 
should serve as the basis for deciding against Boumediene’s appeal. The court concluded the 
opposite, that there were significant differences between the cases, and ruled for Boumediene.

Even when judges acknowledge that the original case may not necessarily have been a 
“good” decision, that they might have decided the case differently, they will concede that 
the precedent holds weight, that they are not deciding their case de novo. They recognize the 
existing precedent (in doing so, they employ a form of what Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 
refer to as the “locus of the existent”). Former U.S. Chief Justice William Rehnquist followed 
this pattern in his majority opinion in Dickerson v. U.S. (2000), which provided the opportunity 
to overturn the Miranda v. Arizona precedent that requires police to advise suspects in custody 
of their constitutional rights. Surprising some, the Chief Justice wrote: “Whether or not we 
would agree with Miranda’s reasoning and its resulting rule, were we addressing the issue in 
the first instance, the principles of stare decisis weigh heavily against overruling it now” (441). 
He also drew on specific legal topoi such as “reliance,” “workability,” and “doctrinal erosion” 
that are frequently used in the context of affirming or overturning precedent (the value of 
these topoi were discussed in some detail by Justices Sandra Day O’Connor, Anthony Kennedy, 
and David Souter in their jointly authored plurality opinion in the abortion regulation case 
Planned Parenthood v. Casey [1992]).

In the second component of “doctrinal” argument, judges and other legal advocates will 
apply pre-existing “tests,” “standards,” or “doctrines” to the facts of a specific case in order 
to resolve the legal dispute. Do affirmative action admissions programs unconstitutionally 
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discriminate against white or, more recently, Asian American college applicants? Answering this 
question draws on the doctrine of “strict scrutiny,” which requires that race-based classifications 
used in college admissions must serve a “compelling government interest” (such as education 
diversity), they must be “narrowly tailored” (employing rigid racial quotas in admissions deci-
sions fails this “prong” of analysis), and they must be the “least restrictive means” (colleges have 
to demonstrate that alternative processes cannot achieve student body “diversity”).

18.4.3.2 Noninterpretivism II: Forms of Prudential Argument

Bobbitt’s “prudential modality” of constitutional argument (1982) contains four different 
strands: judicial avoidance, prudential balancing, consequentialism, and fact-dependence.

Judicial avoidance (or restraint) requires the virtue of prudence in deciding not to accept a 
case. For example, when William Richardson brought suit against the federal government in 
1970 claiming that secret funding for the CIA violated the Article I, Section 9 requirement that 
Congress should publish “a regular Statement and Account of the Receipts and Expenditures of 
all public Money,” the Supreme Court avoided the merits of the case (deciding whether secret 
CIA expenditures actually violated the Constitution) by ruling that Richardson lacked standing to 
bring the lawsuit (see U.S. v. Richardson 418 U.S. 166 [1974]). Another of the common “avoid-
ance” topoi is political questions. This topic maintains that courts should avoid taking cases whose 
resolution should be left to the political process. When courts can’t avoid deciding a case, judges 
may try to enact (and legal advocates may encourage) the related prudential virtue of “minimal-
ism” (Sunstein, 1999). Minimalist decisions are restrained and avoid overly broad pronouncements.

The second strand involves balancing interests and/or finding a middle ground between 
two conflicting positions (Bobbitt, 1982; Thomas, 2005). Patrick McFadden (1988) examines 
a number of cases in which the U.S. Supreme Court employs prudential balancing. On 30 
November 1976, a Delaware police officer pulled over William Prouse in order to check his 
license and vehicle registration. The officer acknowledged having no other grounds for pulling 
the driver over. After the officer found marijuana on the front seat, he arrested the driver. In 
this case the Supreme Court affirmed lower court rulings that an individual’s fourth amend-
ment interest in “privacy” outweighs Delaware’s interest in safe highways, and the evidence 
obtained in the traffic stop was thrown out of court (Delaware v. Prouse 440 U.S. 648 [1979]).

Consequentialism, the third strand, develops “a calculus of costs and benefits” (Bobbitt 1991, 
17). Consequentialism frequently occurs in the guise of “directional arguments” (Perelman & 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969) or “slippery slope” reasoning (Schauer, 1985). Disputes over the scope 
of the U.S. Constitution’s “free exercise” clause frequently produce such reasoning. One of 
the earliest “free exercise” disputes in the U.S. focused on the 1862 Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act 
which banned the practice of polygamy in all federal territories. Followers of the Mormon faith 
argued that their ability to engage in the “free exercise” of this practice was central to their 
religion, and they arranged to challenge the Morrill Act’s constitutionality. In his opinion for a 
unanimous court in Reynolds v. United States (1879), Chief Justice Morrison Waite maintained:

So here, as a law of the organization of society under the exclusive dominion of the 
United States, it is provided that plural marriages shall not be allowed. Can a man 
excuse his practices to the contrary because of his religious belief? To permit this 
would be to make the professed doctrines of religious belief superior to the law of the 
land, and in effect to permit every citizen to become a law unto himself. Government 
could exist only in name under such circumstances.

(166–167)
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Similarly, when two Oregonians appealed to the courts after they were denied unemployment 
benefits (they were denied benefits because they had been fired for illegal drug use), the 
Supreme Court again ruled against their claim that the denial violated their “free exercise” of 
rights (they argued that the drugs they used – peyote – were part of a religious service). Justice 
Scalia’s majority opinion drew on the United States v Reynolds and the United States v. Lee 
precedents and endorsed their slippery slope arguments.

In many free exercise disputes, both sides draw on slippery slope consequentialism in their 
efforts to persuade judges and the larger public audiences. The examples in the previous par-
agraph emphasize that supporting Reynolds’ claim will lead to anarchy (everyone becomes a 
law unto themselves). Advocates supporting free exercise claims flip the script. Bishop David 
Zubik, the lead plaintiff in a case challenging the Affordable Care Act’s mandate that employers’ 
health insurance plans provide contraception coverage, maintained in an interview

The issue is not just the contraception, abortization or sterilization piece. The issue is we 
need to be able to exercise our religious freedom as guaranteed by the First Amendment 
of the Constitution. ... This can become a slippery slope that affects everything else. 
Any number of issues for any faith affiliation can be effected if we lose this battle.

(Zubik, 2016)

One side in these disputes tries to persuade audiences that anarchy will be the result if free 
exercise claims are upheld while the other side wants audiences to believe that government 
tyranny will arise if free exercises claims are not supported.

The fourth strand, fact dependence, is well illustrated in the U.S. Supreme Court decisions 
in two 2005 disputes involving Ten Commandment displays on public property. The court had 
to decide if these displays violated the Constitution’s “establishment clause.” Eight justices voted 
consistently in the two cases: four held that neither display violated the establishment clause; the 
other four voted that both displays did. But the ninth judge, Justice Stephen Breyer, was incon-
sistent, holding that one display (in a Kentucky county courthouse) was unconstitutional, while 
the other display (on Texas state capital grounds) passed constitutional muster. He explained 
his reasoning in a concurring opinion in the Texas case (Van Orden v. Perry [2005]) in a way 
that exemplifies “the fact-dependence of prudence” (Bobbitt 1982, 70). Breyer grounded his 
analysis of the two cases in their respective factive contexts. As he explained:

In certain contexts, a display of the tablets of the Ten Commandments can convey not 
simply a religious message but also a secular moral message (about proper standards 
of social conduct). And in certain contexts, a display of the tablets can also convey 
a historical message (about a historic relation between those standards and the law).

(703)

In a number of her opinions, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor also displayed her “fact-depend-
ence” by prioritizing context analysis, explaining in one majority opinion that “context matters 
when reviewing race-based governmental action under the Equal Protection Clause” (326).

18.4.3.3 Noninterpretivism III: Dissociation

Letter of the law/spirit of the law dissociations are common in legal persuasion (Perelman & 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969; Camper, 2018), and not only in hermeneutic or text-centric ways. 
As Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca explain, advocates employ dissociations to resolve perceived 
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incompatibilities, inconsistencies, and other forms of conceptual tension. In the American 
south in the late 1950s and 1960s, for instance, local school boards adopted “free choice” assign-
ment policies in an effort to comply with the ban on segregation. By the mid-1960s, it was clear 
that such policies were not producing results; millions of school children were still attending 
single-race schools. But opponents of the plans faced a dilemma: how could they argue that 
“free choice” plans were unconstitutional? One way they responded to their dilemma was to 
dissociate the concept of “freedom” into real freedom and only apparent freedom (as Perelman 
and Olbrechts-Tyteca [1969] explained, reality vs. appearance is the urform of dissociation). 
In March 1966, the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare issued guidelines to 
help inform school board policy decisions which offered the following observation about “free 
choice” plans: “the very nature of a free choice plan and the effect of longstanding community 
attitudes often tend to preclude or inhibit the exercise of a truly free choice by or for minority 
group students” (§181.54; emphasis added). The “condensed dissociation” (Jasinski, 2001, 179) 
of “free” in free choice plans laid the conceptual groundwork for the federal courts to assess 
these plans very carefully (e.g., Green v. County School Board New Kent County [1968]).

Advocates in disputes involving voting practices frequently rely on dissociation to resolve an 
important dilemma: how can a person’s “right” to vote be impaired or abridged if they have 
been able to cast a ballot? Legal advocates and, eventually, federal judges (including members 
of the Supreme Court) responded by dissociating the concept of “voting.” Beginning with 
the attack on malapportioned legislative districts (culminating in Reynolds v. Sims [1964]) and 
then continuing in challenges to voting practices that produced “minority vote dilution” (e.g., 
White v. Regester [1973]), advocates dissociated voting into “appearances” such as “debased” or 
“diluted” votes that they then distinguished from “real” or “effective” votes (Jasinski, 2020). 
Justice Thurgood Marshall’s dissent in Mobile v. Bolden (a 1982 case challenging Mobile, AL’s use 
of “at large” elections for its city commission) illustrates this dissociative logic. He observed that, 
given the Court’s decision, “the right to vote provides the politically powerless with nothing 
more than the right to cast meaningless ballots” (104), also noting that an

interpretation holding that the [Fifteenth] Amendment [preventing the denial of the 
right to vote on the basis of “race, color, or previous condition of servitude”] reaches 
only complete abrogation of the vote would render the Amendment essentially useless 
[as it was for almost one hundred years], since it is no difficult task to imagine schemes 
in which the Negro’s marking of the ballot is a meaningless exercise.

(126)

In these passages and elsewhere in his dissent, Justice Marshall dissociates voting into an appar-
ent, meaningless “form” that is juxtaposed to a real, meaningful, and substantive practice; his 
conceptualization of an “unfettered right to vote” (141) is constituted in and through his 
dissociative argument.

18.4.3.4 Noninterpretivism IV: Metaphor and Narrative

As noted in Section 18.3.1, numerous scholars examine the way metaphors and narratives func-
tion in both courtroom persuasion and judicial opinions. Scholars interested in metaphor and 
legal persuasion frequently extend George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s (1980) ground-breaking 
work on what they call “conceptual metaphor.” Haig Bosmajian (1992), for example, analyzes 
the persuasive potential of such structures in the law: “marketplace of ideas” and the first 
amendment, “wall of separation” and the establishment clause, and free speech and the “chilling 
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effect.” Milner Ball (1985) probes the entailments of understanding law as a “bulwark.” Linda 
Berger (2007) examines three interrelated metaphors – (1) corporations are people, (2) spending 
money is speech, and (3) political speech is a “marketplace” – that are central in U.S. Supreme 
Court opinions on campaign finance restrictions.

In one of the first contemporary essays to discuss the relationship between narrative and the 
law, Robert Cover (1983) observed: “No set of legal institutions or prescriptions exists apart 
from the narratives that locate it and give it meaning” (4). Scholars have devoted considerable 
attention to the way legal reasoning draws on narratives as a persuasive resource to resolve legal 
disputes. For example, L. H. LaRue (1995) examines Justice Hugo Black’s majority opinion 
and Justice Robert Jackson’s dissent in the establishment-clause case Everson v. Board of Education 
(1947). The central issue in the case was whether it was constitutional to subsidize transpor-
tation costs for public and private school students (most private schools covered by the policy 
were religious). According to LaRue, Justice Black’s majority opinion tries to understand the 
“establishment clause” by locating it in a story of religious persecution that the nation’s fram-
ers sought to overcome by separating government from religion. He notes: in Black’s “story, 
religion threatens to produce disorder and persecution, and an established church seems to 
be one of the worst calamities ever loosed upon a suffering humanity” (26). Black’s narrative, 
LaRue observes, focused largely on “the events of the eighteenth century” and said very little 
about “the modern events that generated the case” (27–28). In dissent, Jackson emphasized a 
modern story of religious “indoctrination” in which “the religious have set up religious schools 
to ‘indoctrinate’ [children]” (28). Neither story, LaRue concludes, accurately depicts historical 
or contemporary events, but both function to support the two opinions. Jackson’s story of 
Catholic indoctrination rationalizes his vote holding that the school district’s support of private 
religious schools violates the Constitution, while Black’s story links the school board’s policy 
to the nation’s ongoing quest to avoid religious factionalism.

Paul W. Kahn (2016) focuses on the relationship between “judicial ethos” and narrative in 
a U.S. Supreme Court case concerning California’s effort to block the sale of violent video 
games to minors without parental approval (Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Association [2011]). 
Justice Scalia’s majority opinion embodies a liberatory ethos as it constructs a “story of inter-
generational conflict that begins with the introduction of ‘dime novels’ early in the twentieth 
century.” According to Scalia’s story, “the reaction of the parents is the same: to fear the cor-
ruption of the youth by forces that, through the new medium, are released from traditional 
constraints.” This story is attractive because “it appeals to the idea of release from the dead 
hand of traditional authority” (25–26).

Two Justices – Clarence Thomas and Stephen Breyer – dissented in Brown, holding that 
the California law requiring parental approval was constitutional. Justice Thomas “offer[ed] 
a narrative that focuses on the critical role of parental authority and parental responsibility in 
the long history of the nation” (28). According to Kahn,

the problem is not the narrative but the legal conclusion that [Thomas] wants to draw 
from it: minors have no First Amendment rights whatsoever. ... [He] has hold of an 
important narrative, but he would use it to pursue an end dramatically out of line with 
contemporary understandings of the autonomy and respect due to a teenager.

(29)

In the end, Kahn argues that “Thomas fails to persuade ... because by overreaching he puts 
at issue his own character: we have no reason to trust a person who would use this case to 
go that far” (30).
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In the other dissent by Justice Breyer, trust is also an issue. But, as Kahn explains, Breyer 
crafts “a narrative of progress” that places trust in “the social scientists who have studied the 
actual effects of violent video games on minors” (31). As LaRue observed regarding Everson, 
Kahn also concludes that Brown ultimately turns on two competing narratives. “The majority 
looks to the past and tells a tale of the changing forms of media against which the single con-
stitutional value of free speech must be upheld.” The majority, Kahn opines, “casts itself in a 
heroic role.” On the other hand, “Breyer looks to the future and argues for a Court that holds 
itself open to the growing reach of scientific knowledge” (32). In the end, Kahn suggests that 
the majority’s heroic ethos was more persuasive.

18.5 Conclusion

Rhetoricians and other scholars as well as practitioners have displayed a keen interest in legal 
persuasion for quite some time. Many focus on various persuasive resources at work in trials: 
effective storytelling (relying on cohesion, fidelity, and plausibility), metaphors that generate 
associations and dissociations, negative and positive emotions, language choices that generate 
“presence” for certain trial facts (thereby excluding other facts which render them less salient), 
as well as a range of other linguistic features (e.g., passive voice, pronoun usage, use of nominali-
zations). Since Cicero, rhetoricians have understood that crafting convincing interpretations of 
written texts is a key part of legal persuasion. Drawing on Aristotle’s idea of “special” topoi, legal 
scholars as well as rhetoricians have identified recurrent arguments that judges and other legal 
advocates employ in the context of constitutional, regulatory, and statutory interpretation: tex-
tualism, forms of originalism, doctrines and precedents, and differing modes of prudentialism. 
These topoi, along with dissociative arguments, metaphors, and narratives, enable “persuasion, 
analysis, and problem-solving” in the legal realm (Balkin, 2018, 259).
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ASIAN AMERICAN 

PERSUASION
The Subtleties of Speaking with Others’ Words

Jennifer Lin LeMesurier

19.1 Introduction

Any attempt to define and map Asian American rhetoric must acknowledge how the long, 
legacy of “the West and the rest” worldview has influenced dominant conceptions of what 
counts as persuasive language. Best persuasive practices are still assumed to align automatically 
with Western styles of speaking and writing, causing many to miss the ongoing work of Asian 
American rhetors that is rooted in local and cultural linguistic practices. Especially within the 
confines of the U.S., Asian and Asian American identity is complicated by legacies of colonial 
rule, gender inequities, language discrimination, and stereotypes about phenotypes. The short 
phrase, “Asian American,” must somehow encapsulate those “born in the United States and 
born in Asia, of exclusively Asian parents and of mixed race, urban and rural, refugee and 
nonrefugee, fluent in English and non-English speaking, professionally trained and work-
ing-class” (Lowe, 1996, p. 66). These competing understandings foreclose and impinge upon 
how Asian American subjecthood is often received, which means that the typical emphasis 
on finding common ground with one’s audience cannot fully encompass the complexity that 
marks performing persuasion while Asian American. Specifically, the ongoing belief that Asian 
individuals are always outsiders within Western contexts has forced a rhetorical stance that is 
patiently pedagogical in nature, focused on an ongoing reclaiming of one’s position in the 
world via carefully cited facts and explicit demystification of ongoing, false assumptions. This 
chapter surveys the scholarship that demonstrates how Asian and Asian American rhetors have 
responded to this pressure while also speaking to the exigencies of forming Asian identity and 
responding to anti-Asian violence.

To address these multivariate pressures, I discuss how the ongoing marginalization of Asians 
in the West has necessitated a rhetorical focus on identification intended to join Asian and Asian 
Americans in ways of “acting-together” (Burke, 1969, p. 23). This emphasis on identity surpasses 
and sustains individual acts of linguistic persuasion for those who are minorities in both language 
and culture. Then, I shift to looking at how these concerns have been taken up in rhetori-
cal studies and its subfields of comparative rhetoric and translingualism. I examine exemplary 
scholarship that has excavated unknown rhetors and/or rhetorical strategies to argue that Asian 
forms of rhetoric, however contrasting with Western norms, are valid. From there, I analyze 
how non-academic Asian Americans enact rhetoric about their own language and identity in 
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the public sphere. Specifically, I consider how comedians use the genre of standup to address and 
subvert stereotypes of Asian and Asian American identity in mainstream culture. Lastly, I turn 
to the rhetoric surrounding anti-Asian violence in 2020–21 and examine how Asian American 
activists and writers maintained a pedagogical stance, educating a primarily white audience on 
the intersections of identity, language use, and embodiment, even in the face of violence and 
murder. Through juxtaposing these examples from academia and mass media, I demonstrate 
how the ideological forces that frame Asians as perpetual outsiders in the West constrain the 
range of rhetorical resources available to Asians and Asian Americans, especially when addressing 
primarily non-Asian audiences. In spite of these constraints, Asian and Asian American rhetors 
have developed rhetorical strategies that challenge prescribed identity performances and argue 
for the unrecognized diversity of these communities and their linguistic traditions.

19.2 Crossing Borders

The complex history of the tensions between Asian emigration to the U.S. and legislation 
that barred certain Asian populations during different historical periods has reinforced the idea 
that Asian cultures are and always will be separate from American norms. Although Chinese 
immigrants came to the U.S. as early as the late 1800s to work the Gold Rush and on the 
Transcontinental Railroad, their influence on American culture was limited by overall preju-
dice and legislation like the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (renewed and extended in 1892). 
Morris Young points to the creation of the “Asiatic Barred Zone” in the 1917 Immigration 
Act as “a rhetorical strategy by the nation-state to metaphorically and materially write Asians 
out of the U.S., functioning as a spatial trope in U.S. national policy to contain Asians by 
keeping them outside its borders” (2016, p. 132). The Acts that finally repealed some of these 
discriminatory restrictions, such as the Luce-Celler Act in 1946, maintained ethnicity-based 
quotas, resulting in uneven patterns of immigration and settlement across the U.S., and thus, 
limited opportunities to intervene in the conversations surrounding rhetoric and persuasion.

Once settled in America, Asian Americans faced further complications from the persistence 
of a “model minority” topos, an understanding of race as a competitive hierarchy wherein “yel-
low is a shade of white and that blacks and browns (Latinos) could improve their economic status 
if only they adopted some “yellow” (Asian) social characteristics” (Hattori & Ching, 2008, p. 
54). Claire Jean Kim details how discourses of valorization and foreignness have been leveraged 
in tandem in order to rhetorically “triangulate” Asian Americans as always in conflict with Black 
communities and never as successful as white ones (1999, pp. 124–125). This topos is a rhetorical 
lever that is often wielded within a context of white supremacy, which means that to speak as 
an Asian American is to always speak from a predetermined social location: successful but not 
too successful (hitting the “bamboo ceiling”), hard working but with a non-threatening docile 
manner, and with either more accented or less fluent English. Building persuasive power as an 
Asian American rhetor is not impossible, but it is constrained due to the still rarely examined 
racial pressures and hierarchies that inflect who is judged to be a valid rhetorical subject.

Those who study and teach persuasion are not immune from these racial biases, which 
means that these prejudices infuse scholarship and academic standards for measuring persuasive 
norms. Part of this is a matter of gatekeeping who is allowed into academia. Historically, Asians 
and Asian Americans “who pursued English language and literacy education had to contend 
with racial discrimination that prevented them from attending mainstream public schools and 
limited the resources appointed to segregated schools, and those who hoped to preserve their 
family languages were treated with suspicion” (Hoang, 2015, p. 14). But this lack of attention is 
also an issue of what Asian and Asian American matters are seen as salient topics for scholarship. 
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Within composition scholarship that focuses on the needs of undergraduates, “Asians have 
tended to attain visible subjectivity only as international or ESL/ELL students” (Shimabukuro, 
2015, p. 9), a positioning of Asians as always novices and/or outsiders within academia. More 
than a decade after the publication of LuMing Mao and Morris Young’s Representations: Doing 
Asian American Rhetoric, there is still “little work that focuses directly on how Asian Americans 
use the symbolic resources of language in social, cultural, and political arenas to disrupt and 
transform the dominant European American discourse and its representations of Asians and 
Asian Americans” (2008, p. 2).

Within these power dynamics, crafting Asian rhetorical scholarship has often required an 
emphasis on “translating and transforming our experiences into the larger American imagi-
nary” (ibid., p. 21) across linguistic and cultural difference. Key exemplars for thinking about 
translation, language use, and different cultural traditions are related to the “comparative rhet-
oric approach” (Kennedy, 1998), which was originally taken up in several subfields of writing 
and rhetoric as a method of parsing what is universal and what is particular about persuasive 
language standards. For example, in research on cross-cultural influences on writing, Robert 
Kaplan famously developed a set of language “doodles” that illustrated how different ways of 
thinking emerged in the organization and content of essays (1966). These doodles have been 
critiqued as oversimplifying cultural epistemologies, but Kaplan’s work is nonetheless notable 
for its early treatment of linguistic difference in writing as a matter of cultural priorities, rather 
than a matter of cognitive deficit. Scholars such as Susan Jarrett and Susan Romano have sought 
to increase the field’s understanding of comparative rhetoric as using “comparison as a cohesive 
trope capable of illuminating dynamic relations between and among lived experience, ethics, 
and rhetoric” (Mao et al., 2015, pp. 252, 259). The act of comparison is centered on finding 
resonances among different persuasive traditions, rather than denigrating versions that depart 
from dominant understandings of rhetorical effectiveness.

These tacit linguistic hierarchies affect what rhetoric and related fields deem persuasive 
because of a backdrop of assumptions about geographic hierarchies, as seen in the use of “Third 
World” as a derogative. Jerry Won Lee coins the term “peripheralized Englishes” (2017, p. 15) 
in order to focus on the rhetorical processes that maintain some dialects as lesser than others. 
Assuming “defect as the default” (Lee, 2017, p. 70) is part of a broader understanding of lan-
guage, geography, and embodiment as necessarily mirror images of one another, a way of think-
ing that inevitably leads to judging cultural priorities of language use as flaws. Such attitudes 
can cause an overlooking of the value of locally situated linguistic and educational practices. 
For example, A. Suresh Canagarajah argues that focusing on teaching English phrases one can 
“use” misses the values inherent in a local discourse that foster other forms of community 
bonding beyond transactional interactions. He demonstrates how ESL programs in Tamil are 
so focused on function that they miss the prominence of “digression and indirection typical of 
predominantly oral, rural communities” (1999, p. 87) that is central to the community’s under-
standing of persuasive speech. These and other works on translingual scholarship (Ayash, 2019; 
Canagarajah, 2013) model how to value local innovations that depart from Western norms for 
formality and levels of directness. The resulting translingual orientation centers “recognizing 
difference and its production as the norm of all communicative practice” (Horner & Tetreault, 
2016, p. 16) and emphasizes how even “standard” texts are hybrids pulled from the multiple 
permutations possible when combining global sets of semiotic and linguistic resources.

In scholarship that focuses directly on Asian speakers or texts, many scholars tackle compar-
ing persuasive traditions by exploring philosophies and treatises found in Asian philosophy and 
religion, such as classical Chinese maxims (Yuan, 2023, Chapter 16 of this Handbook). Rather 
than treating Asian persuasion as an oddity or less developed form of what is held up as a standard 
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in the West, these analyses present legacies of Asian thought that resonate with and augment 
dominant approaches to persuasion. Through comparatively analyzing rhetorical terminology 
and definitions across cultures and times, it is possible to track the development, reception, and 
usage of persuasive concepts, such as the nuances of “susa” as it has been used across China, 
Japan, and Korea as a partially equivalent plesionym for “rhetoric” (Sung-Gi, 2010). The concrete 
historical treatises on persuasion, such as classical Chinese court texts, offer valuable alternatives 
to the Western canon, broadening conceptions of persuasion to more than “argumentation and 
disputation” (Garrett in Wang, 2004, p. 175) that center on the snappy, kairotic speaker.

We see such subtle emphases in scholarship on how Chinese social and political leaders from 
500 to 200 BCE understood the power of emotions to develop cultural levels of shared feeling 
that motivate ways of “acting-together” (Burke, 1969). Long before the surge of attention to 
affect in Western understandings of rhetoric, classical Chinese rhetorical treatises “regard[ed] 
the affective dimension as essential to being human” (Garrett, 1993, p. 32), a perspective that 
aligns with the embodied understanding of rhetorical influence that was also valorized by the 
ancient Greeks (Hawhee, 2005). In this understanding, being persuasive is not solely about 
snappy wit but about a fully embodied immersion in the affective flows that influence rhetorical 
choices. Similarly, the Guiguzi text, written by a contemporary of Aristotle named Wang Xu, 
emphasizes “listening, analogy, and reflection” (Wu, 2016, p. 26) as a cornerstone of persuasion. 
Crafting one’s language is less about building a stalwart ethos for oneself and more about crafting 
“inviting spoken words” that work like “setting out a net to capture animals” (Wu, 2016, p. 
44). This invitational stance foreshadows the emphasis in rhetoric and argumentation on the 
power of affective flows (Edbauer, 2005) and communicating ethically across boundaries of 
culture and class through attending to how emotion, power, and reason intermingle (Gilbert, 
2014; Glenn & Ratcliffe, 2011; Ratcliffe, 2005).

These analyses of Asian rhetorical practices and texts also demonstrate how Asian rhetors 
have developed culturally situated approaches to universal struggles, such as the debate over 
representations of feminism (Hesford & Kulbaga, 2003). Bo Wang’s work on feminist rhetor-
ical strategies demonstrates how early twentieth-century Chinese women writers sought to 
shape political ideology through the development of new terms and phrases. These linguistic 
strategies enabled these writers “to challenge the sexist assumptions and to construct an alter-
native discourse that legitimized women’s needs in a modern society” (Wang, 2010, p. 391). 
In the pursuit of liberation, these writers purposefully developed “rhetorical innovations,” 
such as neologisms that enabled a thinking through of what modern feminism might look 
like for Chinese women: “Renquan (human rights), nanniiping deng (equality between men and 
women), nüquan (women’s rights), xinniixing (new women)” (ibid.). For example, the writer 
Yang Zhihua argued that because of the intersections of economic and material oppression, 
nüquan (女權) would only be achieved through joining with the Chinese revolutionary move-
ment (ibid., p. 400). Rather than emulate a Western version of feminism with a liberal emphasis 
on complete self-determination, these writers developed a vocabulary and activism that was 
grounded in both Chinese heritage and contemporary events.

Strengthening social bonds through the use of shared linguistic, cultural, and embodied ref-
erences is especially crucial in rhetorical situations that involve building and sustaining identities 
of collective resistance, as in the self-immolation of Jeon Tae-il to draw attention to workers’ 
rights in South Korea (Cho, 2016), or the Red Shirts donating and spilling 70 gallons of blood 
in protest at the Thai prime minister (Adsanatham, 2018). Performing the vulnerability of the 
body is sometimes required to draw attention to suppressed speech, as when the Vietnamese 
rapper Nah interwove songs, online activism, and embodied rhetorical choices, such as a 
prominent tattoo that shows “#FuckCommunism” (Dich, 2018). The direct use of the openly 
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profane statement, coupled with his body as medium – the oral inflections in singing/rapping, 
the use of skin as bearer of his politically dangerous critique, etc. – provides an alternative way 
of critiquing the Vietnamese government’s effects on contemporary Asian bodies, evidenced 
by the intertextual hashtags, graffiti, and other tattoos his performance inspired (Dich, 2018). 
Similarly, in their exploration of how the Vietnam Association for Victims of Agent Orange 
persuaded Vietnamese publics to “see” and collectively aid victims, Rebecca Walton and Sarah 
Beth Hopton show how it was the combination of extensive photography of victims’ bodies 
and well-known doxic sayings, such as a “very bad leaf that’s in a bad condition can cover a 
worse leaf ” (2018, p. 321), that persuaded people to include victims in communal support 
networks. What these examples demonstrate is how the classical “good man speaking well” 
ethotic standard does not encapsulate the precarity that necessitates these multimodal strategies 
of persuasion. Rather, these subject positions require strategies of identification that evoke 
shared “feelings, concepts, images, ideas, [and] attitudes” (Burke, 1969, p. 21) that support 
action beyond the singular event and toward a longer range of activism.

In contemporary work more explicitly focused on American contexts, scholars aim to 
“contest and rearticulate what it means to be Asian American” and “challenge racialized subject 
positions” (Hoang, 2015, pp. 18, 23) through highlighting examples of language use that have 
not historically been judged as worthy of rhetorical analysis because of the locality of their 
impact. This focus on local rhetoric is especially relevant given the dominance of post-racial 
discourse and the presumption of “post-bias” (Joseph, 2018, p. 34), a presumption that often 
further delegitimates rhetorical innovations that develop within marginalized communities. 
Asian American rhetoric is thus a process aimed at rescripting Asian American identity, as a 
“copious remembering of racial legacies and performing/re-performing new ways of understanding 
their roles as speakers and writers, new perspectives on language, literacy, and rhetoric” (Hoang 
2015, p. 162, emphasis in original). The language used in these efforts to form identification 
and coalition draws on both Asian and American semiotic, cultural, and linguistic systems (Mao 
& Young, 2008, p. 5), producing hybrid rhetorical strategies that are marked by “ambivalence 
and vulnerability” (Mao, 2006, p. 28).

More specifically, the often physically perilous, politically complicated origins that brought 
these people, languages, and rhetorics into contact have resulted in spaces “where pidgin or 
emergent cultures interact with and resist dominant culture, often creating new rhetorical 
practices to express new or creole cultural identities” (Young, 2013, p. 60). Young points us to 
the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese immigrants who wrote poetry on the walls of their deten-
tion center on Angel Island and the hole hole bushi, or “cane stripping songs,” of Japanese field 
workers in Hawai’i. In both cases, the rhetorical texts of poems and songs emerged directly 
from the intersection of available linguistic resources, symbolic contexts, and embodied under-
standings. The detained immigrants at Angel Island used traditional genres of classical poetry 
to express their laments (Egan, 2021). The Japanese Issei, first-generation immigrants to the 
U.S., narrated the harshness of their labor conditions, blending Japanese, Hawaiian, and English 
into songs to express the conditions of working on sugar plantations. In the following lyric of 
a hole hole bushi, the singer references Japanese symbols of misfortune, birds crying and temple 
bells ringing, to contextualize the harshness of their working conditions:

Worse than the birds crying
Or the temple bells tolling
Is the plantation bell
Calling us to another day. 
(Okihiro, 1991, p. 31)
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Rather than accept their presumed “voiceless” status, these detainees and workers used the 
available resources of both mother and foreign tongues to express the shared poignancy of their 
in-between existence. These cases exemplify the centrality of pedagogy in Asian American 
rhetoric. In each, these rhetors contextualize the current moment through historical retellings 
and performances that highlight the distance between beliefs about and the reality of lived 
Asian and Asian American experience.

19.3 Laughing While Asian

Within the contemporary arena of Western mass media and entertainment, Asian American 
interlocutors have taken advantage of the “ambivalence and vulnerability” (Mao, 2006, p. 28) 
of hybrid rhetorical spaces in order to bring more awareness of Asian American matters to 
mainstream audiences. One specific arena where Asian Americans have increased their rhetor-
ical presence, tackling external perceptions of linguistic and cultural norms, is that of comedy. 
The presence of Asian American actors in the media landscape is often still marked by roles 
that rely on mimicry and mockery of presumed Asian features, such as lack of facility with 
English and crude oversexualization (Ono & Pham, 2009, pp. 104, 108–09). Yet, as the previous 
section demonstrates, the external constraints on the reception of Asian American rhetors has 
led to the innovative production of Asian American rhetoric that sidesteps, modifies, or flouts 
traditional rules for persuasive discourse. Comedy, as part of the media landscape that prior-
itizes subversion, is a genre where Asian Americans can “seek to remedy the social problem 
of the oppression of Asian Americans by changing media representations” (Lopez, 2016, p. 25) 
through the dialectical power of satire and cringe humor. This subversion serves more than a 
titillating purpose; rather it creates room for these performers to center their self-understanding 
in ways that destabilize stereotypes about the “acting-together” of Asians (Burke, 1969, p. 23). 
Jeanne Fahnestock points out that rhetors who “enter a situation with a salient identity that is 
likely to dominate the audience’s perceptions of them, … may rename themselves and try to 
specify a different identity from which they speak” (2011, p. 281). Contemporary examples of 
Asian American comedic rhetoric demonstrate how minoritized speakers attempt to reclaim 
and redefine their identities, rather than acceding to pressure to inhabit a more recognizable 
prescribed ethos.

Standup comedy has a growing roster of Asian American performers, including 
Awkwafina, Ronny Chieng, Sherry Cola, Hasan Minhaj, Nancherla, Ali Wong, and Jimmy 
O. Yang. The writer Cathy Park Hong argues that standup comedy enables the channeling 
of “minor feelings: the racialized range of emotions that are negative, dysphoric, and there-
fore untelegenic, built from the sediments of everyday racial experience and the irritant 
of having one’s perception of reality constantly questioned or dismissed” (2020, p. 55). In 
other words, standup is a rhetorical genre that enables expressing the cognitive dissonance 
of being a minority body within the confines of the American Dream in ways that disrupt 
tidy self-actualization narratives, opening up space to render the injustice of racist experi-
ences not only legible but suasive.

Comedy’s openness to ambiguity and vulnerability offers a unique vantage point from which 
to ventriloquize and satirize dominant understandings of marginalized identities. In his standup, 
Joel Kim Booster articulates his relationship to stereotypes of both Asianness and masculinity 
through a tripartite series of one liners: “I’m terrible at math. I don’t know karate. My dick is 
huge” (La Force, 2019). The sliding between the “high brow” stereotype of academic success 
and the “low brow” expectation of anatomical differences between races not only skewers both 
but emphasizes how these stereotypes are interlinked in the public imagination. Ali Wong 
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performs a similar subversion by leaning into the seeming contradiction in both her and her 
husband’s ethnicities:

he’s half Filipino and half Japanese and I’m half Chinese and half Vietnamese. So, we’re 
both half fancy Asian ... and half jungle Asian. ... The fancy Asians are the Chinese, the 
Japanese. They get to do fancy things like host Olympics. Jungle Asians host diseases.

(2016)

Due to the necessarily polysemic nature of comedy, Wong’s

comedy both reflects and contributes to a shifting, contemporary Asian American 
identity that relies on in-group stereotypes to communicate a positive, albeit ambiva-
lent, identity established both on their own terms and from the cultural knowledges, 
or “practices of everyday life”, of their communities.

(Kim, 2021, p. 314)

Wong’s performance of these stereotypical views with a “straight” face both validates the expe-
rience of Asian American audience members who have been subjected to similar stereotypes 
and simultaneously undermines the logic of such stereotyping for non-Asian viewers, perhaps 
for the first time. Through the presence of her own body onstage as a powerful figure audience 
members have paid to see perform, she can gesture to the arbitrary nature of such categori-
zations and reject the histories of Western colonialism that have rendered certain countries as 
always “jungle Asian” in the popular imagination.

Standup also offers room to deconstruct intersectional issues, such as the conflation of 
Asian femininity and misogynistic standards for beauty. Standup relies upon the comedian’s 
“material, bodily presence that does not allow for any easy avoidance by the audience of the 
rhetor’s Asianness” (Carroll, 2008, p. 267). Speaking from an Asian body about stereotypes of 
Asianness requires balancing the pressure to be a good representative of one’s racial group while 
also speaking to where those preset expectations are not useful or wrong. Famously, Margaret 
Cho often performs a hyperbolic retelling of her nonpersuasive status as an Asian American 
female, specifically her inability to meet expectations for being quiet and demure, as a means 
of critiquing these common scripts for Asian femininity. She performs these failures with a 
purposeful over the top brashness, “imbu[ing] [her performance], loudly and with a full physical 
repertoire that is against type” in order to “underscore the force of the word with the force 
of the body” (Carroll, 2008, p. 272). For example, in her show Revolution, she wears a long, 
flowing dress and her hair in two sleek braids, only to physically contradict this vision of Asian 
femininity by recounting her issues with starvation diets and diarrhea in excruciatingly detailed 
physical mime. At another point in the show, she waxes poetically about helping a friend give 
birth, riffing on feminist discourses of self-empowerment to describe how her friend was “not 
just a mother – at that moment, she was creation. She was life. She was God!” (2004). Cho 
then contrasts this rhapsodic description by describing the actual birth as the moment when 
her friend’s “pussy exploded” and then performs an extensive mime of wiping bodily fluids 
off her dress and face (2004). Cho’s deliberate use of kinesis creates a “strategic ambiguity” 
(Meyer, 2008, p. 280) where the non-Asian audience member must confront expectations 
for Asian feminine behavior through their gut reactions to her performance of disgusting, yet 
everyday, physical situations.

Comedy is an area where Asian Americans are seeing not only increased representation 
but representation that is written and driven by Asian American creatives. This is a powerful 
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and fraught space where these rhetors negotiate the pros and cons of performing stereotypes 
even as they attempt to subvert them. Such fraughtness points to the strengths and limits of 
this genre as a means for forwarding Asian American concerns. While it is a generative space 
for critiquing dominant norms, there is less room to produce alternative scripts for linguistic 
and social behavior that do not rely on tired stereotypes. In the next section, I consider how 
Asian American rhetors use genres of activism that hold more room for critique and recom-
mendations for change, and I analyze how these authors translate the exigencies of anti-Asian 
violence and death in ways that emphasize future paths of altered action.

19.4 Viral Exigencies

Despite the ongoing work done by performers, scholars, and activists detailed above, the 
pandemic-related outbreak of anti-Asian racism in the U.S. and abroad in 2020 and 2021 
demonstrated the still precarious position of Asians as national subjects and rhetors. The ease 
with which this negative epideictic rhetoric took hold, fixing Asian bodies as a source of blame 
for the transmission of the coronavirus, shows the contingency of Asian subjecthood within 
the Western imagination. Specifically, the number of politicians who leveraged anti-Asian 
and anti-Chinese sentiment speaks not just to their character but to the level of perceived 
receptivity to such enactments of blame. Derogatory remarks and labels like “the Kung Flu” 
conflated concerns over the virus’s origin with politicians’ xenophobic, anti-Chinese gov-
ernment sentiment, evident in tweets like “China has a 5,000 year history of cheating and 
stealing. Some things will never change” from Senator Marsha Blackburn (2020). Although 
President Joe Biden signed the COVID-19 Hate Crimes Act into law in May 2021 and 
explicitly condemned using such language, the use of phrases like the “China virus” continue 
to circulate as a linguistic shibboleth, signaling a range of ideological commitments through 
defamatory reference.

Beyond political discourse, the reports of everyday violence and assaults were accompanied 
by language that echoed politicians’ disdain, such as taunts of “Go back to China” and direct 
accusations of blame for the coronavirus (Asian Pacific, 2021). The tracking of this vio-
lence, performed by the Asian Pacific Planning and Policy Council (A3PCON), Chinese for 
Affirmative Action (CAA), and the Asian American Studies Department of San Francisco State 
University found 6603 reports of verbal harassment, physical shunning, and physical assaults 
nationwide between 19 March 2020 and 30 March 2021 (Asian Pacific, 2021). In response, 
several activist and community groups produced public service announcements, social media 
campaigns, protests, and other forms of activism designed to advocate for Asian American com-
munities against such violence. In this section, I detail how protestors and writers responded 
to these events of hatred and violence through a synthesis of personal experience and historical 
precedents into ethopoetic narratives about histories that should already be known. I analyze 
responses to the anti-Asian hate created by Asian Americans: the #WashTheHate campaign 
that formed early in 2020 and opinion essays by female Asian American authors that directly 
respond to the shooting of eight people in Atlanta, Georgia in March 2021. This selective 
timeline of Asian American rhetoric demonstrates some of the different approaches that rhetors 
use to negotiate the expectations of a “model minority” and “yellow peril” that are still sadly 
dominant. These rhetors vary in their level of explicitness when confronting racism, but they 
all focus on correcting misunderstandings of Asian identity.

Telly Wong of IW Group, an Asian-American focused marketing agency, started the 
#WashTheHate campaign as an attempt to raise awareness of anti-Asian violence and strengthen 
cross-ethnic empathy and solidarity. To take part in the campaign, participants videoed themselves 



Jennifer Lin LeMesurier

348

washing their hands for 20 seconds while speaking of their experience with discrimination and 
encouraging solidarity with Asian Americans, and the videos were then posted to social media 
outlets like Twitter and Instagram. The rhetorical acts created for the #WashTheHate cam-
paign were notably focused on calls for unity in a way that aligns with the topos of American 
 perseverance. Much as Andrew Yang argued that Asian Americans should show without a 
“shadow of a doubt that we are Americans who will do our part for our country in this time of 
need,” in part by wearing “red, white, and blue” (2020, para. 16), many of the #WashTheHate 
videos centered Asian voices in order to argue for American harmony. Yet even within these 
more “feel good” videos, there are still clearly attempts to bring the “arena of lived experience 
where subjects actively make rhetorical choices, where categories are created, refused, and 
negotiated,” (Monberg, 2008, p. 90) into the conversation to redefine Asian identity for the 
general public.

In the early part of the wave of anti-Asian hate, the redefinition work was focused on 
reaffirming the role of Asian Americans as essential to important American contexts, such 
as the medical system. For example, sociologist and author Nancy Wang Yuen opens her 
#WashTheHate video with the statistic that 20% of our healthcare workers are immigrants, 
many of whom are from Asia, and “17% of our doctors are Asian Americans too” (2020). 
She continues, pointing out that one in six STEM workers “who are critical to finding a 
cure for COVID-19 are from China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan” (2020). The rapid listing of 
these statistics acts as a brief résumé for Asians in America, defining them as not just model 
minorities but model minorities who might save the rest of the U.S. Similarly, the play-
wright David Henry Hwang recounts being aggressively questioned about his travel status 
and, it is implied, nationality toward the beginning of the pandemic, but then he ends his 
video by dedicating it to the Asian Pacific Islander members of the healthcare community 
who “are putting their lives on the line even in the face of racism” (2020). As part of their 
attempts to stem violence, Yuen and Hwang define Asian Americanness through its proximity 
to important industries like medicine and science, diminishing attention to Asianness and 
instead reclaiming Americanness via one’s role as a compassionate community member and 
responsible innovator.

The focus on American unity is central to one of the most shared and cited #WashTheHate 
videos created by the actor Tzi Ma, one of the few Asian American actors well known in 
Hollywood for his work in films such as Mulan, The Farewell, and the TV show 24 (2020). 
Ma uses a rhetorical strategy similar to the leaders in classical China, appealing to communal 
emotions in order to “bring the audience into the state to judge and act rightly, both morally 
and veridically” (Garrett, 1993, p. 32). Ma opens by saying that “we all know that washing our 
hands will prevent the coronavirus from affecting us physically.” After a slight pause, he queries, 
“but what about what the virus can do to us, emotionally?” Ma goes through a list of possible 
reactions to the coronavirus, finishing by emphasizing that “sadly” some people have turned 
to violence against Asian Americans. He states, “we act out of our fears by wearing masks, 
hoarding supplies, and sadly, some of us lash out at Asian Americans as if Asian Americans 
were responsible for this virus, just for being of Asian descent.” By uniting these different 
reactions to the coronavirus under the broad umbrella of “fears,” as well as the non-Asian and 
Asian audience alike through the pronouns “we” and “us,” Ma seeks to redeem even those 
who have acted waywardly by building an active sense of shared responsibility, emphasizing 
“the interconnectedness between self and public” (Mao, 2006, p. 43). Ma’s most direct display 
of anger comes toward the end of the video when he exclaims, “Stop it! Acts of violence 
against Asian Americans will not stop this virus.” Notably, Ma does not hedge this forceful 
statement or otherwise show deference to the viewer’s potential offense (Hyland, 1998, p. 351), 
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but he does then use the strong display of emotion to point toward a broader sense of commu-
nity care and responsibility, following up by pointing out that “Hate will get you sick, even if 
the virus doesn’t.” Here, Ma’s use of “you” straddles the “generic you” and the more specific 
calling on the audience member to imagine an empathetic connection (Fahnestock, 2011, 
pp. 280–281); the speaker and audience are united in their vulnerability to the virus and the 
damaging effects of racism.

After the shooting of eight people in Atlanta, Georgia, in March 2021, six of whom were 
Asian women, the discourse from prominent Asian American writers and activists shifted from 
a conciliatory to a more confrontational tone. Yet even with the more explicit displays of 
anger, fear, and sadness, the tenor is informative, exposing where the unifier of “American” 
falls short through details of historical and cultural events. Similar to #WashTheHate, the 
essays that address the Atlanta shooting tend to coalesce around patterns of personal testimony, 
layered with historical detail of precedents for anti-Asian violence. However, they differ in 
how writers rhetorically craft themselves in relation to their audience. As we see in Asian 
standup, there is an awareness of the need to balance in-group and out-group knowledge in 
the references made, forms of address, and emotional tone taken. In the essays responding 
to the Atlanta murders, the authors instead purposefully construct their readers as straddling 
the line between insider and outsider, forced to grapple with the switches in identity that 
mark inhabiting an Asian body in America. I analyzed three articles by writers Anne Anlin 
Cheng, Elina Zhang, and R. O. Kwon that perform different levels of this complex audience 
construction in order of least to most explicitly confrontational, and this analysis demonstrates 
the gains and losses that come from varying degrees of excluding non-Asian readers and 
centering Asian experiences.

Professor Anne Anlin Cheng writes in the most neutral and overtly pedagogical manner, 
arguing against “the dehumanizing logic of all the ‘happy ending’ jokes” in The Atlantic. 
Cheng adopts a slightly distanced tone when speaking of the shootings, arguing that they 
“cast light on the continued degradation of Asian women, the criminalization of women 
connected to sex work (or imagined to be), and American male fantasies of entitlement to 
Asian female bodies” (2021, para. 2). In Cheng’s construction, these realities of racial bias 
are rendered at a slight remove, as problems on a sociological level. She notes that almost 
“every woman of Asian descent I know who grew up in America has experienced some 
version of strange men cooing at her, ‘Me love you a long time’” (2021, para. 3). Although 
she initially casts this as a shared experience of harassment, she then shifts to a structural view 
where the shootings are evidence of “a profound disregard for them as people” (2021, para. 
4, emphasis added) where “them” remains a category separate from her own body. Cheng 
constructs herself as a speaker with first-hand knowledge but stops short of emphasizing her 
membership within the Asian female community all through the article. This strategy ena-
bles her to conclude “we have to acknowledge” the “larger culture of racialized misogyny” 
(2021, para. 11, emphasis added) and offer a touch of absolution to her non-white audience 
by claiming a similar state of unawareness until this moment. As someone who also needs 
to more critically examine how structures of white supremacy shape interracial relations, 
Cheng and her readers can take up the exigency of the shooting and move toward a more 
inclusive future together.

There are strengths to Cheng’s approach, namely that it is harder to accuse such a writer of 
bias or subjectivity, and readers are instead directed to focus on the factual dangers to a cohe-
sive society. To maintain this stance, however, one must often frame one’s personal experience 
in the passive voice, where one “has experienced” or “has endured” racism (Cheng, 2021, 
para. 3). Taking a more active stance is what Elina Zhang does in “What does it mean for my 
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humanity as an Asian-American woman when you can only see me as an object?” Zhang’s 
approach allows for a centering of the author’s desires in more direct opposition to audience 
expectations. She also draws on her experience with being objectified, but she uses these nar-
ratives of microaggressions to illustrate the ongoing exertion of existing in a body that is always 
pre-judged according to racist standards. Her use of the past tense (“I wanted,” “I projected”) 
to describe her teenage grappling with being fetishized as an Asian stereotype, her belief that it 
“was better to be someone’s fetish than to be invisible” (2021, para. 7), performs the ongoing 
strain of her objectification for the readers with enough temporal distance to mitigate potential 
discomfort. There is the promise of a potential happy ending in the present or future.

Yet when Zhang does move to the present tense, she emphasizes the yearnings that are still 
yet unfulfilled due to the tensions inherent in her conditional existence via a set of contrasting 
epanaphora that move her from past to present. Zhang describes how “I existed in the por-
celain people kept on display in their cabinets; I existed in frames and on walls in museums; I 
existed as a figment in the white imagination” (2021, para. 10, emphasis added). She switches 
to the present tense to emphasize her own unsatisfied desires. “I want to own beautiful things. 
I want to feel at home in my things, and I want my things to say something about me” (2021, 
para. 11, emphasis added). The lack of closure at the end, the lack of an “I have,” is a pur-
poseful amplification of the in-between status of Asian femininity that so easily merges with 
vulnerability to physical violence.

The third article in Vanity Fair, “A letter to my fellow Asian women whose hearts are still 
breaking,” also centers the author’s personal experience and emotional pain, but the author, R. 
O. Kwon, uses these experiences as a pivot point to candidly confront both media producers 
and consumers for their double-standard approach to Asian American issues. Kwon alterna-
tively constructs the audience as solely Asian women and non-Asian outsiders, all the while 
centering her own experience as a Korean American individual to enrich and enliven flat 
stereotypes. She opens by attempting to complicate the idea of the Asian community, arguing 
that “there’s no speaking for us, splendidly vast and manifold as our people are” (2021, para. 2, 
emphasis added). Having pointed out the homogenizing Western gaze that means “much of 
American has trouble telling any of us apart” (2021, para. 2), Kwon emphasizes the costs and 
misunderstandings that mark belonging to this group. She pledges her allegiance to her tribe 
of “ferocious Korean women” relatives (2021, para. 9), even as she acknowledges the burden 
of being a child of immigrants: “we put ourselves between them and rude, racist strangers, 
and we flared up with rage for our elders while they told us not to worry, they were fine” 
(2021, para. 10). This tactical exclusion of a great many potential readers is necessary to create 
space for a redefinition of Asian women as those who are worthy of rhetorical attention in 
their strength and vulnerability.

When Kwon does finally address the non-Asian portion of her audience about halfway 
through the article, she does so by positioning them not just as hapless bystanders but as those 
who are part of the broader systemic problems that led to the shootings. Bluntly, she says “others 
are failing us.” (2021, para. 12). After listing the ways that media outlets have been reproducing 
racist stereotypes of Asian women, calling out the lack of attention to these women’s actual 
lives, she then points to how the “you” that “are journalists” “will most likely be especially 
ill-equipped to tell these stories well and responsibly” (2021, para. 12). The majority of her 
non-Asian readers are probably not journalists, but this direct, confrontational address is more 
than a literal imperative. Rather, this opposition she has set up between Asian people and 
white journalists confronts readers with their complicity in perpetuating racist assumptions, a 
complicity that they, as media consumers, should recognize in order to become more educated, 
and presumably then demand more nuance from media producers.
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The common thread of these responses to anti-Asian hate is a stance toward the audience 
as those who need to be educated on both the complex history of Asians in America and the 
ongoing effects of white supremacy that have yet to be rooted out. The rhetors strategically 
frame their own lived experience in relationship to ongoing racial injustice while also attending 
to the distance between that lived experience and that of the presumed reader’s. Attending to 
the audience with this split focus requires spending energy on educating readers on the wealth 
of cultural knowledge and historical events that should be known and circulated in place of 
tired stereotypes. Just these brief examples illustrate the complexity of this stance and the high 
level of rhetorical skill required to construct oneself in relation to a not always hostile, but 
probably unaware, audience.

19.5 Conclusions

The existing scholarship on Asian and Asian American rhetoric demonstrates the power of 
drawing on both the semiotic and linguistic resources of communities in the U.S. and beyond 
to strengthen Asian American identity and community bonds. These scholars demonstrate 
how these hybrid rhetorics that draw on multiple linguistic and cultural traditions can and 
should enrich traditional Eurocentric definitions of rhetoric. Beyond academia, contemporary 
rhetors such as comedians and writers are producing works that demonstrate the rhetorical 
power found in merging Asian American experiences and Western genres. As in the case of 
many marginalized communities, the rhetoric that results from societal pressures and conflict 
is subversive and prolific, revealing the contradictions in mainstream norms even as it focuses 
on community-specific exigencies.

Despite the strength of these various developments, the furor over whether or not COVID-
19 is inherently marked by Asianness and the resulting violence is a sobering reminder as 
this Handbook goes into publication of how “rhetorical space for Asian Americans is often 
constructed as both foreign and domestic, as a site of both containment and community” 
(Mao & Young, 2008, p. 7). The legitimacy, and thus persuasiveness, of Asian American 
rhetors is contingent on reaffirming one’s national belonging. In looking forward to the future 
development of Asian American rhetoric, there is clearly a need for approaches that do not 
require these sorts of repetitive reaffirmations for mere entry into rhetorical legitimacy. Due 
to the ongoing efforts in some areas like comedy, there are now more of these spaces where 
it is possible to explore the Asian aspects of one’s identity without being instantly obligated 
to defend one’s status as American. Fostering more of these opportunities is necessary to flesh 
out the persuasive resources available to Asian Americans. Such work is also necessary as a 
check on unexamined rhetorical standards that tacitly support racist hierarchies and mask the 
important persuasive work already being done in Asian American communities to decenter 
these norms.

Within rhetoric and related fields, part of this demystification requires closer attention to 
what is meant by “Asian” and “Asian American.” Even this short chapter draws on texts and 
scholars from a range of geographic and cultural origins that are all supposedly united under 
the umbrella category of Asian. In addition to recognizing the power of “Asian American” 
to foster political unity and cross-ethnic coalitions, it is also important to recognize and 
analyze how the stereotype of “all Asians are alike” is still being rhetorically leveraged in 
homogenizing and sometimes dangerous ways. Scholars of language use can work against 
such homogenization by studying patterns of attribution and assumption that flatten out the 
variance of rhetorical strategies across different Asian communities, as well as creating space 
for scholars who wish to study more situated, less “universal” examples. Such an undertaking 
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requires a nuanced perspective that acknowledges the range of global, historical, and local 
factors that both enable and suppress attention to the ongoing work of developing new hybrids 
and interventions from within Asian and Asian American communities.
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20
INTERACTIVITY IN 

GENRE FORMS
Ceremonial and Legislative Government 

Apologies as Distinct Rhetorical Acts 
Toward Reconciliation

Martha S. Cheng

20.1 Rhetorical Genre

The concept of genre has been central to Western rhetorical theory since its origins in ancient 
Greece. Aristotle offered the three well-known genres of speech: deliberative, judicial, and 
epideictic, distinguishing them by the role of the audience as either spectator or judge, the 
time under consideration (future, past, or present), and the ends of speech. A rhetor could then 
select the appropriate genre, depending upon the purpose and audience (Aristotle, 1991, 1.3).

Such an understanding of genre highlights the importance of situation, encompassing pur-
pose, audience, and goals, rather than formal features such as structure or syntax that later 
came to define the term, especially in literary studies (Miller & Devitt, 2019). A return to a 
more situated, purpose-driven conception of genre, as well as its expansion and development, 
has come about through the theories of Bakhtin, Miller, Devitt, and others. Today, genre is 
widely understood as social action responding to recurring situations and prior utterances so 
as to become conventionalized and recognizable forms of talk and text. That is, genres are 
actions that have developed typified forms, responding to situations and guided by certain 
motives. The emphasis on action, rather than form, allows genre to be dynamic and to adapt 
over time, permitting new genres to develop. In addition to new genre forms, theorists have 
pointed out the importance of genre chains (Fairclough, 2003) or systems of genres (Bazerman, 
2019) within and across institutions that can be related hierarchically with sub-genres existing 
within main genres (Fairclough, 2003).

As durable or typified actions, genres set up ways of relating by interpellating an audience 
while revealing aspects of a speaker’s identity as well as their perceptions and orientations 
toward the audience. The choice of genre points to the speaker’s motives and attitudes toward 
prior utterances and toward the addressee: “The speaker’s speech will is manifested primarily 
in the choice of a particular speech genre” (Bakhtin, 2019, p. 62). Different genres carry different 
motivations and “tell us something about the interests of the text producers” (Eggins & Martin, 
1997, p. 237). As Bazerman puts it, genres reflect social intention. Thus, genres set up and 
express certain identities and motives. In their overview of rhetorical genre theory, Miller and 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-25


Martha S. Cheng

356

Devitt draw on the work of Dylan Dryer to point to the importance of identity: “genres have 
complex ideological and institutional histories that constrain the actions and shape the identities 
and affiliations of those who use them” (2019, p. 2).1

While the reorientation of genre as social action and relation-building liberated it from 
strictly formal treatments, it did not do away with considerations of form. Classification through 
recurring, conventionalized forms is a relevant feature of a rhetorical understanding of genre 
(Miller, 1984). These recognized forms establish conventionalized social practice and shape 
audience expectations and responses to the substance of the text. Thus, formal texts such as 
commencement speeches and eulogies, as well as forms of everyday interaction, accomplish 
rhetorical action in part through setting up certain expectations and relations among inter-
actants. While constraining a speaker’s options, these forms do not define the genre; rather, 
the motives and rhetorical acts do so. A recurring form responding to a specific situation can 
evolve, change, and be altered by individual speakers responding to variations in situation.

As a responsive discoursal act, the choice of a genre signals a certain orientation to prior 
utterances, to the audience, the object or substance of the discourse, as well as the speaker’s 
self or role in the situation, setting up a particular stance. Johnstone (2009) describes stance as 
“the methods, linguistic and other, by which interactants create and signal relationships with 
the propositions they utter and with the people they interact with” (p. 30). In any discoursal 
interaction, speakers linguistically signal their feelings, attitudes, and judgments toward both 
what they are saying – the propositional content of their discourse – as well as toward their 
addressees. For example, apologies usually set up a stance of distance from and regret for a prior 
wrongdoing and of consideration and respect to the victim. However, as this chapter explores, 
the particular ways apologies are expressed can greatly affect stance.

20.2 Apologia and Apology

Apologia is a genre with deep roots in the rhetorical tradition that has endured and evolved 
as a frequent and consequential act in public life. From its origins as a defensive posture in 
trials focused on repairing one’s self-image, apology has expanded to include broader public 
and private contexts involving wrongdoing and requiring relationship repair. This latter type 
of rhetorical act requires a radical change in interactive stances between offender and victims. 
Thus, apology, now, not only refers to a defensive argument to rehabilitate a speaker’s image, 
but also a new way of relating between two parties.2

The earliest distinctions of rhetorical genres, such as those set out in Aristotle’s Rhetoric 
(1991, 1.3) and the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum (1983, IV), present apologia, the defense, together 
with kategoria, the accusation, as part of a speech set within forensic oratory. Both the Rhetoric 
and Rhetorica ad Alexandrum detail types and strategies of argument for each side of a case. 
Ryan (1982) explains this speech set as an attack on the defendant’s image or reputation and 
their effort to modify that image. He also points out how accusations and apologies develop 
their arguments through classical notions of stasis.3

The concept of apology has maintained the focus on image repair but has also expanded 
beyond the trial to include defenses in other realms of public life such as those involving celeb-
rity, corporate, or governmental misdeeds. Ware and Linkugel’s important work illustrated how 
strategies such as denial, bolstering, transcendence, and others help speakers assume certain 
rhetorical “postures … in defense of their characters; absolution, vindication, explanation, or 
justification,” which can be viewed as various subgenres of apology (Ware & Linkugel, 1973, 
p. 282). These strategies of self-defense and image repair have grounded other work, such as 
that of William Benoit, who further developed and detailed image repair in public life (2014).
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However, as the contexts for apology have broadened, so has the meaning of the term. In 
contemporary contexts, the persuasive goal does not always revolve around guilt or  innocence – 
guilt is often already established – but rather on convincing the victim of the offender’s remorse 
and change of heart.4 Rather than foregrounding the offender’s image repair, some conceptions 
of apology emphasize the repair of relations between perpetrator and victim. With the trans-
gression, the offender has “expressed a message of insult and an affront to dignity” (Govier, 
2015, p. 160). An apology can reverse that negative evaluation and reverse the power relations 
between perpetrator and victim (Lazare, 2004).

Scholars have detailed several requirements for apologies seeking relationship repair. 
Acknowledgment of the wrong and one’s responsibility for it is considered the first step toward 
relationship repair – without it, apologies can be seen as insincere or evasive. Most theorists 
agree that “[t]he most essential part of an effective apology is acknowledging the offense … 
without such a foundation, the apology process cannot even begin” (Lazare, 2004, p. 75). In 
addition, apologies require mortification, the expression of sorrow and remorse for the wrong, 
usually expressed through the illocutionary force indicator devices (IFIDs) of “I’m sorry” or “I 
apologize” (Augoustinos, Hastie, & Wright, 2011, p. 509). Finally, most apologies also need, 
at a minimum, some gesture towards corrective action, a repair of the wrong done, and/or 
steps to prevent future wrongs.

When done with sincerity, these steps constitute a new way of treating and relating to the 
victim (Helmreich, 2015, p. 95). When thinking of apology in this way, considerations of 
dialogue, empathy, and sincerity arise. Govier notes the importance of emotional restoration 
for the victim: “Harmed persons need attention, sympathy, and support” (2006, p. 146). Thus, 
work on rhetorical listening and rhetorical empathy become relevant, as well as considerations 
of emotion or affect in discourse.

In her work Changing the Subject: A Theory of Rhetorical Empathy, Lisa Blakenship (2019) 
argues for a conception of empathy based on a shift in power relations between speakers and 
audiences. Drawing on Ratcliffe’s work on rhetorical listening and other feminist rhetorics, 
Blakenship conceives of rhetorical empathy as a stance, or topos, as well as a discourse product, 
a trope, of the stance in which the speaker chooses “to connect with an Other – an inventional 
topos and a rhetorical strategy or pisteis – that can result in an emotional response” (2019, p. 
6). She describes it “as coming alongside or feeling with the experiences of an Other rather 
than feeling for or displacing an Other, which is usually associated with pity or sympathy” 
(2019, p. 6, emphasis original). Viewing apology as relationship repair and requiring rhetorical 
empathy seems especially relevant in the case of historical wrongs in which the harm is deep 
and wide-ranging with entire communities alienated for generations from the national whole. 
Historian Robert Weyeneth argues for the importance of repair and empathy in reconciling 
the past and the present to encourage a more positive future (2001, p. 21).5

This chapter investigates the genre of governmental apologies, typically treated as a homo-
geneous genre. Scholars and the media tend to discuss and label governmental apologies for 
historical wrongs as the same rhetorical act, whether they come in the form of a ceremonial 
speech, which is most common, or a legislative act, such as a resolution or law. However, 
the choice of these forms of apology raises the question of the forms’ effects on the speaker’s 
motive and stance and the social actions performed. What are the rhetorical implications of 
choosing to apologize in a speech rather than a law? This chapter begins to address this ques-
tion by analyzing the genre conventions of ceremonial and legislative apologies, highlighting 
how those conventions allow for certain interactions among perpetrators and victims, and 
therefore foregrounding different rhetorical acts associated with collective apology. This study 
contributes to rhetorical apology studies by differentiating new apology subgenres through 
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linguistic analysis and, more significantly, by illustrating how the choice of subgenres can result 
in different rhetorical acts and effects. It also highlights the use of contemporary linguistic con-
cepts and methods of analysis to enrich our understanding of the workings of genres and the 
identification of subgenres. Finally, this chapter points out how stance is particularly important 
in apology since the repositioning of perpetrator and victims is a necessary part of the speech 
act. In fact, apology can be understood as a reversal of stance in which the prior positioning 
and valuing of the perpetrator is flipped from one of dominance and disrespect of the victim 
to one of submission and valuing of the victim.

20.3 Governmental Apologies

Governmental apologies for historical wrongs have proliferated in the last three decades, garner-
ing considerable attention in rhetorical scholarship. Their social, political, and cultural weight 
merit this scrutiny; historical apologies acknowledge “that history matters: perpetrators and 
immediate victims may be gone, but their legacy continues to shape the present” (Weyeneth, 
2001, p. 35). Such apologies can help repair relations between nations and with groups of 
constituents within the same nation; and for moral standing on the world stage, governments 
need to look to their past and admit and repudiate previous injustices.

Most often, such apologies are offered through ceremonial speeches made by a representative 
of the government. However, the United States government has also written some apologies 
into law, creating what I call “legislative apologies.” Both ceremonial and legislative govern-
mental apologies typically contain the required speech acts for adequate apologies: acknowl-
edgment, mortification (explicitly saying sorry or apologizing), and corrective action with 
the assumed rhetorical goal of reconciliation between perpetrators and victims. Despite these 
shared features and ends that form the genre of collective apology, ceremonial and legislative 
apologies differ significantly as epideictic speech and legal text.

This chapter builds upon previous studies of collective apologies by differentiating cere-
monial and legislative apologies as distinct subgenres. I argue that these apology subgenres use 
contrasting discourse conventions that afford different relations between speaker and audience 
as well as foregrounding different aspects of apology. Specifically, the most divergent features of 
these genres impact the degrees of interactivity or dialogism possible between perpetrator and victim. 
Legislative apologies, as written legal texts, suppress interactivity while ceremonial apologies, 
as epideictic speeches, allow for more personal interaction. Such contrasting levels of possible 
interactivity reflect different stances between perpetrator and victim and thereby can foreground 
different aspects of apology – either acknowledgment of the victim or acknowledgment of 
the transgression; Trudy Govier calls the former “existential acknowledgment” and the latter 
“aversive acknowledgement,” noting they are related, but distinct, acts (2006). Legislation fore-
grounds acknowledgment of the wrong through a stance of objective authority that suppresses 
interaction, pronouncing historical facts to a passive audience. In contrast, ceremonial speeches 
can acknowledge the victim much more through a stance of rhetorical empathy, established 
through personal interaction between speaker and audience – a talking and feeling with the 
victims, rather than talking at them.

20.4 Cases

The four apologies selected for analysis broadly fall within the category of collective or official 
apology in which a national government apologizes for a historical wrong done by previous 
administrations. As the victims and their communities have been wronged and alienated from 
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the national and political community, the apologies purportedly seek reconciliation among the 
perpetrators and victims.

20.4.1 PL 103-150: Apology for the Annexation of Hawai’i (1993)6

Prior to 1893, Hawai’i was an independent kingdom with a monarch, recognized by other 
national governments, including the United States, with whom it had diplomatic and trade 
agreements. In 1893, Hawai’i was overthrown by U.S. and other agents, though not at the 
direction of the U.S. government. In 1898, the United States Congress officially annexed 
Hawai’i through the Newland Resolution. It became a state in 1959 through a referendum. 
Democratic Senators Daniel Akaka and Daniel Inouye from Hawai’i sponsored the apology 
legislation. After passing both Senate and House as a joint resolution, PL 103-150 was signed 
by President Clinton into law on 23 November 1993 during a White House ceremony. While 
the Hawaiian congressional delegation was pleased, and Hawaiians celebrated, there is still 
debate as to the historical accuracy of the law, as well as its impact on the Hawaiian sovereignty 
movement which is ongoing (Lopez-Reyes, 2000).

20.4.2 S.J. Res. 14 – 111th Congress: Apology 
to Native Americans (2009)7

On 30 April 2009, the U.S. Senate passed a joint resolution to “acknowledge a long history 
of official depredations and ill-conceived policies by the Federal government regarding Indian 
Tribes and to offer an apology to all Native Peoples on behalf of the United States.” It was 
sponsored by Senator Brownback and others, first going through the Committee on Indian 
Affairs before being presented to the Senate for a vote and passed. However, only a small piece 
of this legislation was included in a defense spending bill and signed into Public Law 11-203 
by President Obama. The apology and signing were not publicly announced or accompanied 
by a ceremony. Due to this lack of publicity, most Native Americans were unaware that this 
apology had taken place (Longley, 2019; McKinnon, 2009).

20.4.3 President Clinton: Apology for Tuskegee 
Syphilis Experiments (1997)8

The two ceremonial apologies considered here are President Bill Clinton’s 1997 apology for the 
Tuskegee Experiment and Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 apology to Australia’s Indigenous 
Peoples.9 The Tuskegee Experiment was a program sponsored by the United States Public 
Health Service and the Tuskegee Institute in Macon County, Alabama in the 1930s and into 
the 1970s to treat African American men with syphilis. Under the guise of treatment, but 
without participants’ knowledge or consent, doctors left the disease untreated to study its pro-
gression. Even after effective treatment with penicillin was widely available, they did not treat 
the participants, essentially using them as unknowing guinea pigs. The study lasted 40 years, 
until 1972. In 1973 congressional hearings found the experiment deeply unethical. Victims 
and their families won a $10 million lawsuit and the U.S. government set up the Tuskegee 
Health Benefits Program to provide medical and support services to victims and their families. 
On 16 May 1997, President Clinton apologized through a speech at a White House ceremony 
during which other government officials and survivors of the study also spoke. Survivors and 
families of victims were present. Survivors who spoke at the ceremony thanked the president 
for his apology.
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20.4.4 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd: Apology to 
Australia’s Stolen Generations (2008)10

In one of his first acts as Labor Prime Minister, Rudd, on behalf of Parliament, apologized to 
Australia’s Indigenous Peoples for decades of discriminatory and oppressive policies. His lengthy 
apology, given before Parliament and televised, contained a condensed version – a motion that 
was then passed by Parliament. His speech received a standing ovation in the parliament and 
generally positive coverage in the press (Augoustinos, Hastie, & Wright, 2011). However, the 
issue of apologizing had been the topic of public debate with the previous ruling Liberal party 
opposing such an act (Davidson, 2014).

Despite having the purported shared motivation of reconciliation, and thus the same genre 
of apology, the governments chose different subgenres by which to enact their apologies. I 
contend that the formal genre conventions of ceremonial speech and legislation afford distinct 
relational stances between speaker and audience so that their reconciliatory functions differ. 
These affordances can be seen in the discourse features establishing audience presence, speaker 
presence, and an orientation to difference. The more explicit and foregrounded these features 
are, the more interactivity between speaker and audience.

20.5 Analysis

Governmental legislation, such as resolutions, bills, and laws, possess linguistic features 
distinct from those of ceremonial speeches. The most immediate distinguishing markers 
relate to the modes of written vs. spoken discourse as well as legal and epideictic genres. 
Legislation is, by its nature, an official record, a written document with highly constrained 
discourse features which suppress interaction.11 The typical structure of legal statutes begins 
with a Preamble before moving on to the Resolution. The Preamble “sets out the con-
text in which the text was drawn up and what the purpose and scope of the law … is 
meant to be” (Williams, 2005, p. 39). Preambles can be long, using a series of “citations” 
beginning with a “whereas clause,” often separated by semicolons to form a single sen-
tence. The Resolution then “may authorize or declare the performance of an illocutionary 
act” such as pledging, declaring, resolving, establishing, or apologizing (Williams, 2005, 
p. 55, emphasis original).

In contrast, spoken discourse, especially epideictic, allows for more flexibility and variety in 
form and interaction between speaker and audience, with the audience sometimes physically 
present.12 The various degrees of interactivity between legal and ceremonial texts support dif-
ferent types of relations between speaker/writer and audience. Thus, the choice of apologizing 
either through legislation or through a ceremonial speech speak to issues of relationship repair 
and reconciliation between victim and perpetrators.

The analysis of ceremonial and legislative apologies will focus on three interrelated dimen-
sions of discourse interactivity impacting the positioning between perpetrators and victims: (1) 
the degree of audience presence in the discourse established through the use of pronouns, naming, 
addressing, and partitioning; (2) the degree of speaker presence established through pronouns and 
subjective metadiscourse; and (3) “orientation to difference” (Fairclough, 2003), referring spe-
cifically to the speaker attending to the differing opinions and needs of the audience members 
or others. These three interactive dimensions impact one another, but for the sake of analysis 
they will be discussed separately.
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20.5.1 Audience Presence: Addressing, Naming, Partitioning

In the context of government apologies for historical injustices, the audience includes the 
immediate victims as well as the descendants and communities who continue to suffer the 
ramifications of the injustices. Broader audiences would be the rest of the nation, in whose 
name the government is speaking, as well as interested constituent groups who may support 
or oppose the apologies. Other governments can also be viewed as audiences to the degree 
that the guilty nation’s moral standing is in question.

The primary audience can be recognized and included in a text, given presence, made more 
salient, through various linguistic moves (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969). Making some-
thing more present enhances its value while its absence has the opposite effect.13 One way 
the presence of victims can be established is through use of inclusive first-person pronouns, 
direct address through second-person pronouns, naming and partitioning them into groups. 
The ceremonial and legislative apologies contrast significantly in these characteristics, with the 
former making generous use of these means while the latter almost completely avoids them.

In Excerpts 1 & 2, from the ceremonial apologies, first and second person pronouns are 
italicized; naming and partitioning are underlined; subjective metadiscourse, which will be 
discussed later, is bolded.

In English, one of the most common methods of establishing and involving discourse part-
ners is through the second-person pronoun you which directly addresses the audience while 
the third person distances participants from the speaker. Thus, pronouns can help establish the 
presence of the audience or, in their absence, can support more presence for other aspects of 
the discourse. In the ceremonial apologies, Clinton and Rudd use first and second personal 
pronouns throughout: “You did nothing wrong” (Clinton); “nothing can take away the pain you 
have suffered personally” (Rudd). Notably, they rarely use the third-person pronouns “they/
their,” which would signal talking about the victims, rather than to the victims.

Excerpt 1: Clinton’s apology for the Tuskegee Syphilis Study

I would like to recognize the other survivors who are here today and their families: Mr. Charlie 

Pollard is here. Mr. Carter Howard. (Applause.) Mr. Fred Simmons. Mr. Simmons just took his first 

airplane ride, and he reckons he’s about 110 years old, so I think it’s time for him to take a chance 

or two. I’m glad he did. And Mr. Frederick Moss, thank you, sir. …

It is a time when our nation failed to live up to its ideals, when our nation broke the trust with our 

people that is the very foundation of our democracy … we can make amends and repair our nation.

… what the United States government did was shameful, and I am sorry.

The American people are sorry – for the loss, for the years of hurt. You did nothing wrong, but you 

were grievously wronged. I apologize and I am sorry that this apology has been so long in coming.

… to the doctors who have been wrongly associated with the events there, you have our apology 

as well. To our African American citizens, I am sorry that your federal government orchestrated a 

study so clearly racist. (Tuskegee Study - Presidential Apology - CDC - NCHHSTP, 1997)
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In addition to the second-person pronoun, the audience can also be given presence through the 
interaction encouraged through naming and calling upon. In his discussion of representing social 
actors, Fairclough states: “The opposite extreme to impersonalization is naming – representing 
individuals by name” (2003, p. 150). Closely related to naming are two tropes from classical rhet-
oric: apostrophe, or calling on a person or group, and distributio, the partitioning of the audience 
into separate groups. Apostrophe can narrow the audience and elicit an emotional appeal through 
a dramatic turn to a narrowed addressee while distributio can help audience members respond 
according to their roles, as well as highlight the diversity of the audience (Fahnestock, 2011, p. 293).

The ceremonial apologies employ all these techniques to foster interaction with their audi-
ences. In his opening remarks, Clinton names and speaks directly to the members of the 
audience who are in attendance: Mr. Charlie Pollard, Mr. Carter Howard, Mr. Fred Simmons, 
and Mr. Frederick Moss. He also names congressional leaders present (not included in the 
excerpt), thanking them for their roles in addressing the Tuskegee experiment and the needs 
of the survivors and their families. In addition to the victims present at the ceremony, when 
he apologizes, he recognizes other victims, partitioning his audience: “the doctors wrongly 
associated with the events there” and “To our African American citizens.” Rudd also uses distri-
butio by recognizing different victim groups, including family members – mothers and fathers, 
brothers and sisters” and the indigenous peoples scattered across the nation – “from Yuendumu 
… to Yabara, … to Pitjantjatjara.” Through these techniques, Clinton and Rudd not only give 
these different victim groups more individuality and presence, they also can acknowledge that 
different groups experience the wrongdoing in distinct ways; the immediate victims of the 
Tuskegee experiments suffered uniquely, but all African American citizens were also victimized 
by the message sent by experiments – that they were not equal to white citizens. In Australia, 
the family separations affected mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters in their familial roles.

In contrast, the legislative apologies never use the second-person pronouns or naming, 
direct address, or partitioning. In the following excerpts, references to audience and speakers 
are underlined and third-person pronouns are italicized; metadiscourse is bolded.14

Excerpt 2: Rudd’s apology to the Stolen generations

… the laws that our parliaments enacted made the stolen generations possible. We, the parliaments 

of the nation, are ultimately responsible, …

We apologise for the laws and policies of successive Parliaments and governments …

We apologise especially for the removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  children …

For the pain, suffering and hurt … we say sorry. To the mothers and fathers, the brothers and 

sisters … we say sorry. For the indignity and degradation … we say sorry.

To the stolen generations, I say the following: as Prime Minister of Australia, I am sorry. On 

behalf of the government of Australia, I am sorry. On behalf of the parliament of Australia, I am 

sorry. I offer this apology without qualification. We apologise for the hurt, the pain and suf-

fering … We apologize for the indignity … We offer this apology to the mothers, the fathers, the 

brothers, the sisters …

… I would also like to speak personally to the members of the stolen generations and their 

families: to those here today, so many of you; to those listening across the nation – from Yuendumu, 

in the central west of the Northern Territory, to Yabara, in North Queensland, and to Pitjantjatjara in 

South Australia. I know that, in offering this apology on behalf of the government and the parliament, 

there is nothing I can say today that can take away the pain you have suffered personally. (Rudd, 2008)
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Excerpt 3: PL 103-150, Apology to Native Hawaiians

To acknowledge the 100th anniversary of the January 17, 1893 overthrow of the Kingdom of 

Hawaii, and to offer an apology to Native Hawaiians on behalf of the United States for the over-

throw of the Kingdom of Hawaii.

Whereas, prior to the arrival of the first Europeans in 1778, the Native Hawaiian people lived 

in a highly organized, self-sufficient, subsistent social system based on communal land tenure with 

a sophisticated language, culture, and religion;

Whereas, a unified monarchical government of the Hawaiian Islands was established in 1810 

under Kamehameha I, the first King of Hawaii;

Whereas, from 1826 until 1893, the United States recognized the independence of the Kingdom 

of Hawaii, extended full and complete diplomatic recognition to the Hawaiian Government, and 

entered into treaties and conventions with the Hawaiian monarchs to govern commerce and navi-

gation in 1826, 1842, 1849, and 1887.

Excerpt 4: S.J. Res 14, Apology to Native Americans

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress 

assembled,

SECTION 1. RESOLUTION OF APOLOGY TO NATIVE PEOPLES OF THE UNITED 

STATES.

Acknowledgment And Apology.—The United States, acting through Congress—

recognizes the special legal and political relationship Indian tribes have with the United States 

and the solemn covenant with the land we share;

commends and honors Native Peoples for the thousands of years that they have stewarded and 

protected this land;

recognizes that there have been years of official depredations, ill-conceived policies, and the 

breaking of covenants by the Federal Government regarding Indian tribes;

apologizes on behalf of the people of the United States to all Native Peoples for the many 

instances of violence, maltreatment, and neglect inflicted on Native Peoples by citizens of the 

United States;

expresses its regret for the ramifications of former wrongs and its commitment to build on 

the positive relationships of the past and present to move toward a brighter future where all the 

people of this land live reconciled as brothers and sisters, and harmoniously steward and protect 

this land together;

urges the President to acknowledge the wrongs of the United States against Indian tribes in the 

history of the United States in order to bring healing to this land; and

commends the State governments that have begun reconciliation efforts with recognized Indian 

tribes located in their boundaries and encourages all State governments similarly to work toward 

reconciling relationships with Indian tribes within their boundaries.

Disclaimer.—Nothing in this Joint Resolution—authorizes or supports any claim against the 

United States; or serves as a settlement of any claim against the United States.
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Instead of directly addressing or naming the victims, the legislative apologies referred to 
them by the third-person pronoun “they/their” and by collective nouns such as “Native 
Hawaiians” and “Native Peoples” or “Indian tribes,” making them objects of, rather than part-
ners in, the discourse. The legislative apologies also lack distributio as more specific groups, 
such as the many distinct Native American tribes, or individuals or populations such as children 
who were victims, are not differentiated or addressed.15 To give perspective, as of 2020 the 
U.S. federal government recognized 547 Indian tribes across 35 states (List of Federal and State 
Recognized Tribes, n.d.). Thus, the legislative apologies suppress interaction with the audience 
and minimize the victims’ presence through using only broad categories to describe them. 
In addition to the degree of audience presence, interactivity is also influenced by the relative 
presence or absence of the speaker’s self in the text.

20.5.2 Speaker presence: First-person pronouns 
and subjective metadiscourse

Opponents of collective apologies argue that current individuals and generations bear no 
responsibility for past wrongs and should not have to apologize. Further, some have claimed 
that emotionality and personal investment from the government spokesperson is not necessary, 
but rather their legitimate role as representative is enough. For example, Govier states:

What is needed for an authentic and sincere group apology is not the individual agency 
of the spokesperson and his or her personal and tearfully expressed remorse. Rather, the 
authenticity of the apology requires a valid representational role based on consensus 
within the collective and the implementation by that collective of the commitments 
implied in the apology.

(2006, p. 73, emphasis original)

This claim addresses the concerns about “sincere” apologies and the degree to which an indi-
vidual not directly or personally implicated can feel true remorse. In the light of such concerns, 
then, the individual speaker would be relieved of trying to take a personal stance.

Yet, in the ceremonial apologies Clinton and Rudd reject the distancing of past and present 
responsibilities and personal, emotional involvement. Instead, they use the first-person pro-
nouns I, we, and our throughout, as seen in Excerpts 1 and 2. The first person carries subjective 
weight, indicating personal stance and responsibility: “A speaker’s self-reference personalizes 
the evaluation” (Fahnestock, 2011, p. 279). We and our can function inclusively, identifying 
speaker with the audience, or exclusively referring only to the speaker. In the excerpts above, 
Clinton and Rudd use I and we not only as representatives of the government but also as 
individuals, establishing a subjective stance. Notably, they do not shy away from using the 
individual I or the exclusive we when expressing mortification. Through mortification usually 
expressed through the IFIDs “sorry” or “apologize,” the offender accepts responsibility and 
expresses remorse.

Expressions of mortification are a type of attitude marker, the metadiscourse expressing 
the feelings and emotions of the speaker (Vande Kopple, 1985; Martin & White, 2005). The 
ceremonial apologies also use other attitude markers, such as the construction “I would like 
to” + illocutionary verb, which are bolded in the excerpts. This attitude marker sets up a per-
sonal subjectivity in the speech act. Notice that the “would like to” in these examples could 
be deleted without changing the informational content: “I would like to recognize the other 
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survivors …” or “I would like to announce …”. Thus, the “I would like to” adds a subjective 
positionality that increases personal commitment to the utterance.

In contrast, the legislative apologies suppress all speaker subjectivity, instead presenting an 
objective and impersonal voice. For example, despite PL 103-150 being sponsored by Senator 
Daniel Akaka and signed into law by President Clinton, and S.J. Res. being sponsored by 
Senator Brownback, any reference or voice of these individuals is absent from the texts. Instead, 
the actors in the text are “the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of 
America in Congress” (PL 103-150) and “The United States, acting through Congress” (S.J. 
Res. 14). The collective “we” is frequently used, but refers to the collective speaker, the mem-
bers of Congress, rather than an inclusive “we” encompassing an audience.16

The lack of subjectivity, the use of an exclusive we, and the absence of other personal 
pronouns, naming, direct address, and partitioning help to establish the objective voice of the 
legal texts. Such a voice suppresses the presence of an individual speaker and any audience 
in the text. Fahnestock describes the objective voice as: “The speaker is a disembodied and 
usually institutional source … and the audience members … are unspecified overhearers 
rather than addressees” (2011, p. 286). Thus, again, the primary audience, the victims, are 
talked about rather than with. The impersonal tone is appropriate for a legal document 
seeking to establish an official record of something. This document is precisely not an inter-
action, but rather a record to be consulted and regarded and that must transcend individual, 
personal circumstances. The authority of the text is expressed, in part, through the formality 
established by the impersonal, objective tone. In addition to audience and speaker presence, 
interactivity can also include the degree to which the speaker explicitly addresses the needs 
and viewpoints of various audience members – the amount of orientation to difference.

20.5.3 Others’ presence: Orientation to Difference

Fairclough describes “orientation to difference” as the degree to which a text recognizes 
and addresses possible differences of attitudes or positions of the audiences (2003, p. 41). He 
differentiates various levels of orientation, from highly oriented and embracing difference, to 
ignoring difference. In the mid-range level, a speaker may try to “resolve or overcome dif-
ference” or “focus on commonality” (2003, p. 42). As such, orientation to difference reflects 
various degrees of interactivity with audiences’ contrasting viewpoints. In the ceremonial apol-
ogies, orientation to difference is manifested in two ways: first, in attending to the needs of 
the victims – the need for sincere mortification and corrective action, and second, in Rudd’s 
case, by defending the need for a collective apology.

Clinton and Rudd are attuned to the victims’ need for believable and sincere mortification. 
As noted earlier, the wrongs being addressed were perpetrated over years, affecting several 
generations. Thus, victims might easily expect or need a forceful “sorry” statement. As seen 
in the excerpts, both Clinton and Rudd use the IFIDs “sorry” and “apologize” repeatedly. 
Repetition is a common stylistic feature of speeches to provide rhythm and coherence, but it 
also can serve as a means of conceptual amplification. Fahnestock points out that “to amplify an 
element means to endow it with stylistic prominence so that it acquires conceptual importance 
in the discourse and salience in the minds of the audience” (2011, p. 390). The extent of the 
wrongs done merit the repeated and emphatic expressions of remorse, thereby demonstrating 
recognition of victims’ needs.

Yet, no matter how emphatic a verbal apology, from the victims’ perspective, compared to 
the injustices they suffered, mere words are inadequate. Because of this inadequacy, victims 



Martha S. Cheng

366

may not necessarily forgive the perpetrators. Clinton and Rudd recognize their apologies’ 
inadequacy in the eyes of their audiences. Clinton states:

No power on Earth can give you back the lives lost, the pain suffered, the years of 
internal torment and anguish. What was done cannot be undone …

But you have the power, for only you … have the power to forgive. Your presence 
here shows us that you have chosen a better path than your government did so long 
ago.

(Tuskegee Study-Presidential Apology, 1997)

Rudd makes a similar appeal for forgiveness:

I know that, in offering this apology on behalf of the government and the parliament, 
there is nothing I can say today that can take away the pain you have suffered per-
sonally. Whatever words I speak today, I cannot undo that. Words alone are not that 
powerful; grief is a very personal thing.

My proposal is this: if the apology we extend today is accepted in the spirit of rec-
onciliation in which it is offered, we can today resolve together that there be a new 
beginning for Australia.

(Rudd, 2008)

By requesting that the victims accept the apology, rather than expecting it, Clinton and Rudd 
recognize that their audiences may view the apology as woefully inadequate compared to the 
harmful effects they suffered.

Even with such moves, audiences of public apologies, especially collective, government 
apologies, can still view them as empty gestures by political opportunists. Thus, victims 
and other audiences need commitments to corrective action – specific acts to repair the 
harm done and/or prevent such wrongs from being repeated. The ceremonial apologies 
contained specific commitments to corrective action. In addition to the compensation 
already given by Congress, Clinton lists five initiatives including a grant to establish a 
bioethics research and training center and directing the Secretary of Health and Human 
Services to develop training materials for researchers on bioethics. Rudd likewise proposes 
initiatives to help victims, such as having every Indigenous child attend early education 
schools, all Indigenous children having access to health care, and forming a joint com-
mission to ensure adequate housing for remote communities. With these commitments 
to corrective action, Clinton and Rudd recognize the expectations of the victims for 
some concrete acts that demonstrate a commitment to not reoffending and repairing the 
wrong done.

In contrast, the legislative apologies are brief and restrained in their expressions of morti-
fication, never acknowledge that the apologies are inadequate, and are decidedly ungenerous 
in terms of corrective action. Each legislation uses the IFID “apologizes” once in the body of 
the Resolution. PL 103-150 states:

The Congress … (1) Apologizes to Native Hawaiians on behalf of the people of the 
United States for the overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawaii on January 17, 1983 with 
the participation of agents and citizens of the United States, and the deprivation of the 
rights of Native Hawaiians to self-determination.
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However, the laws never use the word “sorry” and S.J. Res. 14 “expresses regret” once, while 
PL 103-150 only apologizes and does not express regret or remorse. Thus, while mortification 
is technically present, the expression of mortification in the legislative apologies is minimal and 
reserved.

The legislative apologies also lack specific corrective action, instead making vague gestures 
toward such actions. PL 103-150 “commend[s] efforts at reconciliation” and “expresses its 
commitment to acknowledge the ramifications of the overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawaii.” 
S.J. Res. 14 “expresses its commitment to build on the positive relationships of the past and 
present to move toward a brighter future.” These statements are so broad as to be meaningless 
in terms of concrete changes. Further, each legislative apology ends with a disclaimer preventing 
victims from seeking compensation based on the apologies, as seen in Excerpt 4. The lack of 
discernible corrective action and the explicit ban on seeking such action ignore the victims’ 
desire for reparations and changed behavior.

The ceremonial apologies can also achieve orientation to difference by addressing the opin-
ions of other members of the audience such as other citizens who were not victims of the 
same wrong or those who may not understand or agree with the need to apologize. Clinton’s 
speech does not contain such recognition, perhaps because the facts of the case were already 
established through the congressional report.

However, the context of Rudd’s apology was more controversial. The previous prime 
minister, John Howard, had refused to officially apologize while Rudd had made the need 
for an official apology a part of his campaign. Thus, the need for apology was debated in 
Australia, with some in the government and public still opposed to the move. Rudd’s speech 
addressed this exigency and the members of the audience who might still be questioning the 
move. Much of his speech is a defense of the apology – a laying out of the reasons why one is 
merited. Several times, he states the opposing view. For example, early in the speech he says, 
“Some have asked, ‘Why apologise?’” and follows with the story of Nanna Nungala Fejo, one 
of the stolen generation, describing the harrowing experience of her family separation while 
giving her voice in the apology. He even quotes her, asking what she would have him say in 
the speech: “Families – keeping them together is very important. It’s a good thing that you 
are surrounded by love and that love is passed down the generations. That’s what gives you 
happiness” (Rudd, 2008). Thus, Rudd responds to doubters with the story of an individual 
victim, and quoting her, using her as evidence and giving her presence. Also, he contextualizes 
the story as an interpersonal interaction between himself and Fejo – that they met and talked 
and he is relaying that conversation, again inserting his own subjectivity.

Rudd can also be seen as addressing doubters through his consistent use of validity markers 
as he makes his case. Validity markers are metadiscourse used to indicate the degree of epis-
temic commitment the speaker makes to a statement (Vande Kopple, 1985). This marker can 
be conveyed through modal auxiliaries or explicit language expressing doubt or certainty. Rudd 
lays out the history of transgressions with constant explicit validity markers, invoking “truth, 
“facts,” and “evidence” throughout his speech: “we are doing more than contending with the 
facts, the evidence ... it is just the truth: the cold, confronting, uncomfortable truth” (2008).

While Rudd took pains to address the debate surrounding the transgressions of his gov-
ernment, the legislative apologies elide any debate around the historical record of events or 
the need to apologize. Instead they present a consensus view of the historical record in the 
main part of the text, the Preamble, and a minimal, but unequivocal statement of apology in 
the Resolution. In the legislative apologies, the Preambles, which represent the transgressions 
warranting the apologies, dominate the texts. Excerpt 3 shows the beginning of PL 103-150’s 
Preamble, which then continues with 34 more “whereas” statements, making up 83% of the 
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text. S.J. Res. 14’s Preamble is structurally and stylistically similar, with 20 “whereas” state-
ments: 69% of the text. These statements use unmodalized language and never acknowledge 
counter-histories; all the statements are presented as statements of fact, often with specific dates, 
locations, and actors but with no validity markers, hedging, qualifiers, or sources. In contrast 
to ceremonial apologies, the legislative apologies would be on the far end of Fairclough’s 
orientation to difference continuum, where difference is suppressed and unacknowledged.

20.6 Conclusion

Usually, the most publicly recognizable act in a reconciliation process is the government apol-
ogy. These apologies are becoming commonplace, as many governments are wrestling with 
past colonial and racist histories to form more unified constituencies and rectify their moral 
standing. While these apologies most often take the form of ceremonial speeches, some have 
been offered through legislation. Although they are both treated as the same rhetorical act of 
apology, I have argued that they are distinct subgenres with distinct effects. They both avoid the 
characteristic moves of defensive apologia, focused on image repair; instead, they share the typ-
ical features of the apology as focused on relationship repair: acknowledgment, mortification, 
and corrective action. However, contrasting formal features reveal different social motives, iden-
tities, and relations among speaker/perpetrator and audience/victims. These features impact the 
degree of interactivity between speaker and audience with ceremonial apologies having a high 
degree of interactivity while legislative apologies suppress it. Specifically, the formal features 
of ceremonial speech and legislation reveal different degrees of audience presence, speaker 
presence, and orientation to difference.

These variations are not surprising when considering speech versus written legislation, but 
they raise questions when considering apology. The legislative apologies are bound by legal 
conventions, including an impersonal style and formality. The formality comes from the legal 
written tradition of British law (Williams, 2005, p. 30), and helps to signal that the law has 
been through a process of negotiation and careful, considered construction and its contents 
are no longer preliminary (Stinchcombe, 2001, p. 9). The impersonal style also supports the 
authoritativeness and archival nature of law – reflecting an impartial and collective stance that 
endures beyond any particular person, political administration, or social-historical context. By 
suppressing interactivity and focusing on the recitation of historical facts, the texts foreground 
the events warranting the apology, pointing to a more aversive acknowledgment of the wrongs 
done. As Fahnestock notes, “omitting references to the participants emphasizes the object 
and can anchor the speaker’s value judgment in the thing itself ” (2011, p. 279). Such aversive 
acknowledgment is a necessary first step in efforts at reconciliation, providing the validation to 
victims that they were wronged without deserving the wrong and that those responsible bear 
the onus. This validation can be bolstered through the legislative genre as the government’s 
most authoritative means of communicating.

Ceremonial apologies can also offer aversive acknowledgment, but they are not constrained 
by legal language. Instead, they fall most obviously within the classical epideictic genre, though 
the borders among the three classical genres are fluid, and aspects of the deliberative and 
forensic exist within Clinton and Rudd’s speeches. The speeches support the understanding 
of epideictic as helping to shape a community’s identity by fostering shared values (Agnew, 
2008). To establish a sense of communion, epideictic speech employs “every device of literary 
art” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p. 51) to display eloquence and entertain (Condit, 
1985, p. 290). Thus, the ceremonial apologies possess a performative element absent from the 
legislative texts.
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This performative nature allows them to be interactionally rich, with the speakers involv-
ing the audience and themselves through direct address, partitioning, and personal stances. As 
such, they are able to attend to the needs of victims for attention, understanding, and empathy. 
Also, through an orientation to difference, the speakers recognize the needs of victims for 
emphatic mortification and clear corrective action, as well as noting that the apology itself is 
inadequate to right the wrongs. This last point changes the power dynamic in the relationship. 
By empowering the victims to accept or deny the apology, these apologies signal “a new way 
of treating the victim, which itself reverses a prior way of mistreating the victim that began 
with the initial wrongdoing” (Helmreich, 2015, p. 76). Through this new way of treating the 
victims, the ceremonial apologies can provide them with existential acknowledgment.

Thus, both subgenres can offer important, but different, rhetorical acts, toward the process 
of reconciliation. However, neither is guaranteed to move the process forward. Both can still be 
met with skepticism. For example, in response to Clinton’s apology, one commentator wrote, 
“Clinton’s apology on behalf of the nation is much too little and far too late. But it’s better 
than nothing” (Beck, 1997, p. 7B). Also, the degree of publicity each apology has is relevant. 
Govier states that acknowledgment requires

those responsible for committing such wrongs to recognize and admit having done so, and to 
articulate or represent that admission in a public forum so that it becomes an enduring part 
of the public history of the state and society. The public admission and expression 
amount to acknowledgment.

(Govier, 2006, p. 48, emphasis original)

Ceremonial apologies by nature are more public events than the passing of legislation, though 
sometimes there are legislative signing ceremonies. PL 103-150 was accompanied by such a 
ceremony, but S.J. Res. 14 was not. In fact, as noted, the latter was passed with so little media 
attention that most Native Americans did not know it had been passed. If victims don’t know 
an apology was given, its impact on reconciliation is obviously minimal, raising questions as 
to the speaker’s motives.

To move forward and strengthen national unity, many governments will continue to apol-
ogize to their citizens for past wrongs. Indeed, victims groups often demand formal apologies 
from governments. The United States government has also passed a legislative apology for slav-
ery and segregation17 and has expressed regret for the Chinese Exclusion Act of 188218 among 
others. However, the importance of governmental apologies, or the lack thereof, can extend 
beyond its own borders. In March 2020 the King of the Netherlands delivered a ceremonial 
apology for Dutch abuses during its colonial rule of what is now Indonesia.19 Relations between 
Japan and South Korea continue to be hindered by the ongoing need for and resistance to a 
stronger apology from Japan for the use of South Korean women as “comfort women” during 
World War II. Such disputes can also impact political alliances, such as Turkey warning the 
United States that formally remembering the Armenian Genocide would harm USA–Turkey 
relations.20 Global institutions also need to reconcile with past wrongdoings. Leaders of the 
Catholic Church, at the local, national, and global levels, have been apologizing for decades 
to various groups for the widespread sexual abuse and cover-ups by its clergy.

Whether legislative or ceremonial, apologies proport to seek reconciliation, which Doxtader 
describes as a form of constitutive rhetorical activity, opening the way for dialogue and strug-
gle over meanings and identities (2003). Aversive and existential acknowledgment, as well as 
rhetorical empathy, supports efforts for reconciliation in the aftermath of historical injustices. 
As genres such as apology evolve, it is important to recognize that linguistic variations among 
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subgenres can have significantly different rhetorical effects by establishing contrasting stances 
and different relations between speaker and audience. Such recognition can help us consider 
when one subgenre of apology might be more productive than another in a given situation 
or when both might be needed.

Notes
 1 Despite genre constraints, individuality can be manifested within the expected forms through individ-

ual style and expressive intonation (Bakhtin, 2019, p. 63).
 2 Repairing self-image and relationships are connected of course. However, conceptions of apology have 

tended to frame it as primarily doing one or the other.
 3 Also see Grant-Davie’s (2018) work aligning apology steps with classical stasis theory.
 4 Some scholars discuss such moves by the perpetrator in religious terms, such as a radical conversion (meta-

noia) that must be performed for the public discussed by Ellwanger or the “Rhetoric of Atonement” 
put forth by Koesten and Rowland (2004). Both see the public apology as a “wholesale reconstitution 
of identity” (Ellwanger, 2012, p. 312) and a form of public penance leading to redemption.

 5 Others have pointed out the role of official apologies for deliberative democracy, viewing apology as a 
political act negotiating political membership (Villadsen, 2012).

 6 THE APOLOGY - United States Public Law 103-150, 1993.
 7 Text - S.J.Res.14 - 111th Congress (2009-2010), 2009.
 8 Tuskegee Study - Presidential Apology - CDC - NCHHSTP, 1997. The current U.S. Center for Disease 

Control website offers a detailed overview of the Tuskegee Experiment and compensation efforts, as 
well as the transcript of the presidential apology (Tuskegee Study and Health Benefits Program, 2019). 
Video of the White House ceremony, including victim speeches, are available (Apology to Survivors, 
1997).

 9 Edwards (2010) analyses Clinton and Rudd’s apologies for purpose and rhetorical strategies to establish 
genre features of collective apologies. (Harter et al. 2000) examine the narrative strategies in Clinton’s 
apology.

 10 Rudd (2008).
 11 See Williams (2005) and Stinchcombe (2001) for legal language characteristics.
 12 Halliday (1989) discusses the differences between spoken and written language.
 13 While Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca were not directly considering dialogism, in the sense of audi-

ence interaction, in their presentation of presence, the concept can be understood more broadly, to 
account for linguistic choices which any aspect of an utterance is given more salience, including an 
addressed audience.

 14 The excerpts show the opening and closing of legislative apologies. The style and structure of PL 103-
150 and S.J. Res. 14 are very similar.

 15 One victim is named: Queen Liliuokalani who ruled Hawai’i at the time of annexation. While this 
naming exists in the context of providing historical background, not as current audience members, it 
does provide presence to the last ruling Hawaiian royal.

 16 Rarely, an inclusive “our” is used in the apology to Native Americans, referring to the land of the USA.
 17 Text of H.Res. 194 (110th), 2008.
 18 Text - S.Res.201 - 112th Congress (2011–2012).
 19 ABC News, “Dutch King Apologizes for Colonial Killings in Indonesia.”
 20 Booker, “Senate Passes Armenia Genocide Measure, Ignoring White House Objections.”
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PERSUASION IN SONGS 

OF PROTEST
Deliberation Through Metaphors and Music 

in South African Struggle Songs

Sisanda Nkoala

21.1 Introduction

When we listen to a song, we do not merely register the lyrics being sung and their linguistic 
meaning; we also experience emotions and moods at different degrees of intensity expressed 
through the melody and beat. One can often say a lot through a song that is only a few lines 
long because over and above the lyrics, one can draw on the melody, the tempo, and the song’s 
intensity to communicate persuasively. Music works alongside linguistic meaning, but it can 
also transcend that meaning or take that meaning itself to transcendent levels. This makes music 
one of the most persuasive means of communication in contexts where people are not free 
to share their views, as in countries that outlaw free speech (Chisa, 2018). In these instances, 
people often use struggle songs to say what they are forbidden from saying.

This chapter explicates the way struggle songs persuade through the example of how black 
South Africans used struggle music to engage in persuasive communication about and against 
the oppression they faced during apartheid. The study pays particular attention to the use of 
metaphor – both in the lyrics as well as in the melody and tempo of these songs – to express 
political and social views that they were otherwise not allowed to talk about, focusing on select 
South African struggle songs.

“It has never been doubted that music is a kind of communication,” Jozsef Ujfalussy has 
noted, and a “mediator of human relationships” (Ujfalussy, 1993, p. 7). However, music does 
not have precise and direct semantics. As such, it affords an indirect route to address politically 
forbidden topics. When one wants to gain insight into the issues people feel they cannot talk 
openly about, therefore, one can look at what they sing about. Indeed, in the South African 
context, and the African context broadly, where decades of imperialism, colonialism, and 
apartheid sought to silence the black majority, the songs that were sung about the political, 
economic, and social realities of the oppressed reveal sites of resistance and aspects of the struggle 
primarily documented in these oral texts.

This chapter begins with an overview of the scholarship on persuasion through music, 
a non-linguistic art form that has been explored mostly using concepts typically associated 
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with language. The chapter then considers protest music or struggle songs as a specific genre 
of persuasive music, considering scholarship from different contexts, including South Africa. 
Next, there is a brief discussion on music and metaphors followed by an analysis of two South 
African struggle songs, “Shona Malanga” and “Meadowlands.”

21.2 Music and Persuasion

As a discipline, rhetoric was conceptualized as fundamentally linguistic, advising orators on 
how to use words to persuade. This linguistic foundation has led to scepticism about its appli-
cability to non-linguistic texts such as music (Vickers, 1984, p. 2). However, paralinguistic 
considerations were not uncommon in this advice, and Quintilian made a compelling analogy 
about music:

Music has two modes of expression in the voice and in the body (music includes danc-
ing); for both voice and body require to be controlled by appropriate rules … Now I 
ask you whether it is not absolutely necessary for the orator to be acquainted with all 
these methods of expression which are concerned firstly with gesture, secondly with 
the arrangements of words and thirdly with the “inflexions of the voice … required 
in pleading.

(Quintilian, 1920, p. 171)

Scholars such as Brian Vickers (1984) and Kyle Stedman (2012) note that because of the cen-
trality of rhetoric in education in Europe during the Renaissance, the link between rhetoric 
and other non-linguistic art forms, including music, was established during this period. Mark 
Bonds (1991, p. 61) argues that “[t]he idea of music as a rhetorical art rests on the metaphor of 
music as a language,” a view which conforms with one of the most influential texts on music 
and rhetoric to come out of the Renaissance, namely Johann Mattheson’s 1739 Der volkommene 
Capellmeister, which “laid out an extensive plan for how musical structure paralleled oratorical 
structures” (Stedman, 2012, p. 60).

More recently, since the 1970s, communications scholars have been studying music as a 
rhetorical form. Scholarship has moved from considering how rhetorical concepts can be 
used to understand music’s persuasive aspects (Holmberg, 1985; Mohrmann & Scott, 1976) to 
consider music as a persuasive art form in its own right (Francesconi, 1986). Deanna Sellnow 
(1999) notes that this scholarship has given particular attention to music as persuasion in the 
context of social movements, while James Irvine and Walter Kirkpatrick point out how the 
vocal and non-vocal elements of a song come together in a context of persuasion: the “tradi-
tional discursive form of the message emphasizes intellectual participation on the part of the 
receiver,” they note, while “the musical form necessarily involves and stimulates the body and 
its capacity for sensation” (1972, p. 273). Thus to consider protest music as a form of persuasion 
fully, one must consider both elements.

21.3 Protest/Struggle Music

Elizabeth Kizer defines protest songs as “expressions of discontent or dissent” from individuals 
or groups that may be written for that purpose or adapted from existing music, a form of 
music used by politically disenfranchised protesters to influence political deliberation and as a 
means of emotional catharsis to bemoan developments without the explicit intention to create 
an actual change (1983, p. 4).
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Such songs arise in the context of protests where “the primary appeal of the rhetoric … is 
to the protestors themselves, who feel the need for psychological refurbishing and affirmation” 
(Gregg, 1971, p. 74). This chapter uses the terms liberation music, liberation songs, struggle songs, 
struggle music, protest songs, and protest music interchangeably.

Elizabeth Kizer (1983, p. 8) argues that protest music dates back to ancient biblical times 
when the Israelites were enslaved in Egypt and “the Hebrew people sang their lamentations.” 
In the American context, while some argue that protest music can be traced back to Negro 
slaves, Dena Epstein (2003, p. 21) notes that the use of these songs pre-dates the arrival of the 
slaves to North America because “descriptions of music in Africa and aboard slave ships prove 
that the music existed.” European peasants often made use of folk songs to address social issues, 
a tradition that surely extends beyond its earliest documentation in the fourteenth century 
(Martinelli, 2017). In modern Africa and other colonized contexts, such as Latin America, 
protest songs were an important tool used by oppressed peoples in their quests to overthrow 
oppressive regimes (Massad, 2005). Because each liberation movement sought freedom from 
oppression specific to its context, context shaped how the different tools were employed.

Examining how music was used to navigate politics in Africa, Lara Allen (2004, p. 1) notes 
that unlike in the West, where the public could deliberate on issues with some freedom, 
Africans had to “find other ways of voicing who they are and who they want to be, what they 
believe in and what they want” because their media platforms were closely scrutinized and rarely 
allowed this kind of deliberation. Because music is “the most widely appreciated art form on 
the continent,” it proved to be an effective tool through which Africans could raise and even 
debate political matters (Allen, 2004, p. 1). Music was used to inform, communicate, mobilize, 
inspire, and instruct during periods of the struggle for liberation (Hirsh & Monica, 2002).

Liberation songs have featured quite prominently in many “cultures in which traditional 
folksong has retained its power and currency largely undiminished” (Pring-Mill, 1987, p. 179). 
These include Latin American societies with similar histories of oppression as in Africa and 
similar uses of song and poetry in their cultural expressions. Joseph Massad (2003), a researcher 
on Palestinian struggle songs, notes that music has been instrumental in mobilizing people to 
rise against those they deem to be oppressing them, though minimal scholarship has looked at 
revolutionary songs in the modern Middle East.

In the South African context, struggle songs were critical in the strategies employed to 
overthrow the oppressive race-based apartheid regime. Apartheid was a system of institution-
alized racial segregation instituted between 1948 and 1994. An Afrikaans term that means 
“separateness” or “apartness,” apartheid was set up to stratify South Africans by race, ensuring 
the political, legal, economic, and social dominance of white South Africans over Asian, 
coloured,1 and black South Africans. This legalized dominance by white South Africans saw 
routine atrocities such as murder, torture, arbitrary arrests, and inhumane treatment of people 
based on their race. While the statistics around the number of people killed and tortured are 
unclear, so heinous was apartheid that in 1966, the United Nations General Assembly labelled 
apartheid a crime against humanity.

As a means of fighting against apartheid, the oppressed groups employed various strategies, 
including the use of struggle songs as instruments of confrontation against the white oppres-
sors. An example is when Vuyisile Mini sang “Nantsi’ndoda emnyama Verwoerd,” translated 
as “Here comes the black man, Verwoerd.” This song issues a threat to the man described as 
the architect of apartheid, Hendrik Verwoerd, and warns him to watch out as a representa-
tive of the regime because the black man is coming for him. Mini sang this defiantly while 
headed to the gallows to die, and in so doing, displayed a confrontational posture buoyed by 
this combative song (Nkoala, 2020). Other songs provided political education in a context 
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where political deliberation by black people was banned. They were also used as a means of 
keeping alive the memory of political icons who had been killed, like Steve Biko, Chris Hani, 
and Solomon Mahlangu, while at the same time ensuring that those who were imprisoned, 
like Nelson Mandela, or exiled, like Oliver Tambo, were not forgotten. These people, the 
dead and the living, were metonyms for the struggle. The songs were also a way of marking 
moments of grief, of which there were many, and the occasional moments of hope, as black 
South Africans looked forward to the apartheid regime’s demise.

Noting their significance as texts, research has been undertaken to examine the lyrical 
content of South African struggle songs and why language in these musical items renders 
them persuasive. For example, Khondlo Mtshali and Gugu Hlongwane write about struggle 
songs being ancestral texts that anti-apartheid activists partly used to create their collective 
identities (Mtshali & Hlongwane, 2014, p. 507). Anne-Marie Gray’s work looks at how the 
lyrics of these songs “mirrored socio-political conditions and the contours of black thought 
during the Apartheid era” (1999, p. 30), while Ken Chisa (2018) examines how these songs 
were used as social and political commentary of the lived experiences of black South Africans 
under apartheid.

However, one of the shortcomings in the existing literature on struggle songs is that not 
enough work has been done to understand liberation music as music. Allen (2004) makes this 
point, stating that while a great deal of literature on the ethnomusicology of struggle songs 
exists which explores the functionality of music in navigating African politics, these studies 
have “overlook[ed] music’s aesthetic value” (2004, p. 2). By focusing primarily on the lyrical 
content and not the melodic and rhythmic elements, scholars have missed an essential dimen-
sion of why deliberation through song has been such an essential part of African politics. As 
such, the research has not yet given a complete picture of why liberation music has been such 
a powerful political communication tool on the continent. Simon Frith (1986) also offers a 
critique to the general approach of analysing the lyrics of songs by employing content analysis 
approaches, noting that in these kinds of studies, “the words of all songs are given equal value; 
their meaning is taken to be transparent; no account is given of their actual performance or 
their musical setting” (Frith, 1986, p. 79), which ultimately leads to deductions rooted in 
statistical approaches, rather than the significance of these lyrics as language. In so doing, they 
“ignore songs’ ideological work” (ibid.). Thus the literature tends to isolate the vocal features 
of struggle music from the non-vocal ones.

The scholarship on the non-vocal elements of struggle songs is minimal indeed, with Lara 
Allen’s (2003) work on vocal jive in the 1950s and Tayo Jolaosho’s (2014) work on struggle 
songs both during and after apartheid being among the few exceptions that focus on their broad 
musical features. Among these features, Jolaosho (2014) lists “call and response [arrangement], 
repetition [of lyrics and melody] and embodied rhythm.” These features, he argues, make these 
songs well suited to be sung in a group, easy to learn and remember, and they facilitate a unique 
engagement by the performers. The call-and-response structure, in particular, establishes a 
situation where the performers are also simultaneously the audience. This structure, he says, 
“enables a dialogue between the lead singer and group and allows a strong lead singer to enable 
enough repetition to bring everyone along, as well as introduce enough variation to keep the 
interest and dynamism going” (Jolaosho, 2014, p. 3). Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972, p. 276) note 
that the repeated patterns, in terms of lyrics and the melody, “can tend to produce an almost 
instant light hypnosis” on the part of the listener such that they are so caught up in the song, 
that they have almost no control in that persuasive context. Rhythm, meanwhile, is according 
to them a carrier of rhetorical impact because of how it “acts to reduce the inhibitions and 
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defence mechanisms of the listener and to render him more susceptible to the rhetorical aspects 
of the musical message” (ibid., p. 277).

In terms of the melodic arrangement used in South African struggle songs, there is no 
particular kind that one could say is shared across this genre. That is to be expected given that 
the songs were sung over different decades and in different contexts of the struggle. However, 
a feature that does appear to be common is the technique of employing what (Jolaosho, 2014, 
p. 2) calls “sonic disguise,” where the songs use familiar melodies and change the words to 
lyrics of protest. This sonic disguise allows the hearer to make associations between the struggle 
song and the familiar melody it is based on. It also increases the reach of the music because 
the melodies used are familiar, even with the changed lyrics. Thus, when considering the 
persuasive appeal of the non-vocal elements of struggle songs, one is not looking for compli-
cated musical arrangements. Instead, one considers how the simplicity of repeated patterns, 
referential melodies, and the strong and hypnotic rhythm act as a medium to carry the lyrics 
and emphasize the sentiments being vocalized.

21.4 Struggle Music as Rhetoric

While scholars agree that protest songs are a form of political persuasion used by the polit-
ically disenfranchised protesters, the literature is somewhat divided on whom the songs are 
meant to persuade. Some scholars view the songs as intended to persuade outsiders (Mondak, 
1988), while others like Ralph Knupp (1981, p. 377) argue that the persuasion is articulated 
as “in-group messages designed to reinforce feelings of solidarity.” These are perhaps not 
disagreements but rather differences in terms of the element of the persuasion process that is 
considered. For scholars like Knupp, who have considered the lyrical elements of the songs, 
the rhetorical analysis of the texts leads to a view that struggle music is about self-persuasion. 
For those like Mondak, whose focus is on the context in which these songs have been sung 
and who the hearers are, the persuasion of others is the aim. Obviously, the songs can have 
both effects depending on the audience. By discussing the context in which the persuasive 
performance occurred and considering the vocal and non-vocal elements of the songs them-
selves, this study considers struggle songs as texts used by disenfranchised black South Africans 
to persuade each other and as tools to speak back to the apartheid regime.

Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) outline several assumptions made when music is viewed as a 
form of rhetoric. They make four essential points:

First, the artist is engaged in a rhetorical activity to which he manipulates a sym-
bol system (sound, rhythm, words and tempo) to react to and modify the dominant 
philosophical, political, religious and aesthetic values of general and specific audi-
ences. Second, the musical form operating independently is capable of generating rhe-
torical impact to the extent that it influences the auditor in modifying judgements 
about dominant philosophical, religious and aesthetic values. Third, the musical form 
changes the rhetorical message from its normal discursive state … Fourth … [l]isteners 
do not ordinarily anticipate persuasion and, as a result, they are ready recipients of the 
rhetorical statement without being aware of its complete implications.

(pp. 272, 273, italics in the original)

When it comes to South African struggle songs, each of these four elements is evident. Firstly, 
even though the composers of these songs are not all known, and in some instances many 
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different people were involved in the composition, it is clear that in how they have been 
fashioned, the intention is to take the symbol system that characterizes music and employ it 
for specific ends. In this regard, Deanna Sellnow and Timothy Sellnow (2001, p. 399) propose 
the notion of “an illusion of life” to explain how musical lyrics create virtual experiences 
for listeners and the non-vocal elements of a song create a sense of virtual time. The virtual 
experiences are the narratives articulated in the lyrics that create an illusion of life based on 
the composer’s perspective of the world. Virtual time is the music score which, through the 
use of a timing system entirely different from the actual time in the real world, “suspends 
ordinary time and offers itself as an ideal substitute and equivalent” (ibid., p. 402). Through 
the interactions of the lyrics and score to create virtual experiences and a sense of virtual 
time, respectively, different types of struggle songs were composed: struggle songs of lament, 
songs of education, songs recounting history, and songs anticipating a better future (Nkoala, 
2020). Further, within these different types, some are upbeat, while others are mellow and of 
a slower tempo because of the context in which they are sung. Songs that were sung in the 
streets differed from those sung in people’s homes. Secondly, these songs’ rhetorical impact to 
change minds and mobilize people for action is well documented (Nkoala, 2020; Groenewald 
& Makopo, 1992). Other studies document these songs’ ability to create heroes in the minds 
of youths who had only heard about liberation leaders (Jolaosho, 2014). Still, others refer to 
the physical actions prompted by these songs (Thompson & Ramhurry, 2014).

Irvine and Kirkpatrick’s third observation is also applicable: Given the simplicity and repet-
itive nature of the lyrics, we can assume that the words alone are not the sole cause of the 
rhetorical effect. The words are energized and effectively framed by the music, which makes the 
songs persuasive. Although not adequately studied outside of musicology, the musical aspect is 
essential in rendering the songs persuasive. Finally, the literature documents these songs’ effect 
on the people singing them as part of a group. H. C. Groenewald and Staupiyz Makopo (1992) 
state that someone would start singing a song, then someone else would spontaneously join in, 
improvise, and then another person would also start singing, and the song would grow. This 
is evidence of the physical effect of the songs. As Irvine and Kirkpatrick suggest, emotionally 
and psychologically, the effect appears to be unexpected by those who experienced it (Irvine 
& Kirkpatrick, 1972).

21.5 Metaphors and Persuasion

The persuasive vocal and non-vocal aspects of struggle songs can be effectively analysed using 
metaphorical criticism. Aristotle deemed metaphors a potent linguistic tool, noting that “the 
greatest thing by far is to have command of metaphor. This alone cannot be imparted by 
another; it is the mark of genius, for to make good metaphors implies an eye for resemblances” 
(see Poetics 1457b; Rhetoric 1406b, 1410b, 1412a). As George Lakoff has stressed, the framing 
used in metaphors is deeply cognitive, a way of perceiving, understanding, and categorizing 
the world. Metaphors are fundamental reflections of our cognition; “human thought processes,” 
Lakoff observes, “are largely metaphorical” (Lakoff, 1993, p. 244; see Harris, Chapter 23 of 
this Handbook, for a full treatment of metaphors).

With his collaborator, Mark Johnson, Lakoff argues that the essence of metaphor is “under-
standing and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, 
p. 6). As such, metaphors are not simply about words but are indicative of a worldview. They 
explain the importance of metaphors as “the main mechanism through which we comprehend 
abstract concepts and perform abstract reasoning” (Lakoff, 1993, p. 244). Lakoff and Johnson 
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echo I. A. Richards’s important insight that “metaphor is the omnipresent principle of lan-
guage” (Richards, 1936, p. 92) because while metaphor is often made to

seem to be a verbal matter, a shifting and displacement of words … fundamentally it is 
a borrowing between and intercourse of thoughts of thoughts, a transaction between 
contexts. Thought is metaphoric, and proceeds by comparison, and the metaphor of 
language derives therefrom.

(Richards, 1936, p. 94)

Richards stops a little too soon, however. It is not only the metaphors of language that derive 
from the metaphoricity of thought, but also musical metaphors or something close to metaphor: 
the representation of interior states by the structure, tempo, amplitude, and frequency of notes, 
by melody and rhythm. Metaphors work by forging similarities, by showing how the features 
of one domain (that of the vehicle) can perspectivize the features of another domain (that of 
the tenor), predicating a partial resemblance.2 The domain of music, with features like tempo, 
provides such resemblances to aspects of our emotional life, a speedy tempo corresponding to 
a lively or agitated mood, a slow tempo corresponding to sadness or lethargy. This process may 
be closer to onomatopoeia than to metaphor, but it operates along the same axis of similitude.

By exploring the metaphors used in South African songs, we get a glimpse into the world 
views of the singers and the use of language to communicate their struggle for liberation. The 
metaphors they use communicate their unspoken pain and frame how they conceptualized 
ideas around freedom and oppression.

Richards’s (1936) framework for metaphor relies on two components. The tenor is “what is 
really being said or thought of ”; the vehicle is “what it is compared to.” According to Richards, 
“the co-presence of the vehicle and tenor results in a meaning (to be clearly distinguished from 
the tenor) which is not attainable without their interaction” (p. 100). Sonja Foss makes their 
cooperation explicit when she describes the tenor as “the subject that is being explained” and 
the vehicle as “the lens through with the topic is being viewed” (2018, p. 285). The relationship 
is not always a simple one-to-one correspondence, however. Nelson Mandela, for instance, 
provides two such “lenses,” one positive and one negative, to explain three related subjects in 
his address to the 49th session of the United Nations General Assembly. The newly elected 
president of South Africa told the world that:

We must ensure that colour, race and gender become only a God-given gift to each 
one of us and not an indelible mark or attribute that accords a special status to any.3

This complex 2 × 3 metaphorical expression illustrates our natural cognitive disposition for 
analogic thought since all hearers and readers can follow it effortlessly. It has three tenors, 
though they might be better thought of as a bundle of tenors, not three independent subjects: 
“colour,” “race,” and “gender.” Collectively and individually, these tenors have two vehicles, 
one positive, in the sense that it provides the correct perspective, the one Mandela endorses 
(“God-given gift”), and one negative, in the sense that he is calling on the world to reject it 
(“indelible mark or attribute that accords a special status”).

21.6 Persuasion in South African Struggle Songs

Different styles of music characterized different periods in South Africa’s struggle for liberation 
because the change in political and social conditions did not just prompt a change in the lyrical 
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dimensions of the songs; it called for a change in the form to capture the tone of the times. 
In the late 1800s into the turn of the twentieth century, the strong influence of missionaries 
on the black South African literary culture influenced the tone and lyrics of protest music, 
resulting in struggle songs that were characterized by a hymn-like sound where the oppressed 
were looking to a deity to save them and where they hoped for peace between them and their 
oppressors, in the context of a shared Christian belief system. The musical style of employing 
melodies similar to European choruses, and lyrics that mirrored hymns, acted as a metonym 
for the general approach to the struggle for liberation in that era (Gray, 1999). For example, 
J. Gertrud Tönsing (2017) talks about how the emphasis of prayer as a tool against the apartheid 
regime was rooted in the missionary influence. This, in turn, influenced the lyrics and melodies 
of the struggle songs that emerged so that they featured rhythmically static music and words 
written like prayers. “The hymn therefore had to become a work song, a love song, wedding 
song and [they were used in] other ceremonial situations, including sheer performance of music 
for pleasure” (Mthethwa, 2005). The songs were metonymies of the dominant posture of faith 
that looked to divine intervention to change the woes of black people.

From the 1940s and 1950s as the violence against black people became a legislated norm, 
through the passing of laws such as the Group Areas Act, or “pass laws” that restricted the 
movement of black people in certain areas, the style of music moved away from the hymn-like 
sound and incorporated musical elements inspired by American jazz and kwela penny whistles 
(Allen, 2003). This merger of musical elements was indicative of the cultural diversity that 
characterized the townships, and Allen (2003, p. 234) argues that the music found resonance 
and gained popularity because the sound expressed a “locally-rooted identity.” Another fea-
ture of the struggle songs from this era was the topical subject matter and lyrics that spoke to 
and about current events as they affected black people, a kind of “singing the news” (ibid.). 
“In this regard vocal jive enjoyed an advantage … in that lyrics, through reference to current 
events and issues of common concern, enabled listeners to recognize their own interests and 
experiences more concretely” (ibid.).

The 1960s marked an intensification of the apartheid government’s heavy-handedness on any 
form of protest and resistance. On 21 March 1960, the Sharpeville massacre occurred, where 69 
people were killed while staging a protest against pass laws. In response, the struggle approach 
changed from a non-violent to an armed struggle with the establishment of the militant wing 
of the ANC, uMkhonto we Sizwe. Michela Vershbow (2010) notes that “it was during this 
transition to violent resistance that music was often talked about as a ‘weapon of struggle.’” The 
oppressed began to brazenly address the violence meted out against them and boldly articulate 
their calls for violence as a response to the system that was killing them (Mtshali & Hlongwane, 
2014). The upbeat vocal jive style was increasingly replaced by militaristic rhythms and chants 
accompanied by marching actions (Vershbow, 2010). While some of the songs from this period 
did not have a melody and were simply chants, they were still musical in how they used the beat 
and other vocal sound effects to evoke emotions. As Vershbow (2010) describes these songs:

The power of this chant builds in intensity as it progresses, and the enormity of the 
sounds that erupt from the hundreds, sometimes thousands of participants was often 
used to intimidate government troops. As one activist puts it, “The toyi-toyi was our 
weapon. We did not have the technology of warfare, the tear gas and tanks, but we 
had this weapon.”

Two struggle songs illustrate these notions particularly well: “Shona Malanga” and 
“Meadowlands.” They provide clear examples of how the non-vocal elements of struggle 
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songs supported the vocal elements to render the message more persuasive. The following 
analysis identifies the Aristotelian branch of rhetoric into which each song falls, the deliberative, 
forensic, or epideictic genre. Struggle songs are definitionally deliberative in that they call for 
action – to struggle against oppression, though the other genres are also engaged. The analysis 
further identifies the main rhetorical proof employed in the song’s lyrics to ascertain whether 
the song aims to appeal to emotions (pathos), to rational argument (logos), or to the singer’s 
ability to be perceived as a credible person (ethos). All of this analysis is done by considering 
the key metaphor in the song, paying due focus to the vehicle that provides the perspective, 
the subject expressed as the tenor, and how the song’s vocal and non-vocal elements support 
this. (The English translations below are mine.)

21.7 “Shona Malanga”4

Shona malanga
Sho-na, shona malanga
Shona malanga, shona (repeat verse)

Sizo dibana, dibana
NgoLwesine ngeShiela’s Day (repeat verse).
(Hirsh & Monica, 2002)

Set, sun
Set, set sun
Set sun set (repeat verse)

We will meet, meet
On Thursday, on Sheila’s day (repeat verse)

Originally referred to as “Sheila’s Day,” “Shona Malanga” is a striking example of how the 
meaning and words of a liberation song were adjusted as the dynamics of the struggle against 
apartheid changed. The composer’s identity is unknown, but the song is said to have originated 
among domestic workers to “celebrate” their day off, which was on a Thursday. Because they 
pronounced the “th” in Thursday as “shl,” they would say “Shlursday,” which eventually became 
“Sheila’s Day,” giving the song its title (Hirsh & Monica, 2002).

This song is one of those whose lyrics changed quite notably as the nature of the struggle 
changed; where once it was about domestic workers, it came to refer to the armed struggle. 
When the struggle intensified and anti-apartheid resistance moved from peaceful negotiations 
to guerrilla activities, the tone and lyrics of “Shona Malanga” changed. As the anti-apartheid 
activist Sibusiso Nxumalo explains in the documentary Amandla! (2004), the struggle songs 
“started taking on new overtones, changing a word here, changing a word there, putting in 
an ‘AK[47]’ here, taking out a ‘Bible’ there.” Another activist, Sifiso Ntuli, says in the same 
documentary that “the song was adapted to the condition we found ourselves in, so instead 
of saying: ‘we’ll meet on Thursday, on Sheila’s day,’ it became, ‘we’ll meet where we would 
rather not meet, in the bushes with our bazookas’” (Hirsh & Monica, 2002).

The song’s melody is upbeat, a song one easily clicks one’s fingers to, or taps one’s toes, or 
(as we will see) stamps one’s feet. It was initially written as a celebratory song (Groenewald & 
Makopo, 1992). In its original form, “Shona Malanga” does not explicitly mention apartheid or 
the struggle of black people. If someone were to read the lyrics without knowing the context, 
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they would assume that it was a song about people anticipating a day off work or a setting 
sun so that they could meet. At face value, it is a song about people enjoying themselves and 
suggests joy despite hardships, not a protest against those hardships (Hirsh & Monica, 2002). 
However, the metonymic and metaphorical aspects reveal it as ideologically laden.

“Shona malanga” is composed in the form of a metaphor. The message is clear – things 
will not always be this way, and we will one day have our day of freedom as the sun sets on 
the apartheid regime. When the sun sets, we, the oppressed black people, will meet on Sheila’s 
Day, our day of freedom. The setting sun notion is a vehicle for the day when the sun sets 
on the oppressive regime and apartheid ends. In singing this song, the people were declaring 
the certainty of the end of apartheid. Thursday and Sheila’s Day are vehicles for the tenor of 
freedom. Even when the week was long, Thursday was guaranteed to come around, a day 
when domestic workers got time off. Singing this was a reminder that the same inevitable 
end awaited apartheid. Like a domestic worker on her day off, black people looked forward 
to being free from the control of their oppressors.

The song’s theme is an intersection of the epideictic and deliberative rhetoric genre, as it 
references freedom as a shared value while at the same time rallying the protesters to a pend-
ing political confrontation using AK47s and bazookas in the later iterations. In this respect, it 
persuades its oppressed singers to anticipate a future characterized by freedom. This running 
metaphor makes it a compelling pathotic proof because of the strong image of the end of 
an era, even as the sunset alludes to the end of a day. Further, the song’s non-vocal aspects, 
namely an upbeat tempo and pleasant melody, complement the lyrics in evoking a sense of 
hope. As Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) note, high and low notes are felt differently in one’s 
body, resulting in the creation of visceral perceptions on the part of the listener, which in 
turn affects them on a psychological level. This stimulus can cause them to be happy or sad, 
hopeful or despondent. In this song, the call-and-response arrangement starts with a solo low 
pitched voice usually singing the call and a high-pitched, harmonized choir-like response that 
uses major cords, typically associated with happiness.

This song was predominantly sung in halls or environments where black people had gathered 
for social or political reasons, not in instances involving a confrontation with the apartheid 
authorities. Thus the primary audience addressed was the same group of people who were 
singing it, and they were using it to persuade themselves to hold on to the hope that the sun 
would set on apartheid. The song was often accompanied by clapping and stamping, especially 
in the part that says “Sizo dibana, dibana” (we will meet, meet), which further stirred a passion 
in the singers. The coordinated actions of whole halls full of people stamping and clapping in 
unison is a physical embodiment of their shared beliefs in a post-apartheid Sheila’s Day.

Of the three proofs that Aristotle notes, ethos, pathos and logos, “Shona Malanga” most 
immediately uses pathos. “Shona Malanga” seeks to evoke hope and a spirit of perseverance 
in the rhetors, who simultaneously are the rhetor and the audience in this song’s case. It does 
not make a logical argument, nor does it draw on norms and values, as would be the case 
with ethotic proofs. Instead, it evokes the power of emotion to sway the mind. In this case, 
the minds being swayed may have been those of people who were on the verge of giving up, 
as freedom appeared to be wishful thinking. Drawing on the metaphors of a “Sheila’s Day” as 
well as the setting sun to refer to the imminent freedom of black people, the song persuades 
them to endure a little bit longer because their liberation was as sure as the sunset or a day 
off from hard labour.

The song continues to be used strategically as a part of South African political discourse. In 
2018, for example, a group of ANC members staged a demonstration on a beach in one of Cape 
Town’s most elite and predominantly white suburbs called Clifton, after an incident in which private 
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security guards were allegedly racially profiling people at the beach and forcing those people to 
leave whom they assumed did not belong there (Nombembe, 2018). One of the ensuing protests 
featured “Shona Malanga” (Fester, 2021). In this version, the protesters changed the final sentence 
of the song from “Sizo dibana, dibana NgoLwesine ngeShiela’s day” (We will meet on Thursday, 
Sheila’s Day) to “Sizo dibana, dibana neDA erhontsini” (We will meet with the DA in the bushes), 
referring to the Democratic Alliance, the official opposition in South Africa and the governing 
party in Cape Town, which is often accused of racism. The lyrics are a veiled threat directed at the 
party, emphasized by the hard stamping action of the singing protesters. One could say the sound 
of this stamping mimics the banging sound of a gun going off. Drawing on the historical references 
to perseverance, the protesters were persuasively using “Shona Malanga” in their deliberations.

The prominent repetition of “we” in this song demonstrates the persuasiveness of the 
in-group messaging typical of protest music. The rhetor and the audience are one. The pro-
testers undertake that “we will meet on Sheila’s Day.” The rhetor(s) and the audience become 
co-extensive. “The consistent dependence on other types of self-references (the pronouns you, 
we, and us),” Knupp argues, suggests that these protest songs “are concerned with the social 
relationships among people more than with matters of content and ideology” (1981, p. 387). 
Self-references are also pathotic. The rhetor must know what situations trigger certain emo-
tional responses in their listeners and how to activate them. A pathotic feedback loop emerges, 
and the rhetor and audience are fused in such situations when groups are singing and stamping 
together and calling out what “we” believe and how “we” will act (See Mozafari, Chapter 2 
of this Handbook, for other persuasive considerations of pathos).

“Shona Malanga” can best be described as a deliberative text. The deliberative genre con-
cerns itself with a future outlook and what would be in the best interest of those concerned 
(Aristotle, 1994, p. 109). “Shona Malanga” speaks of the end of the era of oppression and the 
dawn of a “Sheila’s Day” of freedom. Accompanied by the jovial tune, whose impact will be 
discussed below, it paints the picture of a preferable future for black people, where they can 
sing, dance, clap, and, most importantly, be free together.

The deliberative aspects of the song continued to increase alongside the “qualitative change 
in violence, from relatively discrete incidents of stone-throwing and arson in 1976 to wide-
spread incidents of petrol-bombing in 1984, to rapid increases of necklace executions in 1986, 
[which] shocked the black community” (Poewe, 1993, p. 54). By referring to a meeting in 
the bushes, AK47s, and bazookas, and through confrontational actions that accompanied the 
singing, the song challenged and incited the “singers” and the “audiences” alike, to the extent 
that they can be separated (Hirsh & Monica, 2002). Thus, the song becomes increasingly delib-
erative as it moves from hope to violent action, shaped by the context of an armed struggle.

21.8 “Meadowlands”5

O tla utlwa makgowa a re: “A re yeng ko Meadowlands” (repeat verse)

Chorus
Meadowlands, Meadowlands, Meadowlands, sithandwa sam (repeat chorus)

O tla utlwa botsotsi ba re (Eita!) “Ons gaan nie ons phola hier” (repeat verse)

Chorus
Phola hier, phola hier, Phola hier sithandwa sam (repeat chorus).
(Vilakazi, 2008)
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You’ll hear the white people saying: “Let us go to Meadowlands” (repeat verse)

Chorus
Meadowlands, Meadowlands, Meadowlands my love (repeat chorus)

You’ll hear the tsotsis saying (Eita): “We’re not going, we’re chilling here.” (repeat verse)

Chorus
Chilling here, chilling here, chilling here, my love (repeat chorus)

“Meadowlands” is one of a few struggle songs whose composer is known, Strike Vilakazi, 
writing in the 1950s when black South Africans were forcibly removed from their homes into 
racially designated areas by the Group Areas Act (le Roux-Kemp, 2014). One of the affected 
communities was Sophiatown, a suburb in Johannesburg, where people of different races lived 
together. The black people were forcibly relocated to Meadowlands (Jolaosho, 2014).

Vilakazi drew musical elements from the vocal jive genre, with a typically upbeat, repetitive 
melody with a danceable rhythm into which he puts veiled political lyrics. The juxtaposition 
generates irony: the song defies an apartheid directive through a joyous, almost celebratory 
tune. Yet, it is also a song that “sings the news.” Allen (2003, p. 234) notes that “recordings 
of songs about news stories … were strongly encouraged at Troubadour,” the recording label 
where Dorothy Masuku worked when she launched her singing career with “Meadowlands.”

The irony is especially clear in a phrase like “Meadowlands sithandwa sam” (Meadowlands 
my love) which personifies “Meadowlands” with a term of endearment that was obvious sar-
casm to black South Africans but was often taken literally by white audiences leading to the 
government interpreting the lyrics to mean that its singers were “supportive of their removals 
programme” (Allen, 2003, p. 228). The white audience would have also been persuaded in 
this view by the upbeat and jazzy music accompanying those lyrics, which has none of the 
confrontational rhythmic musical features that characterized other struggle songs such as “Shona 
Malanga.”

“Meadowlands,” on the surface, tells of a people delighted to be going to Meadowlands. 
In one version, the first verse describes the actions associated with the move: “we will move 
all night and day/to go stay in meadowlands/you’ll hear the white people saying/let’s go to 
Meadowlands,” suggesting eager compliance. However, it was one of the most popular songs 
sung by black people against forced removals (Allen, 2003).

Allen argues that this seemingly simplistic style usually did not rely on lyrics that told a 
narrative story. Instead, based on the four-chord harmonic cycle used in this genre, the lyrics:

state the subject simply, without providing commentary, explanation, or narration. 
Thus the lyricist’s skill lies in the ability to imply layers of significance in a few lines, 
leaving audiences the challenge of deciphering deeper meanings – a poetic strategy 
typical of South African hybrid musical styles.

(Allen, 2003, p. 235)

The first term allowing a more profound meaning is the use of “whites” in place of “the 
government” or even “the oppressors,” as is evident in other struggle songs where the term 
“whites” is used. The phrase “whites” was used as a more palatable linguistic vehicle when 
referencing the apartheid regime or government as a tenor. The term translated as “white” 
in “Meadowlands” is makgowa, which references white people and is related to the Afrikaans 
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word boers (farmer). Going along with the upbeat melody and the literal interpretation of the 
lyrics, this word choice for the oppressors is suitably placid. Thus, we observe how the meta-
phor expressed through the vocal aspects of the song works to support the non-vocal aspects 
and vice versa. In “Meadowlands,” where the melody is upbeat, a different linguistic vehicle 
is used to refer to the regime. “Meadowlands” exemplifies what Sellnow and Sellnow’s (2001) 
“illusion of life” framework calls congruity between music and lyrics. But the irony reveals a 
deeper incongruity between the “real” message of the song, angry opposition to the relocation, 
and the catchy, cheerful tune.

The presence of tsotsis is also significant A tsotsi is an urbanized black youth, usually associ-
ated with gangsters. Used literally in this song, it suggests that it is only those people deemed 
to be tsotsis, namely criminal elements, who are responding to the move to Meadowlands by 
saying, “We’re not going.” However, based on how widespread the opposition to the move 
was, it is clear that in this song, the idea of tsotsis is a vehicle for the tenor of all black people. 
Glaser (2000) notes that in the black communities, tsotsis were associated with violence, law-
lessness, and a sense of youthful fearlessness in a quest for power. So, the black people referring 
to themselves as tsotsis suggests that the appropriate response to the white people saying “Let’s 
go to Meadowlands” is to employ the violence and fearless logic of tsotsis.” That is, in fact, 
what they did, even though the authorities eventually overpowered them. Thus, the tsotsis 
synecdochically represent all opposition to the relocation, which then implicates criminality 
with opposition. Moreover, the Group Areas Act did indeed make criminals out of people 
who refused to move. So, it characterizes the government as making criminals out of otherwise 
“chillin” people who just want to live their lives, and in turn valorizes the criminal element 
for their explicit opposition.

The song seems to exhibit epideictic rhetoric because it articulates a scenario that is unfold-
ing in the present through the lyrics. The whites are saying, “Let’s go to Meadowlands,” and 
we, the tsotsis, are saying “We’re not going.” The epideictic elements in what sounds like a 
celebratory song strengthen the potential for resistant actions.

We see this happening both at the literal level of reading the lyrics and when we interpret 
them at a deeper level, overlaid by the non-vocal aspects. I argue that the struggle songs are 
not about moving people directly and immediately to action since they cannot explicitly do 
so in oppressive societies. Instead, they involve the implicit creation and reinforcement of a 
collective consciousness of resistance, a belief in the cause. Belief, we know from Burke, is 
incipient action, a potentiality for action (see especially Burke, 1945, pp. 235–247). In terms 
of the three proofs, the non-vocal aspects make this a very emotional song, so the pathos proof 
seems to be the most dominant.

21.9 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the metaphors and metonymies, along with irony and synecdoche, 
used in two South African struggle songs to illustrate the covert ways protest music operates 
under oppressive regimes. The central argument is that even though the lyrics are relatively 
simple and the music is straightforward and repetitive, the depth of the ideas, articulated by the 
figuration used, make a case for reading texts like struggle songs at a level much more profound 
than what they literally denote. The example of “Meadowlands” shows that even though these 
songs’ surfaces are simple, a more profound meaning is available because of the oppressive 
context in which they were sung. That deeper meaning is the essence of its communicative 
intent. The metaphors rely on an acute understanding of the song’s intention and the rhetorical 
genre it falls in. This analysis has argued for the centrality of figurative language in these songs.
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Another figurative layer has been explored that frames and propels the linguistic figures 
of the lyrics: the music. To appreciate the elements that make struggle music persuasive, one 
must consider both the vocal and non-vocal elements. A song’s language is not vested solely 
in the lyrics; it is also expressed through the melody, beat, intensity, and so on. Similarly, the 
metaphor is not expressed just in what is sung but also in how it is sung. While there is scope 
for future research that will delve much deeper into analysing these songs’ non-vocal aspects, 
this study has indicated how this work can be done.

Future studies perhaps need to focus on hearing the impact of the persuasive appeals of 
struggle music on the oppressors in regimes where such music arises. In addition, it is crucial 
to gain insights into whether or not the language used in these songs had any effect when 
used in the context of confronting someone who was deemed an enemy by those singing. 
Anecdotally that seems to be the case, but further research is needed to establish this definitively.

Notes
 1 The term “coloured” in this context is used to refer to a multiracial ethnic group of South Africans 

with ancestry from various populations including the Khoisan, Bantu, and Asians. This continues to be 
an official racial category in South Africa.

 2 While source and target are currently the more common terms for these notions, especially among 
linguists, I depend more fully on Richards’s theories of metaphor than on Lakoff and Johnson’s (2003) 
approach (which introduced source and target in this context), so I pay him the compliment of using his 
terminology.

 3 www.sahistory.org.za/archive/address-president-nelson-mandela-south-africa-49th-session-gener-
al-assembly-new-york-3

 4 A video of the performance of this rendition of the song can be viewed at: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=CQQsj8u4ksE (Lamontville Cultural Ensemble, 2020). The lyrics used in this version are 
different from the ones referenced and translated in the study because the video is a later iteration of 
the song. This change is explained in more detail further on in the chapter.

 5 A video of the performance of this rendition of the song can be viewed at: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=g7JjaMSjPTY
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GAMES, LANGUAGE, 

AND PERSUASION
Steve Wilcox

22.1 Introduction

Participating in a conversation, Ludwig Wittgenstein argued (2001), is like playing a game. Just 
as interlocutors come to locate the meaning of words and phrases within social and cultural 
customs, norms, and conventions, players come to locate the meaning of their words and 
actions within the rules of a game. Approaching discourse and gameplay in this way – as a 
kind of language-game (Wittgenstein, 2001) – deepens our understanding of games themselves – 
meaning board games, card games, videogames, tabletop games, etc. – while opening up novel 
ways of thinking about language, discourse, and persuasion.

Game designers and scholars, for instance, have adopted the language-game model to 
describe how gameplay involves alternately ‘listening,’ thinking, and ‘speaking’ (Section 22.2). 
Viewed in this way, playing games involves discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work (Section 
22.2.1), such that players participate in, perpetuate, and problematize various kinds of language, 
discourse, and persuasion that reinforce and contest social and cultural beliefs and values. 
Within this process, constraints (Section 22.3) – including constitutive (Section 22.3.1) and 
regulative rules (Section 22.3.2) – play a formative role, shaping the work involved in playing 
a game. Constraints, in turn, provide games with various rhetorical affordances (Section 22.4), 
including distinctly ludic ways of fostering identification (Section 22.4.1) and generating rhe-
torical situations (Section 22.4.2). Through the constrained work of play, the language and 
discourse that emerges is shaped and conditioned (Section 22.5) such that games give rise to 
their own ways of using language (Section 22.5.1) and their own ways of discussing games 
and play (Section 22.5.2).

The language-game model involves treating games as ‘texts with rules’ (Newman, 2004; 
Carr et al., 2004; Juul, 2005; Atkins & Krzywinska, 2007; Ensslin, 2012). However, this is 
but one of a variety of approaches to games, language, and persuasion (Section 22.6). For 
instance, game scholars have documented various rhetorics of play operating in and across 
cultures, noting how they influence the kinds of games that are played and for what reasons 
(Section 22.6.1). Meanwhile, other scholars have diverged from the ‘texts with rules’ paradigm 
to describe the uniquely rhetorical function of processes and procedures during gameplay, 
contesting in the process the linguistic and textual approach to games and persuasion (Section 
22.6.2). Further still, scholars have ascribed a socio-rhetorical function to games, describing 
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gameplay as a means of providing players with the language, skills, and knowledge needed 
to participate more fully in various discursive communities (Section 22.6.3). Finally, scholars 
have examined and critiqued the use of gamified systems that persuade participants to adopt 
personal, social, and consumer habits (Section 22.6.4).

22.2 Language-games

Following game designer and writer Chris Crawford (2002), we can think of playing a game 
like participating in an unfolding conversation where the player alternately ‘listens,’ thinks, and 
‘speaks.’ Building on this analogy, we might consider Jane and Fred sitting down to play a game 
of chess. Jane moves first, and Fred ‘listens’ to Jane by taking note of the new distribution of 
pieces on the board. Fred thinks about his move where his thinking is constrained by the cur-
rent configuration of pieces and the rules that dictate where each piece can move next. Fred 
then ‘speaks’ by moving one of his pieces. In turn, Jane reciprocates the process by ‘listening’ 
to Fred’s move, thinking through the new distribution of pieces, and ‘speaking’ by making a 
move of her own. Throughout this process, Jane and Fred make references to ‘bishops,’ ‘kings,’ 
and ‘queens,’ to invaluable and disposable pieces, utter phrases like ‘Rook to e5’ (denoting a 
space on the algebraic grid of the chess board) and ‘check’ (where one player has jeopardized 
their opponent’s King) – in short, as the game is played, a novel way of using language emerges.

In The Language of Gaming (2012), Astrid Ensslin describes the emergent relationship 
between discourse and games, writing that gameplay can be understood as an iterative, inter-
active process, taking into account the design of the game’s interface, verbal and multimodal 
communication, as well as the “feedback loop which integrates the gamer into a perceptual and 
mutual cause-and-effect, stimulus-response relationship with the gaming technology” (p. 28). 
In the context of chess, this means that the function of chess pieces

can only be realized in actual gameplay, depending on specific figure [game piece] 
constellations. Translated into human language, it is not enough to know the semantic 
meaning of a word but to be familiar with various meanings it can adopt and the social 
and emotive functions it may have in different contexts.

(p. 28)

Here we can emphasize the emergent relationship between semantic meaning and rule-bound 
contexts. Note, for instance, how altering the rules of chess, such as allowing the pieces to move 
in new and distinct patterns, would not only change what language players use, when they 
use it, and what various terms mean, but such a change would also influence the kairos – the 
opportune discursive moment – in which decisive discursive and rhetorical moves are made. 
For instance, a chess player may try to dissuade their opponent from making a particular move 
(e.g., ‘Trust me, you don’t want to move your Queen there’) where the context for the utter-
ance and its rhetorical efficacy depends on the given rules by which the game is being played.

Crawford’s conversational approach to gameplay echoes Wittgenstein’s description of dis-
course as a language-game (2001). While the rules of chess shape and condition how the 
conversation between players unfolds, social, cultural, and grammatical ‘rules’ produce a sim-
ilar effect in our everyday use of language. Depending on the context in which it is uttered, 
‘Water!’ might be a command, a warning, an exclamation, and so on. In turn, it is by playing 
different language-games – i.e., using language in different situations according to distinct sets 
of conditions – that we come to dynamically locate or situate the meaning of words, phrases, 
gestures, and so on.
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Treating gameplay as a language-game entails shifting away from conventional perspectives 
on texts, language, and literacy. As Ensslin writes, when it comes to games “we need to distance 
ourselves from the traditional image of ‘text’ and ‘reader’ (or ‘audience’) as separate units” (p. 28) 
and instead recognize the player’s iterative, emergent understanding of the language-game being 
played. In turn, this means attending to the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work that is 
embedded in games and performed through gameplay.

22.2.1 Game Work

In Game Work: Language, Power, and Computer Game Culture (2004), Ken McAllister describes 
gameplay as a multifaceted form of ‘work.’ As a player plays a game, they engage in discursive 
work, making, managing, and expressing meaning according to the rules of the game. But while 
the player ‘works’ discursively at playing the game, the game ‘works’ on the player rhetorically 
and culturally (p. vii), such that players “build up, maintain, or reject what [they] (among others) 
believe about a wide range of subjects, from the constitution of truth and goodness to under-
standings of social mores and global politics” (p. ix). In Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals 
(2004) Katie Salen Tekinbaş and Eric Zimmerman echo these sentiments, approaching games 
as a form of cultural rhetoric, “a language of expression embodying and propagating particular 
values and beliefs” (p. 517). Through the work that goes into playing a game, players “replicate, 
reproduce, and sometimes transform cultural beliefs and principles” (p. 516).

Language is a key vector in the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work that goes into playing 
a game. Tekinbaş and Zimmerman, for instance, observe how the capitalist underpinnings of 
the American Dream are embedded in the language of numerous American games (p. 516). 
The authors illustrate this in various ways, including through the gameshow Who Wants to Be 
a Millionaire? which, according to the authors,

glibly celebrates the pursuit of wealth in the rhetorical question that makes up its title. 
The question is not if you want to become rich, or what the ramifications might be, 
but merely who will be given the chance. These games encapsulate the paradox of 
American identity and its accompanying ideologies of wealth. They speak to the clash 
between a rugged, pioneering individualism and a desperate desire for shortcuts to 
success and submission to fate.

(p. 516)

Games like Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, Monopoly (Magie & Darrow, 1985), and The 
Game of Life (Klamer & Markham, 1960) illustrate the broader point that as players engage in 
the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work of gameplay, they are mobilizing a language of 
expression that embodies and propagates particular values and beliefs, such as those centered 
around wealth, individualism, and fate. In turn, the beliefs and values embedded in games shape 
the kinds of language and discourse that arises during gameplay and the rhetorical influence 
this has on their players.

22.3 Constraints

The work that goes into playing a game is not without limits. Rather, it is constrained by, 
among other things, the rules of play. Rules allow designers to guide the discursive, rhetorical, 
and cultural work involved in playing a game. In the context of language, we can borrow 
from the philosopher of language John Searle (2018) his distinction between regulative rules and 
constitutive rules to clarify the relationship between games, language, and constraints.
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22.3.1 Constitutive Rules

Searle defines two broad categories of rules that shape language use, discourse, and behavior: 
whereas “[r]egulative rules regulate preexisting forms of behavior, constitutive rules make 
possible new forms of behavior” (p. 51). Driving on the right-hand side of the road in North 
America or using respectful language when addressing those in positions of authority are indic-
ative of regulative rules. In contrast, constitutive rules engender novel behaviors; they “create 
new forms of reality, with new powers” and “typically require language” (p. 51). Here Searle 
uses the game of chess to illustrate the distinction:

The rules of chess … do not just regulate, but they constitute the activity they regu-
late. So, the rule that says the King moves to any adjacent square, one square at a time, 
looks like a regulative rule, but in fact taken as part of the whole system it is one of the 
rules that in their totality constitute the game of chess. If you do not follow these rules, 
or at least a sufficiently large subset of the rules, you are not playing chess.

(pp. 51–52)

Through the playing-out of a game, players come to situate their thinking within the con-
stitutive rules at play, creating the conditions for particular kinds of behavior that shape and 
guide how language is used.

Consider a game like Super Scribblenauts (5th Cell, 2010), a digital side-scrolling puzzle 
game. In Super Scribblenauts players summon objects by entering adjectives and nouns into a 
text field. In turn, these summoned objects are used to overcome obstacles and achieve the 
goal of collecting stars scattered throughout a level. Embedded within the game’s code are 
rules for how a given noun is constituted as an object within the playspace. Seeing a star just 
out of reach, a player might enter the word ‘dragon’ – anticipating riding atop the creature to 
their goal – only to find themselves under attack from this newly summoned foe. In moments 
such as these, players bear witness to how the game interprets various words according to 
the constitutive rules embedded in its code, instigating in the process the discursive feedback 
loop of ‘listening,’ thinking, and ‘speaking’ such that players come to situate themselves and 
their language use within the playspace. After summoning a knight to dispatch the malevolent 
dragon, the player might revise their language and enter the phrase ‘friendly dragon.’ With its 
amicable demeanor, this newly summoned beast allows the player to climb atop it and ride it 
to the star that is now within the player’s reach.

As Searle notes, constitutive rules have ontological significance, shaping the ‘new forms 
of reality’ that emerge while playing a game. Such rules are not immutable however and the 
forms of reality games give rise to are varied and various. For instance, house rules for board 
and card games or an update for a digital game can augment the constitutive rules, changing 
in sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic, ways the ‘forms of reality’ such games engender 
and the behaviors that arise therefrom. In turn, this influences the discursive, rhetorical, and 
cultural work that goes into playing the game and thus the kinds of language and persuasion 
players are subjected to and have at their disposal.

22.3.2 Regulative Rules

Gameplay involves far more than adhering to constitutive rules, however. Regulative rules – 
rules that govern existing behaviors – are implicitly and explicitly embedded in the games 
we play. In virtually all board games, for example, there’s a tacit adherence to refrain from 
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cheating, a regulative rule that helps maintain the integrity of the game’s constitutive rules. In 
online multiplayer games ‘codes of conduct’ reaffirm regulative rules around player behavior, 
such as acceptable forms of speech and social interaction. Some games even put regulative 
rules at the center of their gameplay. The strategy board game Diplomacy (Calhamer, 1959) 
helps illustrate this point.

In Diplomacy players oversee individual regions of Europe in the years leading up to the First 
World War. The goal of the game is to secure control of the majority of strategic locations 
on the board, something players achieve by making and breaking alliances with other players. 
In this way Diplomacy distinguishes itself from more conventional wargames as it is based not 
around dice rolls and the management of large armies – as in a game like Risk (Lamorisse, 
1959) – but instead the outcomes are determined by a player’s rhetorical skill for logos, ethos, 
and pathos, expressed in the negotiation phase of the game through dialogue, debate, and 
deal-making and deal-breaking. During this phase players converse openly and clandestinely 
with each other and are free to form alliances, to double-cross each other, to play both sides of 
a conflict, and so on. In fact, the game is infamous for the disputes it engenders as players are 
known to use whatever means they have at their disposal to coerce, deceive, and manipulate 
others at the table to their advantage.

Throughout this process, regulative rules can and often do play a formative role. That ‘a 
person is only as good as their word,’ or that ‘a dishonourable victory is no victory at all,’ and 
other ethical norms that regulate social behavior, influence if and how alliances are formed, 
upheld, or broken. While some Diplomacy players might insist on honoring their word and that 
their fellow players do the same, others may perceive this regulative rule as distinct from the 
constitutive rules that make up the game and thus a weakness to be exploited to their advantage.

Together, Super Scribblenauts and Diplomacy illustrate that the discursive, rhetorical, and cul-
tural work involved in playing a game is constrained in various ways. In particular, constitutive 
rules give rise to novel behaviors – such as entering nouns into Super Scribblenauts to assess how 
the game will interpret each word – which in turn influences how players use language – e.g., 
players of Super Scribblenauts may adopt ‘adjective + noun’ patterns, such as prepending the 
word ‘friendly’ to particular creatures, to ensure that the game realizes their terms as intended. 
Meanwhile, regulative rules govern preexisting behaviors that nevertheless factor into the 
gameplay process, such as Diplomacy players who abide by or reject social and ethical norms 
and in so doing attribute particular meaning and significance to verbal or written agreements.

22.4 Play and Persuasion

The constraints of a game – including the constitutive and regulative rules at play – allow 
designers to shape and guide the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work that’s involved in 
playing a game. In turn, we can draw out specific rhetorical affordances that arise from the 
constrained work of gameplay.

Kenneth Burke (1969) defines rhetoric as “the use of words by human agents to form 
attitudes or induce actions in other human agents” (p. 41); for Burke, rhetoric is “rooted in an 
essential function of language itself … the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing co-operation 
in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (p. 43, emphasis in original). Games are clearly among 
the human activities this definition subsumes, and not just team-based games like Overwatch 
(Blizzard Entertainment, 2016) or bridge. Fundamentally antagonistic games like chess or poker 
require a tightly cooperative coordination between players for turn-taking, following con-
straints, and achieving closure. Even single-player games, like solitaire or Super Mario Odyssey 
(Nintendo, 2017), involve cooperation and coordination between player and game. Here we 
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can draw out two particular rhetorical affordances that help induce cooperation and guide the 
actions of players: identification and rhetorical situations.

22.4.1 Identification

Identification is the principle that shapes how speakers establish and negotiate shared interests, 
beliefs, and values. For Burke, the need for identification arises from the divisions – bodily, 
social, cultural, political, etc. – that exist between humans; language and discourse are the 
means by which we overcome such divisions and cooperate with each other. As Robert L. 
Heath writes, “rhetoric … works its symbolic magic through identification. It can bring peo-
ple together by emphasizing the ‘margin of overlap’ between the rhetor’s and the audience’s 
experiences” (2001, p. 377).

Game scholars such as Steffen P. Walz (2004) and Chris A. Paul (2012) have argued that 
gameplay fundamentally involves players in a process of rhetorical identification. Walz “define[s] 
gameplay as a rhetorical performance between player(s) and game design, a symbolic action that 
takes place among agents … on the basis of identification-making, and persuasive operations” 
(2004, p. 186). Similarly, Paul remarks that “games are riddled with words, design, and play that are 
designed to persuade, create identification, shape meanings, and circulate ideas” (2012, pp. 11–12). 
Here we can add that what symbols mean or do are situated within a game and its constraints, 
limiting the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work players engage in, and at times guiding players 
towards identifying with the game, their in-game role or character, and other players.

For instance, in playing chess, players accept not only the purpose (i.e., to eliminate the 
other player’s king) but also the manner in which they can work toward that purpose, real-
izing what Burke calls elsewhere “the competition of cooperation” and “the cooperation of 
competition” (1969, p. 403). Notably, Burke also recognizes warfare, the template for chess 
and a vast array of other games, as a substantially cooperative activity fundamentally predicated 
on competition (1969, p. 403). In the case of chess, players identify with the person sitting 
across from them as an adversary engaged in the same activity of eliminating their opponent 
through strategically advancing game pieces. In games with avatars and assumed roles, simply 
choosing a token shape in a game like Monopoly (Magie & Darrow, 1985), or a peg colour in 
cribbage, involve selecting features of identification, all of which the game affords or constrains.

22.4.1.1 The Role of Identification in Journey

Journey (Thatgamecompany, 2012) is a digital third-person adventure game where players solve 
a series of environmental puzzles in order to reach the summit of a distant mountain. Through 
the design of the game, Journey shapes how players ‘listen,’ think, and ‘speak’ within the play-
space, fostering identification between players and player-characters in the process.

A player-character refers to a fictional character controlled by a player as opposed to a 
non-player character or NPC controlled by the game. In Journey, players control a nameless 
 player-character from a third-person perspective. As players move the joystick on their con-
troller, the  player-character moves in a virtual three-dimensional space. Here we could say that 
the player ‘speaks’ through the controller and ‘listens’ for corresponding changes on the screen, 
a cyclical process that conditions the player’s thinking such that they identify the character as a 
representation of their actions and choices as a player. We can see the outcome of this reflected 
in the language that players use, such as describing the avatar as ‘me’ and using first-person 
pronouns when referring to events that transpired in the game (e.g., ‘It took awhile, but I 
finally reached the summit’).
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As part of playing Journey, players encounter other characters in the playspace that look 
similar to their own. However, the game does not inform you that these characters are in 
fact controlled by other players, as opposed to non-player characters controlled by the game. 
Instead, Journey utilizes constraints to persuade players to identify these other characters not only 
as fellow players but as companions on a shared journey. This identification is communicated 
in two ways: through the notable absence of voice or text chat and through the design of the 
puzzles and challenges.

Without voice or text systems to communicate with, players in Journey are limited to 
melodic chimes they can emit from their player-characters. When first meeting a fellow traveler, 
players often signal each other using their chimes to create various melodies, improvising in the 
process a simplistic but shared language that allows them to identify one another – as human 
beings capable of replicating and permutating communicative patterns, as a participant in need 
of assistance to solve a puzzle, as players celebrating the achievement of a shared goal, and so 
on. This too impacts the language players use, which may transition from speaking about a 
non-player character – and thus attributing actions and choices to the game itself (e.g., ‘Look 
at this NPC just standing here’) – to language more befitting a fellow player-character (e.g., 
‘Oh, wait, they just replied with the same melody; that’s not an NPC, it’s a player! I wonder 
if they want to join up?’).

Once players have identified with their characters and identified those they meet as fellow 
players, they’ll be further persuaded to recognize each other as potential companions. As game 
designer Brian Upton writes (2018),

Journey doesn’t contain ‘companionship’ anywhere within itself. It doesn’t transmit 
‘companionship’ to the player through a coded signifier. Rather, it structures a space 
in which a move toward companionship is an effective strategy, and so after the game 
ends a lingering trace of that tendency toward companionship remains behind in the 
mind of the player.

(p. 8)

The spaces, puzzles, and challenges of Journey are designed in such a way that navigating 
and negotiating them is made easier with the assistance of others, persuading players in the 
process to identify other player-characters as companions on a shared journey. This too 
is reflected in the language players use as they shift from describing others as non-player 
characters to player-characters to ‘allies’ or ‘friends,’ all while their conventional forms of 
communicating are limited or constrained, leaving the structure of the playspace to foster 
identification.

22.4.2 Rhetorical Situations

In addition to identification, games involve the rhetorical work of constructing rule-bound 
situations in which players overcome obstacles and resolve exigencies. From this perspective, 
games can be seen as producing a series of emergent rhetorical situations in which the player’s 
moves are constrained or limited by the design of the game and the rules of play. In Situational 
Game Design (2018), Brian Upton writes that

[w]e can conceptualize any play experience as a chain of situations. Within each situ-
ation we have a choice of moves, and the move we choose determines [or constrains] 
our next situation. These situations are both embodied and temporal – they are not 
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part of the game’s static structure. Rather, they are a description of how the game 
dynamically unfolds in real time as we play it.

(pp. 11–12)

Upton outlines a tripartite structure, viewing gameplay as comprised of situations, constraints, 
and moves. He defines in-game or ludic situations as intervals of play where the potential moves 
or choices are constrained (p. 11). Constraints are defined as anything that limits the player’s 
moves and choices, including rules, goals, and design features (p. 12). Finally, a move – which 
can be physical or interpretive – is any action that the player takes that modifies the active 
constraints (p. 15).

In the context of games and persuasion, we can understand these situations in the rhetorical 
sense as

a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting an actual or potential 
exigence which can be completely or partially removed if discourse, introduced into 
the situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about the significant 
modification of the exigence.

(Bitzer, 1968, p. 5, emphasis added)

Here we can note how the rules by which a game is played serve to not only establish various 
ludic and rhetorical situations that arise during gameplay – e.g., the various arrangements of 
chess pieces that are possible on a board – but the discursive nature of gameplay, in turn, enables 
players to make moves that modify which constraints are active in a given situation – e.g., the 
back-and-forth dialogue between the moves of chess players alters the operant constraints at 
any given moment (see Figure 22.1).

Finally, the notion that games involve goals surrounded by obstacles can be seen as analogous 
to the exigence of a rhetorical situation that a rhetor seeks to modify or address. An exigence 
in rhetoric is “a defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it 
should be” (Bitzer, 1968, p. 6, emphasis added). Compare this description with Bernard Suits’s 
(2000) definition of gameplay as “the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” 
(p. 55). By situating themselves within the rules of a game, players commit to working within 
and modifying particular constraints, enlisting the discursive process of play to modify which 

Table 22.1 Components of Situational Game Design

Feature Definition Example – Chess

Situation Intervals of play where the 
player’s moves or choices are 
constrained.

The distribution of chess pieces on the board reflect a 
situation, a range of choices of where the player can 
move next.

Constraint Rules, goals, and other design 
features which limit the 
player’s moves and choices in 
a given situation.

The rules of chess constrain where any piece can move, 
limiting the player’s choices; meanwhile, the goal 
of winning the game against an evenly-matched 
opponent affords particular choices and moves, while 
the goal of teaching an initiate affords a different set of 
choices and moves.

Move Any action the player performs 
that alters the game’s active 
constraints.

Moving a particular chess piece changes the distribution 
of pieces on the board, modifying the active constraints, 
and altering the situation for the opponent.
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constraints are active moment-to-moment. In doing so, players overcome obstacles, performing 
the ‘work waiting to be done,’ and fulfilling what McAllister (2004) calls the exigent function 
of rhetoric in games (p. 78).

22.4.2.1 Rhetorical Situations in The Voter Suppression Trail

The Voter Suppression Trail (Baker et al., 2016) is a satirical game published by The New York 
Times which mobilizes evidence of gerrymandering, societal inequities, and discrimina-
tory voter identification laws and intimidation tactics to demonstrate the inequitable access 
Americans have to the voting process based on race, gender, geography, and political affilia-
tion. Through different player-characters and their social locations, the game constructs and 
juxtaposes rhetorical situations in an effort to persuade players that white, wealthy, male voters 
from affluent voting districts can more easily participate in the democratic process than people 
of color, especially women, from structurally impoverished voting districts.

To illustrate this, we can compare two playable characters in the game and the distinct 
rhetorical situations they encounter: a white male programmer and a Latina nurse. Players in 
the former role can easily and expeditiously cast their votes, facing no meaningful obstacles in 
both Suits’s ludic sense of the term and Bitzer’s rhetorical inflection. For instance, playing as 
the programmer begins by selecting the one and only option, “Stroll to your Polling Place.” 
Similar options exist for waiting in line and casting your ballot. Notably, players in this role 
do not encounter the option to abandon the voting process due to barriers or social factors. 
In each ludic and rhetorical situation that arises, the obstacles are readily overcome and the 
exigence to cast a ballot is easily resolved. This is reflected both in the language used in the 
game (e.g., ‘stroll’ to your polling place as opposed to ‘walk’ or ‘commute’) and by players 
describing their experience playing the game (e.g., ‘Well that was easy’).

Players taking on the role of the Latina nurse, however, encounter distinct rhetorical situ-
ations while pursuing the same underlying exigence of trying to cast a ballot. In contrast to 
the programmer – who lives in an affluent neighborhood with ample resources for transpor-
tation and voting infrastructure – players in the role of the nurse find that they’ll need to take 
a lengthy bus ride across town to reach their polling place. Upon arriving they’ll find a long 
line-up owing to diminished, underfunded voting infrastructure. From there, players wait as 
a timer tracking how long it takes each player-character to cast a ballot continuously climbs 
upwards. While waiting in line, a childcare emergency arises, a gesture towards the gendered 
responsibilities disproportionately carried by women. At this point players are asked: “Will you 
leave the line and pick [your son] up from school?” with the option to choose either ‘Yes’ (at 
which point the vote ‘dies’) or ‘No’ (where players continue to wait). Should players perse-
vere, other complications emerge, such as election ‘observers’ who interrogate and intimidate 
voters. Unlike the programmer, each rhetorical situation that players encounter as the nurse 
presents a choice – to overcome obstacles and cast a ballot or to be dissuaded from completing 
the voting process. These distinct situations are reflected in language and phrasing, where the 
voting process is described as a convoluted process and players comment on a markedly more 
difficult playthrough.

If the premise of The Voter Suppression Trail is that voting is like a game where the goal is 
to successfully cast your ballot, then the ensuing argument is that affluent white male voters 
play democracy easily, while people of color, and especially women of color, play the same 
democratic game with difficulty. Such an argument is made through the juxtaposition of rhe-
torical situations and the obstacles inherent to them, obstacles associated with the identity of 
player-characters and their varying degrees of access to the voting process.
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22.5 Ludic Language and Discourse

The design of games and their constraints not only influence the language players use in 
playing and discussing games, they also contribute to the production of shared languages and 
discourses brought about by the collective experience of playing, discussing, analyzing, and 
critiquing games and games culture.

22.5.1 Ludolects

A ludolect (Ensslin, 2012) refers to the language and communicative styles that emerge as a 
player plays and discusses games with a community of players. Ensslin, citing Eric Raymond’s 
definition of hacker culture, writes that “ludolects operate as an in-group code used by a 
‘loosely networked collection of subcultures that is nevertheless conscious of some important 
shared experiences, shared roots, and shared values (Raymond, 1996, p. 1)’” (Ensslin, 2012, 
p. 66). Insofar as games create shared experiences among players, they also create the grounds 
for a shared ludolect or way of communicating with others about games.

More specifically, ludolects reflect the unique language, terminology, and forms of expres-
sion used by game players, meaning that ludolects are shaped by the kinds of games one plays 
and the kinds of communities one participates in. In board and card games, for instance, players 
speak of ‘turns’ and ‘rounds’ of play; being familiar with the situated meaning (Gee, 2005) of 
these terms allows players to locate themselves as discursive, rhetorical, and cultural agents – 
both within the game being played and the broader culture of players who play that game and 
others like it. Digital games, which draw on and permutate linguistic and discursive practices 
of online culture more broadly, have given rise to varied and distinct terms and phrases. It’s not 
uncommon in online multiplayer games to hear words like ‘noob,’ ‘pwn,’ and ‘l33t,’ pronounced 
[nub], [pon], and [lit] respectively, and referring to new players or ‘newbies,’ the act of ‘own-
ing’ or besting an opponent, misspelled from the original ‘own,’ and a talented or elite player.

Ludolects reflect how players engage with, make sense of, and renegotiate the language 
and terms of the games they play and the people they play them with. Consider, for instance, 
the language of a massively multiplayer online roleplaying game (MMORPG) like World of 
Warcraft (WoW) (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004). In WoW players take on the roles of ‘heroes’ 
going on ‘quests’ to combat ‘ancient evil forces’ that threaten to ‘unravel reality.’ Such grandiose 
language is supplanted in some ludolects where MMORPG players reduce such feats to rote 
activities, using terms like ‘grinding’ or ‘farming’ to describe their experience of repeatedly 
performing simple in-game tasks.

Being versed in the ludolect of a game/series/genre facilitates the player’s capacity to perform 
the discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work of playing games. In the team-based multiplayer 
shooter Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment, 2016), players choose from a roster of characters, 
each of whom has what’s called an ultimate ability, or ‘ult,’ a powerful action that charges up 
throughout the course of a match. Character ‘ultimates’ can be combined in various ways to 
provide strategic advantage, such as pairing the ability to hold a group of enemies in place with 
the ability to deal high damage to a specific area of the map. When one player announces ‘my ult 
is ready!’ another player who is versed in the ludolect of the game is able to identify the corre-
sponding player-character, deduce their associated ultimate ability, and tell their teammate to hold 
off until their own ‘ult’ is charged, allowing for a more powerful, combined attack. Conversely, 
players not versed in the ludolect of a game find themselves unable to fully participate in the 
work of gameplay, much like a first-time basketball player who, not knowing terms like ‘pick,’ 
‘guard,’ and ‘three pointer,’ is left out of a deeper engagement with the game and those playing it.
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22.5.2 Metaludic Discourse

In addition to language situated within a game and its rules, games also give rise to discourse 
about games and game playing. Such metaludic discourse refers to how stakeholders – such as 
game designers, players, educators, marketers, politicians, and journalists – “construct and 
perpetuate the social meaning of [games]” (Ensslin, 2012, p. 105).

Metaludic discourses offer various ways of extending and complicating the discursive, rhe-
torical, and cultural work that goes into playing games. Consider again the example of World 
of Warcraft and the notion of ‘grinding’ and ‘farming.’ Such language is echoed in discourse 
about MMORPGs where the routinized gameplay is figured, problematized, and critiqued. 
In this discursive context, terms such as ‘farming’ are indicative of the blurred lines between 
play and labor, something we see reflected on the official World of Warcraft forums where one 
finds posts titled ‘WoW is like a job,’ ‘Playing WoW feels like Work,’ and ‘WoW is a job or at 
least a second job.’ Depending on the metaludic context, WoW can be discussed as a leisurely 
form of play, a monotonous form of unpaid labor, or both.

Beyond discussions of play and labor, there are numerous other metaludic discourses – 
Ensslin mentions the discourses of cool, fun, and appreciation related to digital games (p. 108). 
To this we could add the discourse of toxicity. Game scholars have documented the exclu-
sionary and discriminatory language that surrounds various games and communities who play 
them (Consalvo, 2012; Chess & Shaw, 2015; Gray, Buyukozturk, & Hill, 2017). The prev-
alence of sexist, racist, and homophobic language in multiplayer games, for instance, means 
such spaces are often hostile depending on one’s gender, race, or sexual orientation, leading 
players, scholars, parents, and journalists to discuss games and their associated communities as 
anti-social, harmful, exclusionary, and otherwise toxic. Language plays a key role in creating and 
perpetuating such a culture, and not only in terms of bigoted slurs and phrases. As Kishonna 
Gray notes (2014), some players engage in linguistic profiling as a means of stereotyping and 
discriminating against racialized players based solely on the sound of their voices.

22.6 Approaches to Games, Language, and Persuasion

Describing gameplay as a form of discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work offers a means of 
unpacking the relationship between games, language, and persuasion. However, there are varied 
approaches to these subjects, including those that outright contest the applicability of linguistic 
and textual analysis to games and persuasion. Such approaches are described below and related 
to the preceding discussion.

22.6.1 Rhetorics of Play

As noted above, Tekinbaş and Zimmerman argue that games are a form of engaging in, perpet-
uating, and problematizing cultural rhetoric. In making this assertion the authors are drawing 
explicitly on the work of Brian Sutton-Smith. In The Ambiguity of Play (1997), Sutton-Smith 
outlines seven rhetorics of play, what Tekinbaş and Zimmerman describe as

large-scale value-systems that have historically informed and defined the concept of 
play … these seven categories are persuasive discourses, invisibly embedded in our 
day-to-day lives and conceptions of play, taken for granted until they are challenged 
by a competing rhetoric.

(2004, p. 518)



Steve Wilcox

400

The seven rhetorics include progress, fate, power, identity, the imaginary, the self, and the 
frivolous. Such rhetorics have to do with the way play is figured, discussed, and valued in var-
ious cultures and subcultures. When team sports are described using the language of personal 
development – in terms of developing character, integrity, and social skills – we are seeing 
play according to the rhetorics of progress, identity, and the self. Such rhetorics are contested 
by those who figure play through the rhetoric of frivolity, as seen in the language used to 
describe games as ‘pointless’ activities or as ‘child’s play’ with no value beyond that of personal 
entertainment or distraction. In other cultures, play – especially forms of play that revolve 
around chance – is a means of revealing one’s fate. Describing a difficult loss as ‘bad luck’ or 
something that was ‘meant to be’ or attributing a victory to religious figures, such as saying 
‘God was on my side,’ are indicative of the rhetoric of fate. Meanwhile, cultural contests that 
invoke play and games as a show of authority fall under the rhetoric of play as power, that is, 
a means of demonstrating and exerting strength and by extension authority or entitlement.

Sutton-Smith’s work demonstrates that as cultures and sub-cultures differ, so too do the 
rhetorics of play and the language and discourse that is used to figure the role of play – and by 
extension games – in society. What’s more, such rhetorics are not mutually exclusive as players 
can bring their own culturally situated understanding of play into games, such as attributing a 
loss to ‘bad luck’ but a win with their self-improvement as players.

22.6.2 Procedural Rhetoric

Perhaps the most established and influential approach to games and rhetoric comes from Ian 
Bogost and his concept of procedural rhetoric, which he defines as “the art of persuasion through 
rule-based representations and interactions rather than the spoken word, writing, images, or 
moving pictures” (2007, p. ix). The concept of procedural rhetoric builds on the work of Janet 
Murray (1998) and her emphasis on procedurality as the “defining ability [for software] to exe-
cute a series of rules” (p. 71). Procedural rhetoric is typified through games and simulations and 
their ability to “make claims about how things work” (Bogost, 2007, p. 29, emphasis in original).

For Simon Ferrari and Ian Bogost (2012), procedural rhetoric retrieves the interaction 
model of the Aristotelian enthymeme:

An enthymeme omits one premise of an argument and expects the listener to fill it in 
… [A] sophisticated persuasive game will be able to constrain a player’s interactivity 
in much the same way, finding a game’s expressive meaning by following its rules to 
a designer’s premise.

(p. 497)

Here procedural rhetoric emphasizes the influence a game’s constraints have on the player’s 
actions and their outcomes. From this perspective, procedural constraints – constraints that “dictate 
how actions can and cannot be carried out” (Bogost, 2007, p. 3) – guide the player towards the 
discovery of implied but unstated processes that they will need to adopt in order to succeed 
at or win a game. Drawing on Ferrari and Bogost’s example, we can use the McDonald’s Game 
(Molleindustria, 2006) to illustrate these points.

The McDonald’s Game is a satirical depiction of how the fast-food franchise works as a 
lucrative business, putting players in the position of raising and slaughtering cattle, overseeing 
marketing and public relations, and managing an individual franchise. As an enthymematic 
argument, players of the McDonald’s Game discover implied but unstated premises in the form 
of procedures embedded in the game’s code that they’ll need to enact in order to succeed 
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at running the business (Ferrari & Bogost, 2012, p. 497). These procedures include various 
unethical practices – such as bribing local politicians in order to gain access to protected lands, 
lobbying governments to change dietary guidelines, and using empty incentives to motivate 
employees to overwork. Failing to embrace these practices will result in diminishing sales, 
irate investors, and eventually the premature end of the game. If players want to succeed at 
the McDonald’s Game, they’ll need to accept the premise that unethical practices are a requisite 
part of the business model and perform those practices themselves.

Ferrari and Bogost (2012) describe our capacity to critically assess procedural rhetoric as a 
form of procedural literacy: “As literacy is the ability to read, write, and critique a cultural sym-
bol system, procedural literacy deals specifically with skills for reading, writing, and critiquing 
computer code” (p. 496). For instance, the player’s capacity to critically assess the procedural 
argument embedded in the code of the McDonald’s Game becomes a means of ‘reading’ late-
stage capitalism where lobbying governments to advance one’s own financial interests, flaunting 
environmental rules and regulations, and exploiting one’s workforce – all strategies needed to 
succeed at the McDonald’s Game – are routinized practices for large corporations seeking to 
appease the ever-growing demands of investors.

Despite the applicability of procedural rhetoric to various contexts, such as analog games or 
non-ludic systems, Bogost holds that digital games typify this form of rhetoric and he reserves 
the term ‘persuasive games’ for “videogames that mount procedural rhetorics effectively” (2007, 
p. 46). Furthermore, Ferrari and Bogost (2012) position procedural rhetoric as the paradigmatic 
manner in which games make meaning: “procedural rhetoric is the essential meaning-making 
function of video games, which separates them from all other expressive media” (p. 496). In 
turn, the argument goes, this distinguishes digital games from semiotic, discursive, and textual 
approaches to games and persuasion: “The concept of procedural rhetoric stands as an argu-
ment against the colonizing efforts of structuralists and semioticians to apply the standards of 
written rhetoric to video games unthinkingly” (p. 497). This rather narrow scope ascribed to 
procedural rhetoric has been a point of criticism (Paul, 2012), with calls to develop a broader 
approach that seeks a more holistic paradigm that’s more inclusive of the various forms of 
rhetoric at play in games (Voorhees, 2009; Hawreliak, 2018).

22.6.3 Equipment for Living

Gerald Voorhees (2009) has described how digital and tabletop games function as “equip-
ment for living” in contemporary multicultural societies. This phrase comes from Burke, who 
describes literature as providing “strategies for dealing with situations” (1974, p. 296, emphasis 
in original), templates for “consolation or vengeance, for admonition or exhortation, for 
foretelling” (p. 293), that guide us in navigating “typical, recurrent situations” (p. 296). Like 
Brummett (1985) – who applied Burke’s notions to electronic literature – Voorhees explores 
the concept and its application to games, accounting for the unique ways in which games 
combine narrative, visual, and procedural forms of representation. In doing so, he argues that 
“procedural representations, like games, can be understood to serve the same function [as liter-
ature] by providing representative anecdotes of common social experiences” (Voorhees, 2009).

In making this argument, Voorhees (2009) is drawing attention to the “therapeutic function 
of rhetoric” served by games, especially in a multicultural context. For instance, he discusses 
games that are distributed across global markets, such as those in the Final Fantasy series. Such 
games span cultures, classes, and customs, and the exigences that arise in playing them bring 
relevant and contemporaneous topics and issues to bear on the discursive, rhetorical, and cul-
tural work involved in playing games. This can spur the player to “interrogate the relationship 
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between the rules of the game, the forms of play they engender, and the knowledge about 
reality one constructs in the process of acting and reacting within those rules” (Voorhees, 2009).

In particular, Voorhees identifies Dungeons and Dragons (Cook, 1995) as a particularly illus-
trative example of how games can provide “equipment for living” (Voorhees, 2009). Originally 
released in the mid-1970s, this tabletop roleplaying game involves a ‘game master’ who creates 
and delivers a dynamic narrative or campaign made up of various situations and scenarios, 
drawing on verbal, textual, visual, and procedural forms of representation, among others. 
Gameplay involves roleplaying as different genders, races, creeds, moral positions, and profes-
sions as players negotiate various obstacles and attempt to resolve various exigencies, which can 
range from the fantastical to the mundane. A game master, for instance, might craft a campaign 
around a mining company polluting the water of a nearby town, thereby invoking the larger 
discourse on environmentalism and climate change, providing players with an opportunity 
to engage with issues around resource extraction and environmental degradation within the 
context of gameplay. Here reasoning with a character who supports the mining operation and 
its behavior can provide players with an opportunity to hone their skills for dialoguing with 
climate change skeptics in their day-to-day lives, providing them with ‘equipment for living’ 
in a world imperiled by rising global temperatures.

22.6.4 Gamification

Gamification is the inclusion of game features – such as reward structures and narrative-driven 
roleplay – into otherwise non-game environments (Walz & Deterding, 2014). In particular, 
gamified environments seek to incentivize particular types of behaviors, oftentimes using stars, 
points, badges, and/or rankings to motivate and persuade audiences to act and behave in desired 
ways. Participants in gamified systems are often rewarded for achieving particular milestones 
(e.g., collect enough points and you can redeem a prize), while the social component of badges 
and rankings can motivate competition among participants as they pursue recognition within 
a gamified community.

Gamification has been used to incentivize behavior in areas such as learning, data col-
lection, health and wellness, skill development, and pro-social behaviors. For instance, Jane 
McGonigal’s Chore Wars, described in her text Reality is Broken (2011), is designed to gamify 
domestic responsibilities by subsuming them into a points and ranking system that engenders 
healthy competition over mundane tasks. However, gamification techniques are just as readily 
used to incentivize more deleterious behaviors, such as motivating consumers to use a product 
or service more than they normally would. Various commercial franchises, for instance, have 
introduced their own points systems – often managed by so-called loyalty cards – with patrons 
receiving rewards for not only purchasing items from stores, but for doing so regularly and in 
greater volumes than they might otherwise do.

Drawing on the discussion above, we could say that gamification makes use of the con-
stitutive rules integral to gameplay to engender novel behaviors. More specifically, the con-
stitutive rules of gamified systems are designed to elicit extrinsic motivation, where individuals 
are persuaded to engage in particular behaviors in order to achieve some external reward. 
Extrinsic motivation is contrasted by intrinsic motivation, where the behavior is driven by an 
individual’s innate sense of what’s enjoyable or meaningful. Pro-social games like Chore Wars, 
promotional games like McDonald’s annual Monopoly event, and loyalty points programs all 
utilize their constitutive rules to create ‘new forms of reality’ in which participants are extrin-
sically motivated to develop novel behaviors in order to ‘play the game’ – behaviors such as 
performing various household chores to be at the top of a leaderboard, consuming fast food 



Games, Language, and Persuasion

403

to collect tokens and win prizes, or purchasing consumer goods to accrue points. In each case, 
the designer’s goal is to use the extrinsic rewards embedded in the game’s constitutive rules to 
cultivate intrinsic motivation so that the behaviors persist once the game itself has concluded. 
It should be noted, however, that the use of reward structures to drive extrinsic motivation can 
actually decrease intrinsic motivation (Deci et al., 2001; Hanus & Fox, 2015); if and when the 
reward structure is removed (e.g., when participation in a gamified environment concludes) 
participants may no longer have any motivation to continue the behavior, even when they 
were previously intrinsically motivated to do so (Nicholson, 2015).

Gamification, combined with digital media, raises further ethical and rhetorical considera-
tions. Such systems enlist the automated aspects of procedural rhetoric to motivate behaviors, 
oftentimes operating on a large scale. For instance, free-to-play games – digital games that are 
offered at no cost but often generate revenue through the sale of in-game items – frequently 
have an additional layer of gamification added to them. Games like Fortnite (Epic Games, 
2017) and Apex Legends (Respawn Entertainment, 2019) have attracted millions of players and 
generate billions of dollars. The revenue for these free-to-play games comes largely from the 
sale of lootboxes, where each lootbox offers a ‘randomized’ set of cosmetic items – where the 
term ‘cosmetic’ refers to items that adorn an avatar and typically have no direct bearing on 
gameplay – ranging from common to rare avatar attire, weapon designs, and player-character 
animations. Within these games, common cosmetic items are seen as low-value, indicative of 
newer, casual players, whereas more rare cosmetics are seen as high-value, indicative of sea-
soned, dedicated players. However, the distribution of items in lootboxes is not truly random; 
instead, these systems often make use of ‘dark patterns’ that play into the player’s psychology 
and encourage increased spending (Garea et al., 2021). For instance, designers might enlist the 
variable rate of distribution where a reward is distributed seemingly at random in order to disinhibit 
participant behavior, a tactic seen in gambling where the variable win rate of slot machines is 
used to drive gamblers to spend more than they normally would (Weiten et al., 2007).

Given the automation of gamification techniques in games like Fortnite and Apex Legends, 
the scale at which they are engaging – or one might say exploiting (Bogost, 2011) – audi-
ences is substantial and warrants further study and scrutiny. In this regard, the emergence of 
gamification renews calls for a procedural literacy (Ferrari & Bogost, 2012). Meanwhile, games 
themselves – insofar as they provide players with ‘equipment for living’ – may be an ideal means 
of cultivating that literacy, allowing players to assess and critique gamified systems, how they 
motivate players intrinsically and extrinsically, and the degree to which they are exploitative 
of those who participate within them.

22.7 Conclusion

Language, games, and persuasion have an intricate relationship with one another. While game-
play can be seen as a foundation for understanding language and discourse (Wittgenstein, 
2001), games themselves can be viewed as a form of discursive, rhetorical, and cultural work 
(McAllister, 2004; Tekinbaş & Zimmerman, 2004). Such work produces the context or situa-
tion in which language and discourse have meaning, a context shaped by the constraints of the 
game, including the constitutive and regulative rules at play (Searle, 2018). These constraints 
contribute to the rhetorical affordances of games, including their capacity to foster identifica-
tion (Walz, 2004; Paul, 2012) and to generate rhetorical situations. What’s more, the discursive, 
rhetorical, and cultural work involved in playing a game leads to the development of language 
situated within games – ludolects – while also shaping the metaludic discourse that surrounds 
games (Ensslin, 2012).
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Beyond this approach to games, language, and persuasion, there are numerous complemen-
tary and contradictory perspectives, including assessing the rhetorics of play and the expression 
of cultural values (Sutton-Smith, 1997; Tekinbaş & Zimmerman, 2004), emphasizing and 
privileging the unique rhetorical affordances of procedurality (Bogost, 2007; Ferrari & Bogost, 
2012), ascribing a socio-rhetorical function to gameplay (Voorhees, 2009), and using game 
features in non-game settings to motivate particular actions and behaviors (Walz & Deterding, 
2014).
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MULTI-GENRE ARGUING IN 

THE SCIENCES
The Genetics of Longevity Controversy

Jeanne Fahnestock

23.1 Introduction

Rhetoric in all its texts across its 2500-year tradition offers us a toolkit for either constructing 
new arguments or analyzing existing ones, always with their audiences and purposes in mind. 
The variations that rhetoric suggests in accommodating a case to different audiences and pur-
poses occur all around us when the same claim and its supporting arguments are passed along 
to different audiences in different types of texts – speeches, technical reports, blogs, reviews, 
journal articles, news items, and soundbites. When can we say that two different versions even 
present the same case when the genre, the language, and even the images change? Variations 
in arguments due to the audience addressed and the genre used are especially obvious in the 
sciences where arguments for the same claim can be made to expert audiences in a discipline 
in technical reports as well as to various non-expert audiences in more popular outlets.

Here is a brief example of the phenomenon in question: In 2006 an ornithologist from 
Auburn University and four other researchers published a paper in an online Canadian journal 
(Avian Conservation and Ecology) suggesting that they had found evidence in the swamps of the 
Florida panhandle for the survival of the largest North American woodpecker, the Ivorybill, 
thought to be extinct for 50 years. A year later the main author, Geoffrey Hill, published 
Ivorybill Hunters, a popular work on this search that fits into the great tradition of non-fiction 
nature writing (e.g., Thoreau’s Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers or John McPhee’s The 
Survival of the Bark Canoe). Hill’s two venues present the case for the bird’s survival with signif-
icant differences. One of the most striking involves the degree of modality or certainty in the 
expression of the claim. Whether and how an arguer hedges a claim represents an adjustment 
between the strength of the claim and the strength of the supporting material, according to the 
audience’s standard. (It is clearly easier to convince some audiences on some issues than others.) 
Multiple language features express modality, but the verbs and their auxiliaries are especially 
salient in carrying the degree of certainty (Hyland 1998). The journal article, citing evidence 
from nesting holes, sound recordings, and possible mutual sightings, is carefully hedged in its 
claims. Its title is modest, “Evidence Suggesting that Ivory-billed Woodpeckers (Campephilus 
principalis) Exist in Florida,” as is its main claim, “Our evidence suggests that Ivory-billed 
Woodpeckers may be present in the forests along the Choctawhatchee River” (Hill et al., 2006, 
2; italics added). A possible simultaneous visual sighting has a precarious status: “On 21 May 
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2005, GEH, TLH, and BWR detected a bird that appeared to be an Ivory-billed Woodpecker 
in a mature swamp forest” (2006, 2).

Hill’s book is much bolder. He offers eyewitness sightings of the bird as certain; for instance, 
“Both Brian and I saw ivorybills at close range that had just come off a tree near us” (2007, 
201). And in the narrative genre, Hill can also offer persuasive evidence that could not be 
presented in the research article. In what is now a first-person account developed across more 
than 250 pages, Hill depicts his own gradual personal conversion from skepticism to belief 
in the bird’s survival, modeling a change in belief that readers could imitate. Even the book’s 
dramatic accounts of Hill’s students becoming lost in the swamps of the Choctawatchee river 
basin, seemingly irrelevant excitement, provide support for the bird’s survival. For as Quintilian 
pointed out 2000 years ago, details can be provided in an argument that lead audiences to 
make supporting inferences for themselves; audiences, for example, will infer the strength of an 
army by the effort it takes to defeat them. In Hill’s narrative, readers can infer from the teams 
getting lost that there is sufficient wilderness habitat in northern Florida to make it possible 
for the bird to exist undetected without a deliberate search.

Different genres such as the research article and the nature narrative are like pre-existing 
grooves that shape the available content or invite its creation, and Hill uses the conventions and 
affordances of the different genres available to him to further the same claim. He is engaging 
in what can be called multi-genre arguing. But Hill is unusual in having the skill to write in 
different genres himself. It is much more common for journalists or enabling co-authors to 
pass on the arguments of scientists to much larger audiences. This chapter will explore the case 
of a single scientific argument traveling through different genres that make different resources 
of persuasion available, though this time with a twist in that the more popular genres led to a 
controversy over the scientific claim itself. The method used begins with some basic rhetorical 
categories as fishing lines and certain linguistic signatures as hooks. After a review of the nature 
of controversies in science and how they typically end, the chapter covers how the conventions 
of “downstream” genres in science reporting filter and refract the original argument in how 
they represent who did the work, how certain the results were, and what the evidence (the 
sample size and findings) involved. The next section details how the news coverage itself, with 
its typical use of expert testimony, initiated a controversy over the original scientific report 
across other online genres that in turn impacted the fate of that research for the expert com-
munity. A final section considers how multi-genre arguing offers an opportunity for studying 
the language of persuasion, as texts presenting arguments for the same claim either within or 
between genres can be compared.

23.2 Controversies as Context

Returning to the brief example cited above, we can identify another dimension to Hill’s argu-
ments in the science journal and the popular book that has to do with their context. Both were 
appearing during an ongoing controversy over the existence of the ivorybilled woodpecker. 
The debate among experts was sparked the year before by the publication in Science of an article 
claiming that this storied bird still survived in Arkansas (Fitzpatrick et al. 2005). This famous 
article was accompanied by a link to a few seconds of blurry video of a large black and white 
bird, but by 2006 ornithologists were trading sharp refutations over this claim across several 
journals (see Lynch 2011; Fahnestock 2015). So we have an important variable here: what 
happens to controversies in multi-genre arguing?

Before we add controversy to the mix, some clarifications are needed about how the term 
is used in this chapter. Disagreements of all kinds are often labeled controversies. This chapter 
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will exclude controversial policy arguments, that is, debates over what course of action to 
take, and focus instead on epistemic arguments or arguments over knowledge claims. Even 
among these, the label of controversy is sometimes misapplied. Muted controversies can occur 
when there is no dominant account of a phenomenon to begin with and various explanations 
compete for a while in a testing phase of pro and con arguments. Controversies closer to the 
sense intended here come in four varieties (see Giere 1987). First, various publics may disa-
gree with the scientific consensus, as in the case of identifying a particular virus as the cause 
of chronic-fatigue syndrome. Second, there are sometimes loner holdouts among experts to 
widely accepted claims, such as Laura Manuelidis at Yale who argued against prion disease 
despite the Nobel prize presented to its discoverer. Third, there are cases that first appear as 
controversies but turn out to be instances of outright fraud or of obvious error, like the initial 
detection of faster-than-light neutrinos. Controversies of the fourth and final type are of most 
interest here because they potentially represent the back-and-forth refinements that produce 
and validate new knowledge in the sciences. Thus these controversies involve substantive 
disagreements among experts over the evidence for a claim and its interpretation. The con-
troversy over the persistence of the ivorybilled woodpecker is one such case; another is the 
debate over the existence of a different species of humans (homo floresiensis) based on skeletal 
remains (Fahnestock 2015); another, the disagreement over the ability of cortical neurons to 
regenerate (Fahnestock 2017).

How do these epistemic controversies in the sciences end? Not by third-party adjudi-
cation. There is no formal “science court” issuing binding decisions on the correctness 
of one knowledge claim over another. Nor do scientific controversies typically end with 
negotiated settlements saying that everyone is partially correct. They can occasionally end 
with outright refutation as was the case with the claim in 2010 that a certain species of 
bacteria incorporated arsenic in its DNA (Buehl 2017). But controversies can also end with 
a form of closure almost unique to the sciences, the retraction. A retraction is a formal, 
explicit speech act performed in the written genre of a letter published in the journal 
that printed the compromised article. Probably the most common ending for an epistemic 
controversy, however, is its simple fading away. The parties disengage, operate in parallel 
universes, and refuse to continue answering one another, at least in scholarly genres, though 
in other genres controversies can be sustained over months, years, and even decades. In 
the case study that follows, the high-profile aspects of the controversy ended with abrupt 
disengagement and a retraction.

23.3 Case Study: The Genetics of Longevity

On 1 July 2010 Science again, the premier research publication of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science, published a paper on its website ScienceExpress that would 
normally have appeared in the print version of the journal shortly afterwards; early online 
publication reflects the editors’ decision about the importance of the research. The article 
reports on a Genome-Wide Association Study (GWAS) based on sampling the DNA of sub-
jects exhibiting extreme longevity (i.e., from the late 90s to over 100) and looking for variants 
that this group might have in common compared to a control group (matched demograph-
ically; an actual control group for longevity would all be dead). The study claims to have 
found a number of longevity-associated variants, groupable into 19 clusters or “signatures,” 
and it claims to have confirmed these associations in a replication study and to be able to use 
these variants to identify centenarian DNA profiles in younger individuals with 77% accuracy 
(Sebastiani et al. 2010).
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23.3.1 Research Reported in News Outlets

Using basic notions from Aristotelian rhetoric, a research report in the sciences can be described 
as a forensic or “courtroom” argument – that is, it is a conjectural and definitional argument 
for the existence and characterization of a phenomenon in nature (Fahnestock and Secor 1988). 
The news articles carrying this report to other audiences inevitably convey some version of 
this basic argument, so they are forensic also. But news reports also have a stronger epideictic 
dimension: they interpret the value of the findings for various publics according to well-es-
tablished appeals in the accommodation of science (Fahnestock 1998). In fact, without this 
“value added,” the case for a claim would not be repeated for other publics. We can think of 
these values as a topoi for exigence in science news. One of the following has to be met before 
the science news will be passed along at all:

 1. Promising significant benefits in health, goods, services, and/or convenience – or over-
coming impediments to these.

 2. Displaying the novel or unexpected (from Aristotle’s epideictic topoi – a first or a break-
through, an especially difficult thing to do, something involving rarities).

 3. Overturning widely held beliefs.
 4. Answering long asked questions or solving longstanding puzzles.

Any nuanced version or combination of these will work; one science news item could even 
satisfy all four. The grounds for this epideictic dimension have to be available from the research 
report, but they are rarely made salient in that genre.

To facilitate the news coverage of the longevity research, the journal Science evidently 
sponsored a teleconference between the lead authors and science journalists the day before 
online publication (Wade 2010a); the hedge “evidently” is used because there is no remain-
ing transcript of this phone conference but it is referred to in some of the coverage. Such 
a conference is a distinct genre in itself, giving the authors a chance to present their argu-
ments informally and to answer questions. By participating in this conference and no doubt 
receiving a copy of the paper, the reporters had to agree to an embargo rule and wait to 
publish their stories until on or after the day of the paper’s publication. There is a protocol, 
in place since the cold fusion debacle, that press releases should not precede publication in a 
peer-reviewed journal. The notion here is that a scientific argument has to be vetted first by 
an expert audience during peer review. But this convention of a time gap can be shrunk to 
minutes; that is, papers can be released online minutes before a public press conference (as 
in the woodpecker case).

Both online publication and a telephone conference with media representatives are strong 
signals of the importance of new research. It is more typical for science news to get its first 
public airing to the media in a press release from the sponsoring institution. And indeed 
the Boston University Medical Center did issue a press release (1 July 2010), and also made 
available a YouTube interview with the lead authors (The Public Health Minute) released on 
the day of online publication. There is no question about the potential public interest in this 
story meeting the requirements for value and exigence in science reporting. Realizing topos 
(1) above concerns elements that Aristotle identified in the Rhetoric as constituents of human 
happiness and therefore as perennial appeals: a long life, a healthy life, and, better still, a long 
healthy life (1361b27–34). Furthermore, satisfying topos (2), this research purported to show 
genetic factors in longevity for the first time. So not surprisingly, with the added stimulus of 
pre-publication publicity, this research was widely reported on in both print and online media. 
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Oddly there was a GWAS study published just two months before this one in the Journal of 
Gerontology which found no significant associations (Newman et al. 2010) and which is not 
mentioned in this study. This negative study received no popular coverage.

23.3.2 Agency across Genres

But the positive news certainly traveled, and we can begin to sample the versions by looking 
at how agency, a constituent of intrinsic ethos, is assigned. Agency in general, the ability to 
initiate or perform an action, is typically the property of an agent in a sentence, and the agent 
is usually identified from subject/verb pairings or from attributions using by following passive 
verbs. Fishing with these hooks, the analyst of persuasive language in science can ask, How do the 
different genres depict the agent who did the research? The typical science paper has multiple authors, 
13 in this case, and of course “author” here does not mean writer. According to conventions, 
the important positions in the author list of a research article are the first and last slots, the 
first author having most immediately directed or done the detailed work, and the last author 
as the senior scientist who sponsored, initiated, oversaw, or guided the work. But the agency 
for the work is given to all the authors, even if their only role was to provide a scarce resource. 
Typically in more recent articles, the authors speak as “we” (an antidote to the excessive use 
of the passive), though agency may also be given to the “data” or the analysis. The longevity 
research report follows the generic convention of giving agency to the collective of authors: 
we conducted, we studied, and so on.

The press release, a subgenre of the news article, resembles the regular science news article 
in repeating the argument and giving it significance, but it has a special epideictic purpose of 
promoting institutional sponsorship or ownership of the work, to give credit to the institution. 
This epideictic purpose is obvious in the Boston University press release where grammatical 
agenthood tilts to the institutional team: a new study by a team of researchers from Boston University 
Schools of Public Health and Medicine and the Boston Medical Center; the research team identified; 
the team conducted; they found; the team’s analysis identified; the researchers developed. This pattern 
occurs in 18/21 predications.

In the news reports with their preference for named individuals, agency is attributed to the 
main authors from the first and last slots in the author list, Paola Sebastiani and Thomas T. 
Perls, and occasionally to unspecified colleagues.

The Wall Street Journal: “In research published online Thursday by the journal Science, 
Dr. Sebastiani, Dr. Perls and their colleagues studied variations …”

(Hotz 2010)

The Guardian: “Sebastiani and colleagues scanned the genomes …”
(Sample 2010)

The Washington Post: “Perls and his colleagues analyzed the genes of participants …”
(Stein 2010)

In spoken or video genres, the agency is similarly narrowed further to the speakers heard or 
seen. In the Public Health Minute video accompanying the press release, for example, we 
are down to two responsible agents; only Sebastiani and Perls appear. Thirteen authors are 
not going to speak in a chorus. This narrowing comes closer to the singling out of agents 
that is more typical in genres with an epideictic burden of praise or blame. Nobel prizes 
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are never given to more than three people. As Davida Charney has pointed out, however, 
this tendency to focus on individuals in popularizations of science obscures the collective 
and consensual nature and the importance of intersubjective agreement in most scientific 
work (2003).

23.3.3 Headlines Characterizing the Content

So much for the who, now for the what. Rhetorical theory directs analysts to identify the 
overall claim and its supporting arguments. How the news reports “argue” both the forensic 
and epideictic case is often evident in their headlines, which in effect state the overall point. 
Headlines vary in the scope and modality of their claims. Below are the headlines on the 
genetics-of-longevity story from major mass media outlets in the USA and two in the UK, 
arranged in descending order according to the certainty conveyed.

Los Angeles Times: “Longevity – it’s in your genes”
(Bernstein 2010)

Wall Street Journal: “Scientists Discover Keys to Long Life”
(Hotz 2010)

ABC News/Reuters: “Gene pattern predicts who live longest”
(Fox 2010)

The Daily Mail [UK]: “Will you live to 100? Scientists pinpoint 19 markers that tell 
you if you will have a long life”

(Macrae 2010)

US News and World Report/from Science News: “For most centenarians, longevity is 
written in the DNA”

(Saey 2010)

USA Today: “Study: The Secret to Long Life is Having the Right Genes”
(Weise 2010)

Washington Post: “New study of centenarians links certain genetic variations to a long 
lifespan”

(Stein 2010)

The Guardian [UK]: “New genetic test can predict your chances of living to 100, claim 
scientists”

(Sample 2010)

Boston Globe: “Born to Age Gracefully: Genes hold clues on who may live long and 
prosper”

(Johnson 2010)

Time Magazine: “Study: Genes May Predict Who Lives to 100”
(Park 2010)
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The New York Times: “Genetic Finding May Provide a Test for Longevity”
(Wade 2010a)

Newsweek: “Scientists Discover the Fountain of Youth! Or Not.”
(Carmichael 2010a)

Most readers of the news, now primarily online, only sample the headlines, and the majority 
of the sampled headlines for this story deliver certainty. There is, however, a skew in what 
the story is actually about in some of the reporting. The potential genetic test is the selected 
feature in some headlines, perhaps because there is a stronger connection to readers’ personal 
health – hence the second-person direct address in the headlines from the Los Angeles Times 
and The Guardian. A nuance does appear in the Guardian headline with the attribution to a 
source, “scientists claim.” Otherwise the usual auxiliary “may” signals some uncertainty in Time 
Magazine and The New York Times headlines. The Newsweek headline stands out as the oddest; 
the “fountain of youth” is a popular notion, but its connotation is often debunking. (To make 
this sense of a negative connotation more than an impression, the Corpus of Contemporary 
American English provides the following usage examples: “looking for a quick fix, a fountain 
of youth; the always elusive fountain of youth”; “search for the fountain of youth in capsule 
form”; “our endless quest for a fountain of youth.”) And the skeptical negative at the end is a 
giveaway to the archness. Why Newsweek took this stance is explained below.

23.3.4 Characterization of the Evidence: The Sample

We can now compare how the actual forensic argument is supported across genres in the 
evidence reported for the finding. To look at the case in the original report requires taking 
into account the way the genre of the science article has changed with online publication. 
The original research article is presented in a short (six column) “paper” with a link to 57 
pages of rarely read Supporting Online Material (SOM) containing much greater detail and 
the data tables; only the former briefer “print” argument would have been available in the 
past. These typical shorter and longer parts present overall a complex argument for the claimed 
associations, and some elements of this argument can be isolated. For example, how does the 
original paper report on the size of the sample that supports the claim that this population 
of the extremely long-lived has certain features? Some answer to this question helps to assess 
the modality of the overall claim. In the first paragraph of the original, the authors claim “we 
undertook a genome-wide association study of exceptional longevity (EL) in 1055 centenar-
ians and 1267 controls.” Three paragraphs later, the authors write, “we studied 801 unrelated 
subjects enrolled in the New England Centenarian Study (NECS)” and “for replication, we 
used 254 … subjects enrolled by Elixir Pharmaceuticals between 2001 and 2003” (Sebastiani 
et al. 2010, 1). So strictly speaking, the associations were determined in a sample of 801 and 
later reconfirmed as present in a sample of 254 chosen in a different way for a total of 1055. 
The control group is difficult to parse out from the shorter article: it consists of three different 
populations, 243 matched from NECS relatives and 683 from the database of the company 
making the DNA analysis microarrays used; the replication control group was 341, also from 
the company’s database, for a total of 1267 controls.

Now for the sample size in the news. The Daily Mail simply misreports the total number in 
the original sample as 1600 (Macrae 2010); that is the number enrolled in the overall NCES 
study. The Los Angeles Times report uses the standard amplification formula, “the study … 
analyzed the DNA of more than 1000 centenarians” (Bernstein 2010), as does The Wall Street 
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Journal, The Economist, and Reuters. The Washington Post science writer does use the precise 
numbers from the research report’s abstract but introduces another problem in saying that 
the subjects’ “genes” were analyzed. The authors did not do whole genome sequencing and 
identification: they sampled 370,000 known single nucleotide polymorphisms (widely known 
as SNPs), when they used one kind of commercial microarray, and 610,000 when they used 
a second kind. So it is not only the size of the sample that varies in the reports but what was 
actually sampled.

Does any of this variation make a difference? From the perspective of taking the news as 
information, there may be a factual error of at most 20–25% in reporting the numbers of indi-
viduals sampled in some of the stories. From the perspective of a news article as an argument, 
this difference in the size and source of the sample should affect the probability that readers 
associate with the claim. But in general, readers do not expect reports on probabilities in the 
news. And missing from these reports is any assessment of the relation of this sample size to 
the general claim being made.

Another issue in the claim–evidence relationship has to do not just with the size of the 
test sample but with how representative it is of the population implied in the claim (in this 
case, all humans). One detail of the sample curiously omitted in much of the coverage (except 
The Guardian and USA Today) is the fact that all the centenarians sampled from the NECS 
were Caucasian. This element is actively obscured in the Public Health Minute video which 
includes images of the elderly of other races. Of course one could counter that this racial var-
iable is irrelevant, since geneticists often speak of more genetic variation within than between 
the races, but it amounts nevertheless to a misrepresentation of the sample. A second feature 
of the study is the dominance of women in the sample (though longevity statistics in general 
point to the greater survival rate of women), explained in the SOM but not reported in the 
news. And the third is the further stratification in the sample: New England centenarians are 
almost exclusively immigrants from a few European countries – not even representative of 
“Caucasians.” The researchers answer to this problem was to stratify the control group, a detail 
available in the SOM and also unreported in the coverage.

23.3.5 Characterization of the Findings

A further detail of the forensic case has to do with how many genetic variants were detected. 
The original article states at one point that, based on the microarray data: “We identified 70 
genome-wide significant SNPs in the discovery set and replicated 33 in the smaller sample 
of centenarians” (Sebastiani et al. 2010, S6). But the article abstract, the press release, the 
YouTube comments of the authors, and most of the news reports continually speak of 150 
variants identified. Where then does this 150, the highest and therefore the most often repeated 
number, come from? It comes from a further “in silico” study. The authors used a procedure 
from Bayesian statistics of incrementally adding one variant at a time to computer models to 
see how well the resulting set predicted the longevity in the cases plus controls. With the 
exception of Newsweek, all the news reports went with 150 variants, and there is a sense in 
which this number reflects what the authors ultimately considered important:

We computed the genetic risk associated with a set of SNPs using a Bayesian classifi-
cation model and designed a search procedure to discover the SNPs to be included … 
The analysis suggests that up to 150 SNPs should be sufficient to provide accurate risk 
prediction.

(Sebastiani et al. 2010, p. 2)
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The Guardian oversteps this projection in stating: “They found 150 DNA variants that were 
more common in the old-aged group that seemed to make their bodies healthier and more 
resilient” (Sample 2010).

We can examine the accumulation of slight differences in the reporting in two sentences 
from the Reuters source: “They [the researchers] studied more than 1000 people who lived 
to be 100 or more and matched them to 1200 other people to identify the genetic patterns 
more common in the 100-year-olds” and “They identified 19 patterns among about 150 genes 
and said these patterns predicted with 77% accuracy who would be in the extreme old age 
group” (Fox 2010).

 (1) “More than 1,000” is again an amplification formula for the original set plus the number 
in the replication group; the markers were initially identified in a sample of 801.

 (2) The “centenarians” in the study were not “100 or more” but had an age range from 95 to 
119 in one group and 90 to 114 in the Elixir group (since the authors’ definition of cente-
narian includes those approaching 100).

 (3) The 150 variants were not identified in the original GWAS screening according to the 
standards of significance typically used by geneticists in such tests.

 (4) The variants did not represent 150 separately identified genes; only some correlations to 
genes where the SNPs occurred are cited.

 (5) The test was 77% accurate at predicting the age status in a group already representing that 
age. It has an unknown level of accuracy in the population as a whole.

23.3.6 The Potential Medical Payoff

Another issue to consider is how the news reports covered what could be called the medical 
“payoff” of this study, the potential benefit of greatest possible interest (topos (1) above). This 
aspect of the original short argument appears briefly in the second to last paragraph where the 
sample population is reported as having variants widely associated with diseases:

These preliminary data suggest that EL [Extreme Longevity] may be the result of 
an enrichment of LAVs [Longevity Associated Variants] that counter the effect of 
disease-risk alleles and contribute to the compression of morbidity and/or disability 
towards the end of very long lives.

(Sebastiani et al. 2010, p. 3)

This speculation must have been emphasized in the teleconference, at least on the evidence of 
a direct quotation in the Washington Post:

“This result [the lack of disease associated variants] which is very surprising, suggests 
that what makes these people live a very long life is not a lack of genetic predisposition 
to diseases, but rather an enrichment of longevity-associated variance that may be 
protective,” Sebastiani said.

(Stein 2010)

Here lurks a potential blockbuster for genetic testing and drug development.
This potential is highlighted in the coverage, and here one notes two patterns in the language 

choices. One language feature is a tendency, in this turn to causal argument, to explain the 
effects of the genes and to emphasize the underlying “single difference” logic of the argument, 
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typically expressed in an antithesis. In the original press release, the presence of genetic variants 
associated with longevity is of more importance than the absence of disease-associated variants (Boston 
University School of Medicine 2010). This phrasing features paired antithetical terms but lacks 
syntactic neatness. The Scientific American coverage is a little neater in its expression: “An indi-
vidual may inherit certain genetic variations that predispose him or her to disease that decreases 
longevity; other gene variants may confer disease resistance, thereby increasing it” (Zeliadt 2010; 
italics added). But the Newsweek author captures the point in an epitomizing consolidation: 
“a very long life isn’t just about not having genes that make you sick – it’s also about having 
genes that keep you well” (Carmichael 2010a).

The other language feature shows up in the verbs as the good variants become causal agents 
acting on the bad variants. In the Los Angeles Times the good variants “somehow trump” the 
negative effects of the disease genes, though the mechanism is unknown (Bernstein 2010). In 
the Reuters story the old-age genes “appeared to cancel out the effects of the disease genes” 
(Fox 2010; italics added). The Guardian version is more active and specific still, and it removes 
the hedging: “Many of the genetic markers the scientists found stave off common, and often 
lethal, age-related diseases, such as heart disease, dementia and high blood pressure” (Sample 
2010; italics added). The mere associations reported in the original research report fall far 
short of this causal power.

23.4 Controversy Over the Findings

23.4.1 Expert Commentary

So far the issue has been how well the news items “argue” for the epideictic dimension of 
this research and how accurately they present the original forensic argument. But in the twist 
in this case, the news coverage itself became part of the overall argument because of another 
standard feature of the news genre: the solicited expert comment. In journalism, comments 
from interviews are a staple generic feature. Science reporters, especially in independent news 
outlets, typically interview experts for comments on stories. They do not necessarily seek out 
parties who might disagree, as happens with much political reporting, but ideally they look 
for an independent assessment from a recognizable authority. The epideictic dimension and 
the modality of the news reports on the longevity paper were heavily affected depending on 
the expert consulted by the reporter. The expert comments appearing in news coverage of 
the longevity research can be divided according to whether they were positive, noncommittal 
or questioning, and critical.

Among the positive expert comments is the Washington Post’s citation of the deputy director 
of the National Institute on Aging’s Division of Geriatrics and Clinical Gerontology, the fund-
ing agency for the research. She called the study “groundbreaking research” and “an important 
stepping stone” (Stein 2010). Also appearing in several stories are the positive comments of 
Professor Nir Barzilai, who does similar research on aging from a similar institutional location 
in a college of medicine.

Somewhat neutral is the commentary from Nicholas Schork quoted in US News and World 
Report. He did not question the associations identified, but he downplayed their significance: 
“They’ve identified markers for something, but what that something is remains a mystery” 
(Saey 2010). The Boston Globe consulted local professors: Leonard Guarante from MIT and 
David Altschuler from the Broad Institute. Guarante evokes the “glass half empty/glass half 
full” maxim, and Altschuler is presented as somewhat noncommittal in a single direct quote: 
“I would have guessed that longevity would be even more complex” (Johnson 2010).
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The reporting in a text of what someone other than the author said can be presented in 
basically three different ways: by direct speech, by indirect speech, and by reporting the speech 
act presumably performed by the utterance (on these variables see Leech and Short 2007, 
255–270; Fahnestock 2011, 306–315). Research reports cite but do not quote others. News 
reports typically mix direct and indirect speech from sources for stylistic variety. But there is 
also sometimes a gray zone of unclear attribution where material is presented that may come 
from someone just cited or it may come from the author continuing the overall reporting. 
Readers will probably infer that the second paragraph in the following text presents continuing 
attributable content in indirect speech.

“I would say you could either see this as the glass being half-empty or half-full,” said 
Leonard Guarante, a biology professor at MIT who does aging research. The half-full 
scenario is there are now many new genetic spots to investigate that have something 
to do with exceptional longevity, he said. “The glass half-empty would say the analysis 
of these people is already bewilderingly complex and we’re never going to make any 
headway with this approach.”

The results will have to be replicated in other groups of people to see if they hold 
up. The ideal analysis would have looked for genetic differences between people who 
lived to be 100, compared with people born at the same time, but such people have 
been dead for decades.

(Johnson 2010)

Such “gray zones” are a generic convention for handling extensive quotation. In this 
instance, the local Boston reporter may have been mitigating the criticism from the  solicited 
sources.

Other reporters were less concerned with mitigation, and outright criticisms of the work 
surfaced in the comments solicited by the New York Times, The Guardian, and especially the 
Newsweek reporters. The presence of these problematic remarks explains the hedging in their 
headlines noted earlier. Kari Stefansson, a genetics expert and entrepreneur in Iceland, won-
ders how many significant variants could be found in a modest sample (Wade 2010a); Jeffrey 
Barrett of Cambridge suspects subtle biases that created spurious results (Sample 2010); and 
“other researchers,” left unnamed, “were concerned about the new study’s methods, calling 
the results everything from ‘somewhat surprising’ to ‘preposterous’” (Carmichael 2010a). In 
the past, such expert criticisms of published work, usually based on technical details, would 
develop slowly in print outlets and sporadic professional meetings. But now thanks to newer 
online genres such as blogs or sites like PubPeer, they surface within days of the appearance 
of a research report (Buehl 2017). In the longevity case, the reporters who solicited expert 
opinions became agents in a scientific argument and in effect alerted researchers in the field, 
resulting in further criticisms and responses.

23.4.2 Unfolding Rebuttal

The results of the reported criticisms appearing in news outlets unfolded quickly. On 4 July, 
three days after the research report first appeared online, Science’s rival publication, Nature, 
posted a story “Longevity Paper Sparks Debate” which simply repeats the criticisms printed 
in Newsweek and the Guardian (Nature Newsblog 2010). What earns the term “debate” in the 
title? The Nature reporter contacted Sebastiani, read her the criticisms, invited her responses, 
and reported them, in effect creating “the debate” that the story reports on.
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Two days later, on 6 July, Newsweek’s Mary Carmichael posted a second very detailed crit-
ical article with an especially telling further observation from Stefansson (Carmichael 2010b; 
see below). This story was followed the next day by critical blog postings from 23andMe, the 
company famous for selling SNP analysis to the public, and from Daniel MacArthur, a GWAS 
researcher affiliated with Harvard Medical School, on National Geographic’s Scienceblogs. In 
online genres such as blogs, with their informal register and greater freedom, arguments derived 
from underlying disciplinary identification and expertise issues surface without politeness. 
The critics are “big-name geneticists” who have spent time on this kind of messy data: “It’s 
all too easy for noisy data to introduce bias that produces false association signals. So, kids, 
don’t end up in Newsweek for all the wrong reasons: talk to someone who really knows what 
they’re doing when it comes to GWAS data” (MacArthur 2010; the original blog posting is 
no longer available, but it was republished on Wired online on 7 July 2010). The “kids” are 
not experienced geneticists per se but biostatisticians or medical researchers.

The original authors’ response to these criticisms was also quick. On 6 July, an hour after 
the very detailed second Newsweek article, Science issued a statement on behalf of the authors 
saying that they were reviewing their data in the light of the criticisms. On 7 July, Sebastiani 
and Perls offered a live webchat and the chance to answer questions sent to them. There were 
in fact no substantive questions sent in, so the two dealt with a prepared list of questions that 
had mostly to do with the possibilities of genetic testing for longevity variants.

On 8 July, Science’s news arm conducted and posted an interview with the authors in which 
they were asked critical questions and given a chance to defend themselves (Couzin-Frankel 
2010). In this interview, Perls makes it clear that all the criticisms were coming to him via 
the media. Reporters were contacting him with the criticisms they had solicited, asking for 
his responses. Notable in this exchange is the Science interviewer’s treatment of the authors 
as actors now dissociated from the journal, as in the question on whether they should have 
done a follow up before publishing. That was something a careful peer review process should 
have insisted on before publication. On the same day, the eighth after the publication of the 
original research, the New York Times ran a story with the headline, “Scientists criticize study 
on genetics of old age,” and this devasting first sentence:

A study on the genetics of centenarians that was published last week in Science, a lead-
ing scientific journal, has come under criticism from geneticists who say it has obvious 
weaknesses, is probably incorrect, and should not have been published in a premier 
journal.

(Wade 2010b)

The most telling criticisms were technical ones. Kari Stefansson of DeCode Genetics in Iceland 
pointed out that the 610 Illumina microarray chip used by the Boston University researchers 
had a known proclivity to give false positives at two of the very sites marked as strong corre-
lations in the paper. Stefansson was even able, as he put it, to reverse engineer the math and 
determine that around 8% of the centenarians had been tested with the 610K rather than the 
370K chip without this problem. This detail was not reported anywhere in the original research 
report, but when asked directly by the reporters, Sebastiani confirmed that the number was 
10%, also explaining that they had switched to the 610 chip because the other went off the 
market at one point. They claimed that this difference affected only two of the sites and not the 
overall findings. But Altschuler of Harvard’s Broad Institute and Goldstein from Duke thought 
that the use of the different techniques of sampling and different platforms of analysis in both 
the cases and controls completely compromised the study (Carmichael 2010b).
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How did the journal Science respond to the serious criticisms that surfaced? In the July 
interview, Perls promised a response to the criticisms in a matter of weeks. Evidently nothing 
happened quickly, and four months later Science issued an Editorial Expression of Concern, the 
journal’s genre for officially distancing itself from an article. This text appeared both online and 
in the print journal, promising a later decision (Alberts 2010). After adding another form of 
variant testing, the Boston University group resubmitted its paper to Science toward the end of 
the year for another review, as promised in the earlier Expression of Concern, but it was now 
rejected for failing to meet the journal’s standards (or perhaps new standards) for GWAS studies.

23.4.3 Retraction and Its Coverage

A year after publication, the paper was formally retracted. A retraction is an unusually visible 
speech act that requires the explicit performative verb retract. It is by no means inevitable that 
a criticized study goes to the point of retraction, and it sometimes happens that not all the 
authors agree to a retraction, though they did in this case. This retraction was evidently the 
result of a prior agreement between the authors and the journal that if their revision was 
rejected, they would retract the original article. At any rate, this retraction is unusual in that 
the authors concede changed details but maintain their conclusions and promise to pursue 
“alternative publication” (Sebastiani et al. 2011).

Given the attention to this article when it first appeared and its wide coverage, how was this 
retraction reported? In the actual appearance of the article in the online Science archive, a red 
heading appears as a banner at the top of the article, and both the Expression of Concern and 
the Retraction appear at the end. But the entire article is still fully available. A similar banner 
notice of retraction also appears in The Economist’s archived copy of the original story and on 
the 23andMe blog. But this practice of noting a later retraction is not typical in downstream 
genres. As far as coverage in the mainstream outlets that covered the original, only The New 
York Times, The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, and a CNN blog covered the retraction. 
Oddly Newsweek, so instrumental in the downfall of the article, did not. Most of the people who 
read about the original publication probably did not read about the criticisms or the retraction.

The retraction was not the end of the story. In January 2012, as promised in the Science 
retraction, a revised study by the main authors appeared in PLOS One, the lead for a group of 
open access journals from the Public Library of Science, a not-for-profit publishing enterprise 
supported by the “author pay” model. PLOS One publishes roughly half of papers submit-
ted, and a letter from the editor accompanied this republication saying that “important new 
results and approaches [ought] to be available to the scientific community so long as scientific 
standards have been met.” The new study was given the same title as the original and it does 
not cite the original at all (Sebastiani et al. 2012). All the authors of the preceding paper were 
authors of this paper, and three new authors were added from the Department of Epidemiology 
and Public Health at the Yale University Medical School. These new authors replicated the 
original study in a newly added cohort of 61 centenarians and a different platform; a special 
assay referred to in the Expression of Concern was used to validate the genotyping of the 
controls. This time, however, the results were somewhat different. Instead of 150 associated 
variants identified in the Bayesian modeling, the authors now claim more associations but with 
a lower percentage of predictability overall. However, new in this study is the increasing level 
of predictability associated with subsets of the sample: the associations are 61% accurate for 
those 100 or older, 73% for those 102 or older, and 85% for those 105 or older. The older 
the person, the stronger the prevalence, and hence the greater importance of a certain set of 
genetic variants; so in some ways, the claims in this paper are stronger.
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Rather than attracting attention, this reassertion seems to have received very little coverage 
in the venues that covered the original. The Boston University Medical Center did not issue a 
separate news release, though it did provide an overview, obviously written by the authors, in its 
routine listing of papers published by the institution’s researchers. This description was picked 
up by the online science news site, sciencedaily.com (Boston University School of Medicine 
2012). But among mass media publications, only the Boston Globe, the hometown newspaper, 
noticed the republication; their report spends some of its short space on the failure of the first 
paper and it never mentions anyone by name (Johnson 2012). The pattern that emerges from 
the several phases of this longevity research is probably typical; there is little mainstream media 
attention to the process of correcting or refining claims. Casual, non-expert readers, sampling 
headlines and hearing snippets, typically do not know what they do not know.

23.5 Conclusion and Implications

The initial spread of the longevity–genes association story counts as one more weight in the 
current cultural scale on the side favoring genetic determinism. The original authors pursued 
genetic associations in the first place because of the known clustering of longevity in certain 
families and ethnic groups, even though there would be no selection pressure for longevity 
decades past the age of reproduction. A comment posted after the Boston University Public 
Health Minute (now unavailable) sums up the overall popular takeaway: “The nature vs nurture 
argument is over. Genes win.” Contemporary opinion favors genetic essentialism as evidenced 
in the popularity of genetic testing for ethnicity, and the wide initial coverage of this research 
probably reflects support for this common belief, despite the fact that, paradoxically, there must 
also be something new in a report that nevertheless upholds prevailing assumptions.

The overall message from the longevity case for science accommodation, for the balancing 
act that is science journalism, seems mixed. Readers were offered the basics of a persuasive 
forensic case and an epideictic argument for its importance in the news coverage, but the 
actual claim and evidence were delivered with varying degrees of reliability. Reading around 
in different sources builds up a more accurate view of the research, but most readers do not do 
that. In the case of individual news reports, clearly some were better than others as arguments 
in themselves restating the original forensic case intended for an expert audience. But then 
again, the original article had significant problems, did not communicate all its details, and the 
authors may have oversold their results in interviews with journalists.

Multi-genre arguing, on display in the longevity case, is and has been the norm for high 
profile issues, especially controversies, and the spread of available genres has increased in the 
internet age. Claims and supporting premises now travel further and faster in different genres 
to different audiences, but not without refraction as authors exploit the different conventions 
and affordances of different genres and outlets. The modality associated with a claim is often 
changed in this process as an epideictic dimension in some genres typically makes what is 
assessed more certain. Ethos and agency may also be constructed quite differently in different 
genres, and new arguments may become available. Thus an argument invisible in the research 
and news genres surfaced in the blogs: namely the importance of the disciplinary identities 
and affiliations of the authors: criticisms came from true geneticists familiar with the compli-
cations in the data; incorrect results came from “kids” who were using tools they did not fully 
understand. Further consequential differences in the persuasive cases might also be detected 
with different fishing hooks for the language patterns prevailing in different genres.

The moral: We are always passing along the conclusions of arguments, if not the arguments 
themselves, and the content of our minds is the residue of heard and overheard arguments. 

http://sciencedaily.com
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In a world of multi-genre arguments from parties with different purposes, what should someone 
do who wants to assess the best case for an epistemic claim? First, we could judge that the 
best argument for such a claim is the one addressed to the appropriate disciplinary audience 
in an authoritative outlet, presumably the one meeting the highest explicit standards, though 
this argument may have a compromising afterlife. Second, we could take arguments addressed 
to broader audiences in journalistic outlets, or those presented in less filtered online genres, as 
expressing what was actually convincing to the experts but was not admissible in the expert 
genres. Or third and better still, we can combine the first two options and sample the arguments 
refracted across genres. This multi-genre testing may be the wisest course for those who want 
to assemble the best possible case for any claim. Caveat credulus.
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PROPAGANDA

John Oddo

24.1 Introduction

From reckless spin and slimy advertising to dangerous internet conspiracy theories about “hoax” 
viruses and “stolen” elections, propaganda shows no signs of slowing down. Scholars are trying 
to keep up. But, as interest in propaganda surges, researchers still grapple with basic issues about 
the concept. For example, how do we define propaganda without conflating it with persuasion 
in general or turning it into a pejorative for whatever we dislike? Is propaganda inherently 
wrong (and, if it is, what makes it so)? Or is propaganda a neutral (even positive) term for 
information campaigns that control content in order to maintain social order? Finally, how 
does propaganda work in this age of mass communication and social media?

To consider these questions, I review several academic treatments of propaganda, highlight-
ing contributions by scholars in rhetoric and communication. Building on this work, I then 
offer my own three-part definition. First, I contend that propaganda is manipulative. That 
is, propaganda tends to prevent audiences from thoughtful consideration of their alternatives 
and, thus, from freely giving their assent. Next, I argue that propaganda is anti-democratic, 
as it tends not only to limit choice, but also to promote (or reify) unfair power relations and 
inequality. Finally, I argue that propaganda should be regarded as an intertextual process, a 
rhetorical progression in which some favored meaning is repeated and reaffirmed across texts 
and situations. Accordingly, discourse becomes something like propaganda when multiple 
parties recontextualize it – faithfully and continually. To illustrate this phenomenon, I offer a 
brief analysis of propaganda in Joseph Biden’s presidency. I conclude the chapter by considering 
issues about propaganda that still need to be resolved by researchers.

24.2 A Brief History of Propaganda Scholarship

Before the sixteenth century, the Latin term propaganda described biological reproduction 
(Fellows, 1959, p. 182), especially the cultivation of “plants by means of slips, shoots, and 
cuttings” (Auerbach & Castronovo, 2013, p. 2). However, the word’s meaning was begin-
ning to change in 1622, when Pope Gregory XV established the Sacred Congregation de 
propaganda fide (on propagating the faith), commissioning his cardinals to spread Catholic 
teachings worldwide (Fellows, 1959, p. 182). For the Vatican, the goal was to defeat the 
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Protestant Reformation and attain supremacy for “the one truth about religion” (Auerbach 
& Castronovo, 2013, p. 1). And, so, propaganda began to connote not just horticulture, but 
expansion and conquest (pp. 1–2).

English usage of propaganda continued to reference the spread of religious doctrine, until the 
nineteenth century when Americans began to infuse the term with secular political meanings 
(Fellows, 1959, pp. 182–183). Still, the word propaganda was not generally used, and, when it 
was, it could be inflected with positive or negative connotations (pp. 183–184). However, that 
changed with World War I (1914–1918), a war that both popularized propaganda and cemented 
its legacy as a term of opprobrium. During the war, Allied governments vilified the word, using 
it exclusively in reference to enemy deception (Miller, 2005, p. 14). But propaganda became 
even more sinister after the war, as people in America and the United Kingdom discovered 
their own governments had wielded it against them (p. 15).

The war seemed to confirm that masses of people could be whipped into a frenzy, a trou-
bling phenomenon that sparked a wave of scholarly interest in propaganda. For scholars like 
John Dewey, it was imperative to protect people from propaganda, primarily by improving 
education and empowering informed participation in democracy (Sproule, 1984). For others, 
however, the unruly public needed to be managed – and propaganda was a crucial instrument 
of control. Walter Lippmann (1922/1997), for example, argues that the public is so bewildered 
and unreasonable that it cannot possibly be entrusted with political decision-making: democ-
racy is a failed experiment. For Lippmann, then, propaganda is not necessarily a sinister thing, 
since it might be used to steer the masses and manufacture their consent to policies developed 
by elite governors and experts (pp. 158, 250–257).

This anti-egalitarian argument was also presented by Edward Bernays, nephew of Sigmund 
Freud and chief architect of the public relations industry (PR). According to Bernays (2005), 
democracy is justifiably controlled by a few “invisible governors” who “pull the wires which 
control the public mind” (p. 37, 38). It is good these “intelligent minorities” (p. 57) use prop-
aganda to manipulate “the herd” (p. 126) for it guarantees the “reasonable smoothness” of the 
free market (p. 39) and the “orderly functioning of our group life” (p. 38). Bernays, too, insists 
that propaganda is a neutral tool, but his own use of it as a PR consultant was consistently 
exploitative (as when he helped the American Tobacco Company recruit women smokers by 
linking cigarettes – dubbed “torches of freedom” – with feminist emancipation) or downright 
imperialist (as when he helped engineer a coup in Guatemala to secure profits for the United 
Fruit Company).

Interestingly, Bernays was mocked by Kenneth Burke, who regarded the PR specialist not as 
a champion for an orderly society, but as an elitist huckster who obscured realities of staggering 
inequality (Henderson, 2016, pp. 77–78). Burke brings rhetorical theory to bear on the issue of 
propaganda, which, in his view, could be used legitimately to produce social change. Certainly, 
Burke recognizes how some propaganda (e.g., Nazi propaganda) can be used to incite people 
to hate, and he works to elucidate how and why such malevolent propaganda works (Hawhee, 
2013, pp. 341–344; Henderson, 2016, pp. 83–86). However, the propaganda championed by 
Burke is never about manipulating people; indeed, Burke’s propaganda isn’t even necessarily 
aimed at the “masses.” Instead, he imagines propaganda as a “daily cultural practice and a rhe-
torical mode of being” (Hawhee, 2013, p. 331), a vocation that might find the propagandist in 
casual interactions with the yet-to-be convinced. The goal is not to control audiences, but to 
identify with them – centering their values, attitudes, and language, and merging these with a 
“sympathy for the oppressed and antipathy toward our oppressive institutions” (Burke, 1935, as 
cited in Hawhee, 2013, p. 332). Burke (1957) envisions propaganda that is not just “hortatory,” 
but “educational” (p. 277), a means of teaching people about the world.
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While Burke contends propaganda can be educational, Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-
Tyteca (hereafter P&OT) argue that propaganda and education are opposed. The Belgian 
scholars (1969) associate education with epideictic rhetoric, that is, rhetoric that helps dispose 
an audience toward favorable actions by increasing their commitment to shared values (p. 50). 
Put differently, educational discourse is epideictic because it is authorized by the community, 
promoting values that are commonly held (p. 51). Thus, educators don’t use their prestige to 
advance selfish causes, but aim at “instilling the values of a given society” (p. 54). By contrast, 
propagandists promote values that are disputed, furthering their own selfish goals. Rather than 
strengthening communion with the audience, then, propaganda seeks a spectacular change 
in the audience’s beliefs (p. 54). Thus, P&OT suggest, education and propaganda are “forces 
working in opposite directions”: education may even be the antidote to propaganda, a form 
of “resistance against” its “adverse” effects (p. 54).

Though P&OT believed education might counteract propaganda, French philosopher and 
theologian Jacques Ellul (1965) was not so optimistic. Ellul suggests education is “inevitably 
taken over” by propaganda (p. 13). This comment reflects Ellul’s general thesis: propaganda 
penetrates a seemingly endless array of genres. For Ellul, propaganda is a totalizing force with 
many faces, including both familiar forms and others that often go undetected. For example, 
like P&OT, Ellul recognizes a “propaganda of agitation” that aims to change an audience’s 
beliefs through spectacular and controversial appeals (pp. 71–74). However, Ellul also observes a 
propaganda of integration, a more enduring type that seeks conformity and “total adherence” to 
social norms (pp. 74–75). Similarly, Ellul differentiates between political propaganda, produced 
by governments to influence citizens (p. 62), and sociological propaganda that emerges without 
conscious planning, as group members “unwittingly” reinforce “doctrines on what is good or 
bad” (pp. 64, 65). Such propaganda aims not at a rapid change in behaviors, but acts “gently” 
and “slowly” (p. 66) to encourage “an entire style of life” (pp. 62–63). Finally, Ellul reimagines 
how propaganda travels. Traditionally, it is said to move vertically from powerful institutions to 
the public. But Ellul argues propaganda also moves horizontally, circulating among people of 
equal status (p. 81). Regardless of its form or trajectory, propaganda, for Ellul, results in elite 
domination. As he puts it, “all propaganda ends up as a means by which the prevailing powers 
manipulate the masses” (p. 241).

More contemporary examinations of propaganda are too numerous to recount,1 but I would 
like to mention a few recent and important treatments. Auerbach and Castronovo (2013) argue 
that propaganda is not inherently immoral and that it often spreads among ordinary people 
who use it for their own ends. Huckin (2016), too, contends that propaganda can be spread 
collectively by ordinary people; however, he suggests that it is immoral, since it manipulates 
people (often by omitting or silencing relevant information). Meanwhile, in the fields of rheto-
ric and argumentation, significant efforts have been made to distinguish propaganda from other 
forms of discourse. Arguing that propaganda and rhetoric have been uncritically conflated, 
Beth Bennett and Sean Patrick O’Rourke (2006) seek to tease the two concepts apart. They 
make their case by treating six points of comparison:

 1. Audience. While rhetoric approaches audience members as equal “co-participant[s] in deci-
sion-making” (p. 66), propaganda treats audiences as targets “to be struck or filled” (p. 67).

 2. Choice. Rhetoric promotes informed choices, but propaganda seeks to limit choice and 
even obscure relevant information (pp. 67–68).

 3. Desired Response. Propaganda aims to “short-circuit” thought, achieving a “reactionary” 
response; rhetoric encourages a “thinking response,” engaging “the whole person—
rational, emotional, moral” (p. 68).
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 4. Means. Propaganda uses whatever means of persuasion seem most effective and expedient, 
but rhetoric seeks appeals that are both effective and ethical (p. 68).

 5. Truth. While propaganda regards truth as something that can be determined by the prop-
agandist (or simply eschewed when convenient), rhetoric views truth as both relevant and 
constituted through social dialogue (p. 69).

 6. Persuaders. Propagandists regard themselves as superior, while rhetoricians see themselves as 
equal partners in deliberation (p. 69).

In a somewhat similar vein, Douglas Walton (1997) seeks to differentiate propaganda from other 
“goal-directed type[s] of dialogue” (p. 392). For Walton, propaganda is not like deliberative 
discussions where the goal is to weigh the alternatives even-handedly and without bias. Instead, 
propaganda is an “action-getting dialogue,” where the goal is to get audiences to comply with 
some policy, regardless of whether they are persuaded it is right (p. 395). Propaganda may 
involve logical reasoning and truth-telling; however, it is generally indifferent to such concerns 
(p. 395). Indeed, propaganda will use whatever means are expedient, for all that matters is 
achieving the goal: “compliance for action, or action itself ” (p. 396).

According to Walton, we should not condemn propaganda for disregarding truth and rea-
son. For truth and reason are “simply not its purpose” (p. 396). To Walton, there is no defect 
with propaganda, as long as it is not pretending to be another kind of discourse where every-
one expects balance, openness, and truth. Put differently, “if the discourse is supposed to be 
propaganda, and if the audience is aware that the discourse is of this type,” then deception, 
one-sidedness, and the like are not fallacious (p. 403). Actually, Walton says, propaganda using 
such techniques may be ethical – for example, in an emergency where lying might save lives 
(p. 410). Still, he advises that audiences treat propaganda with “careful skepticism” (p. 411).

24.3 Propaganda as Manipulative,  
Anti-Democratic, and Intertextual

As the above sketch suggests, people disagree about what propaganda is and how it works. 
And in evaluating it, some say propaganda is deceptive or logically suspect; others say it can 
be truthful and rational. Some see it as a neutral and even ethical instrument; others see it as 
a tool of power and control. Some imagine propaganda is a goal-oriented enterprise in which 
a self-interested persuader seeks to influence a target audience. But others say propaganda 
is often spread unwittingly by ordinary people. In what remains of this chapter, I am going 
to take sides in these debates, largely summarizing points I have made earlier in a study of 
discourses surrounding the Persian Gulf War in Iraq and the “War on Terror” (Oddo, 2018). 
I focus on three issues. First, I examine whether propaganda is fair to audiences. While I 
concede it may be truthful, I argue it is still manipulative and contrary to the principle of free 
and informed choice. Next, I discuss propaganda’s role in society. I suggest it is not neutral or 
good – instead, it is anti-democratic and tends to (re)produce inequality. Finally, I attempt to 
define the structure of propaganda discourse. I argue it is thoroughly intertextual, entailing a 
diffuse process of recontextualization. Thus, it can be spread deliberately to exploit people or 
it can circulate unintentionally for innocent reasons.

24.3.1 Manipulation

Following Auerbach and Castronovo (2013), one might define propaganda neutrally, “simply 
as a mode of mass persuasion, neither good nor evil” (p. 5). And maybe a neutral definition 
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is appropriate, for, as we have seen, propaganda did not always carry negative connotations. 
However, I think that, as scholars, it behooves us to retain the idea that propaganda is inherently 
bad. As Auerbach and Castronovo (2013) themselves note, “we cannot turn back the clock 
to restore propaganda to its pristine state before the global violence of the twentieth century” 
(p. 5). I would add that, in fact, propaganda never had a “pristine state.” Long before World War 
I, it was looked upon suspiciously. And, while it is true the Catholic Church of the seventeenth 
century regarded its propaganda as righteous, the Protestants who were propagandized saw 
things differently.2 Granted, there are – and have been – campaigns that argue honestly and aim 
at just ends – women’s suffrage, the abolition of slavery, the elimination of white supremacy. 
But, we do not need the word propaganda to describe such positive mass persuasion (a phrase 
like “civic rhetoric” seems more apt). And let’s be honest: these examples of heroic rhetoric 
are generally not what drive people to study propaganda. Indeed, it is propaganda’s malevolent 
potential that inspires scholarly attention. We are interested in it not because propaganda once 
had a more open-ended meaning, but because the term now represents a true social evil. 
So, we can reserve the term for “bad” mass persuasion – and be explicit about what makes 
propaganda objectionable.

To that end, I suggest that propaganda is objectionable partly because it is manipulative. 
Before proceeding with a definition, several initial points must be made to dispel confusion. 
First, discourse can be manipulative without a conscious manipulator. Certainly, conscious 
manipulators are important. But manipulative discourse can spread without a deliberate prop-
agandist. Indeed, manipulation can simply involve one perspective becoming so dominant that 
other perspectives are obscured. This does not necessitate a conspiracy, but a propaganda system 
wherein certain truth claims are more shareable than others.

Next, there are degrees of manipulation: we should not view manipulation as simply the 
binary opposite of some “pure” rhetoric. Rather, we should imagine a spectrum of rhetorical 
possibilities that are more or less manipulative, more or less fair. On one end of the contin-
uum is open democratic dialogue that champions the “will to truth” and on the other end are 
authoritarian diatribes that conceal alternative viewpoints, entrap and deceive, and respect only 
the “will to power.” Across the middle between these is everything from minor overstatement, 
to the self-interested framing of a controversy, to unsound arguments that guide audiences 
toward prechosen conclusions. When widespread discourse tends toward flagrant manipulation, 
we can confidently call it propaganda, but there are borderline cases.

Third, manipulative rhetoric does not fool all the people all the time. Some may be “imper-
vious to manipulation,” exposing and countering deceptive claims (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 375).3 
Others may be victimized by manipulative discourse, even as they help to spread it. And still 
others may see through manipulative rhetoric, but participate in sharing it to gain some advan-
tage. Finally, when we label some rhetorical form as “manipulative” in one context, it does not 
mean this form is manipulative in all contexts. As always, analysts need to address situational 
factors, including how rhetorical techniques are used and interpreted in real situations.

So what is manipulation? Let’s begin by saying manipulation describes not the actions of a 
persuader, but an effect on audiences. Specifically, audiences are manipulated when a rhetorical 
situation prevents them from thoughtful consideration of their alternatives, and, thus, prevents 
them from freely giving their assent to some action or idea. It is helpful to compare manip-
ulation to legitimate persuasion.4 As Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969) argue, legitimate 
argumentation entails a choice for audiences; indeed, by proposing a hierarchy of alternatives, 
it seeks to make this choice a rational one (p. 62). In this view, audiences are thinking people 
who choose to give their adherence (and thereby commit themselves) to some conclusion. But 
an audience has no real choice if they are presented with “only one solution” (p. 62). And 
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they cannot freely choose, if they are pressured, deceived, intimidated, threatened, or otherwise 
entrapped. Similarly, to give authentic consent, they must be adequately informed, able to 
understand the relevant details of the situation and the consequences of their decision.

When rhetorical situations are manipulative, audiences are not allowed the freedom to 
think and choose. They are denied options, pressured, under-informed, or misinformed. On 
the one hand, manipulation may work by interfering with one’s ability to attentively process 
discourse in real time (Pratkanis & Aronson, 2001, pp. 33–40; Van Dijk, 2006, p. 365). This 
might be as simple as misdirecting one’s attention, as when an ad emphasizes the delicious 
flavor of a “fresh fruit” cocktail, but the fine print reveals the fruit is swimming in sugary 
syrup. On the other hand, manipulation may be “geared to more stable results” (Van Dijk, 
2006, p. 367), affecting knowledge and beliefs. For example, many people were manipulated 
into developing a persistent, false understanding of reality, when the George W. Bush adminis-
tration repeatedly suggested in 2002–2003 that Iraq was collaborating with al-Qaeda terrorists 
(Oddo, 2018, p. 29).

As Van Dijk (2006) argues, no rhetorical technique is inherently wrong or fallacious, but 
some techniques “may be more efficient than others” when it comes to manipulation (p. 373). 
For example, Van Dijk cites the overall strategy of positive self-presentation and negative 
other-presentation, a polarizing rhetoric which emphasizes the best characteristics of “our” 
side and the worst qualities of “theirs” (p. 373). This can be manipulative if the propaganda 
paints a false picture of reality (“our side is always good; theirs is always bad”) or unreasonably 
pressures audiences to conform (“if you’re not with us, you’re against us”). Relatedly, there is 
the strategy of emotional coercion (Hart, 2010). Stirring emotions is not necessarily manipu-
lative, but emotions can be “falsely induce[d]” (p. 81) – for example, people can be moved to 
fear and anger, when there is little to be fearful or angry about. Another manipulative effect 
concerns simple repetition. Any claim – regardless of its veracity – seems truer the more it is 
repeated (Pierre, 2020). Thus, propaganda may create the “illusion of truth” simply by virtue 
of mass-repetition (Pierre, 2020). Interestingly, the tendency to believe a recurring (false) claim 
may hold regardless of whether the claim is repeated categorically (“John is evil”), as an open 
question (“Is John evil?”), or even as a discredited myth (“There is no reason to believe John 
is evil”) (Pierre, 2020). This is why replacing propaganda claims (“John is good!”) may be 
better than simply denying or debunking them. Certainly, propaganda is most infamous for 
manipulating people through lies, half-truths, and fallacies, but, in fact, outright fabrications are 
relatively uncommon, and the explicit statements of propaganda are often true. More typically, 
propaganda works through manipulative silence, whereby an agent presents true information, 
but also withholds crucial information which, if disclosed, would alter one’s perception of 
events (Huckin, 2002, p. 351).

A final noteworthy form of manipulation concerns the closing down of alternatives. This 
can happen on the micro-level, as when contentious claims are embedded in presuppositions. 
For instance, journalist Daniel Klaidman (2012) remarked in an editorial about U.S. drone 
strikes: “It is precisely the pinpoint accuracy of drones that makes them such a significant 
humanitarian advance over other kinds of weaponry.” This statement presupposes both that 
drones have pinpoint accuracy and that they represent a humanitarian advance. These claims 
are dubious, but when implanted as presuppositions, an audience may be manipulated into 
believing they represent “common ground” – that alternative views do not exist. However, 
restricting the alternatives available to an audience need not happen at the micro-level; it can 
also be a macro-phenomenon. This brings us back to Huckin’s (2002) notion of “manipulative 
silence,” as propaganda can involve the omission of not just individual claims, but entire per-
spectives. Some intertextual systems provide little or no space for “undesirable” narratives and 
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worldviews. For example, Herman and Chomsky (2002) contend that American journalism 
narrows the range of debate, keeping “dissent and inconvenient information … within bounds 
and at the margins” (p. xii). That is, unwanted stories and perspectives are generally silenced 
or minimized. If certain stories are left off the news menu (or made impossible to find), then 
audiences may be constrained and manipulated. For example, the Western press regularly 
produces copious – and true – stories of terrorist acts committed by Muslims, while silencing 
positive stories about them and downplaying stories of terrorism committed by people of 
other religions (Kearns, Betus, & Lemieux, 2019). News audiences may be manipulated into 
a distorted worldview, fearing terrorist acts more than they should and falsely believing that 
Muslims are very likely to perpetrate them.

As this last example suggests, we must go beyond linguistic techniques when evaluating 
manipulation (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 372). We also need to consider the social consequences of 
discourse, and how it contributes to existing power relations.

24.3.2 The Anti-Democratic Function of Propaganda

When we say propaganda is manipulative, we generally mean it violates communicative norms 
and expectations (e.g., truthfulness, relevance, balance, reasonableness). The problem with 
manipulative propaganda, then, is not so much what the propaganda is arguing for, but the 
processes of argument deemed unfair to audiences. Judging propaganda on such process-based 
grounds is important because it illuminates the rights of audiences in a free society: the right 
to be treated as co-equal and not a means to an end, the right to autonomy and freedom 
of choice. In fact, scholars who see propaganda as wrong usually base their claim on these 
processual concerns. But I contend that propaganda’s “badness” cannot be reduced to the 
violation of audience rights and expectations. There is another kind of “badness,” one that has 
to do not with argumentative processes that are unfair to audiences, but with argumentative 
content that is unfair to people who may never be addressed. Judging propaganda content is 
important because it illuminates the fundamental rights of all people, regardless of their status 
as audience members. A critique of propaganda content rests on the democratic principle of 
equality, the notion that no person or group should have supremacy over another. Such a 
critique recognizes existing inequalities – historical power relations that secure the rights and 
privileges of one group, while denying the same rights and privileges to another. To understand 
this “badness” is to understand racism, oligarchy, militarism, patriarchy, heterosexism – a host of 
interlocking social evils – and to insist that rhetoric promoting or reifying such undemocratic 
institutions is wrong.

Indeed, such rhetoric is wrong even if it upholds traditional communicative norms. Imagine, 
for example, an argument advocating slavery. The argument never lies or uses fallacious reason-
ing; it provides factual evidence for its claims; it respects the audience’s right to choose alter-
natives and recognizes multiple points of view; it even concedes slavery is evil, but ultimately 
still argues in its favor. Is such an argument ethical? When I pose this question to my students, 
a few say yes. But most, like me, say any argument for slavery is morally outrageous, regardless 
of how “reasonably” it is constructed. This is because slavery, regardless of how it is justified, 
is inherently wrong – and it is wrong because slavery, regardless of how it is justified, violates 
one group’s fundamental human rights so that another group can gain advantage. Following 
Van Dijk (2006) we can say propaganda is illegitimate in a democracy because “it is in the best 
interests of ” dominant groups, and “hurts the interests of less powerful groups and speakers” 
(p. 364). Propaganda isn’t just manipulative; it is anti-democratic. It doesn’t just dupe audiences and 
prevent informed choice. It consolidates power – serving one group, while harming another.
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Of course, once you concede propaganda is unethical because of antidemocratic content, 
and not just manipulative processes, the next challenge is to decide what kinds of content 
violate democracy. The obvious problem is that people disagree about what democracy entails. 
I think democracy is something more than a system of representative government with regular 
elections. When defined so minimally, democracy would allow (and perhaps even recommend) 
that elected representatives manage the people through propaganda – allegedly for their own 
benefit. To me, though, democracy entails citizens’ active participation and deliberation, the 
autonomy to determine the circumstances of their own lives – as long as, in doing so, they do 
not violate the rights of others (Held, 2006, p. 282; Farrelly, 2015, pp. 27–28). Propaganda 
hinders democracy by undermining the right of equality or preventing active participation in 
democratic life.

In fact, some of what I discussed under the heading of “manipulation” could be treated 
under a banner of “anti-democracy.” When governments lie, for example, they do not just pre-
vent an audience’s informed decision-making; they make democratic deliberation impossible. 
When alternative views are silenced in the press, audiences are not just denied a choice; the 
people holding those views are denied an opportunity to be counted in democratic debate. As 
Stanley (2015) argues, democracy should welcome “diverse reasonable perspectives” (p. 107) – 
especially those of citizens directly affected by a given policy. Interestingly, Stanley extends 
this principle as holding between citizens of different nations. When the actions of one nation 
impinge upon another, it is important to hear the other’s perspective. Thus, when America 
launches a war in another country, Stanley argues, Americans should have the opportunity to 
hear from “a member of a population being invaded and … bombed” (p. 122). Instead, “a 
paradigm way that propaganda in a democratic society manifests is by representing [some] per-
spectives … as unworthy of consideration” (p. 122). This gets tricky, though, because, as Stanley 
implies, there are also unreasonable perspectives, ones not worth considering. Sometimes, it is 
easy to identify them. Surely, we don’t think Nazi perspectives are reasonable and, thus, don’t 
want them represented in major newspapers. But there might be other perspectives that are 
not so easy to classify as unreasonable. Who decides which perspectives are worth hearing?

Similarly, we may agree that liberal democracy should protect individual rights. Thus, 
we condemn propaganda encouraging the violation of human rights, however “reasonable” 
its arguments may be. But again it is not so easy, since people disagree fundamentally about 
human rights. Should they include only “negative” rights – for example, the right to speak and 
assemble without government intrusion – or should they also include “positive” rights – for 
example, the right to housing, income, medical care, and so on?

I do not pretend to have the answers, but I do think it is incumbent upon propaganda 
scholars to attend to democracy – and anti-democracy – when conducting their analyses. At 
minimum, this means analysts must demonstrate how propaganda may contribute to unfair 
social arrangements, serving the interests of a dominant group while harming the interests of 
a subordinate one (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 374).

24.3.3 An Intertextual View of Propaganda

Manipulative and anti-democratic claims are not necessarily propaganda, and to understand 
why, we should return to the biological roots of the word. For a staple of propaganda is that it 
stays alive – and even multiplies and propagates. Of course, propaganda does not just stay alive 
on its own. Like plants it needs to be nurtured, sustained, and re-seeded. Just as we propagate 
plants by snipping off key pieces and replanting them in new soil, we may propagate discourse 
by selecting key snippets and recontextualizing them in new environments. I will not overdo 
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this comparison, but it is worth remembering, since many who theorize about propaganda 
seem to ignore the crucial characteristic of propagation.

We need to interrogate how this propagation happens; it is more complicated than tradi-
tional models allow. Walton (1997), for example, claims propaganda is structured as a dialogue 
between two participants: “the proponent,” that is, the person or group who sends the message; 
and “the respondent,” generally a mass of people who receive the message (p. 396). “Typically,” 
Walton says, “the proponent is the active participant while the respondent is a passive receiver 
of the message”; however, the respondent does, “in some instances,” respond to propaganda 
positively or negatively (p. 396). This audience response amounts to “feedback” that the pro-
ponent can use “to craft [their] message more persuasively” (p. 397). As we have seen already, 
the proponent’s goal is to get the respondent to perform or comply with some action, even if 
it means disregarding truth and logic.

In my view, this dyadic model – featuring a proponent and a respondent – is inadequate 
to describe propagation. To see why, consider the example of President Biden’s rhetoric on 
U.S. support for the war in Yemen. As detailed in the analysis later in this chapter, Biden 
made an ambiguous and potentially misleading statement, emphasizing the idea that he would 
end support for the Saudi-led offensive, while subtly implying that some support and arms 
sales would continue. Later, journalists covered Biden’s remarks in newspapers, re-presenting 
his “promise” to end support for the war as more categorical than it really was. Finally, many 
news consumers accepted that the President was ending all support for the war and expressed 
support for his policy on social media.

From one perspective, this scenario fits Walton’s model. The President (proponent) sends a 
message to public audiences (respondents) who offer support (feedback). But, upon consider-
ation, this propaganda is not a discrete interaction between two parties. Consider, for example, 
the journalists who report on Biden’s speech. In Walton’s model, they are like conduits who 
pass a seemingly stable message on to the real recipient: the public. But, in reality, the journalists 
are a crucial audience for the President, too. And their response is more than “feedback.” They 
actively interpret Biden’s discourse, recontextualizing and transforming his claims as they produce 
news reports. The public interfaces primarily with these reports – with re-representations of 
Biden’s words. And members of the public also do more than respond with “feedback.” They, 
too, recontextualize and transform the discourse – they, too, participate in spreading the prop-
aganda on Twitter or Facebook or in ordinary conversation.

What we see here is not a bounded, dyadic exchange, but an intertextual chain of rhetoric. 
Someone who is at one moment the “respondent,” the receiver of propaganda, becomes in the 
next moment the “proponent,” the one who spreads propaganda anew. My contention is that 
this is always the case – propaganda works (it propagates) through chains of recontextualization. 
That is, propaganda works when a message is extracted from one context and reused in another 
(Linell, 1998). Once recontextualized, the meaning of a message changes. But if those changes 
are minimal – if a message stays basically the same, even as it traverses a considerable range of 
contexts – then the message becomes something more like propaganda. I should also note that 
the message need not be an argument, as Walton (1997) claims. A propaganda message can 
be any manipulative meaning – whether explicitly stated (claims, facts, stories, slogans, etc.) or 
merely implied (entailments, presuppositions, implicatures). The key is not so much the kind 
of meaning, but whether and how it is recontextualized.

This intertextual view has advantages. First, it allows for propaganda that spreads verti-
cally or horizontally, quickly or slowly, politically or sociologically (Ellul, 1965). Indeed, an 
intertextual view may help us see better how these different forms of propaganda work in 
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tandem. Furthermore, an intertextual view better accounts for how messages change over 
time. It allows for the possibility that reasonable, honest rhetoric may become propaganda, 
say, if that rhetoric is “taken out of context” and distorted in the process of mass-recontex-
tualization. And it allows for the possibility that misleading propaganda can be transformed 
and reframed into something else, or perhaps simply ignored (not recontextualized) so that it 
ceases to have any influence.

Importantly, the intertextual view also has implications for how we describe propaganda. 
For instance, it complicates any distinction between “the propagandist” and “the audience.” In 
the example analyzed below, is President Biden “the propagandist” or is the press? The message 
could only spread with both of them, and it continues to spread without them as members 
of the public circulate it further. If all these parties are responsible for spreading propaganda, 
then all are propagandists. Also, it becomes difficult to describe the goal of the propagandist. 
In fact, the different parties may have different intentions. Maybe Biden’s goal is to manipulate 
people into accepting his actions. But surely this is not the goal of the New York Times. And it 
probably is not the deliberate goal of ordinary people who share links to stories about Biden’s 
speech on Twitter. Maybe they are just trying to share something interesting; maybe they even 
share by mistake. The point is that goals vary depending on the person, as does the degree of 
responsibility for the circulation of the message.

Indeed, we must distinguish between deliberate propagandists and unwitting ones. Deliberate 
propagandists consciously design manipulative and self-serving discourse. They may take an 
“anything goes” approach to persuasion, using deceit when convenient, because their only 
concern is audience compliance. However, since they want to reach “the masses,” deliberate 
propagandists have a more immediate rhetorical goal, too: getting their discourse recontex-
tualized at scale. Meanwhile, unwitting propagandists do not necessarily design propaganda; 
often, they simply recycle it. And they may not seek to manipulate (or even influence) a mass 
audience. Still, we cannot overlook their participation, for unwitting propagandists both spread 
propaganda and enhance its suasive power. As Huckin (2016) writes: “Propaganda is indeed 
most effective when it is disseminated unconsciously by the broad public” (p. 118).

Deliberate propagandists may artfully design messages that induce faithful recontextual-
ization. They want their discourse replicated extensively and with minimal change to the 
“original” sense. But unwitting propagandists – who don’t necessarily intend to reach a massive 
audience – may also design discourse that is widely repeated. One question worth pursuing is 
this: how do propagandists create discourse – whether strategically or by knack – that is likely 
to be recontextualized?

One answer is that certain snippets of language have characteristics that make them more 
attractive and comparatively more worthy of recontextualization. As Bauman and Briggs (1990) 
suggest, some language is just more detachable – more extractable and reusable (p. 73–74). For 
example, figurative, poetic, musical discourse is more likely to get recontextualized, simply 
because we have “affinities for rhythm, repetition, similarity, and difference” (Harris et al., 
2017, p. 229). Take, for instance, this manipulative5 slogan popular among pro-gun activists: 
“When guns are outlawed, only outlaws will have guns.” The slogan exhibits chiasmus (repe-
tition in reverse order), increasing the likelihood that it will be remembered and reused. More 
generally, discourse that is fluent – that is, easy to process (Oppenheimer, 2008) – is more reus-
able than discourse that is complex and hard to find. Thus, when Donald Trump’s supporters 
tried to overturn the 2020 U.S. presidential election on false grounds of electoral fraud, they 
found that the simple, alliterative hashtag “#StopTheSteal” traveled better as propaganda than 
a long argument. Similarly, the architects of the 2003 Iraq War found that confident assertions 
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in a report’s boldfaced introductory paragraph (e.g., “Iraq has continued its weapons of 
mass destruction program in defiance of U.N. resolutions …”) were more likely to be 
taken up as propaganda than hedged claims in normal type, buried deeper in the document 
(e.g., “Without … material from abroad, Iraq probably would not be able to make a weapon 
until the last half of the decade”) (Joseph, 2006, p. 14).

But to induce recontextualization on a mass scale, propagandists can’t always rely on an 
alluring style and font. Some speakers produce pithy, detachable rhetoric that still never 
becomes propaganda just because no one pays them attention. Meanwhile, other speakers 
claim a more powerful voice, ensuring their discourse is noticed and taken up in desirable 
ways (Blommaert, 2005, p. 68). Thus, while anyone can spread propaganda, powerful actors 
have an advantage. Celebrities, politicians, public intellectuals – indeed, all “symbolic elites” – 
have “preferential access to mass media and public discourse” (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 362). Their 
rhetoric – artful or not – is more likely to be seen and recycled. It is also more likely to be 
deemed authoritative, “maximally protected from compromising transformation” (Bauman & 
Briggs, 1990, p. 77). Presidents, for example, may induce the press to recontextualize their 
propaganda faithfully simply because their verbatim statements are judged inherently news-
worthy (Bennett, Lawrence, & Livingston, 2007, p. 39). Meanwhile, the words of ordinary 
people are rarely deemed worthy of reuse in the news (pp. 68–70), and are less protected from 
being unfavorably transformed.

Elite agents can also provide incentives to people who spread propaganda on their behalf. 
A deliberate propagandist might pay PR specialists to promote a cause on social media, or 
incentivize ordinary people to stage a “grass roots” protest (which then gets covered in the 
press). Indeed, incentivizing people to replicate your propaganda can be much more efficient 
than prompting them exclusively through language. Currently, elites are also better positioned 
to deploy bots on social media, automated accounts that can amplify a chosen message.

Still, even symbolic elites – with great resources at their disposal – cannot guarantee their 
messages will circulate, since the effectiveness of any propaganda claim ultimately depends 
on “the interpretive web into which it enters” (Hodges, 2008, p. 10). Propaganda stays 
alive, carrying on its intertextual journey, only if audiences continue to recontextualize it. 
A powerful speaker may repeatedly lie and mislead, but the deceptive messages will fail as 
propaganda if they are recontextualized unfavorably – say, buried in the back pages of a 
newspaper under a headline that presents the truth. (If a message is not recontextualized at 
all, it fails even more miserably.) Meanwhile, a message begins to approach propaganda sta-
tus when it is recontextualized faithfully – saliently repeated, legitimized, transformed into 
a taken-for-granted fact. Of course, scale and duration matter enormously. A message most 
resembles propaganda when it is recontextualized by huge numbers of people, in multiple 
genres and contexts, day after day.6

Ultimately, propaganda is spread by powerful elites and ordinary people; it travels vertically 
or horizontally or in both directions at once. But, it always requires intertextual dialogue – a 
chain of faithful recontextualizations that sustain the propaganda and keep it alive.

24.4 Case Study

To illustrate a propaganda chain, I will examine the intertextual life of Joseph Biden’s state-
ments concerning U.S. support for the Saudi-led war on Yemen. The war was launched in 
2015, as Saudi Arabia spearheaded a coalition against Iran-backed Houthi rebels. For Yemenis, 
the violence has been brutal, with Saudi airstrikes and a naval blockade causing widespread 
famine and death (Ackerman, 2021). As the humanitarian catastrophe grew, anti-war activists 
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criticized both Saudi Arabia and the United States, which has provided arms and other military 
support to the Kingdom since the Obama administration. Partly in response, candidate Biden 
(2020) promised to end U.S. support for the Saudi-led war while campaigning for president, 
as shown in:

 (1) Under a Biden-Harris administration, we will reassess our relationship with the Kingdom, 
end U.S. support for Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen, and make sure America does not check 
its values at the door to sell arms or buy oil.

Here, Biden’s promise to end support for the war is categorical (underlined above). By 
contrast, in his first major foreign policy address as President, Biden (2021a) made a more 
qualified statement. After announcing a new diplomatic effort and commenting on “the 
Yemeni people who are suffering unendurable devastation,” Biden said:

 (2) This war has to end. And to underscore our commitment, we are ending all American sup-
port for offensive operations in the war in Yemen, including relevant arms sales. At the 
same time, Saudi Arabia faces missile attacks, UAV strikes, and other threats from Iranian-
supplied forces in multiple countries. We’re going to continue to support and help 
Saudi Arabia defend its sovereignty and its territorial integrity and its people.

Biden does not categorically withdraw support for the Saudi-led war, as promised on 
the campaign trail, but announces he is ending support for “offensive operations.” Indeed, 
he implies a distinction between “offensive” and “defensive” operations, and explicitly 
promises to continue supporting Saudi Arabia “defend its sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity.” This latter promise was welcomed by Saudi Arabia, which consistently describes its 
military actions in Yemen as defensive anyway – as did the Obama-Biden administration 
when it first justified providing military support (Al-Adeimi & Lazare, 2021). Of course, 
if both Saudi Arabia and the United States maintain the pretense that any Saudi assault 
in Yemen is actually defensive, then Biden’s promise to continue “defensive” support for 
Saudi Arabia would effectively perpetuate the war rather than end it. At the very least, 
Biden’s statement raises questions about how he might distinguish between Saudi Arabia’s 
offensive and defensive operations, and, consequently, which forms of military support 
he would continue and which he would terminate. Biden hedges, too, about arms sales: 
Rather than halting all arms sales to the Saudi-led coalition, as demanded by activists 
(Al-Adeimi & Lazare, 2021), he announces an end to relevant arms sales. But how could 
the Biden administration determine which arms sales are “relevant” to offensive war and 
which are not?

At worst, Biden’s statement is a misleading equivocation that backpedals on his campaign 
promise and effectively provides military support (and rhetorical cover) for a dictatorship that, 
as Biden himself says, is causing “unendurable devastation.” More charitably, Biden’s statement 
is ambiguous and in need of explanation. Thus, 41 Democratic lawmakers sent a letter to 
Biden, asking him to clarify potential holes in his policy (Emmons, 2021).7 One might expect 
journalists would similarly call attention to the ambiguities and potential inconsistencies of 
Biden’s position, but major headlines about his address do the opposite:

 (3) Biden announces the end of U.S. support to Saudi war in Yemen and a tougher line on 
Russia and China. (New York Times)

 (4) Biden recommits U.S. to global alliances, ends support for Saudi-led war in Yemen in first 
major foreign policy speech. (Washington Post)

 (5) Biden ends U.S. support for Saudi Arabia in Yemen, says war “has to end.” (Reuters)



John Oddo

434

 (6) Biden ending US support for Saudi-led offensive in Yemen. (Associated Press)
 (7) Biden decision to stop support of Saudi-led war in Yemen greeted with cautious relief. 

(NBC News)

Remarkably, no headline mentions Biden’s promise to continue defensive support for Saudi 
Arabia; and none mentions his hedge about “relevant” arms sales. Instead, the headlines 
categorically (and misleadingly) claim that Biden is ending U.S support for the Saudi war. 
Granted, some articles later explain Biden’s support for “defensive” operations. But, when 
they appear, these disclaimers are buried deep where readers are unlikely to appreciate their 
significance. For example, the following qualification does not appear until paragraph 19 of 
the NBC story: “On Thursday, however, Biden indicated that the U.S. may continue to 
sell weapons to Saudi Arabia for defensive purposes and said Washington would help the 
kingdom defend itself.”

Readers might understandably get the false impression that Biden had conclusively ended 
all military support for Saudi Arabia. In fact, evidence indicates readers were not only misin-
formed, but inclined to spread the misinformation on social media. To take just one example, 
the Reuters article was “liked” and retweeted without comment on Twitter hundreds of times. 
When readers did make comments, they were typically positive as in (8), and sometimes 
inaccurate, misrepresenting Biden as “stopping the war,” as in (9), or presupposing he “ended 
American support” for Saudi Arabia, as in (10):

 (8) Thank you @POTUS @JoeBiden (2/05/21)
 (9) Good. He’s stopping the war that he and Obomba [sic] first started back in the day. 

(2/04/21)
 (10) I can’t be happier that President Joe Biden ended American support for Saudi unjust, 

brutal & catastrophic war in Yemen … (2/07/21)8

Meanwhile, pundits and politicians also took to Twitter, sharing similarly misleading and cel-
ebratory news with their numerous followers:

 (11) Ending arms sales & support to Saudi-led coalition in Yemen! … Thanks @POTUS for 
clearly outlining this truly needed agenda. (Sarah Margon, Open Society-US Foreign 
Policy Director, 02/04/21)

 (12) From welcoming refugees and protecting LGBTQ rights to ending support for the Saudi-
led war in Yemen, @POTUS makes clear that our diplomacy will be centered on our 
values … (Rep. Joaquin Castro, 02/04/21)

 (13) I applaud President Biden’s decision … to reverse the Trump Administration’s support for 
the Saudi-led war in Yemen … (Sen. Dick Durbin, 02/04/21)

Like the headlines, these tweets ignore Biden’s implication that he would continue to sell 
some arms to Saudi Arabia and his promise to continue supporting Saudi Arabia’s defense. 
Instead, they categorically claim Biden is “ending arms sales” (12) and “ending support for 
the Saudi-led war in Yemen” (13). Senator Durbin goes furthest of all, not only presupposing 
Biden has decided to reverse “support for the Saudi-led war,” but also implying it was the 
Trump administration (and not the Obama administration) that began this support in the 
first place.

Certainly, President Biden is not responsible for how others misconstrue his statement, 
removing important hedges and qualifiers as they recontextualize his address. But the Biden 
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administration welcomed the misleading interpretations. In fact, Biden reprinted tweets (11), 
(12), and (13) on his government website, touting them (and many similar statements) as evi-
dence of his “principled American leadership” (Biden, 2021b). Needless to say, when reprinting 
these tweets, Biden made no effort to reinsert the hedges and qualifiers.

Roughly two months after the President’s speech, the Biden administration quietly 
announced it would proceed with a $23 billion arms sale to the United Arab Emirates, a 
member of the Saudi-led coalition (Zengerle, 2021). Meanwhile, the Pentagon still authorized 
U.S. companies to maintain Saudi warplanes (Ward, 2021), and the Saudi blockade continued 
its chokehold on the Yemeni population (Ackerman, 2021). As of this writing (June, 2022), 
the Saudi-led coalition and the Houthis have agreed to a two-month ceasefire, but the peace is 
fragile, and the United States continues to send ammunition and supplies to the Saudis (Wong, 
2022). In my view, the repeated idea that Biden stopped supporting the war is not only mis-
leading, but also unjust – serving the interests of war-makers and arms dealers while harming 
the interests of Yemeni civilians. This is why I label this discourse propaganda: it is manipulative, 
harmful to a subordinate group, yet faithfully recycled across an intertextual chain.

24.5 Conclusion

Propaganda may be defined, first, as a kind of manipulation: it creates circumstances in which 
audiences are denied a free and informed choice. More controversially, propaganda may be 
defined by its objectionable content. Thus, propaganda isn’t just widespread and manipulative; 
it helps contribute to inequality. Finally, propaganda may be defined as rhetoric that stays alive 
and propagates – rhetoric that is recontextualized faithfully and extensively.

Readers are free to reject these claims. But, however one defines propaganda, questions 
remain for scholars interested in understanding it. One issue is how to detect manipulation at 
scale. Using data mining techniques, we can search large corpora for keywords from dubious 
claims or for linguistic forms that are expedient for manipulative use (e.g., agentless passives; 
attitudinal lexis). However, some manipulative techniques like presupposition are less amenable 
to corpus analysis. And manipulative silences – not to mention subtle patterns of manipulative 
(de)emphasis – may be particularly difficult to track without close reading. Moreover, if it is true 
that manipulation is an effect on audiences, studies of propaganda must also address reception. 
One advantage of an intertextual approach is that it allows analysts to observe how audiences 
take up and reuse discourse. Still, much research is needed to investigate how ordinary people 
reuse or reject propaganda whether online or in daily conversation.

Even thornier challenges emerge if we accept that propaganda violates democracy. First, 
we must explain what model of democracy we favor, what rights and responsibilities democ-
racy entails. And we must prove when and how propaganda may transgress rights – and 
who gains illegitimate power as a result. Second, we might reconsider the responsibilities of 
those who teach rhetoric and persuasion. Traditionally, scholars in these fields have argued 
for the importance of critical literacy – teaching people how to evaluate propaganda and 
critically assess its claims (Walton, 1997). But, if propaganda really is an affront to core dem-
ocratic values, it is not enough to point out its argumentative defects. After all, audiences 
of propaganda are active persuaders in their own right. They may further recontextualize 
propaganda and help it spread – or they may replace it with democratic discourse. Following 
Stanley (2015), I call such discourse “civic rhetoric,”9 rhetoric that aims at securing equality 
and human rights (without lying and manipulating people). Perhaps those of us interested 
in persuasion have a duty to promote not just a critical attitude toward propaganda, but a 
rhetoric that saps its power.
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Notes
 1 For introductions, see Marlin (2013) and Jowett and O’Donnell (2015). For a rhetorical perspective, 

see Henderson and Braun (2016). Herman and Chomsky (2002) contribute to arguments about prop-
aganda and journalism. Finally, Stanley (2015) presents a multidisciplinary approach, introducing the 
notion of “civic rhetoric.”

 2 Tellingly, the Church now uses evangelization, not propaganda, to describe its mission (Auerbach & 
Castronovo, 2013, p. 7).

 3 As Walton (1997) suggests, when audiences know discourse is “supposed to be propaganda” (p. 403), 
it may not manipulate them. However, propaganda rarely, if ever, names itself, so it’s difficult to know 
when one is “supposed” to be engaging with it. And, even if audiences recognize or expect propa-
ganda, it does not mean propaganda is moral.

 4 Again, legitimate persuasion and manipulation are not binary opposites, but different grades of a 
continuum.

 5 Though superficially logical, the slogan addresses a straw man, since no politician advocates outlawing 
guns. Further, the slogan implies armed outlaws can only be deterred by a legally armed citizenry, a 
contentious claim that might fly under the radar.

 6 Indeed, propaganda can seem more persuasive when many people endorse it in many different types of 
texts. Thus, deliberate propagandists may opt for a “firehose” approach that features multiple sources 
spreading a message across multiple channels (Paul & Matthews, 2016). While this “firehose” model has 
typically been associated with Russia, it is likely to be adopted by any government with sophisticated 
communications programs, including the United States.

 7 The Biden administration initially failed to respond, then sent a “non-answer” (Emmons, 2021).
 8 Tweets are anonymized.
 9 Stanley (2015) argues civic rhetoric represents necessary (good) propaganda, but I prefer to classify it as 

something apart from propaganda, which I regard as inherently bad.
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THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF PERSUASIVE 
COMMUNICATION

Animals and the Evolved Mind

Alex C. Parrish

25.1 Introduction

Most educated adults understand that the reality of evolution is not a controversial fact, and 
that humans evolved from simpler forms of life over billions of years. They also know that 
the ways we evolved have produced our physical shapes, our mental characteristics, and the 
ways we behave. Nonetheless, it can be difficult for humans who believe our social lives are 
completely “constructed” to fathom how biology can influence our everyday realities that are 
so heavily shaped by language and culture. This difficulty arises because they do not stop to 
consider how fundamental biological constraints are upon our behavior – that even the abilities 
to use language and develop culture are important and universal biological traits of humans and 
some other animals, and that if we had not faced the environmental challenges we had as an 
emerging species, we easily could have ended up being nonlinguistic, forced to communicate 
through other means than we do now.

Fortunately for language scholars, our ancestors did face the challenges that helped us 
become persuasive in the wide variety of ways by which modern humans communicate. 
Persuasive communication in particular (what rhetorical theorists in various disciplines often 
mean when they refer to “rhetoric,” despite the term’s negative modern connotations) evolved 
in human and nonhuman animals as a means of satisfying biological needs while avoiding 
physical conflict. These needs can include acquiring and managing resources and territory, 
securing mating rights, caring for offspring, preserving life and a healthy wellbeing, as well as 
passing down cultural norms and providing psychological security by reinforcing group mem-
bership and identity. To secure these needs, persuasive speech, gesture, coloration, or bodily 
disposition can signal important information on behalf of oneself, one’s family, or the social 
group with whom one identifies.

Many animals communicate physically and purposefully, and some communicate verbally or 
linguistically, depending on the rigidity of one’s definition of “language.” For the purposes of 
this chapter, language will be treated inclusively among species that employ information-rich 
persuasive systems that can include syntax, symbol use, or metaphor. This definition would 
encompass the sophisticated communication of primates (including humans), cetaceans, prairie 
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dogs, and some birds that use language to make their desires known, or to contribute to group 
life. Many reasonable definitions would also allow that most mammals are linguistic, as are 
animals from other kingdoms. The formation and persistent use of ritualized sounds to convey 
meaning requires certain assumptions about other life forms: that these sounds hold meaning 
to more than one individual (see Chapter 28), that they are honest (or at least useful) more 
often than not, and that they convey information about an internal state in the communicator 
or about a situation in the concrete world of an external environment.

To understand how persuasive behaviors evolved among human animals, it is important to 
understand two general ideas: communication depends on the mechanisms our brains have 
evolved, which both enable and constrain our array of potential signals; and that the commu-
nication of nonhuman animals who have developed similar strategies can inform our practice 
through analogy, homoplasy, or homology. What this means is that we can see animals commu-
nicating as “like us” in a wide variety of situations and recognize ourselves in those responses 
to environmental stimuli (analogy), or we can see that animals that are not very closely related 
to us have reacted to similar environmental challenges and thus developed a similar ability to 
communicate in a specific way (homoplasy), or that we share persuasive strategies with our 
closest relatives on the tree of life because we evolved together – we have a unity of form 
which allows for close similarity of function (homology).

The first part of this chapter briefly highlights the history of cross-species language studies 
that have bearing on persuasive communication as an evolved suite of behaviors. It also looks 
at the recent state of the field of animal rhetorics from two perspectives: animals as symbols, 
and animals as agents. With that background established, it is helpful to consider a small sam-
ple of the many ways studies of animals and evolution are beneficial to rhetorical theory and 
practice. In the second part of the chapter, we look at the ways minds and bodies evolve and 
develop socially, enabling complex persuasive behaviors. Sensation heavily shapes rhetorical 
skills at the species level, and can even vary widely within a group. Finally, we explore where 
the locus of persuasive language may be, and how it evolves (is it innate or learned or some 
combination thereof?).

25.2 Overview of the Field

25.2.1 Ethology, Zoosemiotics, and Animal Rhetorics

An important step toward understanding the nature of persuasive communication among all 
animals came when the field of biology (then termed “natural history”) shifted its focus from 
the structures of animals to the behavior of animals. Charles Darwin was among the first modern 
Europeans to think about the nuances of animal behavior, and how those behaviors reflected 
intelligence, emotion, or even agency. Though he continues to be a controversial figure in 
some religious circles, he also raised eyebrows when he attributed “intelligence” to one of the 
creatures thought among the lowliest in all of England: the humble earthworm. Yet by running 
exhaustive experiments, he was able to show that worms learned and discriminated based on 
their knowledge of their environments when performing behaviors such as choosing what shape 
or material of object to wedge in behind them to protect their burrows (Darwin, 1881, p. 31).

While many great minds would later bend themselves to the task of explaining animal 
behavior, ethology as a field did not establish itself as an integral part of biology until the early 
twentieth century with the work of Konrad Lorenz and Nikko Tinbergen. These two scientists, 
with Karl von Frisch, would eventually win a Nobel prize for their work on animal behav-
ior, which they and others expanded to include hitherto unrecognized areas of importance, 
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such as animal cognition and communication. Von Frisch’s work with the waggle dances of 
honeybees represents one of the first empirically validated examples of non-mammals using 
sophisticated non-verbal communication where dance movements are symbolically interpreted 
as a descriptive “language” that uses an iconic relationship to the geographic location of a food 
source (Frisch, 1953). This would encourage other life scientists of the late-twentieth cen-
tury to investigate the potential for symbolic communication in a variety of places previously 
thought unlikely.

There are objections to the categorization of bee waggle dances as symbolic, to be sure. 
While Frisch called them symbolic (and linguistic), and able to be adapted based on what the 
signaling bee requires each waggle to stand for, many discount this as instinctual or non-symbolic 
iconic communication. However, “the very fact that we would readily accept the bee dances 
as evidence of intentional communication if they had been discovered in primates, rather than 
in insects,” writes Donald Griffin, “should warn us that our frame of reference may not be 
sufficiently flexible to take advantage of truly revolutionary new discoveries” (Griffin, 2011, 
p. 348). Linguists would object based on the inherited nature of the waggle dance, since most 
definitions of a symbol require it to be passed down culturally, rather than genetically. However, 
public perception also reinforces Griffin’s assertion, as fewer skeptics exist when presented 
with the prospect of higher order species using symbols. Even birds are easier for many to 
acknowledge as potential symbolic communicators. One example that has won over skeptics 
comes from the broken wing displays performed by adult birds of various genera, which cre-
ate the false impression for a nearby predator that the bird is injured, and thus an easy target. 
This allows the bird to lead the predator away from vulnerable chicks (Griffin, 2001, p. 222). 
Another example, from even closer to our own species, comes from those primates who have 
learned to use sign language to communicate with humans. These symbols, once learned, can 
become part of primate cultures that are passed down to subsequent generations. In the case of 
chimpanzees in one facility where all of the chimps were taught American Sign Language, two 
new chimps were brought in, and through no human prompting, were taught sign language 
by the existing community (Fouts et al., 2002). This second generation of chimps became 
so reliant on the sign language that they would even use it during periods of high tension or 
aggravation, like when fighting or engaging in rowdy play, when one would expect them to 
resort to more “natural” chimpanzee forms of communication (Fouts et al., 2002, p. 288). 
Symbol use in the form of sign language was now part of their culture, and was something 
several of them could be seen doing in their sleep.

In addition to von Frisch’s work on honeybees, another important mid-twentieth-century 
innovator was Jane Goodall, whose early field studies were at first treated by some as interest-
ing folly, as she sought (like the character of the same first name in Edgar Rice Burroughs’s 
epic Tarzan of the Apes) to find humanity in our relatives raised in the wild – in her case it 
was chimpanzees in Kenya in the 1960s, rather than the fictional orphaned nobleman raised 
in a jungle. While not as colorful as the work of fiction, her real-life discoveries included 
elements that were perhaps even more shocking to the educated of her day. Living quietly 
among the apes, Goodall noticed that one behavior that was long thought to “separate man 
from beast” was actually employed widely among her chimpanzee cohabitants – that being the 
ability to fashion and implement novel tools to make easier various mundane tasks (Goodall, 
1996, p. 68). Famously, when Goodall related her discovery to her mentor, Louis Leakey, 
he responded that “now we must redefine ‘tool,’ redefine ‘man,’ or accept chimpanzees as 
humans” (Goodall, 2015).

Later developments would see ethology branch into several useful (and sometimes contro-
versial) fields or areas of inquiry, including sociobiology, evolutionary psychology, bio- and 
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zoosemiotics, and the evolution of communication. Zoosemiotics is the closest of these pursuits 
to animal rhetorics (or adaptive rhetoric), which is one of the humanities subfields which has 
the most to say about the evolution of persuasion. Zoosemiotics was begun in earnest in the 
early 1960s by Thomas Sebeok, who benefitted directly from the previous work of Charles 
Sanders Peirce and Jakob von Uexküll. The field is named as a combination of the Greek words 
zoion and semeion, meaning “the animal” and “the sign,” respectively (Sebeok, 2011, p. 95). It 
is thought of today as “the study of signification, communication, and representation within 
and across animal species,” and thus shares many common goals with modern animal rhetorics 
(Maran et al., 2011, p. 1). Among the key traits of this evolution-embracing humanistic field is 
that it takes as its starting point Peirce’s insistence that signification requires a grounding in some 
external reality to make it meaningful – be that in the form of an observer, an environment, 
or a concrete underpinning for the near-endless abstractions his contemporary Ferdinand de 
Saussure at first insisted were completely arbitrary (Parrish, 2013, pp. 37, 95). Zoosemiotics 
can be both praised and criticized for its hyper-focus on explaining animal behavior in terms of 
information interpretation and exchange. From a certain point of view, one can easily under-
stand the impulse to reduction, as all life is semiosic; thus the ability to signify is so fundamental 
that semiosis can distinguish life from non-life (Maran et al., 2011, p. 31). Responses to such 
a claim might vary among students of persuasive communication, as this at once seems like a 
reasonable account of the history of life, on down to the transmission of RNA that perhaps 
started it all, but nonetheless discounts the agency of the non-living which many new mate-
rialists and object-oriented ontologists in our field have demonstrated make meaning without 
what one might typically define as communication or signification from agents.

Even if we are skeptical of Latour’s talking train (discussed below), or the many fine examples 
of objects with agency (or agent-like persuasiveness) in Barnett and Boyle, it is much more 
difficult to deny the agency of animate beings, especially intelligent animals like ourselves. 
Animal rhetorics constitute an important subfield in that they bring together concerns of 
biology and culture, environment and the individual, human and nonhuman, and how these 
binaries affect the way we see persuasion – both at the everyday level, and as theorists trying 
to understand our world. George Kennedy, who was among the first to revive interest in 
nonhuman animal communication among rhetoricians, famously describes the various stages 
of a red deer fight in order to highlight the possibilities of analogy when studying persuasive 
communication across species lines (Kennedy, 1998, pp. 13–14). Despite the fact that analogy 
“has been viewed with distrust when used as a means of proof” over the years, Chaïm Perelman 
and Lucy Olbrechts-Tyteca nonetheless insist that it can be very useful as a “point of departure 
for subsequent observations,” which, like any observations, should be subjected to further study 
and testing (Olbrechts-Tyteca & Perelman, 1971, p. 372). To take this further, the search for 
analogous behaviors in nature is not meant to conclusively prove that human and nonhuman 
animal communication is the same, or even comparable, with a single observation. Instead, 
each observation suggests certain similarities that, taken together as a body of evidence, strongly 
demonstrate that there is important information about the workings of our own minds in the 
workings of the minds of our animal relatives.

So how do the minds of red deer stags in rut operate? At first the stags will adopt a low-stakes 
communicative behavior – they will simply bugle at one another in an attempt to run off lesser 
competitors for the does. If several rounds of these vocal calls do not work, the bucks enter a 
series of motions where they turn and walk at right angles to one another, then turn and strut 
again at another right angle, repeating this process several times as if they were “displaying the 
goods” to their potential opponents. Perhaps the thinking is that if one stag is obviously larger 
and more muscular it will be easier to scare off other suitors. It is only after these attempts at 
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persuasive communication have failed, which happens less than a third of the time, that either 
deer will initiate a physical conflict. We can thus infer that these display rituals are embraced 
by most members of a herd because they are so beneficial. Kennedy provided this example 
because it illustrates the urge to communicate in order to fulfill two of the aforementioned 
desires that drive all species of animal for a significant portion of their lives – to secure sex 
and to preserve bodily health (through avoiding costly physical encounters by means of less 
costly verbal and visual rhetoric).

Kennedy’s example is a favorite of mine because it has many layers for such a simple-seeming 
form of communication. It is a bugle and a strut, but for the animals involved it means so much 
more; and animal motivations can be much more complex than merely to breed or to feed. 
Maynard Smith and Harper (2003) provide another intriguing example of nonhuman behavior, 
which I have discussed in more detail elsewhere, because it so aptly demonstrates how social 
animals can form and reinforce group identity – humans in the corporate world call them team 
bonding exercises – through ritual and collective activity (Parrish, 2013, pp. 40–41). In what 
they refer to as a “greeting ceremony,” Maynard Smith and Harper describe a common ritual 
where African wild dogs gather to vocalize together, sound off as if in roll call, and initiate 
play fights together, as Olympic wrestlers would do to warm up before a match (Maynard 
Smith & Harper, 2003, p. 127). Making such boisterous displays could be a liability because 
of the potential to alert large predators to the location of vulnerable dogs, but the epideictic 
rituals pay off in unifying and preparing the pack for the demanding trials of endurance pre-
dation (sometimes called persistence hunting). African wild dogs are not the fastest, strongest, 
or largest species on the savannah, so much like early hominins they will often wear out their 
prey by chasing them at low speeds over long distances. Whereas a human persistence hunter 
can outdistance most prey animals that are better at short bursts of speed, the dogs need help 
from other members of their pack. So they run a relay race of sorts, only they haven’t informed 
their competitor ahead of time that the rules allow for a passing of the baton, so to speak. A 
small number of dogs will identify and flush out a likely target, slowly herding it toward the 
position of the next dogs down the line in a coordinated cross-country course. Once the prey 
reaches the next dogs’ positions, they take over while the first group catches its breath. This 
process of chasing and handing off the prey can go on for quite a few iterations, until the poor 
animal is worn out and one member of the pack is able to hamstring it or otherwise cripple 
the beast. Then the refreshed members of the pack will calmly trot in and help the victorious 
group finish their prey in what is sadly not often the most merciful of deaths.

While one does not celebrate a slow death through exhaustion and being devoured alive, 
that is how many creatures meet their end in order to sustain the lives of others. What is 
praiseworthy, however, is the way in which these dogs form tight bonds of community and 
group identity through rituals that in many ways resemble human ones. The greeting ceremony 
for the dogs is like a pep rally for fans of a sports team, or a collective singing or chanting in 
a worship service, or a pledge of allegiance and the national anthem for troops. It reinforces 
identity not simply through words, but by gathering together and sharing powerful emotions. 
This is an important distinction, of course. Anyone who has attended a live music concert and 
sung their hearts out with 50,000 fellow fans realizes you only get a fractional echo of that 
esprit de corps when you listen to the same track through laptop speakers in your living room 
the next week. Live sporting events, professional theater, even (dare I say?) a really great lecture 
from your favorite professor of animal rhetorics, can all transport you in a way that is nearly 
impossible to feel when you encounter the same material by yourself.

Not all animals have this ability to identify and experience together in ways that are more 
meaningful than those of individuals, but as social animals humans understand the power of 
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our own “greeting ceremonies,” whatever we choose to call them. Nonhuman animal com-
munication is not as limited as people previously thought. As animals ourselves, we are able to 
accomplish mighty and terrible things with our words, our nonverbal gestures, and even our 
scents, or our bodily warmth. The fact that oral communication is not the most common form 
of communication (nor is the written form for that matter!) for our own species should give 
us pause in thinking it is special, fitter, or set apart from the verbal and nonverbal efforts of 
other species who also use body language as their first and most common indicator of intent. 
The field of animal rhetorics is young and exciting, and there is much work to be done, but 
the insight it provides into the human (and nonhuman) condition is invaluable.

25.2.2 Rhetoricians, Animals, and Symbols

As humans have learned more about their nonhuman animal brothers and sisters, we have 
worked harder and harder to separate the activities we think are special in our species from 
those that are present in other species. Language use was long thought to be one of those 
defining human characteristics that helped us rise above the presumed lesser animals (like tool 
use, intentionality, or planning for the future, all of which we now know animals demonstrate). 
Isocrates, for instance, claimed that speech alone separated human from nonhuman animals 
(Nicocles 6–7). Cicero would later confirm that it was Isocrates’s position that persuasion was 
responsible for the “domestication of the human animal,” according to one of Cicero’s early 
works (De inventione rhetorica, I.i.2; my translation). Cicero himself adopted a similar view 40 
years later in his De Oratore (I.30–35), and these two are not alone among classical rhetoricians 
who sought to exclude humans from the category of animal, and used persuasive communi-
cation as at least part of the basis of separation.

This drive to make us special is one of many reasons why our definition of language has 
changed over time – because every time we find another animal species that can commu-
nicate within our definition, it makes us feel less special, and so we move the goal posts. 
The specialness of humans is a long-held assumption, reinforced by many Western religious 
traditions. In the past, humans have made arguments for divisions between animal “calls” and 
human “languages” based on mutual attention, syntax, cultural transmission, symbol use, and 
many more communication traits that were singled out as that one essential thing that makes 
human sign systems a language and everything else subhuman. Upon further study of animal 
communication, as you might expect, we have come to find that actually there are many non-
human animals that can do those very things that we thought made language a human ability 
only, and so we continue to shift the definition to suit our exceptionalist preferences. It is an 
exercise in faith at this point, insisting in spite of all evidence to the contrary that we are the 
sole language users in nature; this helps humans maintain the presumed supremacy that allows 
us to continue to mistreat nonhuman animals on a massive scale, and is doubly convenient for 
those interested in dehumanizing other groups based on race, religion, or other characteristics.

Some rhetoricians have recognized the importance of animals to our discipline, and recent 
scholarship on animal rhetorics takes two broad approaches: the symbolic and the continuous. 
Symbolic animal studies generally operate by locating instances where animals are discussed 
or made to speak human thoughts in passages in historical texts for various purposes (on the 
use of animals as props for human voices/animals as symbols, see Chapter 13). Research in 
this vein can do much to advance the knowledge of human persuasive theory in particular 
contexts. Recent efforts treating animals more symbolically have taught us about how we have 
embarked on a multi-millennial project of trying to set ourselves apart from our fellow animals 
(Goodale, 2015). They have uncovered specific and powerful instances of humans using animals 
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as illustration and example, to uncover a much-neglected theme that recurs throughout the 
history of Western rhetorical theory (Hawhee, 2016). And several top journals in the field 
have dedicated one or more special issues that have been filled with scholarship on animals 
as symbols, tropes, and various other rhetorical figures (Davis & Ballif, 2014; Gordon et al., 
2017; Worsham & Olson, 2012).

Scholars interested in linguistic continuity, or in attributing intent to animal communication, 
rather than mere representation of human desires dressed up in animal skins, consider the commu-
nication systems of the natural world to be interconnected rather than isolated (Hill, 1974). This has 
raised questions of nonhuman agency (Johnson & Johnson, 2016; Miller, 2007, 2017). Assumptions 
about the limits of humanity and agency in a posthumanist, and perhaps post-animal, world become 
evident (Cooper, 2019). Animals are treated as meaningful communicators and agents, revealing the 
vast diversity of forms of communication in the natural world (Bjørkdahl & Parrish, 2017). We see 
how our treatment of animals as others, instead of as people, is inextricably bound to our attitudes 
toward human others who we dehumanize based on their race, ethnicity, religion, or other traits 
(Parrish, 2017). Most importantly for human rhetors, the study of animal rhetorics and evolution 
contextualizes a field like rhetoric that has sometimes felt like it was studied in sterile laboratory 
conditions, with little consideration of objects and environments (Parrish, 2013).

It is very important to recognize the limits of rhetorical theory when studied without refer-
ence to a nonhuman environment, which is how the vast majority of theorists have treated the 
art of persuasion. From the ancient handbook tradition, Quintilian’s instructions for teachers 
of rhetoric, and Seneca’s Suasoriae and Controversiae for the benefit of young orators and law-
yers, rhetoric had slowly begun to lose its relationship to an external world full of nonhuman 
animals and challenging environments. Walter Ong exposed many fundamental changes that 
occurred when a mostly oral art transitioned into one that has been mostly literate for nearly 
two millennia. These changes include the abandonment of repetitive and formulaic language in 
favor of more hierarchical prose and novel diction, a shift from aural to visual transmission, and 
an internalization of the activity of persuading – whereas the orator once declaimed in public, 
the writer sends words for another to read alone (Ong, 1977, 1982). Once the written word 
overtook the spoken, rhetoric became hyperfocused on parsing the structures of persuasion, 
rather than gauging its effects in the open air.

What the field of animal rhetorics, like many of the related new materialist rhetorics, teaches 
us is that the art of persuasion is concocted and deployed outside of a laboratory. It is a living, 
breathing art that interacts with animals, objects, and environments – all of which can demon-
strate various levels of agency. It was not so very long ago that many rhetoricians could para-
doxically believe in the agency of Bruno Latour’s talking train, in the wildly influential Aramis: 
Or the Love of Technology, and yet not suspect that actual living, breathing, speaking animals had 
any sort of agency as well (Latour, 1996). As alluded to above, George Kennedy argued that 
persuasion was a pre-linguistic energy that stimulated an agent to communicate on its own 
behalf, or that of its kin or group (Kennedy, 1998). Reasons for doing this include preventing 
costly physical altercations, attracting mates, asking a fellow for help, or even building rapport.

25.3 Ramifications for Humanist Researchers

25.3.1 Minds and Bodies

The cognitive-behavioral capabilities that allow animals to persuade one another are numer-
ous, and still being worked out, as our understanding of how brains function mechanically, 
and how they drive behavior, is sorely incomplete, especially from a cross-species perspective. 
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Sadly, this lack of knowledge about animal brains has often been assumed to be knowledge 
of a lack (of ability, of intelligence, of agency). However, there are some fundamental psy-
chological capacities that we know are necessary if persuasive communication can occur. The 
most important of these for high-level persuasion is likely the Theory of Mind (ToM). ToM 
denotes one individual’s capacity for empathy, their ability to embrace and employ the idea 
that other individuals have minds, feelings, and internal beliefs that may differ from theirs 
(Parrish, 2013). If you would like to persuade someone to, for example, share the nice bowl 
of ripe strawberries they picked, you would have to operate under certain assumptions: that 
you can communicate with this person, that they also like strawberries, that there are a limited 
number of berries available, that the person who picked the berries might not immediately 
benefit as much from sharing as from eating all of the berries, and that you can provide reasons 
to change the mind of this person so that they see the benefits of sharing with you. That this 
transformation of opposing beliefs is possible indicates a sort of telepathic nature to written 
and oral communication; the rhetor can take the contents of their mind, their beliefs and 
desires, and transplant them into the mind of another. Though it is only one example of the 
many fantastic cognitive-behavioral underpinnings of animal rhetoric in those species we have 
discovered to have a ToM, it is nonetheless one that shows the magic hidden in the brains of 
animals waiting to be found and understood.

Social complexity seems to be the most important factor in determining what species 
develop brains suitable for demonstrating a ToM, which enables them to employ what humans 
would recognize as complex communication. Groundbreaking work on primates in the twen-
tieth century led scientists like Richard Byrne to discover that the driving forces in efficient 
brain development were often mundane, based on the simple social tasks that we take for 
granted; his theory of Machiavellian Intelligence argues that primates developed large brains 
in order to keep track of one another, to remember who owes whom a favor, who pays back 
their favors and who is a cheater, who is in a relationship with whom (Byrne, 1988). That is to 
say, our brains and communicative abilities are largely founded on gossip and ethotic concerns. 
Because it was so beneficial to track the honesty and political allegiances of other members 
of our tribes (early human groups, like many of their primate cousins, numbered closer to 
30–40 individuals than the thousands or millions we now live in close proximity to), those 
individuals who were better at it found more success, prestige, and breeding opportunities, so 
those genes that supported pro-social or manipulative behavior were passed on. Our inability to 
employ our social intelligence for such large groups is one important reason why city dwelling 
humans who do not form tight social networks can have difficulty communicating with others, 
feeling isolated, or being easily duped by the decontextualized lies they see on television from 
unethical marketers and politicians.

Early human languages were likely primarily composed of concrete utterances, commu-
nicating information about internal states, reference to important objects, and the direction 
of other agents in our early environments. Between 800 and 200,000 years ago our brains 
expanded at an unprecedented rate (and they have actually shrunk since the emergence of 
our species, though their raw “computing” power has increased), fueling further refinement 
of our social abilities, enabling the expansion of language to include more and more abstract 
terms and ideas. In fact, a surprising number of our common linguistic experiences are met-
aphorical these days, relating abstract concepts like “love” to concrete images like shipwrecks 
if your love is “on the rocks,” or a literal journey if you are “taking a long road” to find love 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). What is interesting here is how a metaphorical theory of language 
development can supplant the idea of a completely socially constructed one – Ferdinand de 
Saussure argued that language was overwhelmingly arbitrary because the words for things like 
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“dog” could be different in every language but still mean the same general thing (De Saussure, 
2011). This seems a highly unlikely way for something so fundamental to human existence to 
have evolved; moreover, it denies the mountains of evidence for linguistic and pre-linguistic 
features having arisen in thousands of species, some of whom are not even vertebrates!

What this means for rhetoricians of the twenty-first century is that we need to distance 
ourselves from some of the stronger, black-and-white formulations of cultural supremacy that 
gained traction in the middle of the last century and still hold powerful sway over humanistic 
fields. For one, because the nature and nurture debate is not fruitful – it simply does not matter 
to a species that is constantly being pulled by both nature and culture in almost all aspects of 
life. Additionally, it would be impossible to completely separate any one activity and pronounce 
it purely cultural or purely biological, even if doing so did hold any intellectual utility divorced 
from politics – a responsible scholar should always beware of theories supported by their own 
political biases but not empirical evidence.

But if we separate ourselves from strong expressions of both social constructivism and 
biological determinism, what then? The best approach is to think in terms of bioculture, to 
acknowledge that biology and culture can both be overcome one by the other, but that it 
often is very difficult to act against either force, and can be painful. A strong nature/nurture 
dichotomy argues against modern evolutionary arguments that both forces are important and 
often inextricable. It is also mostly irrelevant to discussions of human behavior, as the very 
nature of culture is that all known human groups have it, making it a universal (which thus 
renders nurture a part of nature). In the study of rhetorical theory and practice, this means it 
is helpful for us to embrace post-post-modern ideas about objects, environments, evolution, 
animals, and the importance of an external material reality that existed before us and will live 
on after we are gone. To think of rhetors as agents acting in an environment full of other 
objects and individuals with their own momentum, possibly even their own desires and beliefs 
that could come into conflict with our own, is to recontextualize a discipline that has been 
overwhelmingly concerned with rhetoric in a vacuum for far too long. If we accept the views 
of the bio- and zoosemioticians, even in limited ways, that communication is the basis of life, 
then why proceed with the lifeless rhetoric that exists only in written letters, dead emails, 
and in the memory cards of our laptop computers? Rhetoric occurs in nature, no matter how 
much humanity has attempted to divorce itself from environmental dangers.

Thus we see the re-emergence of materialist views on rhetorical theory and practice as 
we have reached the limits of utility in interpretive deconstruction. As we then attempt to 
reconstruct a new materialist rhetoric, we should be aware of some important directions for 
study emerging in the early twenty-first century so far. One path of interest is in exploring the 
importance of objects to the ways humans (and other agents) communicate, persuade, and live. 
The edited collection Rhetoric, Through Everyday Things provides many fine examples of mun-
dane objects holding great persuasive force (Barnett & Boyle, 2016). On a more theoretical, 
“big picture” level, Thomas Rickert’s Ambient Rhetoric explores a semi-materialist expression 
of environmental influence that includes aspects of modern life that many would not have 
otherwise considered strictly rhetorical to this point (Rickert, 2013). On the subject of animals 
and the evolution of rhetorical practice, I have already cited several important resources for 
theorists, but those looking for a basic introductory level text could do no better than James 
Lull’s Evolutionary Communication: An Introduction (Lull, 2019). These explorations of origins, 
of objects, of animals and brains are not intended to be high theory, divorced from the day to 
day activities of actual rhetorical agents. Instead they re-establish what has been missing from 
post-modern studies into theory: the actual practices of living, breathing agents and the objects 
that obtain agency in certain natural or social environments. It is holistic rhetoric, though it 
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requires no essential oils or tiny needles to be stuck in your flesh – only minds open to the idea 
that humans and other animals live in worlds that are teeming with life, agency, and influence. 
How these things affect our lives also affect our persuasive strategies.

25.3.2 Persuasion and Sensation in Human and Nonhuman Animals

Language use in humans is influenced not by a single gene, but by many genes or gene 
snippets. Of the hundreds of genes identified as influencing communication abilities in our 
brains, many are shared with our closest relatives on the tree of life. Moreover, many com-
plex communicative behaviors that humans do not possess have developed in more-distantly 
related species that face various environmental and social challenges that communication can 
help them navigate. Like any behavior that is so closely tied to body and mind, persuasion 
has evolved and is subject to the laws of natural and sexual selection. Communication in 
nonhuman animals is shaped and constrained by cognitive and sensory aptitudes – some of 
which are shared with human animals.

Humans are estimated to have around 30 senses. There are, of course, the five most peo-
ple are familiar with, but also important are senses such as balance, proprioception, and heat 
detection. Sensory input is our link to the external world, and for each sense we lack we are 
missing information that other creatures have access to (Parrish, 2021). This may seem trivial 
at first blush, but much of human communication is in fact undetectable by other humans. 
This should prompt us to consider, but not dismiss, the importance of unintentional commu-
nication in situations where we are not trying to persuade, but are not sophisticated enough to 
make our semiotic communication unpersuasive. We are broadcasting information that can be 
as dramatic to other species as flashing neon signs would be to most humans, who are heavily 
invested in visual cues to the status of their environment. For instance, if we decide to go for 
a swim in the ocean, there are many species with acute senses of electroreception – many of 
them are quite dangerous to humans, especially if we have injuries that damage the insulating 
ability of our skin. Other species, like pit vipers, can detect the heat from our bodies, allowing 
them to “see” us clearly in complete darkness. Ignorance of viper nests provides no meaningful 
defense in the wild, where fangs and venom are judge and jury, so human sensory weaknesses 
cause our species to persuade without our consent as often as not.

Realizing the ability of animals to communicate across a wide variety of media is one of the 
things that makes the study of animal rhetorics so interesting and important. Electroreceptive 
fish in Africa can send signals through water to both navigate and communicate. While humans 
have known about the use of electroreception in marine animal navigation for decades, the idea 
that actual communication can occur is a new and exciting prospect. Following this discovery, 
life scientists and communications scholars have made even bigger revelations. For instance, 
while it seemed to be common sense that electric fields would only be useful underwater 
because of that medium’s superior conductivity when compared to air or earth, it turns out that 
our assumptions about animal abilities are once again wrong. Creatures as essential to everyday 
human life as the honeybee use electrical fields to determine which flowers in the midst of a 
great bloom have been recently visited, and therefore contain less nectar (and pollen). As bees 
land on a flower, they receive a small static discharge, which is built up because of the flower’s 
distance from the earth (this description simplifies what is known as the triboelectric effect; 
see Clarke et al., 2017). As each flower is neglected by the industrious bees, it builds up a 
greater charge, as well as its tempting stores of nectar. When bees have thousands of blooms 
to choose from and a very small window to lay in stores for the colony, it is important not to 
revisit empty wells, as it were. Thus the electro-communication that was not supposed to exist 
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on land in fact developed as a co-evolutionary partnership between bees and the flowering 
plants that need their help in procreating.

A researcher who is familiar only with late-twentieth-century views of rhetoric might ask 
how electrical communication could be important conceptually, but a student of the history 
of rhetoric will recall that the post-modern fixation with human communication as social 
construction is not representative of the field as a whole. For instance, Aristotle’s Rhetoric was 
meant to be one element of a puzzle whose pieces (like his writings on biology, physics, met-
aphysics, and government) fit together to show a picture of how to live well and in harmony 
with nature. Rhetoric is not merely about parsing elements of speech so much as discovering 
what speech will help a group or individual survive and thrive – for the honeybee, gathering 
nectar efficiently is far more important than concerns about style, as it is a necessity for basic 
existence. When the honeybee responds to the signals it receives, it allows the plants to produce 
fruit. The fruit plants produced nourish the human and nonhuman animals that depend on it. 
In this way, it is easy to consider rhetoric in context: it is an ecosystem full of individual actors 
whose very existence depends on forms of communication few individuals can even detect. 
Humans require the rhetorics of bees and flowers, because without them we would not live 
long enough to produce our own.

This line of argument, that animal rhetoric both inspires and categorically includes human 
animal rhetorics, that they are existentially entwined and ontologically similar, may seem 
enthusiastic for some readers. If that is so, it is because our species has conditioned itself 
in most cultures to hold “animals” as a distinct category from human animals. We define 
ourselves into personhood the same way we define others out of it. In several nations this 
has legally changed, however, and in a minority of cultures the very idea of holding all ani-
mals below humans is alien in itself. So we are left with a condition not dissimilar to that 
of antebellum America, where one’s status as an individual could be dramatically different, 
depending on which state one currently inhabited. The Dred Scott Trial stemmed in large 
part because of this confusion of definition that declared a black man in Illinois or Wisconsin 
in the late 1850s to be a person with rights and responsibilities, while in the soon to be 
Confederate South, he was merely property (Parrish, 2017). Animals all over the world 
face a similar challenge of identity and rights, in that in one state intelligent creatures like 
cetaceans can be held in theme parks for the amusement of others, while in a neighboring 
country they are granted the status of nonhuman persons. The concept of personhood is 
neither static nor divine – we do not grant it fully even to human children, and until very 
recently many disabled people in the West were treated without the dignity or agency that 
personhood allows.

Not all scholarship into animal rhetoric so immediately challenges our political and moral 
beliefs, but it often makes us think about the importance of cohabitation, cooperation, and 
coevolution among species that depend on one another. Dogs, cats, birds, and dolphins are 
obvious examples of species that humans have longstanding cooperative or symbiotic arrange-
ments with, and there are many more (rodents, maggots, and many types of microorganism – 
the list is long, and sometimes not for the squeamish). Interesting work has been done with 
dogs in animal rhetorics, and it makes sense because these animals are so often on our minds, 
and perhaps in our workspaces and on our laps as we read or write about them. Marilyn 
Cooper expects that the reason it is difficult for philosophers to accord dogs greater status 
than “mere animal” is because they hold a rigidly defined sense of language as the only (or 
greatest) benchmark of true intelligence, which is a very anthropocentric thing to do. Instead, 
Cooper argues that a focus on inter- and intra-activity and performativity are better loci for 
the analysis of intelligent inter/action (Cooper, 2017, p. 220).
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This argument of Cooper’s (and Barad’s) is a wonderful way to think about what other 
authors have been able to demonstrate through the analysis of the working relationships 
between sled dogs and their human mushers. Because dogs communicate through “body lan-
guage” rather than human language, the musher of a sled team must be aware of several types 
of communication that humans normally do not display. This can be as simple as tail wagging 
or other bodily orientations, or as difficult for humans as differentiating between the various 
forms of scent communication dogs deploy to share information or the interesting ways dogs 
use eye contact in ways that humans do not necessarily share but can monitor (Plec & Hafen, 
2017, pp. 184–185).

If we can agree that it is important to understand if we monitor, then it is also important 
to understand how to monitor cross-species rhetorics. Jennifer Saltmarsh has made a compel-
ling argument that bacterial rhetorics will be an important topic of study for the future, and 
we can find examples of this in many diverse aspects of our lives already (Saltmarsh, 2017). 
Discussions of our gut biome seemed to come out of nowhere in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, but already it is typical to find the topic advertised on our yogurt and 
fermented snacks, to hear about the importance of gut bacteria for our mental wellbeing, and 
even to learn of people performing fecal transplants in hopes of gaining the benefits of other 
people’s gut biomes which they perceive as healthier. Again, cross-species rhetorical study can 
at times be a topic best suited for those with a strong stomach, but without bacterial rhetoric, 
well, our stomachs might not be as strong as we thought.

That other animals can communicate in ways we cannot, and even through media we did 
not suspect, is often surprising to those who think human persuasion is the pinnacle of evo-
lution. Natural selection does not work like that – there is no telos, no end or goal. Instead, 
we get variety and varying levels of complexity up and down the branches of the tree of life 
because each species fills its niche in a unique way. Haptic communication, which is not among 
the most privileged in humans, is nonetheless important to many human and nonhuman ani-
mals. Kelin Loe makes this connection, noting the benefits of considering animal studies and 
disability studies as complementary explorations of the diversity of nature (Loe, 2017).

We see that nonhuman animals, from lumbering elephants on down to single-celled organ-
isms, persuade through land, sea, and air; that they communicate among themselves, with us, 
and even within our own bodies; that their ears, eyes, antennae, scent glands, and even their 
feet can be organs of persuasion; but what do they have to say, really? Most of the time, non-
human animals are preoccupied with the same things humans are: sex, social status, health, 
and food. Often humans tie up our desires in more complex networks of social influences, 
but when we are perfectly honest with ourselves, these few simple explanations account for 
an awful lot of our more complex ones.

25.3.3 Did Persuasive Communication Evolve for All or One?

The brains of human and nonhuman animals are, of course, different. However, this fact is not 
as profound as many would make it. The brain of any single species of nonhuman animal is 
also unique, and likely would not be as useful to any of the other species of animal that had 
ever existed. Yet this drive to reinforce the uniqueness of the human brain, and the persuasive 
behaviors it drives, has led scholars to put forth certain assumptions about how language in 
particular evolved. Noam Chomsky famously suggested that the human brain contains a “pre-
programmed” universal grammar, which he (metaphorically) referred to as a “language organ” 
(Chomsky et al., 2002, p. 47). While humans do not literally have fleshy language organs 
crammed inside the already cramped quarters of their crania, the point was that human beings 
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were unique in the Kingdom Animalia, because they had a predisposition to acquire language, 
which would solidify in several discrete developmental stages. This happens predictably in all 
but the most severe cases of neglect or pathology.

While Chomsky’s innovation of the language organ did much to pull the humanities and 
social sciences back toward an evolutionary explanation, rather than a creationist or purely 
socially constructed one, it is unnecessarily teleological. For such an organ to develop only in 
humans, it would have required a great leap up what Richard Dawkins has labeled “Mount 
Improbable” (Dawkins, 1996). That is to say, rather than a trait evolving out of nothing, 
without precursors or homologies in other species – jumping to the top of a mountain up a 
sheer cliff face, as the metaphor goes – evolution prefers to take the simpler path of making 
very small changes over long periods of time. It is more reasonable to go up the gradual path 
around the mountain, as it were.

Because all-or-nothing explanations like Chomsky’s “discontinuist” approach – one that 
did not envision a continual line of language development from ancestral to modern primates 
– seemed like too much work for one single leap up the mountain, research into continuist 
theories of language evolution now predominate (Hurford, 2007). Humans are generally unable 
to peer inside the minds of other animals, so language researchers suggest that “in general one 
should expect that an organism’s internal representation system is far more elaborate than its 
external communications indicate,” thus avoiding unnecessary human exceptionalism (Harms, 
2004, p. 43). That way, when we are looking for animal analogs and precursors, we consider 
their ability to use concepts in several stages. Though there is little formal agreement over 
what those stages of persuasive cognitive evolution should be called, James Hurford suggests 
we think of them broadly as proto-concepts, pre-linguistic concepts, and linguistic concepts 
(Hurford, 2007, p. 12).

The original communicators in nature were humble bacteria colonies. These microscopic 
beings could detect environmental signals through intercellular communication, and transmit 
that knowledge within their own bodies through intracellular communication. This was not 
sophisticated communication, and few would call it language, but it was persuasive and nec-
essary for the development of larger, more complex organisms. As life, and its requirements, 
became more complex, animal species would need to persuade to compete and to cooperate. 
This is easy to envision among highly social species, like ourselves and other primates, but 
cooperation occurs very frequently across species lines – even between predators and their 
potential prey.

One example of this “treating with the enemy” comes from research done into what biol-
ogists call costly signaling. A costly signal is one that cannot be faked, due to size, medium, 
or material constraints. Sometimes, these costly signals are obviously beneficial, like when 
a male bullfrog vocalizes, females can judge the size and fitness of the sender based on the 
simple fact that the larger, healthier frogs will make deeper calls. In the case of Thomson’s 
gazelles, however, there was one behavior that caused much confusion, as it seemed to put 
the individual performing the display at an extreme competitive disadvantage, without any 
apparent benefit. Ethologists were determined to figure out why a gazelle being chased by a 
large predator would perform a high leaping action, called “stotting,” rather than simply run-
ning away faster. In the interpretation of biologists Zahavi and Zahavi, the stot of a healthy 
gazelle is seen as a signal to the predator chasing it that it is a healthy individual in peak form, 
and that any hungry lions or wild dogs should look elsewhere in the herd for easier pickings 
(Zahavi & Zahavi, 1997). The researchers who figured this out based an important persuasive 
concept on persuasive displays that seemed, prima facie, to be completely self-sabotaging. They 
called the theory that explains these behaviors the handicap principle – when costly displays 
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are adopted without obvious explanation, they are often intended to communicate fitness to 
another individual (Zahavi & Zahavi, 1997). Humans perform many types of costly signal that 
fit this theory, including conspicuous displays of altruism, virtue signaling, and the production 
of non-utilitarian art.

25.4 Conclusion

Rhetoric is one field that is particularly well-suited to study the use of persuasive language, 
which is what it has done as a formal intellectual pursuit for around 2500 years. There are 
two main paths modern rhetoricians are taking to understand how persuasive communication 
evolved in our species. The first is to consider the evolution and development of minds that 
are capable of sophisticated communication, and how children are born with, and develop 
socially, certain skills and aptitudes that allow for the deployment of sign systems (see Greco & 
Perret-Clermont and Pexman, Chapters 26 and 27 respectively of this Handbook). The other 
is to examine other branches on the tree of life where sophisticated persuasive communication 
exists – that is, the study of animal rhetorics.

Minds and bodies come equipped with many of the basic skills needed for signaling and 
eventual language use. These skills must be developed over time through imitation, experimen-
tation, and experience. There are certain windows for the development of some language skills 
that cause the most tragic cases of neglected children to be forever unable to communicate in 
some ways, but many aspects of persuasive language continue to expand through adulthood. 
Minds are connected to bodies, as bodies are connected to environments and other agents 
within them. The study of rhetoric is best performed when it acknowledges the materialist 
concerns of objects, agents, bodies, and senses; for these things are integral to understanding 
persuasive behaviors, as they are able to both shape and constrain communicative efforts.

Other animals have different mental and sensory abilities, and are not exactly like humans, 
but this is not a profound statement, as any given species of animal is not exactly the same as 
any other species of animal. Ludwig Wittgenstein famously commented that even if we taught 
a lion a human language, we would still not be able to understand him, because his culture 
is so different from our own (Wittgenstein, 1958, p. 223). In some very specific cases, this is 
probably true, but at a general level, people from many cultures who speak the same language 
can communicate. People who speak different languages can even communicate some basic 
concepts (“I am thirsty,” or “Where is the restroom?” can be understood with the use of some 
simplistic gestures). Even if you do not think lions are people, they still eat, drink, give birth 
to live young, are predators, look after their children and stake out territory, need shelter and 
warmth to survive, and so on, like us. Their similarities with humans are far more numerous 
than their differences, and so there may be something to learn from the ways they communi-
cate, even if any interpretation is framed as a contrast to our own.

Other animals persuade in ways that are shockingly similar to humans, and not all of them 
are closely related to our species. Parrots do not merely mimic, but understand context and 
symbolic meaning (Pepperberg, 2006). Dolphins are adept with metaphor (Bateson, 2020). 
Our closest cousins, the great apes, are predictably efficient at persuasion, and can even be 
taught adapted versions of sign language, which they will pass down unprompted to future 
generations of apes. Considering that such diverse species persuade in similar ways, and others 
in ways we are completely incapable of detecting or deploying, humans should be humbled 
and amazed by the vast array of persuasive forms life can take. Studying these without regard 
to forming or reinforcing hierarchy allows us to appreciate other forms of persuasion, and 
perhaps understand more about the origins and limits of our own.
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26
YOUNG CHILDREN’S 

ARGUMENTATIVE 
CONTRIBUTIONS

Sara Greco and Anne-Nelly Perret-Clermont

26.1 Introduction

Young children’s participation in argumentative discussions has not always been the subject 
of scholarly attention. In Aristotle’s works on rhetoric and inference (notably, the Rhetoric, 
Topics, and Sophistical refutations), which are often considered the starting points of argumenta-
tion studies (at least in “Western” culture), children were almost invisible. If we fast-forward 
through time to 1958, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969[1958]) famously published La 
nouvelle rhétorique at the same time as Toulmin produced The Uses of Argument (1958). With 
their clear focus on the professional uses of argumentative speech employed by adults in the 
juridical domain, neither work gave particular attention to younger interlocutors. (See also 
Pexman,  Chapter 27 of this Handbook, for more on children’s use of persuasive language.)

In the last decades, however, children’s argumentation has made an appearance in argumen-
tation studies. This has increased with the recent wave of empirical studies that consider contex-
tualized argumentation. In this setting, understanding children’s contributions to argumentation 
means including perspectives on families and other educational contexts such as schools or 
kindergartens. Often, given the complexity of interactions in which children are involved, 
argumentation studies are intertwined with studies in other disciplines, notably education and 
psychology, where the study of children’s argumentation has been established for longer (see 
the discussion in Larraín & Fortes De Macêdo, 2020).

In considering the research on children’s argumentation, we can distinguish two different 
orientations. First, several studies on children’s argumentation in school contexts have focused 
their attention on the teaching of argumentative skills, their assumption being that these skills 
can be learned or improved through education (Kuhn, 1991). According to this view, children 
need to develop their skills in order to become competent arguers, able to produce complex 
and relevant argumentation. Central to this stream of studies is the normative assessment of 
children’s argumentative skills (present for example in the review article by Rapanta, Garcia-
Mila & Gilabert, 2013), which are often compared to those of adults, who are seen as fully 
fledged images of what children will become if helped by educational endeavors. The objective 
of these approaches is to develop school programs that allow students to develop their critical 
thinking, to build their minds (Resnick & Schantz, 2015), and to take part in a responsible way 
in democratic discussions, learning to listen and to be accountable for their own contributions 
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(Littleton & Mercer, 2013). These school programs intend to equip young pupils’ civic educa-
tion with debating skills on controversial issues (Hess, 2009); in this framework, the students’ 
existential or ethical questions are enriched by open debates around philosophical questions 
(Liberali et al., 2016; Schwarz & Baker, 2017). At the same time, science education is seen 
as an opportunity to discover how knowledge is constructed in a continuous argumentative 
collective process of confrontation between empirical data and theoretical models (for a review, 
see Simon, Erduran & Osborne, 2006; Erduran & Jiménez-Aleixandre, 2007). These topics are 
the object not only of scholarly research but also of debate and educational reform in different 
countries. As a whole, from a psychological perspective, these activities focus on the individual 
child, who is viewed as needing to be equipped for his or her life in society.

A second, “dialogical”1 orientation takes a different perspective and, consequently, uses a dif-
ferent unit of analysis. It sidesteps any specific teaching goal, in order to consider the conversation 
in which the argumentation takes place and from which it derives its meaning (see e.g. Sommer, 
Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 2010). Scholars who assume this perspective set out to analyze 
how children contribute to argumentative discussions and what they try to do when they argue 
in context, sometimes considering linguistic and argumentative indicators as revealing of children’s 
argumentation. As a rule, these researchers move away from a comparison between children and 
adults, and from the presumption that argumentation can be reduced to a predefined set of skills 
that need to be taught. Thus, these scholars center their attention on the conversation in which 
the argumentation takes place and which needs to be considered for a pragmatically complete 
understanding of its meaning. They examine what is already present in children’s argumentative 
interventions and when, why, and how children reason in dialogue. Several, though not necessarily 
all of these studies, consider children in informal settings (family discussions, situations in which 
children are playing) or in educational situations in which they are truly motivated by a goal they 
want to reach. These studies reveal that even young children whose language competence may 
be seen as still unsophisticated are competent arguers, provided they are offered adequate social 
space to contribute actively to the ongoing discussion and are permitted to take the initiative.

To start entering into the perspective of this dialogical research stream, we discuss an exam-
ple, taken from Schär (2021, pp. 125–126), which concerns the interaction between Elina2 
(three years and eight months) and her father, a game designer. They are playing a memory 
board game in which participants are supposed to find pairs of identical cards, which are placed 
face down. According to the usual rules of the game, each participant should turn over two 
cards per turn. Elina, however, tries to turn over a third card, only for her father to criticize 
her behavior on the basis of the rules (“no hand on Elina it’s not your turn,” Schär, 2021, pp. 
125–126). Elina, however, resists her father’s argument by proposing a counter-argument based 
on her experience in daycare:

15 Elina nei das hemr z Chrabolino3 mal so zwoi gmacht no we did this in Chrabolino two times
16 Father du hesch ja zwoi gno you did take two
17 Elina aber ich z Chrabolino het nomal zwoi mache 

nomal zwoi mache nomal zwoi mache und 
nomal zwoi mache=

but in Chrabolino i took two again took 
two again took two again and took 
two again=

18 Father ja de bisch ja numeno du dra= yeah but then it’s only you playing=
19 Elina und nomal zwoi mache and took again two

(Extract from Schär, 2021, p. 126, including translation from the original in Swiss German)

Talking about this conversation, Schär (2021, p. 126) notes that the sentence structure used 
by Elina at turn 15 “does not correspond to the one normally used in this variety of Swiss 
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German,” adding that this might be possibly due to the child’s bilingualism: “Elina speaks 
Armenian with her mother” and “she masters two languages at the age of 3:8 years” (ibid.). In 
this sense, Elina’s language skills are still developing; but her argumentative contribution clearly 
appears at turns 15 and 17, when she gives reasons for the course of action that she favors (i.e., 
turning over three cards). In fact, in those turns, Elina shows that she has understood her father’s 
arguments but she makes an objection that contrasts the authority of the rules (considered as 
an implicit and presupposed starting point by her father) with a different authority, namely 
what she has learnt at her daycare “Chrabolino.” In this way, she uses the same argument as 
her father, based on an appeal to authority; but she allows herself to find a different source of 
authority to rebut the presupposed starting points of her father’s argumentation.

This example shows in practice how a dialogue-centered perspective on children’s argu-
mentation (like the one adopted in Schär, 2021, from which this example is taken) privileges 
the study of children’s language considered as a contribution to an interaction and not as an 
individual production in abstracto. In general, individual argumentative skills are not center stage 
in this research stream because its core concern is neither the assessment nor the reaching of 
predefined teaching goals. Rather, scholars who assume this perspective study the interaction 
or ongoing dialogue in which children intervene (Section 26.2), including its implicit compo-
nents that might shed light on the children’s (and adults’) language behavior (Section 26.3). 
Nevertheless, this perspective might lead to educational consequences with adults invited to 
enrich children’s argumentative resources when they need them, and mediate their conflicts in 
ways that open children to alternative modes of managing their relations through argumentation 
(e.g., Hannken-Illjes & Bose, 2018).

This dialogical perspective has existed for decades in education and psychology, and is 
also found in argumentation studies that closely consider children’s speech. In particular, a 
recent wave of research on adult-child and child-child argumentation, located at the intersec-
tion between linguistics, argumentation, and developmental sociocultural psychology, analyzes 
the interactions between adults and children, and among children themselves, often adopting 
approaches drawn from conversation analysis or the pragma-dialectical model of argumenta-
tion (see van Eemeren, 2018 for a presentation of this model). In this chapter, we choose to 
primarily focus on the aforementioned dialogical approach, which we think reveals interesting 
characteristics of adult-child and child-child communication, drawing on a careful considera-
tion of the use of language in interaction.

On this basis, we group the most promising areas of research around three central topics: 
namely, the dialogue, the implicit content, and the context. All of these are related to the topic of 
children’s language. In fact, dialogue explains how children’s verbal contributions need to be 
analyzed within a pragmatic interpretation (Section 26.2). The implicit content, as we will 
argue, is probably one of the most important aspects that allows us to understand children’s 
argumentative productions, which are often enthymematic. In this sense, a careful linguistic 
consideration of implicit content is needed to understand how children use language to per-
suade and communicate (Section 26.3). In order to understand children’s language production 
and argumentation, we need to discuss how it is related to conditions that are present in its 
context (Section 26.4). Finally, we draw some conclusions and discuss possible openings in 
Section 26.5.

Before continuing, we note that observing children in the process of making argumentative 
contributions may also enrich the development of argumentation studies in contexts in which 
(only) adults are involved. This might invite discussion and perhaps the revision of argumen-
tation models and assumptions normally applied to adults (Nonnon, 2015, pp. 2–3). Adults, in 
fact, also constitute “growing minds” when they are required to transform their understanding 
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to face new situations and contexts (Zittoun & Perret-Clermont, 2002, 2009). To mention 
but one example, the continuous change to established routines at work brought about by the 
COVID-19 pandemic since early 2020 has required adults to adapt to new contexts (places, 
platforms, home as office, etc.), to demonstrate resilience and, hence, to reason in new ways.

26.2 The Dialogue

We consider dialogical approaches to argumentation those that focus on the “process” of 
argumentation, namely the discussion and the reasoning in which inference is contextualized 
in a social relationship. In this sense, argumentation is generally recognized as deriving from 
some form of disagreement (Lewiński & Mohammed, 2016). Among dialogical perspectives, 
Schwarz & Baker (2017, p. 68) distinguish between dialogical-discursive approaches (such as 
Plantin, 1996) and dialogical-structural approaches, such as pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004; van Eemeren, 2018). Adopting a dialogical approach means considering 
argumentation as a contribution to a critical discussion rather than as an “isolated” individual 
product. In this perspective, argumentation takes place within a specific context “that binds, 
more or less explicitly, the issues, mutual expectations, interactions, rules and scripts” (Perret-
Clermont et al., 2019, p. 214; see also Nonnon, 1996 on this point). In the words of Schwarz 
& Baker (2017, p. 74):

Monological approaches would see a dialogue as a finished product, a text, to be 
understood with a God’s eye view, whereas in an interactive dialogue the “text”, its 
meaning, are constantly and dynamically being co-created and co-interpreted by the 
participants.

Adopting this dialogical perspective means putting the interaction center stage, considering 
children – even young children – as rational interlocutors,4 asking questions such as: What 
are the legitimate issues? How is dialogue related to context (see Section 26.4.1)? Is context 
understood in the same way by all actors? To cite an example from the field of sociocultural 
developmental psychology, Pramling & Säljö (2015), studying Piagetian clinical interviews 
with children, suggest that one gets a very different view of how children solve traditional 
psychological tasks if one considers the adult-child conversation as a communicative interaction 
instead of focusing on the assessment of children’s reasoning individually: children as interloc-
utors rather than objects of research. As anticipated in Section 26.1, this means reconstructing 
their language productions on the basis of argumentation models, without focusing on assessing 
their competence; some scholars have noted that focusing too much on how skills develop 
over time and with education might carry the risk of considering children as “deficient” social 
actors and interlocutors, thus overlooking what they can actually do in pursuit of assessing 
what they should be doing (cf. Perret-Clermont et al., 2019). Dialogical studies, indeed, show 
that, if given the space, children can be sophisticated arguers (see e.g. Pontecorvo & Fasulo, 
1997; Stein & Trabasso, 1982).

This dialogical perspective, which has existed for a long time in sociocultural developmental 
psychology (see e.g. Light & Perret-Clermont, 1989; Sommer et al., 2010), is gaining traction 
in argumentation studies. In recent years, there has been a new wave of studies in conversation 
analysis, discourse analysis, and argumentation, which consider young children’s contribu-
tions to argumentative discussions as dialogical settings (e.g., Migdalek, Santibáñez Yáñez & 
Rosemberg, 2014; Hauser & Luginbühl, 2015; Hannken-Illjes & Bose, 2018; Convertini, 
2021; Schär, 2021).
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So far, these studies have generated interesting findings. First, with regard to the goals of 
children’s contributions to argumentation, looking at young children’s peer-to-peer discussions, 
Hannken-Illjes and Bose (2018, p. 4) observe that they can see “frequent instances of reason 
giving, despite the absence of an openly marked local dissensus.” As we might say, children use 
arguments to give reasons and ask for reasons, even when they are not involved in polemical 
situations. The authors conclude that argumentation practices are often embedded within highly 
cooperative environments. Moreover, Iannaccone, Perret-Clermont and Convertini (2019) have 
noted that children’s argumentation can tend towards an exploration of possible worlds, which 
means that young arguers do not necessarily start out with a fixed standpoint to defend, but 
co-construct standpoints and arguments and reason as they go along (see also Greco Morasso, 
Miserez-Caperos & Perret-Clermont, 2015 on this point).

A second important finding is that children do not only respond to adult-induced argu-
mentation, but they are equally able to make their own contributions and even open argumenta-
tive discussions and sub-discussions, when they feel there is a need for this, for example raising 
objections or discussing adults’ implicit premises, when they are not fully convinced by adults’ 
interventions. These results are in line with a previous stream of studies within argumentation 
research, which concentrated on argumentation within natural conversation, considering how 
argumentation emerges from disagreement. According to this view, argumentative discussions 
start to repair “broken conversational episodes” (Lewiński & Mohammed, 2016, p. 10), with 
parties “becoming aware that they have a disagreement that makes some sort of difference to 
one or the other of them” (Jackson, 2015a, p. 246; see also Jacobs & Jackson, 1981, p. 123; 
Jackson, 2019) in the course of a discussion. In some cases, a statement uttered by an adult as 
non-argumentative is questioned by a child, who thus opens an argumentative discussion or 
sub-discussion, making the adult’s statement a “virtual standpoint” (van Eemeren et al., 1993, 
p. 96); that is an assertion is interpreted by a hearer as a standpoint even though the speaker 
regarded it as non-argumentative (Jackson, 1992; van Eemeren et al., 1993, p. 96; Schär & 
Greco, 2018; Fournel & Perret-Clermont, forthcoming).

In particular, recent empirical findings on adult–child and child–child discussions sug-
gest that children are not passive contributors but active inter-agents in argumentation, for 
example when they ask questions and turn adults’ assertions into virtual standpoints. Indeed, 
argumentation is often child-initiated, as shown in the typology of the emergence of issues for 
argumentation presented in Schär and Greco (2018) and further elaborated in Schär (2021). 
Some studies in this area investigate children’s speech acts such as, in particular, why-questions 
(Bova & Arcidiacono, 2013; Breitholtz & Howes, 2020) and their connection to argumen-
tation. Another recent study focused on children’s use of adversative connectives (German 
aber, French mais, Italian ma, corresponding to English but) in a multilingual corpus of young 
children’s discussions (Rocci et al., 2020). This study shows that children’s uses of adversatives 
may correspond to “a whole (and complex) range of possibilities in constructing counter-
argumentative moves” (Rocci et al., 2020, p. 91), such as rebutting defeaters going against 
adults’ standpoints and arguments (ibid.), or cases in which but introduces the externalization 
of inner argumentation, or again “situations where but can connect a previous action with 
propositional contents” (ibid.). Together with other authors, in Perret-Clermont et al. (2014), 
we presented an example which is particularly revealing about how but can be used by children 
to turn adults’ assumptions into virtual standpoints. We are now going to briefly rediscuss this 
example, as presented in Perret-Clermont et al. (2014), highlighting its relevance to the present 
chapter. A six-year-old child visits a submarine museum ship in Italy and goes on a guided 
tour. The tour includes an explanation of how the submarine, which belonged to the Italian 
army and was named Toti after a war hero, was launched after World War II (in 1967) and had 
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the task of monitoring enemies’ moves. Some days later, talking to his mother, the child talks 
about “the lady” who was accompanying the group of visitors at the museum and voices an 
objection, introduced by but:5

But the lady said that the Toti had to go around and control enemies. But what  enemies – 
if the war was over?”

(Perret-Clermont et al., 2014, p. 268)

Two aspects of this example contribute to highlighting the importance of dialogue in under-
standing children’s argumentation. First, by asking this question, the child questions an adult’s 
assertion (ibid., pp. 268–269); as we may add, he turns it into a virtual standpoint (van Eemeren 
et al., 1993, p. 96), implicitly asking for a justification of what he probably perceives as a bizarre 
use of the word “enemies.” In this sense, if we consider the child’s utterance in the context of 
what happened before (his visit to the museum, a sentence heard in the context of a guided 
tour), we understand how the child makes an active contribution to argumentation. He has 
not only listened and understood what the adult meant, but he also dares to question what the 
adult takes for granted. In other words, at the linguistic level, the child’s question targets the 
existential presupposition (for a discussion on this notion, see Franck, 1972) triggered by the 
term “enemies.” This term had been used by the museum guide, who claimed that the Toti 
submarine had to patrol the sea because it had to monitor enemies. In fact, not knowing about the 
dynamics of the Cold War, the child doubts whether enemies still existed after the end of World 
War II (see the discussion in Perret-Clermont et al., 2014). Second, we note the importance 
of adopting a dialogical perspective, because the child does not respond to the museum guide 
directly during the public tour. He waits until he can speak to his mother, some days later, to 
raise this objection. This suggests the context of the discussion may be important for children’s 
argumentation to emerge. Although we do not know for sure why the child talks to his mother 
and not to the museum guide, it is reasonable to raise the point that both the asymmetry with 
the museum guide as an official operator and the design of the communicative situation (e.g., 
whether one has time and space to raise questions during the guided tour) might have had an 
impact. What we know for sure is that the child did ask a question in a dialogic situation in 
which the relationship with his mother granted him space to talk (see Section 26.4 for more 
considerations on dialogic argumentation).

26.3 The Implicit Content

Studies of children’s argumentation have often highlighted the importance of considering 
implicit dimensions; they show that taking implicit (unexpressed) premises in the argumenta-
tion into account can cast a new light on adult–child dialogue, especially when young children 
are involved. Most studies consider the importance of implicit components of argumentative infer-
ence, that is the inference that is present in children’s (and adults’) argumentative contributions. 
However, more generally, it is also important to consider the importance of the implicit in 
pragmatic inference, that is inference that speakers use to reconstruct language meaning. Pragmatic 
inference is necessary in all types of communication, including persuasive communication; in 
this latter, it guarantees “that arguments are well-understood so that they can play their intended 
role” (Oswald et al., 2020, p. 3). Notably, pragmatic inference and argumentative inference 
are related and the former impacts on the latter (Oswald et al., 2020). On this basis, Greco et 
al. (2018, pp. 444–445) advocate for the adoption of a principle of “pragmatic integrity” and 
“inferential integrity” when analyzing children’s argumentative contributions; these principles 
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highlight the importance of studying acts of inference in argumentation not as isolated products, 
but as part of a dialogical interaction.

“Pragmatic integrity” means that “children’s arguments should be seen as part of an ongoing 
discussion, which must be comprehensively taken into account in order to understand their 
inferences” (Greco et al., 2018, p. 445). To cite an example, Lombardi et al. (2018, p. 24) 
analyze from an argumentative viewpoint the answers to a Theory of Mind “false belief task,” 
that is a standard psychological task administered to children to understand their Theory of 
Mind thinking skills. They note that, while researchers sometimes expect full disclosure of 
the premises of the children’s reasoning that underpin their answers, this expectation may run 
counter to the normal flow of conversation, and particularly the Gricean maxim of quantity: 
children might think that it is superfluous to mention aspects that they have already discussed 
earlier with their adult interlocutors, and which these latter supposedly know very well. Similar 
observations, also related to children’s answers to false belief tasks, were made earlier (Siegal & 
Peterson, 1994). All in all, these studies remind us that in evaluating children’s answers we need 
to take into account the conversational context, which influences their choice about what to 
express through language and what to leave implicit. We would consider the same for adults’ 
communication and there is no reason why basic principles of communication (such as Grice’s 
(1975) maxims) should be suspended when we consider children’s contributions.

Even more interesting in relation to children’s argumentation is what is implicit in their 
argumentative inferences, that is in the arguments they convey. “Inferential integrity” means 
that children’s inferences must be reconstructed carefully, including implicit premises (Greco 
et al., 2018, p. 445).

26.3.1 Using Argument Schemes to Reconstruct 
Implicit Premises in Children’s Argumentation

In a study dating back to 1997, Anderson et al. observe that the answer to the question “How 
good are children’s naturally occurring arguments?” (Anderson et al., 1997, p. 136) depends on 
the adults’ and researchers’ interpretation of the notion of “good.” In particular, these authors 
insist that, if one adopts “charitable interpretations of children’s arguments” (ibid.), it will 
become clear that their contributions are sound from a logical point of view: “the form of 
children’s arguments is acceptable, as long as you take the perspective of an actively coopera-
tive participant in the discussion” (ibid., p. 166) and reconstruct missing premises that children 
seem to take for granted because of the conversational context (ibid., p. 138), thus producing 
enthymematic argumentations.

More recently, several argumentation studies have observed that a precise understanding 
of implicit premises in children’s argumentation might cast a different light on their contri-
butions. Scholars have proposed the use of argument schemes (or argumentation schemes), that 
is abstract tools to reconstruct the inferential structure of arguments including their implicit 
premises, to better grasp children’s starting points and understand their contributions to argu-
mentation (Banks-Leite, 1999). In educational contexts (although not with small children), 
Konstantinidou and Macagno (2013) and Macagno and Konstantinidou (2013) propose the use 
of argument schemes to reconstruct tacit premises, relying on the typology of argumentation 
schemes developed by Walton and colleagues (see Walton, Reed & Macagno, 2008, for a syn-
thesis). Bova (2019) contributes to a well-established research stream on conversation at the 
family dinner table (see Pontecorvo & Arcidiacono, 2007), adding an argumentation-oriented 
perspective informed by the study of inference. He uses the Argumentum Model of Topics or 
AMT (Rigotti & Greco Morasso, 2010; Rigotti & Greco, 2019) to unravel recurrent argument 
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schemes used in family discussions at mealtimes (Bova, 2019, p. 134) and, in some cases, to 
analyze conflicts that relate to explicit or implicit premises in adults’ and children’s inferences 
(see e.g. ibid., p. 105).

26.3.2 Different Types of Premises in Children’s 
(and Adults’) Argumentation

In a series of works concentrating on very young children in family and kindergarten settings, 
members of the project ArgImp – “Analyzing children’s implicit argumentation: reconstruc-
tion of procedural and material premises”6 – adopted the AMT model (see Rigotti & Greco, 
2019) to reconstruct adults’ and children’s implicit premises. Before presenting an example of 
this type of analysis and showing its relevance to an understanding of children’s argumentative 
contributions, in the following paragraphs we briefly illustrate the main features of this model, 
as described in Rigotti and Greco (2019).

The AMT is a model for the reconstruction of argument schemes, which draws on the 
tradition of the topoi-loci that derived from Aristotle and was developed further throughout the 
subsequent Latin and Medieval tradition. At the same time, the AMT provides a novel re-elab-
oration of the tradition and puts it in dialogue with contemporary approaches to argument 
schemes (or argumentation schemes, depending on different approaches). A distinguishing 
feature of the AMT is the neatly defined distinction between premises of a procedural-inferential 
nature and premises of a material-contextual nature which is particularly helpful in shedding light 
on children’s contributions. Although stemming from a different disciplinary tradition, these 
argumentative premises are conceptualized in a similar vein as Piaget and Inhelder’s (1967) 
distinction between physical (or socio-conventional) experience and logical experience.

The premises of an inferential-procedural nature derive from the locus (the Latin translation 
of the ancient Greek metaphor topos), that is the source of the argument. In particular, each 
locus gives rise to a series of (mostly) “if … then” premises that are called maxims, and are at 
the basis of the inferential configuration of arguments.

Each argument also includes a material-contextual component, which includes two types 
of premises that anchor the argument scheme to the contextual and cultural background of 
the interlocutors: a general statement working as a major premise is called an endoxon (plural: 
endoxa) and a minor premise of a factual nature is called a datum. The term endoxon is reminis-
cent of Aristotle’s concept of general principles adopted by the majority, but has been revised 
to indicate values or general opinions shared by the interlocutors in a specific argumentative 
discussion. The material-contextual component and the inferential-procedural component are 
intertwined; taken together, these two syllogistic structures support the standpoint, which 
coincides with the conclusion supported by the argumentation.

Now, studies adopting the AMT model in the context of adult–children discussions (e.g., 
Greco et al., 2018; Convertini, 2019) have shown that misunderstandings and discrepancies 
between adults and children tend not to depend on the procedural-inferential component but 
rather on the material-contextual component. In other words, it is often material-contextual 
components and, in particular, endoxa that children and adults do not share. On the contrary, 
procedural-inferential premises have been found to be similar for adults and children in these 
studies; additionally, children have often been able to understand adults’ arguments from an 
inferential point of view (see the examples and the discussion in Greco et al., 2018).

In what follows, we consider two illustrative examples, in which an AMT reconstruction 
shows the relevance of grasping the difference between material-contextual and procedur-
al-inferential premises in the reconstruction of children’s premises that remain implicit in 
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their contributions to argumentative activities. To start with, we reconsider an example of 
children’s argumentation proposed by Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide (2010, 
p.  ix) which we reinterpret with the AMT (see the reconstruction in Figure 26.1). The 
example is as follows:

Peter (five years old) and his father are walking together to daycare. Sunshine is reflect-
ed in an oil spot on the road. “Look dad!” Peter yells: “a dead rainbow!”

In this example, five-year-old Peter is applying a cause–effect inferential relationship that binds 
an effect (lying horizontally) with a possible cause (being dead). In terms of the AMT, this is 
based on a locus from efficient cause applied in a direction of reading that goes from the effect to 
a (possible) cause. In some accounts, this is called argument from sign or symptomatic argumenta-
tion (cf. Rigotti & Greco, 2019, p. 259). Admittedly, this locus is not always logically cogent 
(because the same effect can derive from different causes); nevertheless it is often (more or less 
cautiously) applied in adults’ reasoning, as for example in the medical domain, where symptoms 
are taken as manifestations of certain diseases, at least as provisional hypotheses. Now, what 
makes us smile about Peter’s example is not a lack of inferential strength, as the underlying 
inferential principle is analogous to one used by adults (e.g., medical doctors) in other cir-
cumstances. Arguably, what an adult might not agree with is the material-contextual endoxon 
which is implicitly recalled by Peter’s argument (see Figure 26.1), namely that “being dead is 
the (only) cause for lying horizontally.” Adults know that there might be other causes for lying 
horizontally, and we also know that a rainbow does not really “lie down” but is reflected in the 
oil spot as a consequence of physical laws. Thus, the short argumentation that Peter addresses 
to his dad is not wrong in an inferential sense; it is based, however, on an endoxon which could 
be further discussed, and probably will be, as Peter grows up.7 Figure 26.1 presents the AMT 
reconstruction of Peter’s argumentation.

Perret-Clermont et al. (2015) discuss a similar case, fully analyzed in Miserez-Caperos 
(2017). A group of children (around 11 years old) is trying to find out whether there is a loaded 

Figure 26.1 AMT reconstruction of the inferential configuration of Peter’s argumentation.
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die in a group of dice. After testing their physical behavior, they still have no clue about how 
to answer this question; at that point, one of them, Antonin, suggests that the loaded die could 
be the one “with black spots.” When the adult researcher asks him what having black spots 
implies, Antonin (surprisingly) replies, spelling out what could be considered a cultural stere-
otype, perhaps even with racist connotations: “Well, white, white is good. And black is evil.”8 
When another child supports him considering that “often in movies black is evil and white 
is good,” Antonin adds “like Yin and Yang” (see Perret-Clermont et al., 2015, pp. 139–140). 
From a purely inferential viewpoint, as in the case of the “dead rainbow,” in this case we also 
observe children correctly applying inferential principles – here, Antonin is suggesting some 
form of causal correlation, whereby having a certain characteristic (black spots) is the cause 
of a certain behavior. On the other hand, Antonin and his friend introduce a (problematic) 
endoxon “black is evil, white is good” related to cultural stereotypes that may have been learnt 
in the traditions the children mention. Of course, this is not an answer the adult researcher was 
expecting for an activity that was supposed to concern the physical behavior of dice! However, 
the children mobilize an implicit cultural premise that they have somehow been exposed to 
(the reference to the movies is interesting in this regard).

In another research project (Lombardi et al., 2018), which was mentioned above in Section 
26.3, it was shown that even “wrong answers” in cognitive Theory of Mind tests administered 
to children might derive from arguments that do not have the same cultural-contextual premises 
as the arguments expected by adult researchers. Indeed, some of the “mistakes” observed by 
researchers seem to be due to adult–child misalignments in endoxa rather than to the inferential 
element of argumentation (Lombardi et al., 2018).

How these specific findings on the difference between inferential-procedural and mate-
rial-contextual premises could be taken up in educational programs is not the focus of this 
research stream, but they seem to suggest paths for further research in education. To mention 
just two possible working hypotheses: first, these findings might suggest that educational pro-
grams could be more efficient if they did not start from the implicit assumption that children 
need to be taught argumentation from scratch, because very young children already use argu-
mentation; and they do have knowledge and understanding of some inferential principles very 
early on. The focus could be, thus, more on what they already do and know than on what 
they lack in comparison to adults. Second, a possible way to further reflect on these findings 
is to reconsider children’s “mistakes,” looking at whether they include inferential mistakes or 
rather endoxa that are different from those expected by adults.

26.4 The Context

Building on what we have seen in the previous sections, we can add that the dialogical 
dimension and the implicit dimension present in children’s language production need to be 
understood within the context in which children’s contributions are situated. In this section, 
we consider two salient aspects, which emerge from the research on children’s argumentation 
and have important implications for argumentation studies in general. First, studies developed 
from a psychological perspective clearly show that argumentation contexts are to a lesser or 
greater extent open to the interpretation of those participating in the interaction depending 
on their interpretation of what is being said (Section 26.4.1). Second, research on children’s 
argumentation is probably one of the most dynamic contexts, in which the question of the 
design of the argumentation has been tested (Section 26.4.2), showing that argumentation 
does not always occur “spontaneously” in interaction, as certain conditions are needed for 
argumentation or reason-giving to develop.
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26.4.1 Contexts Are Open to Interpretation

When Elina raises her objection to her father about the rule of the memory game they are 
playing (Section 26.1), through her verbal contribution, she replaces the authority of the 
father with the authority of the daycare. This aspect is important for argumentation studies. 
In fact, to date, argumentation studies have mainly considered how institutionalized contexts 
impose constraints on the possibilities for developing argumentation. In van Eemeren’s terms 
(2015, p. 65), they consider how “the possibilities for strategic manoeuvring are determined 
by the institutionally motivated extrinsic constraints.” However, as Perret-Clermont (2006, 
p. 184) notes, “context is not common a priori” for social actors: the meaning of a given 
setting is attributed by the social actors themselves depending on how they interpret this set-
ting in broader institutional frames, and this is partly revealed through dialogue. Sociocultural 
developmental psychology has shown that argumentation is “a socially and culturally situated 
activity” (Muller Mirza et al., 2009, p. 80); it is imbued with “the echo of other situations, 
of other contexts, which enter into dialogue and into tension, charged with questions of 
identity, with belongings to social groups” (Muller Mirza & Buty, 2015, p. 16, the quote is 
our translation from the original French). Even in school contexts, reconstructing argumenta-
tion involves also considering the historical tradition of the institutions, the rights and duties 
associated with the different roles of teacher and student, the didactic contracts, and power 
and authority (ibid., p. 18). In sum, all these aspects co-construct how actors interpret the 
institutional context they inhabit. As Grossen (2010, p. 4) reminds us, Lewin’s “originality 
was to consider that individual behavior cannot be understood independently of the field or 
life space in which it occurs (Lewin, 1951b)” and, in line with this perspective, “the physical 
environment (or the ‘context’) is not only external, it is constructed by the subject who 
actively interprets it. … The context in which the subject acts is also an outcome of his or 
her own psychological activity.”

It might be, for example, that in an educational context “the learners, as actors in this spe-
cific institutional situation, may not consider themselves as authorized to participate in building 
knowledge” (Muller Mirza et al., 2009, p. 86). Individuals participate in broader groups “which 
have developed traditions concerning the division of roles and status, who may take the floor 
and when, and for what purpose” (ibid., p. 87). For example, six-year-old children who are 
asked the same questions at kindergarten or at the beginning of primary school performed and 
answered differently depending on how they interpreted the researcher’s identity: as a “lady 
who likes playing with children” or as “a teacher coming to do school matters with them” 
(Iannaccone & Perret-Clermont, 1993). In sum, the consideration of context that emerges in 
studies considering children’s argumentation is extremely dynamic, as it takes into account how 
actors interpret what is said. Hence, context is not the source of some “mechanical” direct 
influence but a place of complex interactional processes between individuals and material 
(physical, cultural, institutional) rules and meanings.

26.4.2 Contexts Can Be Designed to Provide Space for Argumentation

We have noted above, when talking about the “submarine” example, that the child’s objection 
to the museum guide is raised later, as the child addresses his mother. While there might be 
different reasons for this decision, this detail invites reflection about what spaces for argumen-
tation are given to children in adult-designed settings.

In education there is a long tradition of studies on the design of pedagogical spaces (in 
a physical as well as metaphorical sense) for children’s and adolescents’ argumentation in the 
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classroom (for an early review, see Pontecorvo, 1993; see also Andriessen & Schwarz, 2009, 
p. 145). Resnick and Schantz (2015) argue for the design of argumentation spaces in school, 
arguing that schools “should start creating intelligence, deliberately developing the reasoning 
abilities that are each person’s birthright” (pp. 343–344), instead of relying on a supposed 
predetermined intelligence to preselect students and give them different types of education. If 
schools become more argumentation-oriented, “for students everywhere, greater intelligence 
can become the result, not the cause, of doing well in school” (ibid., p. 348).

The approach developed over decades in the UK by Neil Mercer and colleagues within an 
education and research program called Thinking Together provides a prime example of design 
(Littleton & Mercer, 2013). These authors notice that educational talk is not always equally 
productive in promoting interthinking (Mercer, 2000), that is an exploratory dialogue that is 
critical and imbued with argumentation (for more discussion, see Greco, 2020). On the basis 
of this research program, Littleton and Mercer (2013) distinguish between three types of talk 
in groups, which are different in quality. In disputational talk, there is overt disagreement, while 
participants make little effort “to pool resources” and “the atmosphere is competitive rather 
than co-operative” (p. 15). Cumulative talk gives the false impression of agreement, while in fact 
participants “repeat and elaborate each other’s ideas, but they don’t evaluate them carefully” 
(p. 16). Finally, it is only in exploratory talk that “reasoning is ‘visible’ in the talk” (p. 16): as 
Mercer (2009, p. 185) puts it, explorative dialogue is a form of argumentation-based inter-
action. On the basis of this empirically grounded typology of modes of talk, some rules and 
practices can be established for designing spaces for discussions that will be more conducive to 
interthinking and explorative dialogue (Littleton & Mercer, 2013, p. 38).

Studies on children’s argumentation have been significant in their highlighting of the impor-
tance of the design of argumentation activities; such importance, indeed, goes well beyond 
school contexts, as illustrated by a recent wave of studies on the design of communication 
and argumentation (Jackson, 2015a; Aakhus, 2007). In the words of Jackson (2015a, p. 244): 
“Taking a design perspective means, among other things, recognizing contemporary argumen-
tation as a set of historically situated practices,” which can be improved by design. In other 
words, talking about design means drawing attention “to what can be done to make individuals 
and societies more or less reasonable” (Jackson, 2015b, p. 242). This perspective on argumen-
tative speech does not consider individual dialogic episodes but the conditions necessary for 
those episodes to exist.

In particular, in order to develop and flourish, children’s (but also adults’) argumentation 
needs to be granted a “dialogue space” (Greco, 2018, 2020), that is a space for the development 
of an argumentative discussion. This concept draws on Perret-Clermont’s (2015) metaphor 
of the “architecture of social relationships,” in turn inspired by Rommetveit’s “architecture of 
intersubjectivity” (Rommetveit, 1976): third parties, such as teachers who want to promote 
argumentation in the classroom, or parents who wish to build argumentative families, may 
design spaces to improve socio-cognitive dialogic exchanges in social interaction. Grossen & 
Perret-Clermont (1992, p. 288) consider these third parties as the “guardians” of safe spaces for 
thinking and social interaction – which include, one might add, safe argumentative dialogue 
spaces.

More specifically, the design of spaces for argumentation has consequences for how chil-
dren’s speech acts are considered. It has been noted that the “freedom rule” of argumentation 
should be reconsidered, not only as the opportunity to advance standpoints and arguments 
(“Parties must not prevent each other from putting forward standpoints or casting doubts on 
standpoints” – van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, p. 163) but also as the opportunity 
to open new discussion issues and sub-issues, even for persons who are in an asymmetrical 
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position, such as a learner or a young child within an adult-led discussion (Schär, 2021). In this 
chapter, we have seen different examples in which the importance of the setting has emerged: 
the “submarine” case, as well as the “memory” case, show that children speak in situations in 
which they are allowed the space and feel permitted to do so. Recent research has also shown 
that sometimes adults, even when they have the intention of promoting children’s argumen-
tation, cut out children’s interventions that open unexpected argumentative sub-discussions, 
thus going against the freedom rule without explaining to the children the reasons why they 
do so (Greco, Mehmeti & Perret-Clermont, 2017).

Going beyond adult–children argumentation, this question might be transferred to other 
contexts in which there is asymmetry between the interlocutors, for example in corporate 
contexts. In fact, one might question how much space corporate hierarchies and rules allow 
for argumentation to develop, in particular in relation to challenging presupposed content and 
(thus) opening sub-discussions.

26.5 Conclusions

In this chapter, we have identified three main topics around which the research on children’s 
argumentation shows promise, namely: the dialogue, the implicit (enthymematic) content, and 
the context. Epistemologically, we have mainly followed the line of thought that considers 
children’s argumentation as part of an ongoing interaction, because, in our view, this line of 
thought can yield fruit at the level of the study of argumentative dynamics.

First, focusing on dialogue, we discussed those approaches that consider adult–child and 
child–child conversations as the central unit of analysis of children’s contributions to argumenta-
tion. Second, we noted that an appropriate methodological choice when looking at children’s 
language is reconstructing implicit content; such reconstruction is helped by linguistic indicators 
of argumentation. Focusing on the consideration of implicit premises in children’s (and adults’) 
argumentation might reveal potential sources of misunderstanding where material-contextual 
premises (particularly endoxa in the considered examples, but also data) are not shared. Finally, 
the analysis of the contexts of children’s argumentation raises fundamental questions on the role 
of adults (not only teachers but also parents, relatives, and educators) in designing spaces for 
children’s argumentation and guaranteeing that they are safe. It shows that designing a space 
for children’s argumentation means being open to children questioning presupposed content 
and opening sub-discussions.

These three areas – the dialogue, the implicit, and the context – have all shown potential 
to draw together in a fruitful manner research from argumentation, informal logic, linguistics, 
and conversation analysis with research in psychology and education. The need for more 
bridges across these different disciplines is evident, if one wants to comprehensively consider 
a topic as delicate as children’s argumentation without oversimplifying either what is meant 
by “argumentation” and what it involves on the linguistic pragmatic level, or the psychosocial 
dynamics in which argumentation assumes its meaning.

Finally, as we have seen throughout this chapter, when children’s argumentation acquires 
a more central role within argumentation studies (which presently are still mostly focused 
on adult professional discussions), the findings derived from its study could illuminate other 
domains and remind us that adults too are “growing minds” (Section 26.1) and develop through 
argumentation in social interaction. Concepts such as “guardians” of safe dialogue spaces espe-
cially in asymmetrical contexts (Section 26.4.2), or the identification of misalignments in 
endoxa as potential sources of misunderstandings (Section 26.3.2), might, for example, ignite 
new discussions in contexts in which adults are involved.
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Notes
 1 In this chapter, when we use the adjective dialogic, we mean “relative to dialogue.” When we use the 

adjective dialogical, we do so in accordance with a theoretical tradition that postulates that dialogue should 
be the basic “unit of analysis which should be adopted to analyze human behavior” (Grossen, 2010, p. 4). 
According to this tradition, “the unit of analysis is the interaction as a whole, for example the individual and 
their social and physical environment” (ibid., our emphasis); dialogue is considered as “embedded in its 
socio-historical contexts” (Marková, 1990, p. 1). We have discussed the implications of adopting this 
scientific posture in the study of children’s argumentation elsewhere (Perret-Clermont et al., 2019).

 2 This name, and all children’s names in the chapter in the examples collected by the authors, have 
been changed in order to guarantee the anonymity of the participants. This example was collected in 
Switzerland.

 3 Chrabolino is a pseudonym referring to Elina’s daycare.
 4 Similar considerations about children as rational interlocutors have been expressed in children’s soci-

ology: “Adults most often view children in a forward-looking way, that is, with an eye to what they 
will become – future adults with a place in the social order and contributions to make to it. Rarely are 
they viewed in a way that appreciates what they are – children with ongoing lives, needs, and desires” 
(Corsaro, 2005, p. 6).

 5 It is “ma” in the original Italian text, translated into English by Perret-Clermont et al. (2014). Notably, 
the first but introduces a new discussion issue in the child–mother interaction, problematizing what the 
museum guide said; the second but introduces a real rebuttal.

 6 ArgImp was supported by the Swiss National Science Foundation from 2015 to 2019 (see 
Acknowledgments).

 7 Notably, also in the other examples considered throughout this chapter (the “submarine” example as 
well as the “memory game” example), the premises that were not aligned with the adult’s were endoxa. 
In “memory game,” it is the source of authority that is under discussion. In “submarine,” it is the defi-
nition of enemies.

 8 We hesitated to give this example because of its correlation with systemic racism. However, despite 
this problem (or perhaps because it is so problematic?), the example is useful because it illustrates how, 
when in a given society stereotypes and prejudices are present in the symbolic language of games, 
movies, etc., children are induced to reason on such premises because they know that they are shared 
endoxa. In this specific case, the kids giggled when they spelled out their reasoning, perhaps because 
they became conscious of the racist possibilities in such talk.
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27
PERSUASIVE LANGUAGE 

DEVELOPMENT
The Case of Irony and Humour  

in Children’s Language

Penny M. Pexman

27.1 Introduction

Consider the following situation: Sophia’s room is chronically messy. As a strategy to encourage 
her to clean up, her father has taken to humorous ironic remarks, like “Wow, I can almost see 
the carpet today” or “What a tidy room!” Although humour and irony are often engaged for 
persuasion, these kinds of remarks represent a real challenge for children to begin to use and 
to understand. Imagine the difference in responses if Sophia were four or if she were fourteen. 
(See also Greco & Perret-Clermont, Chapter 26 of this Handbook, for more on children’s use 
of persuasive language.)

With verbal irony, we typically say one thing but mean something like the opposite, as in 
“What a tidy room” in the context of a very messy room. I will use the term “irony” when 
referring to utterance types that include sarcastic irony used to criticize, as in the tidy room 
example, but also the ironic use of hyperbole, understatement, jocularity, and rhetorical ques-
tions. By these means, ironic remarks are used in everyday language to achieve a number of 
communicative effects and persuasive functions, including humour, teasing, complaint, criti-
cism, and the expression of negative emotion (Roberts & Kreuz, 1994). For adults, the humour 
function is salient; adults tend to judge that ironic remarks are much funnier than literal remarks 
(Gibbs, 2000; Kreuz, Long, & Church, 1991; Pexman & Olineck, 2002a). In addition, Dews 
and Winner (1995) described irony’s muting function, wherein irony dampens the valence of the 
speaker’s intended meaning, so that criticism can be expressed indirectly. That is, the positive 
literal meaning of an ironic remark (“What a tidy room”) takes the edge off the intended mean-
ing (this room is messy), making it seem less negative than a direct criticism (Dews, Kaplan, 
& Winner, 1995). Subsequent work on adults’ perceptions of irony has shown that while the 
muting function generally holds, there are some situations or perspectives where ironic remarks 
are viewed as more critical than literal remarks (Colston, 2002; Pexman & Olineck, 2002b). 
Irony can also enhance close relationships because it both depends on and serves to emphasize 
common ground between speaker and listener (Booth, 1974; Jorgensen, 1996; Pexman & 
Zvaigzne, 2004; Slugoski & Turnbull, 1988). Indeed, Jorgensen found that people considered 
irony to be more appropriate in close (sister, friend) than in distant (waiter, boss) relationships, 
which may also suggest the social relationships in which irony is most persuasive.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-33
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In this chapter, I will describe what we know about how children learn to produce and 
comprehend these ironic utterances and their persuasive effects. Children’s ability to produce 
and understand irony develops over a long developmental period, from preschool to adoles-
cence (Capelli, Nakagawa, & Madden, 1990; Dews et al., 1996; Glenwright, Tapley, Rano, 
& Pexman, 2017; Hancock, Dunham, & Purdy, 2000; Harris & Pexman, 2003; Winner & 
Leekam, 1991). I will review the research on developmental constraints for irony: some of the 
challenge of irony for children is that it relies on cognitive and linguistic developments that 
are not in place until the early school years. The key developments include advanced theo-
ry-of-mind skills (e.g., understanding what Bob thinks that Kirk thinks; Filippova & Astington, 
2008; Happé, 1993) and language skills (Angeleri & Airenti, 2014). These skills help children 
to grasp speaker meaning, and to participate in conversations where they can experiment with 
their own ironic remarks. Even with these skills in place, however, some children continue to 
struggle with ironic language, suggesting that some other factors must be important. Children’s 
social experience with ironic language may be one such factor. Finally, I will discuss how 
the developmental trajectory of irony appreciation is characterized by a dissociation between 
its social functions, describing several ways in which appreciation for its illocutionary effects 
as indirect criticism may develop differently from appreciation of its perlocutionary effects, 
 particularly the humour function.

27.2 Development of Irony: Production

Much of the previous developmental research has focused on children’s comprehension of 
ironic remarks. Children’s early production of irony has received much less research attention. 
There is, however, some evidence that children are exposed to irony in mothers’ talk from 
an early age. Banasik-Jemielniak (2019) examined 50 hours of recordings of child-directed 
speech, involving five children aged two to three years, and coded for examples of verbal 
irony. Ironic utterances occurred infrequently in mothers’ talk, with only 22 ironic utter-
ances detected across the recordings. Of these, only eight were judged to have been directed 
at the child; for the remainder mothers were speaking to another person or to themselves. 
Mothers tended to use irony to criticize the child’s or their partner’s behaviour or when 
engaging with the child in pretend play. Given the young age of the children, and the low 
frequency of parents’ irony, no attempt was made to further code children’s production or 
comprehension.

At least two studies have attempted to devise tasks to encourage children to produce ver-
bal irony in laboratory settings. In a study with over 300 Italian children aged five to eight 
years, Bosco, Angeleri, Colle, Sacco, and Bara (2013) prompted children to respond to ironic 
remarks in a role-playing task. They found that children had very low rates of accurate irony 
production, but that these rates did increase with age. Similarly, Juanita Whalen and I studied 
children’s production of context-relevant verbal irony in a laboratory task (Whalen & Pexman, 
2010). The participants were 7 to 11-year-old children. In the irony production task, each 
child sat with the experimenter and watched brief illustrated and narrated stories depicting a 
series of events that either went badly or went well. Following each story, the experimenter 
made either a literal or ironic comment and then waited for the child’s response (e.g., saying 
either “What a terrible way to end the day” or “What a great way to end the day” when a big 
wave ruined a child’s day-long sandcastle building project). In everyday conversation, speakers 
have a tendency to respond to irony with irony; this is referred to as mode adoption (Attardo, 
2002). Mode adoption extends a conversation’s ironic tone and allows the person who uses 
it to signal comprehension and to participate jointly in the functions of irony. We found that 
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children demonstrated mode adoption following 10% of ironic remarks (e.g., “Oh yeah, really 
great”, with an eye roll), and that rates of mode adoption were higher amongst older than 
younger children in the sample. Studies with adults have reported mode adoption rates ranging 
from 7% (Eisterhold, Attardo, & Boxer, 2006) to as much as 30% (Gibbs, 2000). The fact that 
children’s rates of mode adoption in our study fell within this range suggested that school-
aged children are sensitive to the convention of mode adoption and can use it to co-construct 
ironic conversations.

In contrast, Recchia, Howe, Ross and Alexander (2010) examined children’s irony produc-
tion in a more naturalistic context. The authors recorded and later coded children’s production 
of irony in 90-minute family conversations between mothers, fathers, and two children aged 
three to seven years. Instances of irony were coded as such when the speaker’s non-literal intent 
could clearly be detected; this often required careful consideration of context and discussion 
between two coders. The authors found examples of irony deployed as rhetorical questions 
(e.g., “How many times do I have to tell you to stop?”), hyperbole (e.g., “She was using it a 
hundred times”), understatement (e.g., “Oh, I guess this’ll cook better if I turn the oven on”), 
sarcasm (e.g., “Oh, really nice Sam”), and jocularity (e.g., “You little faker”). Results showed 
that parents used irony in positive contexts, during play and games, and also in conflicts. Irony 
was used to tease or joke and also to manage children’s behaviour. Mothers most commonly 
spoke ironically with rhetorical questions, whereas fathers most commonly spoke ironically 
with hyperbole, understatement, and rhetorical questions. Parents used more irony than did 
children, and older siblings used more irony than did the younger siblings. Many of children’s 
early ironies took the form of rhetorical question and hyperbole, and fewer were sarcastic. For 
most ironic utterances to which they were exposed, children did not make a verbal response. 
When they did respond, they did so in a way that suggested they only occasionally understood 
the meaning and function of ironic language.

In a similar study, my colleagues and I examined children’s production of irony in con-
versations between 118 sets of three family members: two children, aged 3 to 15 years, and 
a parent (Pexman, Zdrazilova, McConnachie, Deater-Deckard, & Petrill, 2009). The families 
were tasked with completing a mildly frustrating eight-minute cooperative activity that involved 
taking turns to balance dominoes on their narrow ends atop a pattern laid out on the floor. 
Results showed that in their conversations during this task about a third of the families used 
instances of verbal irony, and that many of the families produced no irony at all. The youngest 
child to produce irony was five years old, and children’s rates of production increased slightly 
with age. Parents tended to use more ironic remarks than did children and directed more of 
those remarks towards older children than younger children. Thus, the results of the Recchia et 
al. (2010) and Pexman et al. (2009) studies suggest that some children begin to produce ironic 
remarks by five years of age, but that this is a low-frequency behaviour and one that is likely 
not demonstrated by all children. Other research shows that rates of irony production continue 
to increase through adolescence (Aguert, Laval, Gauducheau, Atifi, & Marcoccia, 2016).

Our data in the Pexman et al. (2009) study further show that irony production clusters 
within families: parents’ use was related to children’s use, and vice versa. In terms of mecha-
nisms for this clustering, there are three related possibilities. First, mode adoption could be a 
possible explanation, although in the Pexman et al. dataset we coded only four instances of 
ironic remarks that were responded to with irony. Most of the clustered ironic remarks were not 
adjacent in conversation. Second, we pointed to joint pretense (Clark, 1996), from Speech Act 
Theory (for an overview see Ilie, Chapter 9 in this Handbook), as a potential explanation. As 
in a game of make-believe, the family members coordinate their pretense. In the case of irony, 
they jointly engage in language play by tending to use ironic statements when commenting on 
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each other’s performance. For instance, Mom says “Aren’t we lucky?”, pretending she is lucky 
that Child 1 is now taking a turn in the task; later, Child 1 says “That was smooth, Mom” to 
comment on the fact that Mom has knocked over dominos in her turn.

A third possible explanation for within-family clustering of irony is the chameleon effect 
(Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). This typically refers to the mimicry that occurs between conver-
sational partners in terms of body posture and facial expressions. This can lead to feelings of 
liking and affiliation between conversational partners. Verbal mimicry similarly occurs between 
speakers, with research showing that speakers mimic others’ syntax (Levelt & Kelter, 1982) and 
intonation (Neumann & Strack, 2000), as well as other features. This imitation and emulation 
is largely automatic and can help partners to align actions and mental representations, sup-
porting joint action (Garrod & Pickering, 2009). Children’s imitative skills develop in infancy 
and extend to language as the child gains linguistic competence (Xavier, Tilmont, & Bonnot, 
2013). Children’s irony production may also emerge as a function of mimicry of close others, 
like siblings and parents.

Indeed, Banasik-Jemielniak et al. (2020) reported findings that are consistent with the pos-
sibility that children’s irony production may emerge out of mimicry. These authors examined 
the relationship between parents’ attitudes towards the use of irony with children and eight-
year-old children’s irony comprehension. They found that mothers with more positive attitudes 
about irony use tended to have children who were more accurate at irony comprehension. 
In contrast, fathers’ attitudes were not related to children’s performance. The authors inferred 
that parents who have positive attitudes towards irony are more likely to use it with their chil-
dren; this provides their children with more social experience with irony and thus enhances 
their ability to detect it. We assessed this relationship more directly in a study in which we 
examined parents’ self-reported use of irony and seven- to ten-year-old children’s ability to 
grasp what ironic speakers mean (Hala, Pexman, Climie, Rostad, & Glenwright, 2010). We 
did not distinguish mothers’ and fathers’ responses. We found that parents’ self-reported use of 
irony was indeed related to their children’s accuracy in an irony comprehension task. The most 
likely interpretation of these findings is that parents’ speech is a primary source of children’s 
experience with non-literal language, and that social experience is important for children as 
they develop the ability to use and appreciate ironic speech.

It seems likely that all three of these explanations – mode adoption, joint pretense, and 
the chameleon effect – are related to development of irony production, but perhaps vary in 
their influence as a function of a child’s developmental age and the communicative context. 
These explanations share the assumptions that irony production develops in communicative 
situations, and that developing the ability to recognize a speaker’s intentions is essential to 
grasping meaning in those situations.

27.3 Development of Irony: Comprehension

Although parents and older siblings use irony in exchanges with younger children, there is 
little evidence that children begin to understand those remarks until age five or six (Dews 
et al., 1996; Filippova & Astington, 2008; Glenwright & Pexman, 2010; Hancock, Dunham, & 
Purdy, 2000; Harris & Pexman, 2003; Keenan & Quigley, 1999; Winner & Leekam, 1991; 
Winner, Windmueller, Rosenblatt, Bosco, Best, & Gardner, 1987). Even then, the research 
suggests that children’s understanding of ironic speech is limited to detection that the ironic 
speaker means something different than what they have said. Children’s understanding of why 
the speaker chose to use irony, including full appreciation of irony’s social functions, seems to 
emerge later. Children’s comprehension has typically been investigated with tasks that involve 
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presenting children with ironic and literal remarks in the context of short stories or puppet 
shows. Children are then asked questions to assess their understanding of the speaker’s belief 
about the story events, and about their detection of irony’s social functions: the speaker’s 
intentions to criticize and to be funny with their remark.

For instance, in an early study we presented five to eight-year-old children with ironic 
or literal remarks at the end of short puppet shows (e.g., “You’re a great gardener” said to 
someone who pulled out all of the flowers instead of the weeds; Harris & Pexman, 2003). 
In this context, irony was cued by the speaker’s tone of voice (pre-recorded narration) and 
the contrast between the valence of preceding events and that of the speaker’s statement. By 
about six years of age, the children were above chance in their accuracy of judging that the 
ironic speaker did not believe what they had literally said. This ability to detect the speaker’s 
true belief improved significantly by eight years of age. Only the older children were able to 
appreciate that the speaker intended to criticize the target of the remark, but when they did so 
showed evidence that they were sensitive to the muting function, judging that ironic remarks 
were less critical than literal remarks. Notably, children in this study did not tend to appreciate 
the humour intended in irony, even by eight years of age. Similar work by Dews et al. (1996) 
found that children’s appreciation for the humour function of irony only begins to emerge at 
around eight or nine years of age. Thus, there seems to be a general developmental pattern 
that extends across middle childhood, wherein children first appreciate the ironic speaker’s 
belief (i.e., that the utterance is expressed with an oppositional valence to its intended mean-
ing), then the speaker’s sarcastic intent to criticize, and then the speaker’s humour (Pexman & 
Glenwright, 2007).

In a subsequent study, we explored children’s late appreciation for ironic humour (Pexman, 
Glenwright, Krol & James, 2005). We considered two possible explanations for this late-devel-
oping appreciation. First, we investigated whether children tend to empathize with the targets 
of ironic remarks and thus focus on the hurtful functions of irony. There is evidence that chil-
dren are sensitive to the effects of target identification on perceived humour that are outlined 
in Disposition Theory (McGhee & Lloyd, 1981; Zillmann, 1983). By this theory, when we are 
disposed towards, or identify with, someone, we find less humour in jokes that disparage that 
person. If children tend to identify with the targets, rather than the speakers, of ironic remarks, 
this might explain why they find it difficult to see the humour in those utterances. Second, we 
investigated whether children might more readily view irony as teasing than as humour. Teasing 
involves “intentional provocation and playful off-record markers, which together comment on 
something relevant to the target” (Keltner, Capps, Kring, Young, & Heerey, 2001, p. 235). Since 
children are familiar with teasing from a young age and it typically includes both a humorous 
and an aggressive component (Shapiro, Baumeister, & Kessler, 1991) it seemed like it might 
be a better fit than humour per se for children’s perceptions of the social functions of irony.

We presented seven to ten-year-old children with ironic and literal utterances, again embed-
ded in puppet shows, and asked them about the speakers’ belief, and intentions to be critical, 
to be funny, and to tease (Pexman et al., 2005). We also asked them which puppet was “more 
like them” and why. We found that children did tend to identify more with the targets than 
with the speakers of ironic remarks, perhaps because they are less likely to make such remarks 
themselves. Furthermore, children who identified with the targets of ironic remarks perceived 
less humor in those remarks than did the children who identified with the speakers of ironic 
remarks. This finding supported the inference from disposition theory, that children’s empathy 
for the target of ironic remarks constrains their ability to detect the humour in those remarks. 
We also found that only the older children we tested (nine to ten-year-olds) detected the 
humour and teasing intended in irony, and that children’s detection of teasing in irony did not 
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seem to emerge any earlier than their detection of humour in irony. We concluded that young 
children’s perceptions of irony and their theories about why people use it are quite different 
than those of adults, and that children’s theories are constrained by their cognitive development 
and their more limited social experience with the communicative effects of verbal irony.

27.4 Constraints on Development

As mentioned, there are cognitive skills as well as social and communicative skills that support 
irony understanding, and children need to develop these in order to be capable of the reasoning 
about others’ mental states required to understand the ironic speaker’s intent. Irony presents 
particular cognitive challenges for children because the speaker’s intentions must be understood 
in terms of their impact on the mental state of the listener. That is, the ironic speaker effects 
a belief in the mental state of the listener; as a result, the listener has a belief about what the 
speaker really thinks about the subject of the ironic remark. These kinds of recursive mental 
state inferences involve advanced perspective-taking skills, or what some have described as 
second-order theory of mind reasoning (Filippova & Astington, 2008; Happé, 1993). Theory 
of mind skills make it possible to attribute mental states to others, and usually develop in a 
sequence. For instance, children typically develop first-order theory of mind skills (e.g., Sophia 
thinks that …) and then second-order theory of mind skills (e.g., Sophia thinks that her father 
thinks that …), across the preschool and early school years (Papera, Richards, van Geert, & 
Valentini, 2019). Most children demonstrate second-order theory of mind ability after six years 
of age (Perner & Wimmer, 1985; Wellman & Liu, 2004).

The link between second-order theory of mind and irony comprehension was documented 
by Happé (1993). She found that children who were able to understand verbal irony tended 
to have second-order theory of mind skills. Similarly, in a study with five to nine-year-old 
children, Filippova and Astington (2008) reported that children’s irony comprehension accuracy 
was related to their second-order theory of mind skills (see also Nilsen, Glenwright, & Huyder, 
2011; Sullivan, Winner, & Hopfield, 1995). In contrast, other studies have failed to find evidence 
for this relationship. For instance, Bosco and Gabbatore (2017) reported that irony understanding 
was not related to second-order theory of mind in a sample of 120 children aged three to eight 
years (see also Angeleri & Airenti, 2014). These mixed findings suggest that second-order the-
ory of mind may be related to, but not a necessary condition for, verbal irony comprehension.

Some have argued that language skills are the key developmental constraint on irony com-
prehension. Indeed, although Filippova and Astington (2008) found a relationship between 
children’s irony comprehension accuracy and children’s theory of mind skills, they also reported 
that children’s vocabulary skills were related to irony comprehension accuracy. Angeleri and 
Airenti (2014) suggested that children’s language skills allow them to participate in conversations 
and interactions and give them access to the common ground between speaker and listener 
that is important to irony comprehension. Certainly, language skills and theory of mind are 
strongly related in development (e.g., Milligan, Astington, & Dack, 2007), and it is not clear 
that the studies conducted so far have succeeded in distinguishing them in a way that would 
allow us to say which is more important to irony comprehension. It is also possible that the 
influence is bidirectional, with children’s developing irony comprehension skills leading to 
improved language and theory of mind abilities (Hala et al., 2010; Malle, 2002).

Finally, even if these cognitive developments are in place, a child still may not understand 
verbal irony. We have observed in our studies that some typically developing older (eight and 
nine-year-old) children fail to detect irony despite strong language skills (e.g., Nicholson, 
Whalen, & Pexman, 2013). Loukusa and Leinonen (2008) also observed large individual 
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variability in their study of irony comprehension in over 200 three to nine-year-olds. Thus, 
it seems that typical cognitive development is not by itself sufficient to support children’s 
irony comprehension. Loukusa and Leinonen suggested that some of this individual variability 
might be attributed to differences in children’s social experience. In particular, they pointed to 
the likely importance of experience with parents’ ironic language and that of older children. 
Similarly, Melanie Glenwright and I (Pexman & Glenwright, 2007) noted that through social 
learning children need to develop an understanding of, or build a mental category for, ironic 
language in order to find an interpretive solution in cases where speakers say something that is 
literally positive and yet intend to criticize. This mental category will facilitate irony detection 
and will be built from experience with the ways people use and respond to non-literal language 
(see also Filippova, 2014; Pexman, Reggin, & Lee, 2019). Through social experience children 
learn about the verbal and non-verbal cues that speakers use to signal ironic intent.

The role of social learning and experience in children’s irony comprehension has been tested 
directly in two training studies. Szücs and Babarczy (2017) conducted what I believe to be the 
first such study. They presented four to seven-year-old Hungarian children with a brief irony 
comprehension task, then gave the children three training sessions over a ten-day period, with 
explicit teaching about irony use and its cues in each session. Afterwards, children completed 
the same irony comprehension task again to test for the effects of training. Following training, 
children were able to detect irony more accurately when compared to performance on the 
same task for children in a control group. Szücs and Babarczy concluded that “it could thus 
be the case that the puzzlingly slow development of irony comprehension relative to lexical 
and syntactic development is simply a matter of insufficient experience with ironic language 
use” (p. 145). Minimally, it seems that insufficient experience may be another relevant devel-
opmental constraint on verbal irony.

Second, Kate Lee, David Sidhu, and I have subsequently investigated whether children’s 
irony detection could be improved following only a single training session (Lee, Sidhu, & 
Pexman, 2021). We presented 111 children aged five to six years with a series of puppet 
shows containing literal and ironic remarks (e.g., “That was a great shot” after the target kicks 
a soccer ball wide of the net), and tested children’s baseline irony comprehension with a set 
of questions after each show. We assigned half of the children to a training group and half to 
a control group. For the children in the training group, they next received a short training 
session involving direct teaching about “sarcasm” as the use of irony to criticize, including its 
cues and functions. The experimenter gave the children a brief description of sarcastic irony 
and its functions and then read the children a storybook featuring ironic and literal remarks. 
While sharing the storybook, the experimenter queried children’s understanding of the differ-
ent remarks, and provided feedback. The children in the control group were read a different 
storybook that did not contain any examples of irony. Next, all children were given a different 
set of puppet shows and comprehension questions, to test whether the training generalized 
to novel instances of irony. The results of the baseline (pre-training) irony comprehension 
task showed that some children were already quite proficient at irony detection, despite their 
young age. The majority of children were not, however, and for these children the training was 
effective. That is, we found that following training, children in the training group gave more 
accurate judgements of the ironic speakers’ belief and intent to criticize than did the children 
in the control group. The training did not have any effect on the accuracy of children’s judge-
ments about the speaker’s intent to be funny. Thus, training led to more accurate detection of 
some of irony’s functions but not to the humour function. These results support the role of 
social experience in irony detection, but also show how challenging it is for children to grasp 
the humour intended in irony, even with training.
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27.5 Humour Development

The results of the recent Lee et al. (2021) study suggested that even when they are explicitly 
taught that ironic speakers intend to be funny, children struggle to transfer this knowledge to 
novel instances of irony. Clearly, detecting that irony is intended to be humorous is challenging 
for children. This is not simply an issue of the developmental studies failing to design humor-
ous materials. Adults in our studies are usually very accurate at detecting that ironic speakers 
intend to be funny (e.g., Climie & Pexman, 2008), but children are not. One issue with the 
materials and tasks used in the developmental research that might affect children’s humour 
appreciation, however, is the limited paralinguistic cues presented. As mentioned, short stories 
and puppet shows are common ways of presenting literal and ironic remarks to children in 
comprehension studies but the stories, even when acted out with puppets, do not provide all of 
the facial expressions, gestures, or off-record markers that might be relevant for comprehending 
ironic humour. In production studies, instances of irony are often coded from transcripts of 
conversations and thus much of the paralinguistic context is missed. In future developmental 
research it will be important to present ironic stimuli and code for irony production in a way 
that incorporates the full variety of associated linguistic and paralinguistic cues.

In addition, there could be a fundamental difference in what children and adults find to 
be funny. Socha and Kelly (1994) investigated the kinds of humour produced by children 
aged 4 to 14 years. Children were asked to role play in two specific situations, one involving 
a teacher who has had a rough day (“What would you say to your teacher to make her/him 
laugh?”) and the other a best friend who has had a rough day (“What would you say to make 
her/him laugh?”). Younger children tended to produce prosocial utterances (e.g., word play), 
while older children tended to produce more antisocial humour (violations of decorum or 
politeness), particularly in the best friend context. This shift seemed to happen around age nine 
or ten. In a related study, Dowling (2014) reported a similar developmental progression from 
a preference for riddles in Grade 2 to more complex jokes about the misfortunes of others 
in Grades 4 and 6. Dowling attributed this shift to children’s increasing capacity for abstract 
thought as they move through middle childhood.

Many theories of humour assume that its perception involves recognition of incongruity 
between two incompatible elements (see Holcolm & Buzbee, Chapter 8 in this Handbook; 
Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 2010). The most influential theory of humour development is 
Paul McGhee’s cognitive account (McGhee, 1979). By this account, children’s humour com-
prehension and production are a function of their cognitive development. McGhee framed 
humour development in terms of Piaget’s (1968) theory of cognitive development, identifying 
four stages in children’s humour. In Stage 1, children’s humour involves incongruous actions 
and objects and depends on a capacity for symbolic play. Children typically enter this stage in 
their second year. With rapid development of language skills in the preschool years, Stage 2 is 
characterized by verbal humour. Children in this stage will often find humour in mislabelling 
people or objects. Stage 3 involves more complex word play, based in conceptual incongruity. 
This depends on children’s growing knowledge of categories and the role of category labels. 
Children enter Stage 4 around age six or seven, showing more appreciation for ambiguity in 
language, and supported by concrete operational thinking. There is evidence that children are 
increasingly accurate in their explanations of joke meanings across middle childhood (Lefort, 
1992). Further, early in this stage, around age six, children seem to comprehend jokes based in 
lexical or phonological ambiguity. Later, as children approach 10 or 11 years of age, they show 
comprehension of jokes based on pragmatic ambiguity (Shultz & Horibe, 1974).
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Thus, it seems that irony is not what six to eight-year-old children typically find funny. 
They must learn through experience that the ironic speaker intends humour in their remark. 
Bariaud (1989) emphasized the importance of social learning to children’s humour develop-
ment in general: noting that children are likely motivated by adults’ smiling and laughter to 
try to reproduce the playful interactions that gave rise to that positive response. This learning 
may be particularly challenging for irony because of children’s tendencies to identify with the 
victims, rather than the speakers, of these remarks (Pexman et al., 2005). Thus, children find 
the ironic speaker’s critical intent to be salient and incompatible with the intent to be funny. 
By age nine to ten years most children are able to understand that a person can have simulta-
neous conflicting emotions and desires (Harter & Whitesell, 1989; Pons, Harris & de Rosnay, 
2004; Rostad & Pexman, 2014). This would enable them to appreciate the incongruity that 
is involved in the ironic speaker’s intent to be simultaneously critical and funny. This might 
explain why the five to six-year-old children in our training study could not be taught that 
ironic speakers intend to be funny (Lee et al., 2021). It seems probable that children would 
be more receptive to learning about the ironic speaker’s humorous intent by age nine or ten, 
when they are likely to have overcome the developmental constraints that limit their appreci-
ation of irony’s humour function.

The dissociation we see in development, between children’s appreciation for irony’s 
critical versus humour functions, demonstrates that these are separable inferences. Similarly, 
our work investigating irony understanding in children with a diagnosis of autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD) also points to this dissociation. In a study with Kristin Rostad, Carly 
McMorris, Emma Climie, Jacqueline Stowkowy, and Melanie Glenwright, we assessed irony 
comprehension in children who had an ASD diagnosis (Pexman et al., 2011). Failing to 
understand the social or pragmatic aspects of language is a common impairment in ASD 
(Jarvinen-Pasley et al., 2008; Lord & Paul, 1997), and irony has been found to be par-
ticularly challenging for individuals with this diagnosis (Happé, 1993; Kaland et al., 2002; 
Martin & McDonald, 2004). In our study, we reduced the verbal demands of the irony 
comprehension task so that children responded with simple reaching or pointing actions. 
With these adjustments, we found that children with autism were just as accurate at detect-
ing the ironic speaker’s belief and critical intent as were a group of typically developing 
children with equivalent verbal skills (mean age eight years), and were even as accurate 
as a group of typically developing children of the same chronological age (mean age 11 
years). We found group differences, however, in children’s ability to detect the humour 
intended in verbal irony. Here, both groups of typically developing children were more 
accurate detecting the speaker’s intent to be funny than were the children with a diagnosis 
of ASD. We concluded that children with ASD had a different understanding of irony’s 
social functions than did the typically developing children; they did not find the remarks 
to be simultaneously critical and funny.

It seems possible that children with ASD could have less social experience with verbal irony; 
caregivers may even avoid using these kinds of utterances when communicating with children 
with this diagnosis. As Kalandadze, Norbury, Nærlan and Næss (2018) have argued, however, 
caregivers should be encouraged to provide experiences with ironic language to children with 
ASD and should offer explanation and reinforcement to facilitate social learning. Indeed, irony 
training for individuals with an ASD diagnosis has been described in a handful of studies, with 
some promising results (e.g., Persicke, Tarbox, Ranick, & St. Clair, 2013). The success of this 
training suggests that social experience is a key factor for the development of irony appreciation 
in children with ASD, just as it is in typical development.
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27.6 Conclusion

Verbal irony is a strategy that allows speakers to achieve a variety of communicative goals. 
When understood, it can help to highlight common ground between speaker and listener, 
build and maintain social bonds, succinctly convey a speaker’s attitudes and opinions, and do so 
with humorous effect. Given these benefits, it is not surprising that its use is widespread across 
languages and in varied modalities (Hancock, 2004; Whalen, Pexman, & Gill, 2009). In order 
to share in these benefits, children need to acquire mental state reasoning and language skills, 
and also to have experience with ironic language in social contexts. Communicative contexts 
provide children with opportunities to share in irony’s social functions, and to experience the 
ways that people respond to it. For most children, full participation in ironic language and its 
persuasive potential will not occur until quite late in middle childhood. Thus, when Sophia’s 
father uses irony to try to motivate her tidiness (“What a tidy room”), her understanding of 
his intended meaning will likely depend on her experience with and knowledge of verbal 
irony. That experience allows Sophia to build her own mental category for ironic speech and 
its associated cues and functions and might even make possible an ironic retort: “Thanks, Dad. 
I think this is some of my finest work.”
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28
GROUNDING COGNITION
Intersections of Rhetorical Theory and 

Cognitive Science

Todd Oakley

28.1 Introduction

How are we to understand cognitively modern human beings as rhetorical beings?
The position taken in this chapter is that a variety of ideological and methodological 

approaches known collectively as Distributed Cognition are more compatible with contempo-
rary rhetorical theory than standard, information processing approaches. I have been suggesting 
an intimate relationship between human cognitive operations and rhetorical practices for the 
better part of two decades, and the prospects for fruitful collaborations are finally gaining some 
traction among several cognitive scientists, for it does seem that the cognitive sciences are 
reaching an inflection point in which many are fundamentally rethinking the set of assumptions 
that have driven cognitive theorizing since the middle of the last century.

Among rhetoricians, the potential for significant intersections with cognitive science has 
been met with some trepidation. In her essay, “Rhetoric in the Age of Cognitive Science,” 
Jeanne Fahnestock asks “Why should rhetoricians … be interested in cognitive science? 
Cognitive scientists certainly are not and have not been interested in rhetoric” (2005, 160). 
This lack of productive interaction leads her to conclude that rhetoricians “need not and should 
not imitate cognitive neuroscientists” in favor of keeping with the traditional focus of “histori-
cally situated texts and the political, social, and cultural events and trends they embody” (175). 
In their introduction to the special issue on “Neurorhetorics,” Jordynn Jack and L. Gregory 
Appelbaum (2010) caution readers to beware of “neuroessentialism” that traps theorists into 
reducing the power of persuasion to fMRI images. Daniel Gross registers a similar objection 
in The Secret History of Emotion, claiming that neuroscientific approaches cannot be “reliably 
purged of race, gender, age, cultural bias, and so on” (2006, 31).

These cautionary tales are noteworthy for their direct movement from cognitive science 
to neuroscience, as if cognitive science were nothing but the neuroscience of cognition. It is 
undoubtedly true that without a central nervous system, higher-order cognition is not possible, 
but part of the wholesale rethinking of cognition is that brains are a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for mindedness, that the explanatory mechanisms of human cognition, especially 
language and persuasion, is invariably and inextricably ecological, that cultural variability is as 
important an explanatory factor as cultural universals, and that the hope of distilling the science 
of mind into neuronal ensembles without remainder is a fool’s errand.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780367823658-34
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Recent developments in cognitive science and linguistics suggest that the intersections 
with contemporary cognitive science does not have to come at the expense of the traditional 
foci animating rhetorical theory and criticism. In fact, the more cognitive scientists delve 
into issues of language, memory, social interaction, and so on, the more acute becomes 
the need to attend to the “situatedness” of human thought and action, and, thus, the 
need for a rhetorical characterization of the phenomenon in question becomes paramount. 
Behaviorally modern humans are indisputably primates, sharing a great deal of cognitive 
skills with other Hominins, but it is ever more likely that core facets of what constitutes a 
conscious self is vastly different from human beings living in the time of Homer (Malafouris, 
2013), as the ecological situation governing human cognitive evolution and development 
has changed drastically. A world with over 7.3 billion other humans who can travel between 
continents in hours rather than weeks and months is qualitatively different. As the physicist 
P. W. Anderson famously put it: “more is different” (1972). In the spirit of more being 
different, more opportunities for human beings to experience the sheer variety of lifeways 
underscores the urgency of grasping the boundaries of cognition in the context of language 
and persuasion.

This chapter explores four issues from the perspective of rhetoricians seeking clarity on the 
intimate relationship between human cognitive operations and rhetorical practices. We begin 
with the unit of analysis problem, where I outline the debate over the boundaries of cognition 
and argue that the enactive and extended cognitive theory (Maturana & Varela, 1980; Noë, 
2004) is most conducive for the next generation of rhetoric research, for the de minimis con-
dition of persuasion is always more than one mind. I then proceed to discuss three areas of 
overlapping interests of cognitive scientists and rhetoricians: attention management; framing; 
and emotional disposition.

How is it that rhetorical beings direct, sustain, and manipulate the attention of others about 
matters distant in time and space? Rhetoric is not merely communication, but communication 
about uncertain issues extending temporally beyond the immediacy of the here-and-now. 
Rhetorical beings do not come to each situation as if it were never experienced before. Rather, 
each new rhetorical situation is encountered as such through framing. The management of 
attention implies that there are entities, events, and relationships that are already framed for 
our consumption. As with any animal, human beings make quick appraisals of current or 
future states of affairs based on feelings. Sometimes our emotional dispositions can be profit-
ably regarded as evolutionary adaptations, directing us to act on our survival instinct; at other 
times, and in other circumstances, emotional dispositions can be profitably regarded as cultural 
scripts, revealing unique coping strategies in a particular milieu. Neither perspective provides 
a sufficient explanatory account of emotion in language and persuasion. Emotions are best 
regarded as appraisals of situations, regardless of their universality or specificity. I gesture toward 
a rhetorical appraisals theory of emotion that underlies attention management and framing that 
guide thought and action.

28.2 Historical Review

That rhetoric and persuasion are part and parcel of psychology is nothing new. Aristotle’s treat-
ment of emotions (see Section 28.5) is largely considered one of the first psychological treatises, 
and was regarded as such for much of the Middle Ages (Murphy, 1976); George Campbell’s 
The Philosophy of Rhetoric ([1776] 1992) is known for its vivacity psychology; Alexander Bain’s 
proto-cognitive treatment of rhetorical figures as stemming from associations of contiguity, 
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similarity, and discrimination in English Composition and Rhetoric ([1868] 1996, 20); and Chaim 
Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca identify “presence” as psychological glue tying together 
stylistics and argument (1969, 116).

More recently, work by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980, 1999), Charles Fillmore 
(1982, see section 4 on Framing, as well as Harris, Chapter 12 of this Handbook), and other 
linguists have explicitly invoked rhetorical concepts (metaphor, metonymy, irony, etc.) that 
signify crucial phenomena for understanding human minds and language. While their work 
is not self-consciously rhetorical, it has inspired other scholars with a more robust ground-
ing in the rhetorical tradition, namely Mark Turner (1997) and Todd Oakley (2009, 2020), 
Randy Harris (2023), and, of course, Jeanne Fahnestock (2005), who, like Lakoff, Johnson, 
and Fillmore, critiques Chomsky’s generative grammar but which emphasizes the “arhetorical” 
assumptions behind this approach.

Every boundary placement publicizes some things and suppresses others. This was part of 
Plato’s advice in The Phaedrus to “carve nature at its joints” (1925, 265d–266a). What this means 
for the theorists is that we should place boundaries around those “units” where relevance is 
low. Plato’s preferred method is much harder to follow for complex systems, such as human 
cognition. Since its ascent as an academic interdisciplinary enterprise in the 1970s, the cognitive 
sciences, particularly in the United States, has been defined as information processing, and the 
brain as the site where human beings work with internal representations to aid thinking and 
decision making. The mind is not like a computer. The mind is a computer!

While context, culture, artifacts, and affect were acknowledged to be a part of the human 
mind, the presumption was that these facets did not comprise the “core” of mindedness. Thus, 
once we properly understood the complex algorithmic character of thinking and deciding, the 
desiderata of context, culture, artifacts, and affect could be accommodated with ease.

While this information processing approach has greatly receded as an explicit doctrine of 
cognitive science, some of its commitments nevertheless exert considerable influence to this day, 
the most prominent of which is that the mind is the brain; that cognition happens predominantly 
between the ears, with some occasional help from props and tools, as when a bartender lines 
up a series of different shaped glasses to remember multiple drink orders. It is hard not to see 
the point of Daniel Gross’s concerns about greedy reductionism.

Since the late 1980s, the theories driving cognitive science have been entangled in the messy 
and contentious process of redrawing boundaries of cognition to generate new insights, models, 
and explanatory strains.1 The body, in a context, saturated with cultural practices, linked to arti-
facts, both pragmatic (e.g., hammers and chisels) and epistemic (e.g., timetables and schedules), 
are more than elements in the causal chain of events that begins and ends with the brain. Context, 
culture, artifacts, and affect constitute mindedness. This broad view of cognitive theory is collo-
quially known as 4E’s cognition. The E’s are Embedded, Embodied, Enactive, and Extended 
cognition – summarily these E’s comprise the general orientation of Distributed Cognition.

This is not a unified theory, but a general framework, complete with disagreement and 
tension over specific details. Let us look at these different strands and see what they have to 
say about the grounding of cognition.

That cognitive operations are Embedded in environments is intuitive and comprises the most 
orthodox strain of the framework, embraced by almost everyone. Herbert Simon’s, The Science 
of the Artificial (1981), departs from classical physical symbol systems orthodoxy in constantly 
pointing to the importance of the environment as an external memory store for problem 
solving that weakens the distinction between the “inner” and the “outer,” thus presaging that 
minds are “leaky” in so far as the outside world is populated with the symbolic residue of our 
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inner minds. Even so, the argumentative thrust here is that the environment simplifies the 
algorithms inside the head.

That cognitive operations stem from bodies – thus, that cognition is Embodied – is also 
intuitive. We all need our bodies to contain our brains. But the embodiment strain means 
something more radical: the structure and function of human bodies are more than containers 
of mindedness, they determine in large measure the kinds of concepts we develop. For instance, 
time is conceptualized across most known cultures in relationship to the human body, either 
as moving or as standing still, and either as past-behind and future-ahead or past-ahead and 
future-behind. If the concept of FUTURE lies “behind you,” as in Aymara (Núñez & Sweetser, 
2006), then a strong motivation for it stems from the fact that you cannot see it, and seeing 
is correlated with knowing. Under this orientation, time is conceived as moving relative to 
a standing body. If, on the other hand, the concept of PAST lies behind you, as in English, 
then a strong motivation for it stems from the fact that the past is static relative to a moving 
body, and your body is moving away from it (Brdar & Brdar-Szabó, 2017). The point here is 
that the human body is not a neutral locus of conceptualization; it determines the kinds of 
concepts we typically construct, and it offers one of the major constraints underlying a vast 
diversity of ways of thinking.

Taking its cue from the phenomenology of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty, Enactive 
cognitive theory stipulates that mindedness issues from autopoesis, the self-organizing processes 
through which an organism maintains itself by “coupling” to the environment. Humans, like 
other living organisms, are niche constructors, and much of the activity that counts as cognitive 
is not in the form of information processing but cybernetic control (Maturana & Varela, 1980). 
For instance, much everyday language use entails navigating the here-and-now of existence, 
using vocalizations and gestures in intimate connection with the immediate environment. Try 
getting through the day without using deictic vocalizations and gestures. Enacting cognition 
means that these environmental structures play increasingly important and dynamic roles in 
thinking and speaking in symbolically saturated landscapes.

The most provocative and controversial aspects of distributed theory is the Extended-Mind 
hypothesis. The locus classicus of this explanatory strain comes from Andy Clark and David 
Chalmers (1998) but has also been gaining adherents in evolution and archeology (Donald, 
2001; Malafouris, 2013). The basic idea is that human cognitive operations rely repeatedly 
and specifically on tools and artifacts. Compass roses, watches, calendars, notebooks, and their 
affordances are not mere props but constituents of human cognitive systems. According to this 
view, it is a “Cartesian prejudice” to regard your biological memory as a proper part of the 
cognitive system but to deny as much to your notebook.

If human cognition is distributed, then the proper unit of analysis is not the brain, but the 
brain embedded in a body, whose form and function plays a determining role in conceptual-
ization, with many of the representational functions emerging from the autopoetic coupling 
of the whole organism with its environment, whereby the extra-somatic artifacts and social 
structures are constitutive of the cognitive system itself. Cognitive systems are highly distributed, 
which means that operations of the systems provide the background conditions for thinking 
about rhetoric and persuasion.

To illustrate the importance of distributed thought in action, let us consider commercial 
aviation, an activity that depends on information fidelity, a rhetorical phenomenon if ever 
there was one.

Piloting a commercial airliner cannot be a solitary business (except in extremis). As Edwin 
Hutchins explicates in exquisite detail (1995), the cognitive system for proper takeoff, cruise, 
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and landing is not only distributed socially among the pilots and crew and air traffic control, 
the cockpit itself comprises a socio-technical environment full of information-bearing artifacts 
that make safe, routine flight possible. One of the most important aspects of landing is to 
coordinate the optimal wing flap and slat extension to the reference landing speed (VREF), 
which is determined by the gross weight of the airplane upon approach. This is too much 
information to be held inside the head – so the MD-80 cockpit comes equipped with gauges 
called “speed cards” for conspicuously displaying in tabular alignment the airspeed, flap/slat 
retraction and extension with real-time summation of aircraft gross weight so the co-pilot does 
not have to calculate it. This information is then conveyed to the pilot, who then sets the 
airspeed indicator (ASI) “bugs” (markers on the ASI) for the optimal flap/slat setting relative 
to speed, allowing the pilot to focus attention solely on the ASI.

Hutchins argues that this is more than scaffolding: it is constitutive of the whole cogni-
tive system for commercial aviation, which would be unthinkable without it. One can easily 
imagine a skilled bartender who happens to possess a robust working memory capacity to 
forego the method of loci with a line of glasses, or the skilled orator to deliver an address 
without notes, but a skilled commercial airline pilot is only as good as her ability to work 
within a distributed system.

Smooth coping in an airline cockpit entails an element of persuasion, namely the ethotic 
element of credibility. The pilot has to trust the information given to her by the co-pilot, and by 
the documentation. The co-pilot is doing the weight calculations to determine VREF, which 
in turn, determines the flap/slat extensions. The pilot takes that information and adjusts the 
focal instruments, and it is the “truth” of those focal instruments that becomes a cynosure of 
her attention during the most critical moments in the flight. It is the trust in the accuracy and 
authenticity of the relevant information available in this space that forms the basis for knowing 
and maintaining the proper landing speed: it is the airline cockpit, of which the two pilots are 
a necessary but not fully sufficient part, that “remembers” its speed.

One can imagine cases of extreme emergency where it is up to a sole individual to keep 
the plane from crashing, but, and this is the critical point, if that were the rule rather than the 
exception there could never be regular, consistent commercial aviation.

28.3 Attention Management

Perhaps one of the clearest areas of overlap with the cognitive sciences, rhetorical theory has 
to do with attention management. In fact, the whole canons of style and delivery, and of 
introductions, is about directing and managing attention. James Winans goes so far as to define 
persuasion as “the process of inducing others to give fair, favourable, or undivided attention 
to propositions” (1917, 194). Specifically, the concern for attention management manifests 
itself in discussions of kairos, a topic explored in Plato’s Phaedrus, and, according to Kinneavy 
and Eskin (2000), a theme that holds the three books of Aristotle of Stagira’s Rhetoric (1991) 
together. Understood as the “right or opportune time for doing something, or right measure 
of doing something” (Kinneavy, 1986, 80), the notion of the kairotic features prominently as 
an integrating force of all the elements of persuasion, from the argument, to speaker reputation, 
to style and delivery. In a complementary vein, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca rely on the 
notion of presence in roughly the same manner (1969, 119); it is the flection point between 
situation and utterance that drives the argument.

These theoretical and pedagogical concerns for attention management dovetail with 
research in cognitive linguistics, a school of linguistics that places construal of meaning and 
communication at the center of its enterprise (Evans, 2018; Langacker, 2018). In many 
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respects, this emphasis on construal at the granular level may be regarded as microkairotic.2 
In this respect, cognitive linguistics has more in common with Cicero’s De Inventione than 
with Chomsky or Saussure, insofar as their primary concern is for speakers’ competence in 
construing meaningful events in various ways for different rhetorical purposes, not with an 
abstract system of langue.

It is cognitive semantics, a sub-field of cognitive linguistics, that focuses directly on language 
as an attention management system for targeting referential and conceptual resources. In his 
essay “Figure” (1997), Mark Turner argues that figurative language is not an optional add-on 
to grammar, but grammatical constructions in their own right that form the symbolic resources 
of language structure and use.

28.3.1 The Greater Attention System

One attempt at the “rhetorification” of attention within cognitive semantics comes from Todd 
Oakley’s From Attention to Meaning (2009). In it, he proposes a general phenomenology of 
attention comprising three interdependent systems: the signal, the selection, and the interper-
sonal. The signal system (2009, 27–29) comprises those elements of perceptual environment 
that routinely and reliably “stand out” for human consumption, either because they alert our 
human sensibilities or because we are culturally oriented to them. The selection system (2009, 
29–33) comprises processes of detecting, sustaining, and controlling the flow of perception 
and thought. The interpersonal system (2009, 33–36) is perhaps unique to human primates in 
its robustness for sharing, harmonizing, and directing others. Most of what we do and how 
we do it involves others. After all, we are the only primate species that routinely interacts 
peaceably with strangers (Seabright, 2010) as symbol-using and symbol-abusing animals (Burke, 
1966, 3–24).

Language is a system for communicating intentions, as such it is fundamentally an inter-
subjective enterprise. More specifically, the problem of understanding how language works 
needs a framework of attention. To that end, let us turn to the work of cognitive linguist, 
Leonard Talmy.

28.3.2 Targeting System of Language (Talmy)

Perhaps no other linguist has done more to plumb the depths of attention for a unified 
understanding of the various lexical and grammatical features of language. In The Targeting 
System of Language (2017), Talmy proposes a single attention system underlying two domains 
of linguistic reference: anaphora (elements “inside” the current discourse) and deixis (ele-
ments of the spatiotemporal surroundings of the current discourse). For Talmy, targeting is 
synonymous with face-to-face shared attention and is a prerequisite for meaning making 
and persuasion.3 This does not mean that only one-to-one verbal interactions count as 
language; however, this stylized understanding of language production and consumption 
is sufficiently comprehensive, and can accommodate modifications with relative ease. For 
instance, it is easy to see how the nineteenth-century British financial journalist Walter 
Bagehot’s epanaphoric quip

(1) a great many stupid people have a great deal of stupid money

can be taken as a direct insult to the reader, should “stupid money” be interpreted as a meta-
lepsis, signifying the traces of actions redounding on the bearer.
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28.3.3 Three Stages of a Hearer’s Procedure

Imagine this scenario: It is the first virtual meeting of department chairs with the dean, who 
has a new executive assistant, replacing Abigail, the long-serving and beloved aide who just 
retired. Indicating this new individual, the dean comments thus:

(2a) He is the new Abigail.

Rhetoricians will recognize this as antonomasia, a type of metonymy in which “Abigail” is a 
substitute description for the position. But before we get to that and why its effect may be 
kairotic, we should like to know something more basic: how does it work?

Talmy’s scheme is as follows (2017, 1–21). The dean’s utterance sets in motion a three-
stage process, the first of which is trigger-to-cues. This stage directs the hearers to acquire 
ready-access information that functions as a cue to the speaker’s target. This second, cues-
to-target, stage is a selective attention process of “ruling in” some information while “ruling 
out” others. Having determined the target, the hearer then proceeds to the third stage, 
mapping the concepts elicited by the cues back to triggers in the speaker’s utterance. This 
target-back-to-trigger stage harmonizes the hearer’s and speaker’s attention to the target, 
establishing a joint attentional interactive scene that becomes the basis for additional meaning 
construction.

This scheme has the virtue of allowing us to hold the whole situation in mind while deep-
ening the analysis of its constituent parts. Talmy then proceeds to outline several cue categories 
of the targeting system that, taken together, stand in concordance relation with one another 
and can either corroborate, complement, or conflict with one another. (Such concordance 
relations can be the basis for the ambiguities that inevitably arise.)

28.3.4 Cue Categories

Language comes with a range of lexical cues. These include core cues and co-form cues. Core 
cues initiate the targeting procedure outlined above by providing cues characterizing the target. 
Core cues include closed-class items, such as personal pronouns and spatial deictic markers (I, 
you, he, she, it, they, this, that, these, and those), and proper names, while its co-form consists of a 
range of triggers that help the hearer determine the target. In (1) above, the trigger, “he,” cues 
the hearers that the target is uniplex, entity, animate, male, and third-person, while “Abigail” 
is a trigger for a target of uniplex, entity, animate, female, and third-person. The triggers “is,” 
“the,” and “new” function as co-form cues that, according to conventional English syntax, 
characterize the target of “he.”

A range of other cues are critical for the felicity of a targeting procedure. These include 
bodily cues (e.g., gestures, corporeal cues). For instance, the speaker could have raised her 
right index finger while producing the trigger, he. Such targeting gestures are just one form of 
gesture that speakers typically produce, along with such corporeal cues as here and there, both 
of which use the speaker’s body to reckon targets. Collateral cues are the byproduct of any 
linguistic targeting procedure, and include the roles of speaker, hearer, and target, so that in the 
mini-drama of (2) the role of speaker is played by the dean, the role of hearer is played by the 
department chairpersons, and the role of target is being filled by “he” and “Abigail,” respec-
tively. Hearer-focus cues are a type of collateral cue (e.g., the complement that) for directing 
hearers to attend jointly to the speaker’s attentional state and the object of her attention. So, 
the chairs understand that “he” is the object of the dean’s attention.
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Targeting takes place in time. Thus, languages exhibit a range of triggers (highly variable 
among languages and language families) that serve as chronal and perichronal cues. The simple 
occurrence of a speaker’s utterance at a particular moment will serve as a chronal cue charac-
terizing the target. In (2), the use of the simple present triggers a cue for a stative, enduring 
relationship that obtains in the present. The alternative

(2b) ??He was the new Abigail.4

seems inopportune, unless the speaker is referring to someone who is no longer serving the 
same role as Abigail.

Temporal properties of the surrounding situation that are not themselves temporal triggers 
often function as perichronal cues. For instance, the presence of a male figure appearing on 
the screen who is not recognized as a department chair helps characterize the target as present 
in body and in status. Typically, such perichronal cues do not determine the target directly, 
but merely serve as temporal properties of elements near the target that help the hearer rule 
in and rule out certain candidates.

Finally, there appear a range of background cue categories, from the surrounding envi-
ronment and from the hearer’s own cognitive processes, that arise from the local situation. 
Environmental cues include everything that radiates out from the speaker into the speaker’s 
external domain. These environmental cues are restricted to a small footprint in the virtual 
backgrounds of each participant compared to live meetings, and are effectively nil in written 
communication. With (2), typical viewing options for virtual-meeting applications allow 
some participants to focus on the speaker only or survey a whole screen of boxes with 
different participants, but this option is not normally under the speaker’s control. More 
importantly, however, are the epistemic cues associated with the trigger. This is infor-
mation that the hearers derive from their own knowledge and beliefs to help determine 
the intended target. The speakers use of the trigger “he” in place of the proper name, 
initiates a targeting procedure based on the belief that the hearers already know that he is 
anaphoric for “James,” (the new aide’s given name) and this trigger will not give rise to 
lateral ambiguity (i.e., that others will confuse some other target characterized as uniplex, 
entity, animate, and male).

It is the epistemic cue that is critical for the rhetorical effects associated with antonomasia. 
Hearers target James as fulfilling the social role, Executive Aide to the Dean, because they all 
associate that role with “Abigail,” and are now asked to do the same for “James.” Importantly, 
however, it is in the concordance relations between the different cues that make such periph-
rasis possible.

28.3.5 Illustrating the Targeting System in 
Rhetorical Practices: Attending to Money

For a discussion of attention management to be maximally efficacious for rhetoricians, let us 
consider a sample of persuasively intentioned written communication from Matt Levine’s 14 
July 2020 Money Stuff column, “Everyone Wants a Blank Check” for Bloomberg.com.

The purpose of Levine’s column is to draw the attention of readers to an alternative invest-
ment vehicle to the Initial Public Offering (IPO).

Let us begin with the headline:

(3) Everyone wants a blank check.

http://Bloomberg.com
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The pronominal trigger, “everyone,” cues for a target that is multiplex, entity, and animate, 
while the want triggers the co-form cue of sentient, with the final nominal trigger, “blank 
check,” serving as an epistemic cue, a nested metonymy for a commonplace desire: unlimited 
funds. (The blank of blank check designates the state of only one of the fields of the check, the 
monetary amount field, while the composite blank check is only one of the ways funds might be 
unlimited.) Together the headline functions as a form of deesis, an expression of desire packaged 
in the form of a claim that assumes universal assent (see Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, 
31–35). It is addressed to a universal audience of all reasonable investors. Given that this column 
comes after several high-profile and controversial IPOs, such as WeWork and Saudi Aramco, 
the headline will likely pique the interest of readers looking to lower their portfolio risk.

Levine then provides a contrasting model of the IPO and Special Purpose Acquisition 
Company (SPAC see Example (5) below), assuming that the readers are broadly familiar with 
the former but know little or nothing about the latter:

(4) The normal way to do all of this is the IPO, the initial public offering, where you 
go out to investors and market the stock to them and take orders and try to find a 
price that enough investors can accept. Then you sell the stock to them at that price, 
it opens for trading, and probably it goes up; they were compensated for their risk by 
a 10% or 20% or 30% “IPO pop.”

The adverbial trigger, “all of this,” which comprises a speech-internal cue, referring back 
(anaphora) to a previous description of the usual process by which private companies try to raise 
capital for growth. The “IPO” is the trigger that cues our attention to the familiar process of 
raising capital. Similarly of interest is the trigger “you,” which only incidentally functions as 
a collateral cue for the reader, but more specifically functions as an epistemic cue for the role 
of the investment banker who “builds the book” of initial investors, who then buys the stock 
at an initial price that is lower than the opening market price. Here attention to “you” is to 
the person making the deal, while “them,” “they,” and “it” trigger the speech-internal cues 
for “investors” and “stock.” The final nominal trigger, “IPO pop,” is a lexical co-form cue 
targeting the desired financial outcome: profit.

Levine then proceeds to call attention to an alternative to the IPO:

(5) A less common way to do it is the SPAC, the special purpose acquisition com-
pany (or “blank-check company”). The SPAC is an empty shell that raises a bunch of 
money publicly (in an IPO) and then tries to find a target company to merge with; the 
merger makes the target company public. … The SPAC gives the cash to the company, 
the company gives shares back to the SPAC, the SPAC gives those shares to its inves-
tors, and now those investors are the owners of shares in a newly public company.

“SPAC” triggers multiple cues: the core cue for a specific social entity that is uniplex and 
inanimate, which also serves as a collateral cue to the reader that “we” are now talking in 
anagrams, which means we are now discussing technical financial matters. In addition, the 
nominal trigger, “blank check,” a speech-internal cue, functions as an elaboration site for the 
co-form, “company.” It is this company that is now the focus of the reader’s attention. The 
rest of the passage spells out the difference between an IPO and SPAC, such that a SPAC is 
seen, chiastically, as “a fund in search of a company, rather than a company in search of funds.”

All this may seem like too much theoretical apparatus for such a rhetorically intuitive 
phenomenon. To this, I have two responses: First, all cognitive scientists agree on this one 
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principle: what we experience as clear and the simple is never the case. If it were, standard 
information processing models would have lived up to their promises. Second, a framework of 
attention that can account for phenomena at the finest granule and then scale up to rhetorical 
situations without extensive revision to the core constituents is precisely the kind of language 
theory rhetoricians need. Looking at language as a set of triggers that cue different types of 
attentional targeting carries considerable theoretical and practical weight. It helps open a pro-
ductive dialogue and collaboration between cognitive theory and rhetoric that has been much 
harder with research programs that view rhetorical practices as epiphenomenal.

28.4 Framing

The targeting system of language is only useful for rhetoricians if it gives us some purchase 
on rhetorical situations and what social scientists like to call framing. Frame is a popular term 
for the accessing of our encyclopedic knowledge of concepts. One very productive line of 
research of immediate relevance to the arts of persuasion is frame semantic analysis pioneered 
by Charles Fillmore (1982). Consider the difference between these two sentences:

(6a) This tax must be unconstitutional.
(6b) This tax must have been unconstitutional.

The first appears as the final statement of McCulloch v. Maryland (1816), which struck down 
a state tax imposed by the Maryland legislature on the operations of a United States bank. 
The second is an imagined variation. The rhetorical force of these statements first issues in 
part from the core cue “must,” one of a handful of modal verbs. Speakers of English are quite 
sensitive to the subtle shades of meaning that modal verbs elicit. Must evokes multiple framings, 
depending on grammar and context, that all express compulsion: one can be compelled by 
physical force (root modality), by institutional power (deontic modality), by logic or reason 
(epistemic modality), and by illocutionary force (speech act modality). Sentence (6a) fits the 
grammatical profile of the deontic framing: the Court is compelled to pronounce the statute 
unconstitutional. Sentence (6b) fits a grammatical profile of the epistemic framing: the justices 
are compelled to conclude that the tax is unconstitutional. The difference between them is of 
considerable consequence.

Now, if we look a little closer at (6a) and add to the modality framing a more comprehen-
sive understanding of exigencies, audiences, and constraints endemic to the rhetorical situation 
(Bitzer, 1969) of Supreme Court opinions, one will notice an inherent ambiguity not present 
in (6b). The intended framing of this statement can be considered both deontic and epistemic, 
or “deonstemic.”5

This ambiguous framing stems from the uniquely complex rhetorical structure of these 
documents. Oakley (2017) identifies a cascade of six distinct discourse layers of a Supreme 
Court Opinion, from the decision (layer 1) all the way to the facts of the case (layer 6): layer 
6 represents the basis or “standing” of the case: the crime or tort that brings the two aggrieved 
parties together in the socially sanctioned roles as plaintiff and defendant; layer 1 represents the 
decision of the Court, finalized in a speech act that, in this case, reverses the decisions of the 
lower courts. Between these two layers is a cascade of rhetorical engagements governing the 
highly procedural nature of suasive acts, including: the order of questions to be addressed and 
adjudicated (layer 5); the reasons any particular justice gives for a supporting argument (layer 
4); the manner in which justices address one another, as represented in the majority opinion, 
as well as any concurring or dissenting opinions (layer 3); and statements outlining the rationale 
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for the decision itself (layer 2), ideally to represent the final decision as the deliberate applica-
tion of disinterested principles of constitutional law. The opinion is final, but the long-term 
institutional reputation of the Court depends on the polity’s apprehension of them as being 
guided more by principle than naked partisan advantage.

28.5 Emotional Disposition

Nobody likes being called “stupid.” It can incite outrage, anger, or embarrassment and shame. 
Thus, when Walter Bagehot writes

(7) “… at particular times a great many stupid people have a great deal of stupid 
money”

(1856, 2)

most readers hope he is not talking about them and their money. Bagehot’s sentiment is to 
generalize the emotion-laden speculative conditions bringing about financial bubbles, and the 
South Sea Bubble of 1720 is prime case of exuberance followed by panic.6 But what are emo-
tions, exactly? (See Mozafari, Chapter 2 of this Handbook, for other persuasive  considerations 
of emotion.)

Cognitive theorists tend to look at emotions as either biological adaptations or as cul-
tural scripts, with evolutionary psychologists emphasizing the former and social psychologists 
emphasizing the latter. Yet, if we take our cue from Aristotle, neither position accurately 
captures the function of emotion in civic discourse. A wan response is that emotions are both 
biological and cultural, but that does not provide us with a useful theory. Aristotle is closer 
to the mark in identifying emotions as schemas that link concrete human existence to reason 
(Stricker, 1996). That is, emotions are not a way of tricking people or avoiding criticism; they 
are the inflection point between lived experience and rational being.

Cognitively, a proper theory of emotion as part of the persuasive arts is better to see the 
broad panoply of affect in terms of appraisal. This is where philosopher Jesse Prinz (2004) offers 
a useful addition to Aristotle and other rhetoricians. Emotions come with two components – a 
phenomenal feeling and a moral judgment. In short, emotions are appraisals of a situation that, 
consistent with evolutionary theory, impinge on the body, and that, consistent with social 
constructionism, elicit rapid but culturally specific judgments of a situation. For Prinz:

Each emotion is both an internal body monitor and a detector of dangers, threats, 
losses, or other matters of concern. Emotions are gut reactions; they use our bodies to 
tell us how we are faring in the world.

(2004, 69)

Bagehot’s “stupid people … stupid money” quip is at once an evocation of a phenomenal 
feeling that one gets when one sees others acting recklessly, the sense of unease one feels 
in one’s bones when witnessing throngs of men, women, clergy, clamoring to buy a stock 
at ever higher prices. This fearful disposition is an easy experience to elicit, leading to a 
negative appraisal of a situation specific to monetized capitalist societies, where participants 
are eagerly parting with their money in the hope of doubling or tripling it. Bagehot looks 
at such situations and provides a rhetorical appraisal of “stupid” as the dominant ethos of the 
participants and their tokens. The goal of a theory of Rhetorical Appraisals is to describe 
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and explain how emotional experiences take their place within the larger cognitive and 
communicative ecology.

A descriptive starting point is to map a range of emotions, as depicted in Figure 28.1, which 
plots Western emotional dispositions pressed into service at any given time.

These concepts of emotional experiences lie on a Cartesian field plotted by two axes: the 
axis of pleasure–pain and the axis of demonstrative–reserved. Points further from the origin on 
the x-axis indicate the increasing sensory feelings of pleasure or pain. Points further on the 
y-axis indicate increasing theatricality of the emotion: either toward agitation or reservation. 
A Rhetorical Appraisals approach stipulates that the axes are universally embodied, but the 
specific range of emotions and concepts vary greatly in time, space, and culture.

The pleasure–pain axis captures the character of a situation, while the demonstrative–
reserved axis captures the degree of embodied affect. Sensory pain, anger, disgust, and fear occupy 
the pain-demonstrative quadrant; the experience is overwhelmingly negative and the bodily 
disposition agitated (e.g., rising blood pressure and flushed complexion). Orgasmic, happiness, 
and pride occupy the pleasure-demonstrative quadrant; the experience is overwhelmingly posi-
tive and the bodily disposition differently agitated (e.g., beaming smile, upright posture, puffed-
out chest). An emotional experience such as relief occupies a place near the intersection of the 
two axes; it signifies a return to emotional equilibrium from a prior painful and agitated state. 
Contentment, by contrast, sits well toward the reserved pole of the pleasure-reserved quadrant; 
it signifies the more quiescent emotional dispositions that can be activated in acts of persuasion 
and dissuasion calling for calm deliberation.

Perhaps one of the most important and consequential pathotic appeals is the elicitation of 
fear, but, as Prinz (2004) observes, fear usually comes in two distinct varieties: worry and panic. 
Worry is useful in eliciting a low-degree of agitation that can be maintained for a long time; 
it speaks to lurking fears that are not imminent. Panic, on the other hand, is useful only as a 
high-degree flashpoint for channeling highly agitated bodies.

Figure 28.1 Plot of Emotional Dispositions.

Source: Significantly modified version of a plot appearing in Oakley (2020, 279).
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Bagehot’s evocation of the economic stupidity underlying the South Sea Bubble of 1720 
in the context of a review of Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is likely 
to elicit a sense of worry, namely that the same impulsive actions that one sees closer to the 
present did much to bring about the demise of previous empires, which might also lead to 
a moral judgment closer to shame if one identifies as a speculator, or resignation can come 
with the appraisal of inevitability: the same thing that happened to Rome will happen to 
England.

28.6 Conclusion

Cognitive theory has long operated at the margins of rhetorical theory, with considerable atten-
tion gaining ground as the cognitive sciences become more broadly influential in and out of 
the academy. Its burgeoning popularity often gives the impression that the state of knowledge 
about human cognition is settled within the research community. That is clearly not the case. 
If anything is true, it is that the dominantly popular impression of cognitive science as the 
study of brains as information processors can no longer be taken as axiomatic. Feral cognition 
looks less like the study of information processing and more like the study of ecology. This 
ecological orientation brings with it several intellectual problems for which rhetoricians are 
well-placed to help find tractable solutions.

In this chapter, only three points of intersection have been addressed: What is the role 
of attention management underlying the persuasive arts? How does attention management 
coordinate with framing? And how does emotion and affect influence persuasion? Many 
more problems present themselves, such as the nature of intersubjectivity and empathy in the 
evolution and development of rhetors, each of which is beyond the scope of this chapter.7

The substance of this presentation underscores one overarching theme: the inherent sociality 
of human beings is a constituent part of cognition, not an add-on to an otherwise isolated 
information processing system. A re-orientation of a cognitive science distributed over human 
actors in material, information rich environments enhanced by cooperation should find ready 
collaboration with scholars of persuasion, for the inherent sociality of human beings is some-
thing rhetoricians throughout the ages have taken as their starting point. Rhetoric begins and 
ends with dialogue, much in the manner emphasized by Bakhtin (1986) and his circle, and by 
Kenneth Burke (1950) and the Belgian rhetoricians Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-
Tyteca (1969). But dialogue is but the point of the spear of human cognition. Phylogeny and 
ontogeny take place in a niche in which the dialogic imagination, once established, produces 
feedforward effects that can and often do change that very niche, a niche in which signs stand 
for something else within a cognitive and social system for changing the actions, thoughts, 
and beliefs of others.

The work of Aristotle, M. M. Bakhtin, Kenneth Burke, Chaim Perelman, and Lucie 
Olbrechts-Tyteca each offer cognitive scientists specifically and social scientists generally a 
treasure trove of observation theories, models, and illustrative examples for getting at the human 
condition. Each should be on the reading list of distributed cognitive scientists operating within 
the paradigm where the proper unit of analysis is a brain and body, embedded in physical and 
social environments that are themselves depositories of meaningful information to be exploited 
personally, socially, and institutionally.

The evidence and analysis brought to bear in these pages were chosen because they speak 
to the importance of human thought and action as a distributed phenomenon.



Grounding Cognition

501

Notes
 1 For recent polemics on alternative approaches in the cognitive sciences, see Chemero (2009); Rowlands 

(2010); Thompson (2007); and Wheeler (2005).
 2 Credit for this term goes to Randy Harris.
 3 Talmy’s “target” is distinct from Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980, 1999) “target domain.” In the latter, target 

is conceived as a conceptual domain receiving additional structure from the “source domain.” In the 
former, targeting refers specifically to the conversational process of cueing attention to a targeted entity 
or concept.

 4 I follow the convention of James McCawley (1988) to mark sentences of questionable acceptability in 
the present discourse context with this double question mark.

 5 For a complete treatment of must in Supreme Court opinions, see Oakley (2017).
 6 In 1720, in return for a £7 million loan, Parliament passed the South Sea Bill granting the South Sea 

Company a monopoly on all trade with South America. The speculative value of the company’s stock 
immediately rose by ten-fold, sparking a general speculative frenzy that included the launching of all 
manner of fraudulent companies attracting widespread investment (Castelow, 2013).

 7 For a more complete discussion of the rhetorical foundations of cognition, see Oakley (2020).
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COMPUTER-AIDED 

CLOSE READING
Visualizing Contrastive Persuasion Strategies

David Kaufer and Suguru Ishizaki

29.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we present a computer-aided approach using an interactive visualization envi-
ronment called DocuScope, which helps analysts and students pinpoint subtle contrasts in 
the way persuasive texts use language to manage reader attention, set agendas, and establish 
priorities. DocuScope is one of many projects in the rhetorically focused digital humanities 
(Ridolfo & Hart-Davidson, 2014; Graham, 2020) that can support research on persuasion. In 
the first few sections of this chapter, we provide some general background about DocuScope, 
discuss its lineage from earlier projects, and connect it to other chapters in this volume. We 
next present the theoretical framework that guided the design of our thinking as well as the 
technology implementing it. In the second half of this chapter, we turn our attention to how 
DocuScope’s visualizations can be used to analyze texts designed to persuade. To make these 
ideas concrete, we apply them to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and two New York Times’ con-
trasting op-eds on the first impeachment of Donald Trump in September 2019.

29.2 Background

DocuScope’s visualization environment is designed to support an analytic task that requires 
textual awareness, a competency underlying close reading. The notion of textual awareness bor-
rows closely from Lanham’s (2007, p. 73) distinction between “looking at” a text and “looking 
through” it. Looking through a text involves comprehending the textual content. Looking at a 
text involves focusing awareness on craft rather than content, on the streams of discourse that 
guide comprehension, and focusing in particular on how those streams organize into segments 
that cue information about the discourse semantics, pragmatics, register, genre, prosody, and 
sentiment (positive or negative), collective cues that reveal a speaker or writer’s design of how 
audiences are supposed to comprehend the content.

Close reading is the indispensable mechanism by which we analyze texts in these ways. But 
reading for these cues can be error prone, especially when we seek to keep track of them across 
paragraphs, pages, and chapters. Once readers hit a clause or sentence boundary, the physicality 
of language tracked by close reading cedes to silent and abstracted ideas. As reading psychologist 
Daniel Willingham (2017) explains, “readers retain the idea a sentence expresses, but discard 
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the sentence—the particular words—once they have the idea” (106). To understand a whole 
sentence, paragraph, and text, we build mental “gists” that discard the physical language that 
cued them. These mental summaries, more than physical language, are efficient and easy to 
integrate into larger streams of thought. But they are also susceptible to selective forgetting, 
memory distortions, and all the cognitive biases that can affect our thinking generally (Tversky 
& Kahneman, 1974). Selection bias can leave us remembering what we expected or wanted 
an author to say rather than the full account of what was said or written. Availability bias can 
cause us to remember that which we find easiest to access in the moment. Primary and recency 
bias can give undue importance to the first thing we read or the last. What we think a text 
said can be influenced by the time of day, our mood, and whether our stomach is empty or 
full. We tend to remember things from texts that jibe with our experience and forget or fail 
even to process information we cannot so easily elaborate. Computer-tagged machine readings 
can help to overcome these biases, though since they are conceptualized and programmed by 
human beings, they are also not free of bias. But they can be strategically triangulated with 
human close reading to confront and try to minimize the limitations of each source of bias.

29.3 DocuScope’s Lineage and Its Ties to 
Other Projects in This Volume

DocuScope falls in a lineage of two older and widely used computer applications, DICTION 
(Hart, 2000) and Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (or LIWC for short, pronounced 
“LUKE”) (Pennebaker et al., 2015). All three computer environments rely on internally stored 
word lists (or “dictionaries”) as a way of matching textual input. The dictionaries in DICTION 
and LIWC are primarily single word entries and range from approximately 4,000 to 10,000 
entries overall that are hand-classified using internal taxonomies developed by their authors. 
The restricted size of these dictionaries makes them effective for analyzing large volumes of 
texts statistically but less workable for smaller sample sizes where (parametric) inferential sta-
tistics are inapplicable. While DocuScope has been used to address standard multivariate tasks 
(e.g., comparison, classification, filtering, author attribution, prediction) involving large cor-
pora (e.g., Kaufer & Hariman, 2008), it was originally designed to support writing education, 
meaning an interest in benefiting a single student working on a single draft. This microscopic 
focus requires very large internal dictionaries (into the tens of millions of entries) that match 
not only single words but multiple-word composing sequences.

Aspects of persuasion research embodied in DocuScope are well-represented in other con-
tributors to this Handbook. One such aspect is the value of corpus analysis, the idea that 
understanding what a single text is doing depends to a large degree on understanding what 
other “comparable” texts in a domain of interest are doing. According to this premise, com-
prehension and interpretation are never practiced on a single specimen of rhetoric but on that 
specimen in relation to other like (and sometimes unlike) specimens sampled over years of 
reading and interpretative practice. The concept, of course, is fundamental to Bakhtin’s work 
on the literary genre (1982). Miller (1984) made this case for understanding the concept of 
rhetorical genre. Oddo in Chapter 24 in this Handbook and elsewhere (2018) has shown 
how the phenomenon of propaganda depends on the intertextual relations between texts that 
mutually reinforce and are reinforced by prior texts.

A second aspect extends the corpus assumption from a qualitative to a quantitative method. 
With quantification, the variation of texts within a corpus can be explicitly measured. This 
involves a measurement system of some type (e.g., a formal classification system, a coding 
scheme) for operationalizing textual features of interest and scoring each text for the presence 
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(and implicit absence) of these features. With large samples, computation is typically required 
to apply the measurement system and score the texts efficiently and accurately (see Wynn, 
Chapter 3, and Lawrence & Visser, Chapter 30 in this Handbook). The measurement system 
used to score and rank texts by their variation can involve the statistical framing of texts (see 
Libertz, Chapter 10 in this Handbook), an approach that seeks to capture thematic or mac-
ro-variations between texts that take different (e.g., pro/con) sides in a persuasive context or 
more minor sub-themes within texts that position themselves on the same side of an issue.

A third aspect related to persuasion strategies, one distinctive to DocuScope’s focus on 
single texts, involves two notions we develop in the next two sections: textual experience and 
topical structure and salience.

29.4 Textual Experience

The notion of “textual experience” builds on the concept of a discourse stream, and has been 
a central concept in guiding the development of the DocuScope dictionaries. We define a 
discourse stream as the continuous flow of words that constitute a text, from first to last word. 
We define textual experience as the segmentation of that stream into discrete and interpre-
tively “light” classified segments. We define “light” classifications as classifications that remain 
close to conventional understandings and that literate adults recognize with high convergence 
(see Ishizaki & Kaufer, 2012). For example, Americans will make rich and widely divergent 
interpretations when they encounter words like “Republican” and “Democrat” in the discourse 
stream. But there is likely to be wide agreement with the “light” classification of both inputs as 
“American political parties.” Similarly, there will be wide agreement that a segment like “dirty 
Republicans” or “classy Democrats” is designed, regardless of a reader’s political leanings, to 
convey the intention of asserting something negative about Republicans and positive about 
Democrats respectively. Publishing houses have traditionally organized language resources (e.g., 
dictionaries, thesauri) around single words, idioms, and stock phrases. These are organizations 
of convenience for learners but they come with considerable information loss when the entries 
are abstracted from the discourse streams they help constitute. More recent concordance dic-
tionaries (Sinclair, 1995) use concordance algorithms to capture words in the context of the 
discourse streams in which they most frequently reside. Still, at the end of the day, concordance 
dictionaries are constructed to define words (alphabetically), not to segment and classify streams 
of discourse for the various ways they seek to prime the reading experience.

In the DocuScope conception of a dictionary, words have no definition apart from their 
contribution to the discourse streams in which they participate. A single word like “swear,” 
for example, is not defined in DocuScope because that word alone makes no unambiguous 
contribution to a larger discourse stream. But if the word is extended to “swear by,” we pin 
down a positive relationship of fealty; if we extend it to “swear at” we pin down a negative 
relationship of contempt or anger. Classifications within DocuScope are designed to be con-
ventional, uncontroversial, and unremarkable. They gain noteworthiness only when they are 
statistically aggregated across a large corpus of texts or analyzed qualitatively and comparatively 
across a small number of texts. The DocuScope’s dictionary organizes textual experience at 
three different granularities: Clusters, Dimensions, and Language Action Types (LATs). Clusters 
are the coarsest level of classification. At the Cluster level, textual experiences around “negativ-
ity” subdivide into negative actions (e.g., resist, derail, deprive), negative emotions, (e.g., anger, 
fear, sadness), negative relations (e.g., hate, revenge, slander), and negative values (e.g., inequity, 
unfairness, illegality). The Dimension level subdivides Cluster experiences into greater levels of 
refinement. Negative action, for example, is further subdivided into aggressive action from the 
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point of view of the perpetrator (e.g., terrorize) or the victim (e.g., be terrorized). The level 
of LATs further subdivides textual experience at the Dimension level into still more refined 
categories. It distinguishes, for example, whether the perpetration of terror gets expressed as 
“terrorize” or “strike terror in.”

In the current version of DocuScope, as of March 2021, there are currently 99 Clusters, 
5500 Dimensions, and 75,000 LATs used to classify (lightly interpret) millions of segmenta-
tions (patterns) of the discourse stream, segmentations that cover 98% of the one-billion-word 
Corpus of Contemporary American English (Wetzel et al., 2021). The patterns captured in 
segments range from 1 to 13 words (a practical limit) with the most common segments being 
three to five word sequences. Each pattern has one and only one pathway from a Cluster, 
Dimension, and LAT. This means that no pattern appears more than once in the dictionary, 
making its classification mutually exclusive from all other classifications. The guarantee of 
mutual exclusivity is made possible by DocuScope’s authoring environment, which checks for 
collisions in the classification of segments and assists the human classifier in the resolution of 
collisions. At the highest level of generality, DocuScope’s Clusters cover segmentations over 
23 primary classifications, representing different domains of experience across which texts can 
range (see the Appendix to this chapter).

Classifying English strings this way proves more challenging than running down a checklist 
of 23 options and making a decision on a single pass. As rhetoricians know too well, one signif-
icant challenge is handling polysemy (Ceccarelli, 1998), the fact that word meanings are highly 
elastic and adapt in the direction of the words neighboring them and the external contexts 
mediating them. Take the word “bargain” in English. We think of it as intact and relatively 
univocal in isolation. At least, univocal readings are easy to cull from informants when asked 
specific questions: When asked “What do you think of bargains?”, most people we poll respond 
“They reduce prices for things and so I like them.” However, the actual meaning, sentiment, 
register, and pragmatic stance that “bargain” holds down depends entirely on the various word 
sequences in which it participates and the sequential position, the grammatical form, the gram-
matical function, and the evoked context of the particular instantiation of “bargain” that shows 
up in that sequence. Readers may come across the phrase “insane bargain” and know they are 
likely reading a hyped-up commercial advertising genre. They may come across “bargaining 
sessions” and “collective bargaining” and know they are reading about institutionalized social 
and political conventions. They will recognize the phrase “opening the bargaining with” as 
an initial act of negotiation. The phrase “no bargain” will be read as a weak denial and even 
stronger putdown, and “more than anyone bargained for” a signal of an unexpected difficulty 
encountered. Depending on the sequential position, form, and function of the word in the 
stream of discourse, “bargain” contributes to larger language patterns in starkly different ways. 
For example, “driving a hard bargain” is a DocuScope LAT classified with “tough negotiator” 
and “haggling.” “Holding up one’s end of the bargain” is a LAT classified with “responsibility 
and dependability.”

DocuScope’s internal parser is a flexible string matcher that can match word sequences up 
to any arbitrary length. For practical purposes, as noted above, we try to keep the length of 
word sequences capped at around 13 words. After 13 words if not well before, we confront 
Chomsky’s (2006, p. 86) argument of linguistic novelty, namely that it is easy to read (much 
less concoct) perfectly grammatical sentences (e.g., “Jake lost a penny yesterday in the cab and 
found one today on the bus) that claim zero robustness, that grace human history once only 
and never again. But while too much length threatens robustness (aka repeatability), too little 
length threatens the determinacy of meaning (cf. “swear”). The parser therefore works on the 
principle that the longest match wins.
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To see why this principle of the longest match is important for capturing meaning, con-
sider a novel sentence by New Yorker writer Dorothy Wickenden in the 25 January 2021 
issue that is outside the bounds of DocuScope’s practical 13-word limit, but illustrates why 
the longest match should win. Wickenden writes about Henry and Frances Seward and their 
mutual efforts in the 1850s to see slavery abolished. Despite those efforts, Henry remained 
under pressure to stay in the good graces of slavery defenders. Frances was dubious about 
her husband’s efforts. Wickenden’s sentence sought to convey Frances’s doubt as follows 
(Wickenden, 2021, p. 24): “As New Year’s approached, Frances doubted that Henry’s opu-
lent entertaining and his excessive courtesy toward slavery’s apologists would do anything 
to hold the country together.” Should the DocuScope parser insert itself in the discourse 
stream beginning with the word “would,” it will recognize (classify) the segment “would do 
anything to hold the country together” as a positive resolve (toward national unification). 
But in the context of the full sentence, readers will pick up that this classification of resolve 
is embedded in Frances’s doubt, which inhibits national unification and activates pessimism 
on that front. Though literate readers handle these wide-scoped understandings with relative 
ease, sentences of this complexity, as mentioned, are beyond DocuScope’s 13-word practical 
limit. But the same principle explains why DocuScope classifies the six-word LAT “they 
know what they are doing” as high confidence and the eight-word LAT “they doubt they 
know what they are doing” as uncertainty. Longer sequences capture more textual context 
and thereby more of the writer’s intended meaning and sentiment than the subsequences 
embedded within it. To accommodate this principle, the DocuScope parser starts with the 
first word in the discourse stream, searches its dictionary for the longest match, leaps to the 
end of that match, and repeats the process from that new starting point until the end of the 
discourse stream.

29.5 Topical Structure and Salience

Texts seeking to persuade embed experiences in the discourse stream but they also seed struc-
tural cues to alert readers about what discourse segments are most salient (most worth attending 
to) at any given time and how the baton of salience, the progression of reader attention, passes 
linearly from one discourse segment to another in order to manage the reader’s psychological 
impression of a textual “flow.” A theory of topical structure and salience is needed to accom-
modate the fact that a persuasive text (and indeed any text) is not just a wallpaper of segments 
experienced simultaneously or randomly. It is rather a sequence of segments experienced in 
linear time. Henri Weil (1844; cited in Panhuis, 1982) is credited as the first to have under-
stood that the reality of linear sentence processing opened new areas of investigation regarding 
sentences that standard treatments of sentence grammar from classical times had overlooked. 
He noted in particular that because sentences are linearly processed readers feel a palpable psy-
chological divide between what he called a sentence’s “point of departure” and what he called 
its destination or “goal.” The Prague School of Functional Linguistics, founded by Mathesius 
(2013) in the twentieth century and elaborated by Firbas (1992) into a framework he called 
“Functional Sentence Perspective” (FSP), sought to build on Weil’s insight and describe this 
psychological divide in increasingly refined ways. Those who saw it in binary terms called it 
“old” and “new” information or “theme” and “rheme.” Firbas himself thought of the divide as 
a continuous gradient he called degrees of “communicative dynamism” with the words familiar 
to the reader exhibiting lower gradients of dynamism than the unfamiliar words. As part of his 
Systemic Functional Language (SFL) theory that he developed from the late 1960s, Halliday 
(1967, 1968) defined the “theme” as the initial unit of a sentence, and, like Weil, as a sentence’s 
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“point of departure” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p. 83). Halliday took the position that a 
theme was the initial unit of a sentence and did not need to include the grammatical subject. 
In the sentence “Yesterday, she came for lunch,” the adverb “Yesterday” functions as the theme 
for Halliday and the subject “she” lies outside the theme.

While the early work of the Prague School focused on sentences, Daneš (1970, 1974) 
extended the FSP framework to cover multiple sentences. Rather than isolated sentence 
themes, he focused attention on describing what he called “thematic structures” (aka “topical 
structures”) or the progression of themes/topics throughout a paragraph or larger discourse to 
track shifts in salience, that is to say, shifts in how the reader’s attention was being managed sen-
tence-by-sentence and paragraph-by-paragraph. Firbas, Daneš, and Halliday influenced scholars 
in ESL/EFL (e.g., Conner, 1990; Hawes, 2015; Shabana, 2018) and rhetoric and composition 
(Williams, 1981, 2000; Faigley & Witte, 1983; Witte, 1983a, 1983b; Vande Kopple, 1989). The 
key influencing insight for us was that the salience of a topic depends on its elaborative depth, 
the number of discourse segments that continue to elaborate it and “keep it on stage”  – a 
thespian metaphor we return to below. For guiding interpretation, skilled writers, we reasoned, 
seek to draw readers’ attention to the most salient topics of their discourse and to the most 
frequently occurring textual experiences collocated with those topics.

29.6 Design Challenges and Tradeoffs

We designed DocuScope to have the capacity to anchor textual experience to topical structures. 
Our working assumption has been that textual experiences anchored to salient topics should 
yield rich clues for identifying central design features of texts from the writer’s end and the cues 
needed to pick up those features from the reader’s end. We were motivated to explore ways of 
representing topical structures and how textual experiences are anchored around topics of var-
ying salience within DocuScope’s interactive visualizations. Our main design challenge was to 
come up with ways of visualizing topics and textual experiences at the whole text level. Daneš 
and the linguists and compositionists he inspired worked at the paragraph level. We found 
some help with abstractions used to visualize whole texts in the work of Leong (2015, 2016, 
2019), who took up this challenge by breaking down sections of academic papers sentence by 
sentence and representing each sentence as a dot that aggregated into meaningful whole-text 
lines when viewed holistically. Leong did this breakdown mainly by hand using EXCEL. We 
were inspired by Leong’s abstractions to create visuals of whole-text patterns, though we ended 
up using different abstractions to depict whole texts algorithmically.

As a way of reducing complexity, we restricted topics to nouns or noun phrases. We 
embraced Williams’s (2000, pp. 39–42) heuristic (contra Halliday) that topics are conveyed 
in subject slots, whether they appear in the initial sentence unit or not. But we also took to 
heart Williams’s advisories against his own heuristic when he acknowledged that “the ‘topi-
calizing function’ can be performed by other parts of the sentence” (pp. 39–40). To compro-
mise between Williams’s heuristic and his disclaimers against it and between Williams’s and 
Halliday’s disagreement on sentence-initial units and topicality, we operationalized topics as 
nouns preceding the main verb in a sentence or nouns that function as subjects in any clause 
of the sentence. We constrained the definition of topic further by requiring that a topic needed 
to repeat across different linguistic units. We imposed this additional constraint in part due to 
Crossley et al. (2016) and their research finding that the presence of topics that repeat across 
paragraphs significantly contributes to independent raters’ judgments of textual coherence. 
Based on their findings, we defined global topics as topics that repeat across paragraphs and 
local topics, topics that repeat across sentences within a single paragraph only. Because topics 
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that are global appear to have more salience and positional strength over local topics in helping 
readers define an overall understanding of what a text is about, we decided that the DocuScope 
interface needed to track global and local topics independently.

The interface we arrived at was further informed by the thespian metaphor referenced 
above. Imagine that all the nouns or noun phrases in a text are potential actors on a stage. 
The question then arises: How do we know which nouns are the “main characters” on the 
playbill? In theater, we make these judgments not only by reading the playbill but by tracking 
which characters have the most “stage time” within and across scenes. In addition to overall 
stage time, we also track where on stage they appear. If they are main characters, they are more 
likely to spend their time centerstage rather than at the wings. There are correlates of all these 
theatrical tactics to determine nouns that most define “main topical” status, or what a text is 
most “about.” In terms of text, as we have mentioned, placement at centerstage corresponds to 
appearing in a slot before the main verb or in any subject slot, main or embedded. If in con-
secutive sentences we read (“Horatio is …; Horatio thought,” etc.) and see “Horatio” repeating 
in these slots, we have strong clues that the text is about “Horatio.” When the noun “Horatio” 
is removed from this prominent pre-verbal and/or subject slot, we can note that character’s 
presence but not necessarily at centerstage. The character recedes to an elaborator rather than 
the entity in focus being elaborated. The perception of placement at centerstage strengthens 
further when the topic appears in pre-verbal/subject position in a sentence high in the para-
graph, typically the first or second sentence and no later. Writing teachers understand this as 
the “topic sentence” effect and it is the equivalent of the actor at centerstage speaking lines 
or breaking into song. Appearing high in the paragraph provides a strong clue that the noun 
dominates in salience not only its containing sentence but its containing paragraph. Viewed 
from this thespian metaphor, topical structure patterns offer readers implicit directions through 
the ever-shifting topicalized centers of salience that must be visited to make sense of the whole.

To make this thespian metaphor and its relevance to persuasive positioning more concrete, 
consider the topical organization of the Gettysburg Address through the lens of DocuScope 
(Figure 29.1). Transcriptions of the speech typically break it into three paragraphs. Although 
the speech is a brief 270 words, DocuScope, according to the prominence rules just outlined, 
found that only three topic clusters (“We,” “Man,” “it”) are most critical for explaining the 
speech’s organizational and, arguably, persuasive structure. Topic clusters are distinct topic 
words that have been compacted into single topical entities because the topics in question 
either span multi-word phrases (e.g., “brave men”) or because the topics represent single or 
multi-word phrases that are co-referential (e.g., pronouns and co-referential antecedents such 
as “brave men” and “they”).

Figure 29.1 Topical Clusters across Paragraphs of the Gettysburg Address through the Lens of DocuScope.
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The top columns of Figure 29.1 indicate the three paragraphs. The cells at the intersection of 
rows and columns contain either a dark dot, a dark dot with a smaller dot on its left-shoulder, 
a white dot, or a blank. Dark dots mean that in at least one sentence of the paragraph, the 
topic word appears in a prominent pre-verbal or subject position. Dark dots with left shoulders 
mean that the topic occupies a prominent pre-verbal or subject position in the lead sentence of 
the paragraph, the so-called topic sentence. White dots indicate that the topic word is present 
in the paragraph but not in a prominent pre-verbal or subject position. Blanks indicate that 
the topic word has no presence in that paragraph. Let’s review the stage presence of each of 
these topic clusters from the speech.

As a topical cluster, “We” references the living American nation, the American people 
(past, present, and future), and a larger “world” outside America seeking to learn from the 
American experiment. “We” receives prime (subject position) stage time throughout, from the 
“our fathers” of the first paragraph, the “we are engaged/are met/have come” of the second 
paragraph to “we cannot …” of the third paragraph.

This “cannot” phrase that heads paragraph three marks the speech’s dramatic twist because 
Lincoln now defines “we” by a collective incapacity (“we cannot dedicate/consecrate/hallow). 
To address that incapacity, Lincoln summons to centerstage the topic cluster “man” (i.e., the 
brave men) endowed with that capacity because they have “consecrated [the battlefield] far 
beyond our power to add or detract.”

“Man,” occupying a prominent embedded subject position in paragraph 1, refers to the “equal-
ity” clause of the Declaration (“a nation … dedicated to the proposition that all men are created 
equal.”) By paragraph 3, “man” shifts reference to the soldiers at Gettysburg, the honorees of the 
speech who persist at centerstage through the co-referential pronoun “they” (“what they did here”; 
“they who fought here”) and multi-word co-referents of the soldiers, such as “honored dead.”

“It” makes no appearance in paragraph 1 (blank cell; Figure 29.1). But in the remaining 
paragraphs, and especially the climactic paragraph 3, Lincoln deploys the impersonal “it” as a 
prominent sentence initial device repeated four times to align the living (“We”) to the fallen 
soldiers (“Man”) both in attitude (“It is altogether fitting and proper that we [dedicate] …”) 
and in calls to action (“it [the world] can never forget …”; “It is for the living …”; “It is rather 
for us to be dedicated …”).

The textual staging across paragraphs and the importance of paragraph 3 in animating Lincoln’s 
overall themes clarifies further when we shift our granularity from whole paragraphs to the sen-
tences that make up individual paragraphs. In DocuScope’s “topics across sentences view,” topics 
and topical clusters only appear when they repeat across different sentences within a paragraph. 
Figure 29.2 illustrates the different topical activity across each paragraph. In Lincoln’s initial “four 
score …” paragraph, no topic words recur across sentences. As a result, the view for paragraph 1 
is blank (not shown). The second paragraph (Figure 29.2: top) repeats “We” consistently across 
sentences and this is evident in the diagram DocuScope builds for paragraph 2. DocuScope 
displays “war” in a distinctive color to indicate that this topic is local, appears in paragraph 2, 
and in no other paragraph. The third paragraph (Figure 29.2: bottom) lays out the three global 
topical clusters whose intersection defines the speech’s larger themes already discussed.

29.7 Applying DocuScope to the Contrastive 
Visualization/Analysis of Persuasive Texts

In the remainder of this chapter, we illustrate how the Docuscope environment supports the 
comparative analysis of persuasive texts. Such comparisons are particularly illuminating when 
speakers or writers are responding to the same rhetorical situation. They are also fruitful when 
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the speakers or writers are opinion leaders who already command a following and whose 
competence at managing topical salience and collocating experiences around those topics is 
assumed. We must always bear in mind that when we use DocuScope (and most text analysis 
technologies) to compare persuasive texts, we are comparing the speaker or writer’s conscious 
or tacit design of the audience experience, not the audience experience directly. Unless the tool 
is designed to collect audience repsonse data directly, the material response of the audience 
remains an unstudied black box. Computer technology used to measure textual experience and 
topical structure does not get us deeper into the minds of audiences. But it can help visualize 
“at a glance” and in a standardized way how different persuasive texts manage reader attention 
and sets agendas (McCombs, 2005, p. 156) differently through different hierarchies of global 
topics and different textual experiences collocated around those topics.

Let us now consider how DocuScope helps set up precise comparisons between the per-
suasive bids of two opinion leaders, one liberal, the other conservative, as they both respond 
to the first impeachment hearings of President Trump in September of 2019. The two days of 
Tuesday, 24 September 2019 and Wednesday, 25 September 2019 saw a whirlwind of journal-
ism bombshells dropping on the so-called Ukraine scandal and White House efforts, through 
tweets, releases, and optics, to beat them back. On 24 September, after weeks of evidence that 
President Trump had withheld $391 million in congressionally approved military aid to Ukraine 
to hurt a political rival (Joe Biden), Nancy Pelosi announced that the House would be under-
taking a formal impeachment inquiry. The same day, President Trump released a non-verbatim 
summary of his 25 July 2019 phone call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The 
summary transcript made explicit a “favor” the President asked from Zelensky. But it did not 
show Trump seeking to extort Zelensky in so many words. The transcript made no explicit 
mention of funds to Ukraine being withheld or released if certain conditions were met.

The White House release of the transcript coincided with Trump and Zelensky con-
ducting a joint press conference at the United Nations. Zelensky openly defended Trump’s 

Figure 29.2  Topical Clusters across Sentences of Paragraph 2 and 3 of the Gettysburg Address through 
the DocuScope Lens.

Note: Paragraph 1 is blank because there are no overlapping topics across sentences in this paragraph.
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interpretation that there was no coercion. On the very next day, Wednesday, 25 September, 
the Justice Department released the whistleblower’s complaint to Congress and on the day after 
that released it to the public. The releases gave both sides rhetorical room to maneuver. The 
complaint charged that the 25 July phone call was not an isolated incident but part of a series 
of actions to pressure Ukraine led by the president’s personal attorney, Rudy Giuliani. But 
the complaint also confirmed that the whistleblower had not been directly on the call, which 
gave the White House room to argue that the whistleblower was more political interloper 
groomed by House Democrats than a true intelligence insider. From the time the whistleblower 
complaint leaked to the press, Trump tweeted repeatedly for the whistleblower to be outed 
despite the latter’s having worked through all the appropriate legal channels to be shielded 
from identification and reprisal.

In the two days of impeachment revelation and White House efforts to deflect and redefine 
the revelations, interpretations ran the gamut from a “smoking gun” (Elizabeth Warren) that 
had murdered the Trump presidency to a coup d’état perpetrated by Pelosi and the socialist 
wing of the House Democrats who now controlled her. Pragmatists on both sides denied that 
Trump’s actions on the call were “perfect” (as Trump repeatedly asserted), but nonetheless 
argued that the Democrats were overplaying their hand and guaranteeing Trump a second term. 
Others who acknowledged that the Democrat inquiry could hurt the Democrats politically in 
2020, like Pelosi herself, argued that the constitution took precedence over party loyalty and 
electoral politics. Trump supporters, led by Trump himself, explained the events as desperate 
Democrats realizing they couldn’t beat him in 2020 by the ballot and stooping to their only 
last hope – impeachment.

Somewhere within these two days, The New York Times seized an opportunity to confront 
the political volatility with a spectrum of pundit statements about the meaning of the week 
and where the nation was headed. It recruited five of its regular op-ed writers and one con-
tributing op-ed writer to “weigh in on the characters, the strategy and what comes next for 
President Trump.” For the sake of space, we focus on two writers, Jamelle Bouie, a liberal 
who writes on culture and race, and Christopher Buskirk, a political conservative. Writing for 
the Times, both Bouie (2019) and Buskirk (2019) sought to “increase adherence” (Perelman 
& Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p. 4) to competing views that fell in a standard range of opinion 
on U.S. politics held by Times readers. Both writers reference the upcoming impeachment 
hearings. They differed on the beneficiaries of the hearings. Bouie argued that the hearings 
favored the Democrats and there was a credible path to removing Trump from office. Buskirk 
argued that the hearings were a lost cause for the Democrats and would only guarantee Trump’s 
election win in 2020. Our focus is on how the two writers “set the table” differently for their 
different positions.

Since these comparisons are made through DocuScope’s interface, it is important to over-
view its major parts (Figure 29.3). The interface consists of four panels, three on the left and 
one on the right. The first panel (upper left) tracks global topics (see the definition of global 
topic above) across paragraphs. In this panel, analysts can track the frequency of a global topic 
across paragraphs as well as the frequency of textual experiences the writer collocates with 
that topic. The second panel (lower left) tracks global and local topics (see the definition of 
local topic above) across sentences within a paragraph. The third panel (the second tab) tracks 
experiences unconditioned by topics, what we may think of as ambient reader experiences 
designed by writers. The fourth and rightside panel contains the text. The leftside of the inter-
face allows analysts to develop hypotheses about how the author has organized the text and once 
the settings on the left are determined, the rightside panel immediately and dynamically offers 
up the regions of text most relevant for evaluating the hypothesis as a close reader. Because of 
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Figure 29.3 The Four Panels of the DocuScope Interface.

Notes: The panels are dynamically linked to one another. The actions a user takes in any panel will automatically update the other panels.
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space constraints, we will only be illustrating the first panel (global topics and collocated textual 
experiences) and the fourth (the text embedding these topics and experiences). We will have 
more to say about how to interpret these panels as we move into the details of the analysis.

29.8 Jamelle Bouie’s Op-Ed: “Trump” Occupies 
the Center of Negative Attention

In his op-ed titled “Trump Can’t Take a Punch,” Jaime Bouie is optimistic that the Democrats 
can not only impeach Trump in the House but rally a Republican-led Senate to remove him 
from office. How does his argument go? First consider how he stage-manages his topics. Figure 
29.4 is a DocuScope screenshot of Bouie’s topics across paragraphs. We can see there are 17 
paragraphs overall based on the tabs at the top. Each word to the left beginning each row is 
a global topic. As mentioned above, a darkened circle under a paragraph tab indicates that 
the global topic in question appears before the main verb, in a subject slot, or both, and at 

Figure 29.4 Screenshot of DocuScope Panel Tracking Topics across Paragraphs in Jamelle Bouie’s op-ed.

Notes: Topics are ranked from top-down by salience. “Trump” is the most salient topic, followed by “Democrats.”
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least once in that paragraph. The topic word can be sorted either by appearance (when it first 
makes a repeated appearance across paragraphs in the text) or by count (the number of times 
each topic word appears in a pre-verbal slot). An ordering by count is in effect a ranking of 
global topics by salience. As mentioned above, a darkened circle with a dot on a left shoulder 
indicates that the particular global topic appears before the main verb or a subject slot in a 
topic sentence, where it arguably commands the greatest salience in the paragraph. A white 
circle indicates that the topic word shows up in the paragraph but neither in a subject slot nor 
prior to the main verb.

Notice that in Figure 29.4 “Trump” is the most recurrent global topic, appearing in the 
pre-verb/subject slot (dark circle) in 10 of the 17 paragraphs (paragraphs 1, 2, 4, 6, 9, 10, 11, 
13, 14, 17) and as part of a topic sentence (first sentence of the paragraph – a dot on the left 
shoulder) in paragraphs 1, 4, 6, 10, and 11. “Democrats” is the second most frequent global 
topic, appearing in the pre-verbal slot in 6 of the 17 paragraphs (6, 7, 10, 12, 13, 17) and in 
a topic sentence in paragraphs 7, 12, and 17. In structural terms, the topic “Trump” is more 
salient, has more positional strength as a semantic connector and cue about the text’s “about-
ness” than “Democrats.” But recurrence isn’t sufficient to give clues about the actual contents 
of a persuasive position. For that we need to consult the textual experiences that Bouie chose 
to collocate with these topics and then triangulate both the topical structure and textual expe-
rience with close reading (Figure 29.5).

A brief clarifying note about the word “collocate” is in order. In linguistics, “collocation” 
is used to mean word pairs that often appear in close proximity. Words pairs like “common” 
and “sense” and “public” and “good” are examples. In this chapter, we use “collocation” to 
mean the proximity between topic words (as identified by our topical structure algorithm) and 
textual experiences (as identified by our experiential dictionaries).

Clicking under any topic word (e.g., Trump, Democrat) allows analysts to explore in 
descending order the textual experiences that Bouie collocated with that topic. In Figure 29.5, 
we can see that Bouie collocated “Trump” 50 times with negative experience, 30 times with 
strategic experience (see the Appendix at the end of the chapter), and 28 times with character 
names (a subcluster (aka dimension) of the Cluster “Character” (see Appendix) restricted to 
personal pronouns (e.g., he, she), personal titles (e.g., Dr., Ms.), and proper names (e.g., Mao, 
Sally). We can also see that Bouie collocated “Democrat” ten times with negative experience, 
ten times with character types (a subcluster of “Character” restricted to the names of groups 
(e.g., Republican, Democrat), and 11 times with public terms (see Appendix). For reasons of 
space, we restrict our focus to comparing the negativity Bouie assigns to “Trump” versus the 
negativity he assigns to “Democrats.” From the line graphs to the right of each experience 
type, we can see that Bouie’s negative collocations with “Trump” form a jagged line (sharp 
rises and dips) across paragraphs and peaks in paragraphs 11 and 13. By contrast, his negative 
collocations with “Democrats” form a flatter line, with only slight peaks in paragraphs 7 and 12.

Should a user want to drill down to the paragraphs where Bouie concentrates negativity 
around “Trump” and “Democrats,” DocuScope will automatically isolate these paragraphs 
in the text panel and highlight all the negative segments. Here we show how DocuScope 
highlights Bouie’s paragraph 11, with the topic words in a special bold font and the negative 
experience collocated in the same sentence as the topic and in a darker background:

11  Trump is at his weakest when he’s in this mood — erratic and angry , consumed 
by striking back at his political opponents. You can see this in the polling. His job 
approval is at its worst when he’s mired in controversy . If you are a Democrat, and 
if you are thinking strategically, you should see impeachment as a valuable advantage 
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for the upcoming election, since it pushes Trump into the kind of behavior that has 
kept him from reaping the benefits of relative prosperity. It keeps him off balance at 
exactly the moment — a re-election campaign — that he needs to be steady.

This paragraph helps us understand why Bouie encourages the Democrats to be optimistic. 
When Trump gets in trouble he panics and becomes retaliatory. This reduced state leaves him 
at his “weakest,” “erratic” and “angry,” and “keeps him from” reaping benefit. According to 
Bouie, if you are a Democrat, you should think that proceeding with impeachment hearings 
is the perfect stressor to cause Trump to self-destruct.

Figure 29.5  Screenshot of DocuScope Panel Tracking the Textual Experience that Bouie Most Frequently 
Collocates with the Two Dominant Topics (i.e., Trump, Democrat).

Notes: The line graph next to each experience type indicates the relative frequency of that type being collocated with 
the topic word across each paragraph. Notice that Bouie’s collocations of “Trump” with negative experience is more 
jagged (active) while his collocations of “Democrats” with negative experience are flatter (inactive).
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But what about the negativity Bouie surrounds the Democrats with? Where is that coming 
from? A closer inspection of his paragraph 7 reveals that Bouie is not assigning the negativity 
directly. He is characterizing the negativity that Republican Devin Nunes attributes to the 
Democratic position on impeachment:

7  “Once again, the Democrats, their media mouthpieces and a cabal of leakers are 
ginning up a fake story , with no regard to the monumental damage they’re causing 
to our public institutions and to trust in government,” Representative Devin Nunes 
of California said during a House Intelligence Committee hearing on Thursday.

Though Bouie makes “Trump” the most salient topic in his op-ed, he also collocates that 
topic with negative experience. His persuasive strategy hinges on making Trump the center of 
negative attention. And in so doing, his writing illustrates why topical structure, a measure of 
topical salience and organization, and textual experience, a granular look into the meanings and 
sentiment collocated with that structure, need to be understood as independent contributors 
to an integrated understanding of a speaker or writer’s persuasion strategy.

29.9 Chris Buskirk: “Democrat” Impeachment 
Efforts Are Feckless and Inauthentic

On the other end of the political spectrum from Jamelle Bouie is conservative Chris Buskirk. In 
his op-ed “Impeachment Is an Act of Desperation,” Buskirk argues that the House Democrats 
have everything to lose by launching into their impeachment hearings and his staging of topics 
starkly contrasts with Bouie’s. For liberal Bouie, “Trump” and “Democrats” share centerstage 
while “Trump” dominates in negative attributions. For conservative Buskirk, “Democrats” 
dominate centerstage while “Trump” is all but banished from it. While Buskirk allows “Trump” 
appearances in many paragraphs (white circles; Figure 29.6), he positions that topic word in 
subject or pre-verbal position in only three paragraphs (paragraphs 7, 11, 14, dark circle, see 
Figure 29.6).

Buskirk appears to focus on the agency of the Democrats to pursue articles of impeachment 
and he appears to cast “Trump” consistently as the target of that agency. We can develop this 
hypothesis directly from the DocuScope interface because there are eight paragraphs (3, 4, 8, 
9, 10, 12, 13, 16) (Figure 29.6) where “Democrats” occupy a dark circle and “Trump” a white 
circle. This means there are eight paragraphs that contain at least one sentence that is likely to 
have “Democrats” occupying a subject/pre-verbal slot and “Trump” occupying non-subject 
and post-verbal slots. Figure 29.7 reveals how a user can select/highlight these nonadjacent 
paragraphs. DocuScope then isolates these paragraphs in the text panel for quick localization 
of the pattern-fitting sentences. Figure 29.7 also shows that Buskirk has collocated “Democrat” 
in negative sentiment (54 occurrences of negativity) while collocating “Trump” in negative 
sentiment slightly more than half of that (30 occurrences). But since Buskirk exhibits a strong 
cross-paragraph pattern of composing sentences containing both “Democrats” and “Trump” in 
the pre-verbal and post-verbal position respectively, and since he is a conservative Republican, 
we can have a strong prior suspicion that the negativity neighboring “Trump” is not being 
attributed to him but to the “Democrats.”

We should reinforce at this point that topic words in DocuScope can occur in topic clusters. 
They can be multi-word combinations or nouns, noun phrases, and pronouns that are co-ref-
erential. So, for example, in addition to the literal word “Democrat,” Buskirk also mentions 
“Nancy Pelosi”, “Joe Biden,” and others when he is talking about Democrats, and these patterns 
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can all be bundled under the head topic “Democrat.” Further, Buskirk sometimes references 
“Trump” as “President” or “President Trump” and other variations. After bundling multi-word 
patterns and co-referential terms under “Trump” and “Democrat,” we were able to isolate four 
sentences (presented below with the negative sentiment marked) in four of the relevant par-
agraphs revealing aspects of Buskirk’s core persuasive goals. He is out to show the Democrats 
as aggressors, but feckless and inauthentic aggressors. They are pushing for impeachment but 
their clumsy efforts will only guarantee Trump a 2020 re-election.

3.  Regardless, the Democrats pushing impeachment, now joined by the Speaker of 
the House Nancy Pelosi are doing everything they can to ensure the President’s 
re-election.

Figure 29.6  Screenshot of DocuScope Panel Tracking Topics across Paragraphs in Christopher Buskirk’s 
op-ed.

Notes: Topics are ranked in descending order by salience. “Democrats” is the most salient topic. “Trump” has notice-
ably less salience. While “Trump” recurs throughout 13 of the 17 paragraphs, it appears in a topicalized pre-verbal/
subject position (dark circle) only three times (paragraphs 7, 11, 14). The remaining “Trump” mentions are all out-
side a pre-verbal/subject slot (white circles).
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According to Buskirk, Democrats seek impeachment not to eliminate Trump, but to eliminate 
Biden and give Trump a more competitive Democratic opponent in 2020.

10.  Maybe Democrats have secretly given up on Biden and see impeachment as a 
way to satisfy the demands of  the activist base and at the same time get rid of him 
and ease the path for another candidate. I suspect that a lot of Democrats … are 
increasingly uncomfortable over Biden’s ability to withstand the rigors of a cam-
paign against Trump.

Nancy Pelosi knows conviction is impossible, making her decision to impeach futile. Buskirk 
repeats this point across two sentences.

13.  Surely Ms. Pelosi must know that there are not 67 votes in the senate to convict 
President Trump of anything relating to his phone call with President Zelensky.

16.  In reality, Ms. Pelosi’s pursuit of impeachment will not result in a conviction in the 
senate and the removal of Mr. Trump from office.

We can see from these sentences that Buskirk portrays the topic word “Trump” more as 
an innocent victim/bystander of the Democrat’s machinations, displaced from centerstage, 
and that comports well with the string of white circles DocuScope associated with the 
“Trump” topic in Figures 29.6 and 29.7. Serial readers will catch similar ideas in a short 
text like Buskirk’s. But we should remember that we found these patterns by detecting 
commonalities in salience and non-salience patterns across non-adjacent paragraphs. That 
kind of whole text detection work strains the limits of serial reading and benefits from 
automated assistance.

Figure 29.7  Screenshot of DocuScope Panel Tracking Experiential Categories as They Collocate with 
the Topic “Democrat” and the Topic “Trump” in Buskirk’s op-ed.

Notes: Buskirk collocates more negativity (54 occurrences) around “Democrats” than around “Trump” (30 instances). 
The line graph to the right of the experiential categories shows how these counts accumulate from paragraph to 
paragraph. Any non-zero count raises the line above the horizontal axis. On average, there are fewer negative collo-
cations for “Trump” across the paragraphs than for “Democrat.”



David Kaufer and Suguru Ishizaki

522

29.10 Conclusion

We have presented a computer-aided analytic approach that segments discourse streams into 
topical structures and categorizes them according to DocuScope’s 23 textual experiences. We 
human readers can and do implicitly keep track of topical structures and textual experiences 
to some extent during normal serial reading. But computer technology allows us to make 
the implicit explicit and track topical structure and textual experience consistently over texts 
of indefinite length and scale. Computer technology further allows us to analyze texts and 
their similarities and differences across a common baseline of measurement and at any scale 
of measurement. The topical structure/textual analyses we have demonstrated on short op-ed 
columns can scale to whole texts and libraries of texts designed for persuasion and other 
communicative goals.

Despite the advantages and attractions of computation, it is important to close with caveats 
and limitations. We are seeking to supplement not replace human close reading. Our theory 
and methods work best when we can assume readers have intimate knowledge of the texts that 
is independent of the computer and that can be used to confirm or question the computer 
results. Reading knowledge is fallible, and our theory and methods are meant to triangulate 
with close reading to compensate for some of that fallibility. By the same token, close reading 
remains a required part of our method to help verify our parsing algorithms and experiential 
dictionaries and to help incrementally improve on their limitations.

Appendix: DocuScope Categories of Textual Experience

The DocuScope Dictionary, including 99 clusters, can be grouped into the following higher 
level 23 categories.

Academic Highly abstract, specialized language, and genre conventions specialized to academic 
writing.

Character Cognitive states and dispositions, proper names, personal pronouns, character types 
and traits.

Citation Reference to third party and third-party authority under a variety of conditions.
Confidence Epistemic stance, indicating high, hedged, and low levels of confidence.
Contingent Probabilities and conditionals.
Description Objects and properties accessible to any of the five senses.
Facilitate The language of helping, motivating, encouraging, incentivizing.
First Person Including first-person singular and in some cases first-person plural.
Force-Stressed Language used to carry metrical stress and focus reader attention.
Future Reference to future time.
Information The language of exposition, change, reporting verbs, states, and general and specific 

topics.
Inquiry The language of inquiry, exploration, experimentation, investigation.
Interactive Questions, requests, direct address, and verbs of communication.
Metadiscourse Cohesive devices to hold a text together or interactive devices to keep a reader on 

track.
Narrative Patterns used to signal a timeline of events through verbs and temporal adverbial 

phrases.
Negative Negative acts, emotions, relations, and values.
Positive Positive acts, emotions, relations, and values.
Public Terms Government and governmental institutions, law, media, and politics.
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Reasoning Premises, conclusions, argument, counterargument, argument affirmation and 
refutation.

Responsibility Responsibility and obligation, in both affirming and negative senses.
Strategic Collective goals, plans, tactics, logistics, competition, and calculations to obtain them.
Uncertainty Patterns that signal the uncertain and unknown.
Updates Patterns used to refresh the reader’s window of understanding on what’s new.
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30
COMPUTER-BASED ANALYSIS

Argument Mining

John Lawrence and Jacky Visser

30.1 Introduction

The continuously increasing volume of textual data ripe for analysis is driving the development 
of computational efforts to unlock the wealth of information contained within. Automated 
techniques for analysing persuasive texts, such as opinion mining and sentiment analysis, make 
it possible to identify the attitudes expressed in a piece of text – for example, whether a product 
review is positive or negative (Pang & Lee, 2008). While these well-established techniques can 
be effectively used to determine the stance of persuasive texts, they stop short of reconstructing 
the persuasive means advanced in support of that stance. The automated reconstruction of the 
argumentative structure of persuasive texts, argument mining, meets this challenge by reconstruct-
ing not only which claims are being advanced, but also why those particular standpoints are held.

The earliest approaches to argument mining (Palau & Moens, 2009) were aimed at detecting 
the argumentative parts of a text by first splitting it into sentences and using features of these 
sentences to classify each as either argument or non-argument, and then classifying each argument 
sentence as either premise or conclusion. Whilst much recent work in this area builds on these 
concepts and techniques, the range of tasks and technologies available has grown dramatically. 
The resulting computational tasks can be broadly categorised as:

 •  Identifying argument components, including boundary detection and argument/non-ar-
gument classification;

 •  Identifying clausal properties, both intrinsic, such as whether the clause is factual or eval-
uative, and contextual, such as whether the clause is the conclusion to an argument;

 •  Identifying relational properties, from simple premise/conclusion relationships, to 
whether a set of clauses forms an instance of an argument scheme.

Argument analysis aims to turn unstructured text into structured argument data, giving an 
understanding, not just of the individual points being made, but of the relationships between 
them and how they work together to support (or counter) the overall message (van Eemeren et 
al., 2014). Whilst there is evidence that argument analysis aids comprehension of large volumes 
of data, the manual extraction of argument structure is a skilled and time consuming process. 
As a case in point, Robert Horn talking about the argument maps he produced on the debate 
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as to whether computers can think, quotes a student as saying “These maps would have saved 
me 500 hours of time my first year in graduate school”1; however, Metzinger (1999) notes that 
over 7000 hours of work were required in order for Horn and his team to create those maps.

Although attempts have been made to increase the speed of manual argument analysis, 
it is impossible to keep up with the rate of textual data being generated across even a small 
subset of areas and, as such, attention is increasingly turning to the automated analysis of the 
arguments in text: argument mining (Lawrence & Reed, 2020). Argument mining makes use 
of a variety of characteristic features of natural language that indicate argumentative intent. 
By combining such features and the accompanying techniques in a concerted approach, the 
insights from various disciplines and perspectives can be leveraged to achieve the best results 
(Lawrence & Reed, 2015).

In this chapter, we give a selective overview of the field of argument mining as the com-
puter-based analysis of the logogic means of persuasion: the reasons advanced in justifying (or 
refuting) a disputed point of view.2 After a short introduction to the methods of argument 
mining and argument corpora (Section 30.2), we discuss five aspects of argument mining in 
more depth: characteristic features of persuasive language (Section 30.3), rhetorical figures of 
speech (Section 30.4), types of statements used in persuasive text (Section 30.5), argument 
schemes as common forms of reasoning (Section 30.6), and persuasive dialogue (Section 30.7).

30.2 Methods of Argument Mining

The majority of argument mining techniques are based on some form of machine learning. 
Instead of requiring an a priori defined set of rules that the software applies to a given example 
of persuasive text, a machine learning approach makes use of a statistical model that learns 
from existing data. The system builds a model on the basis of an appropriately labelled set of 
examples (the training data), which is then tested on a yet unseen set of unlabelled examples 
(the test data) to determine how well the system is performing.

One of the challenges faced by current approaches to argument mining is the limited size 
and availability of appropriately labelled (or annotated) text corpora to serve as such training 
and test data. State-of-the-art techniques based on neural networks and deep learning especially 
require vast quantities of data to perform well and to prevent the system from over-fitting to 
an arbitrary sample text, at the expense of wider applicability. Several recent efforts have been 
made to improve this situation through the creation of annotated text corpora and argumen-
tation datasets across a range of different communicative domains. These efforts can be broken 
down into two main categories.

Manually annotated corpora consist of existing natural language texts with explicitly labelled 
argument components and structure. The Argument Annotated Essays corpus (AAEC2), for 
instance, comprises some 150,000 words annotated with premise–claim relations (Stab & 
Gurevych, 2017), while the US2016 corpus of presidential election debates (100,000 words) 
also includes annotation of dialogue structure and intertextual correspondence with social 
media posts (Visser, Duthie, et al., 2018).

An alternative to the annotation of existing texts is the generation of novel corpora from 
guided communication where the argumentative function can be inferred directly from the 
structure or script. The foremost example of this approach is the Microtext corpus of Peldszus 
(2014). This 8000-word corpus of short persuasive essays was generated by tasking participants 
to write approximately five segments in which: all segments are argumentatively relevant; 
there is a segment acting as the main claim of the text; all other segments are supporting/
attacking the main claim or another segment; and at least one possible objection to the claim 
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is considered in the text. Whilst this method of generating textual data produces very clear 
examples of argumentation, the artificial nature of its construction means that results obtained 
on the dataset may not generalise well to naturally occurring unrestricted text.

30.3 Features of Persuasive Language

A strong indicator of argumentation in persuasive language is provided by discourse markers 
(van Eemeren et al., 2007), explicit linguistic expressions of the relationship between state-
ments. For example, if we take the sentence “Britain should disarm because it would set a 
good example for other countries”, then this can be split into two separate propositions: 
“Britain should disarm” and “it [disarming] would set a good example for other countries”. 
The presence of the discourse marker “because” connecting these two propositions clearly 
tells us that the second is being employed as a reason for the first. Discourse indicators (such 
as “because” and “however”) have been successfully used as a component of argument mining 
techniques. For example, Stab and Gurevych (2014) used indicators as a feature in multiclass 
classification of argument components, with each clause classified as a major claim, claim, 
premise, or non-argumentative. There has, however, been little study of how well indicators 
perform on their own, how frequently they occur in real-world text, and how well different 
individual indicators map to specific argumentative relations.

There are many different ways in which indicators can appear, and a wide range of relations 
which they can suggest (Knott, 1996). Lawrence and Reed (2017) show how discourse markers 
can be used to automatically find argumentative sentences and indicate premise–conclusion 
pairs. They limit their search to specific terms indicating support or attack relations between 
pairs of propositions. Specifically, they consider those indicators which show an argumentative 
relation between sequential propositions of the form “A–indicator–B” (e.g., “Britain should 
disarm because it would set a good example for other countries”) or “indicator–A–B” (e.g., 
“Because we want to set a good example for other countries, we should reduce our nuclear 
capability”). They also consider the relationship between indicators and the directionality of the 
argumentative connections (e.g., “A–because–B” suggests a support relation from the premise 
B to the conclusion A, whereas “A–therefore–B” suggests a support relation from premise A 
to conclusion B). In this work, two sources of candidate discourse indicators were used: an 
aggregation of those found in existing literature (Groarke et al., 1997; Knott, 1996) (shown in 
Table 30.1), and a domain specific list extracted from the US2016 corpora (Visser, Konat, et al., 
2019). In both cases these lists were subsequently extended by including common synonyms.

The results show that indicators which are commonly mentioned in the literature as being 
useful for identifying argumentative structure rarely occur in the examined data. Despite the 
possible influence of genre and activity type, it is surprising, for example, that the indicator 
“therefore” only occurs once within the entire US2016G1tv corpus.3 This single instance, 

Table 30.1 Argumentative Discourse Indicators from Existing Literature

Relation Type Indicators

A →
support

 B so, therefore, accordingly, then, thus, consequently, hence, ergo

A ←
support

 B because, since, as

A →
conflict

 B but, however, nonetheless, nevertheless, still, yet, though, whereas

A ←
conflict

 B although, except, despite, albeit
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however, does indeed connect two inferentially related text spans. Of those indicators which 
appear more frequently in US2016G1tv, most provide little information. For example, whilst 
there were 30 instances of the indicator “so” occurring between adjacent spans, only 37.5% 
of these instances were between spans where a support relation exists. A possible explanation 
for this discrepancy can be found in the spoken genre of the US2016G1tv corpus, in which 
“so” may be used as a linguistic device signalling turn-taking instead.

The one exception here is the indicator “because”. This indicator appears between text 
spans 71 times and, of these, 87.3% indeed indicated a support relationship. Whilst this is a 
promising result, suggesting that in those cases where “because” occurs, it can tell us with high 
accuracy the type of connection, it is also shown that using this method on its own would 
leave approximately 80% of support relations unidentified (as well as all conflict relations).

These results are supported by those of earlier work which Lawrence and Reed (2015) 
carried out on the Araucaria corpus (Reed, 2006). Focusing on the 13 most reliable support 
indicators and the 11 most reliable conflict indicators, they discovered that in 89% of cases 
where one of these indicators occurred it corresponded to a support/attack relation; however, 
only 4% of support/attack relations were explicitly marked in this way. Lawrence and Reed 
concluded that: “discourse indicators may provide a useful component in an argument mining 
approach, but, unless supplemented by other methods, are inadequate for identifying even a 
small percentage of the argumentative structure” (Lawrence & Reed, 2015, p. 129).

Fortunately, there are other features of persuasive language that can provide additional clues 
about the underlying argument structure. In particular, various measures of the similarity 
between propositions have been used to identify their argumentative relationship.

It seems intuitive that a premise and its associated conclusion may often have a large number 
of words in common (as in Example (1) from the US2016G1tv corpus), or be semantically 
similar without sharing very many common words (as in Example (2)).

 (1) Premise: they lost plenty of money on investing in a solar company
Conclusion: that was a disaster to invest in a solar company

 (2) Premise: We also have to make the economy fairer
Conclusion: I also want to see more companies do profit-sharing

Lawrence and Reed (2015) take advantage of this connection between the similarity of two 
text spans and their argumentative relationship. They use WordNet4 to determine the semantic 
similarity between propositions and then consider the similarity scores for consecutive pairs. It 
is then assumed that if a proposition is similar to its predecessor then there exists some argu-
mentative link between them,5 whereas if there is low similarity between a proposition and 
its predecessor, the author may be going back to address a previously made point and, in this 
case, the proposition is compared to all those preceding it to determine whether they should 
be connected. This assumes that the argument is built up as a tree structure in a depth-first 
manner, where an individual point is pursued fully before returning to address the previous 
issues. Although the assumption of a tree structure does not hold for all arguments, it is the 
case for around 95% of the argument analyses contained in the widely used AIFdb (Argument 
Interchange Format Database) online repository (Lawrence, Bex, Reed, & Snaith, 2012).

A similar approach of assuming a relationship between argument components if they refer to 
the same concepts or entities is used by AFAlpha (Carstens et al., 2014), which represents cus-
tomer reviews as trees of arguments, where a child–parent relationship between two sentences is 
determined if they refer to the same concepts, with the child being the sentence that has been 
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posted later. A sentence is represented as a set of features, including its semantic characteristics 
such as metadata about the review in which the sentence appears, as well as features based on 
the sentence’s syntactic and lexical nature such as occurrences of certain words and phrase types. 
Each pair of sentences is then classified using a model trained on a dataset comprising data 
taken from the Q&A debating platform Quaestio-it,6 and the Internet Movie Database, IMDB.7

The important role played by similarity is also exploited by Gemechu and Reed (2019), 
who borrow notions of aspect, target concept, and opinion from opinion mining, and use 
these to decompose text spans down into finer-grained components, and then use similarity 
measures between these components to identify argument relations.

Finally, Wachsmuth et al. (2018) highlight an interesting link between similarity and argu-
mentative relations. The work presented aims to determine the best counter-argument to 
any argument without prior knowledge of the argument’s topic. The best performing model 
rewards a high overall similarity between a potential counter-argument and the given argu-
ment’s conclusion and premises whilst punishing those counter-arguments that are similar to 
only one of them. To some extent, this result captures the intuition that argumentative relations 
occur where something different is being said about the same topic.

30.4 Rhetorical Figures

The way an argument is presented can have a great impact on its persuasiveness. More than mere 
embellishments, linguistic devices such as figures of speech are often used to realise a specific rhe-
torical effect. Fahnestock (1999) makes a compelling case for the conception of rhetorical figures 
as couplings of linguistic form and communicative function. Drawing on the Aristotelian tradi-
tion, linking figures to topoi, Fahnestock argues that figures “map function onto form or perfectly 
epitomize certain patterns of thought or argument” (p. 26). This, in Fahnestock’s terms, “figural 
logic” exhibits great promise for potential applications in argument mining and other computational 
approaches to argumentative discourse. If rhetorical figures are systematically connected to argu-
mentative functions, then the presence of rhetorical figures in a text can be used as an indicator of 
argumentation, especially if the figure in question can be easily identified computationally. (See the 
Glossary at the end of this volume for definitions and examples any unfamiliar figure terminology.)

Developing methods for the automated identification of rhetorical figures requires a com-
pilation of the various types of figures with their definitions in a uniform notation. The most 
complete such compilation of rhetorical figures of which we are aware is the online resource Silva 
Rhetoricae (rhetoric.byu.edu) maintained by Burton (2017). The website assembles a large and 
diverse set of figures with descriptions, examples, and detailed cross-referencing. An alternative, 
in some sense richer and more ambitious, but also as yet less comprehensive, online resource is 
the RhetFig website maintained at the University of Waterloo (artsresearch.uwaterloo.ca/rhetfig) 
(Kelly et al., 2010). Because of their digital format and comprehensiveness, both of these web-
based resources serve as invaluable starting points for the exploration of rhetorical figures in the 
context of what might be called “computational rhetoric.”

The first work on computational rhetoric was presented at the Symposium on Argument 
& Computation held in 2000 in the Scottish Highlands (Reed & Norman, 2003). In the vol-
ume that was the output of the symposium, Crosswhite et al. (2003) explore how basic tenets 
of rhetoric might be accounted for in computational systems. They start with the classical 
distinction between ethos, pathos, and logos as three means of persuasion, and then take aspects 
of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) The New Rhetoric in particular, and formalise them 
using a context logic. Grasso (2002) develops these starting points further, with a particular view 
to building natural language generation systems that make explicit use of insights from rhetoric.
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While both of these works include passing mentions of rhetorical figures, and Grasso 
emphasises their importance for “creating a computational model of rhetorical argumentation” 
(2002), neither gives any indication of how such a project might proceed. The first work to 
impose some computational order on figures was initiated by Harris and Di Marco (2009). This 
ongoing thread of research has more recently started to deliver results that can lay a foundation 
for detailed text processing (see, e.g., Mladenović and Mitrović’s (2013) application to Serbian, 
and Gladkova et al.’s (2015) broader “conspiracy of features” approach to argument diagnostics), 
and the mining of rhetorical figures (Gawryjolek et al., 2009; Hromada, 2011).

Crosswhite et al. (2003), Grasso (2002), and Harris and Di Marco (2009), amongst others, 
have demonstrated the great potential for the computational detection of rhetorical figures. 
It remains nevertheless an underdeveloped area of the computational approach to persuasive 
and argumentative discourse. Any foray, therefore, into the computational detection of figures 
could be a valuable contribution to argument mining, and argumentation studies and rhet-
oric in general (whether computational or not). In a special issue of the journal Argument & 
Computation on “Rhetorical Figures, Argument, Computation” (Harris & Di Marco, 2017), 
Lawrence et al. (2017) report on a pilot study looking at the relation between arguers’ usage of 
rhetorical figures and the structure of their argumentation. Their starting point is that rhetorical 
figures as linguistic devices used to present moves in argumentative discourse can be expected to 
systematically relate to specific argumentation structures (following the form–function coupling 
of figures described in rhetorical scholarship).

While it remains difficult in argument mining to automatically recognise the structure of 
argumentation, it is relatively easy to identify the formal dimension of some rhetorical figures 
with automated techniques. This identification of figural forms can then be harnessed for 
argument mining as a feature in machine learning techniques, or equally serve in combination 
with other linguistic cues, domain knowledge, and common patterns of reasoning to mirror 
the complex process followed by a human annotator in reconstructing the structure of argu-
mentation. Underlying the assumed connection between the textual structure characteristic 
of rhetorical figures, and the structure of argumentation, is the claim in Fahnestock’s figural 
logic that specific figural forms are systematically associated with corresponding figural functions 
(Fahnestock, 1999) (see also Tindale (1999) and Harris (2013)). In other words, a figure can 
be thought of as exhibiting a formal dimension and a functional dimension, with the system-
atic association of a particular form and a particular function constituting a particular type of 
rhetorical figure. This assumption forms the basis of the approach to improving the automated 
search for argumentation structures (related to figural functions) by means of searching for dia-
logical structures (instances of figural forms).

For example, we can consider epanaphora, a figure of repetition describing the use of the 
same word or group of words at the beginning of successive clauses, sentences, or lines. 
Epanaphora is most commonly used to lend emphasis to these lines, making them more pleas-
urable to read and easier to remember, as in Example (3) from the MM2012 corpus of BBC 
Radio 4’s The Moral Maze transcripts.8

 (3)  It’s not necessarily a moral good. It can be a way of demonstrating independence. It can 
be risk averse. It can be conservative.

Comparing such examples to the manual analyses of the argumentative structure shows that 
epanaphora can be a good indicator of several premises working together to support a conclu-
sion – in this case, “It’s not necessarily a moral good” is being supported by the three alternatives 
given. Indeed, for the 21 nodes identified as epanaphora in the MM2012 corpus of annotated 
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Moral Maze episodes, 33.3% have a sibling relationship, significantly above the rate at which 
siblings occur in the corpus as a whole (15.1%).

Lawrence et al. (2017) apply the computational techniques for figure detection in a pilot 
study, arguing that the approach can be extended for a more detailed empirical testing of the 
specific correspondences between figural forms and functions as claimed in the rhetorical 
literature. Finding an instance matching the form of a particular rhetorical figure does not 
necessarily mean that the figure itself can be said to be activated: when the form occurs without 
the function (and similarly vice versa), this might only be called a quasi (or prima facie) instance 
of the rhetorical figure. The claims about specific form–function pairings of the rhetorical 
figures should however be grounded in empirical observation. Quantitative evidence could 
therefore suggest that some of the qualitatively demonstrated pairings should be revised, and 
the approach explored in the pilot study suggests a method for the production of such data.

The primary objective, however, was to explore the harnessing of figural forms as a resource 
for argument mining. In their pilot study, Lawrence et al. (2017) demonstrated that the forms of 
rhetorical figures can be identified automatically by employing the very definition of the figures 
as the algorithm for their identification. On the assumption that the figures indeed functionally 
contribute to persuasive argumentation, it should be possible to use the formal dimension of 
rhetorical figures as, for instance, a feature in machine learning approaches to argument mining.

30.5 Statement Types

Typologies of statements or propositions have traditionally played a central role in the study 
of persuasive language and argumentation. The three genres of rhetorical argumentation dis-
tinguished by Aristotle (1991) in his Rhetoric, for instance, can in part be characterised on the 
basis of the statement types predominant in each. Judicial rhetoric considers factual statements 
in a legal case about past events in determining guilt or innocence of an agent. Epideixis – or 
ceremonial oratory – tends to engender evaluative statements to praise or criticise behaviours 
and character traits. Lastly, deliberation in political discourse sees a predominant use of policy 
proposals appealing to advantages and disadvantages of future actions.

In the modern study of argumentation and persuasion, the types of propositions and their 
verification when used as premises in an argument are crucial issues (Freeman, 2000), leading 
to a variety of typologies of statements. For example, Reynolds and Reynolds (2002) distin-
guish between statistical, testimonial, anecdotal, and analogical evidence; while Hoeken and 
Hustinx (2003) use a revised distinction between individual examples, statistical information, 
causal explanations, and expert opinions; Fahnestock and Secor (1988) employ the classical 
stasis issues of fact, definition, cause, value, or action; and Wagemans (2016) follows standards 
from debate theory by distinguishing values, policies, and facts.

Such typologies have also been used in the annotation of text corpora for the purpose of 
training automated systems for classifying statements by means of machine learning. Park and 
Cardie (2014) classify propositions as unverifiable, verifiable non-experiential, or verifiable 
experiential – where verifiable propositions constitute assertions of objectively verifiable truth 
values. In a follow-up study, the authors (Park & Cardie, 2018) develop a corpus annotated 
with five proposition types: fact, testimony, value, policy, and reference. Dusmanu et al. (2017) 
distinguish between factual and opinion-based arguments on Twitter, while Hua and Wang 
(2017) classify argumentative evidence as based on (statistical) studies, facts, opinions, or rea-
soning. Visser, Lawrence, Wagemans, et al. (2019) annotated the first television debate between 
Hilary Clinton and Donald Trump in the lead-up to the 2016 US presidential elections with 
statements of fact, policy, and value.
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While the general classification of statement types is important in evaluating persuasive texts 
and, for example, reconstructing argument schemes (see the next section), the classification 
of factual statements has gained particular prominence in recent years as part of fact-check-
ing measures to combat fake news. For developing manual and automated procedures for 
fact-checking alike, it is paramount to first know which statements can or should be checked. 
It only makes sense to fact-check factual statements, not, for instance, evaluative or policy state-
ments.9 To this end, Hassan et al. (2015) classify sentences as non-factual, unimportant factual, 
and check-worthy factual. Similarly, Patwari et al. (2017) and Jaradat et al. (2018) automatically 
determine the fact-check-worthiness of factual claims in political debates. Naderi and Hirst 
(2018), finally, automatically distinguish between true, false, stretch, and dodge statements in 
parliamentary proceedings. Given the role emotive language plays in the spread and success of 
fake news (Bakir & McStay, 2018), the automatic classification of value statements could also 
be leveraged in identifying and combating it.

30.6 Argument Schemes

Argument schemes capture persuasive inferences from a set of premises to a conclusion, rely-
ing on stereotypical patterns of (typically presumptive) human reasoning. As such, argument 
schemes represent a historical descendant of Aristotle’s topoi (Aristotle, 1958) and, much like 
topoi, play an equally valuable role in the production, analysis, and evaluation of arguments – 
whether by human arguers or by automated software (see Harris & Fahnestock, Chapter 1 in 
this Handbook). Several attempts have been made at creating taxonomies of the most common 
schemes (Garssen, 2001). Although these sets of schemes overlap in many places, the number 
of schemes identified and their granularity varies greatly. As a result, most argument analyses 
tend to contain examples from only one scheme set, with various permutations of the schemes 
described by Douglas Walton to be the most commonly used in computational approaches.

Understanding the argument scheme instantiated in a piece of natural language text can 
help us understand its persuasive force beyond what many existing automated techniques for 
extracting meaning offer. If we consider the product review shown in Example (4), then sen-
timent analysis techniques, for instance, allow us to understand at a high level what views are 
being presented – that this review is positive, for example – but they are unable to provide 
details on exactly why the reviewer recommends the product.

 (4) The PowerShot SX510 is a fantastic camera. It’s a Canon after all.

Analysing the argumentation in this review, we understand it to be enthymematic, with the 
implied missing premise “All Canon cameras are fantastic” surfacing in the reconstruction of the 
full structure of the argument. The two propositions “The PowerShot SX510 camera is made 
by Canon” (a reconstruction of the colloquial “It’s a Canon after all”) and “All Canon cameras 
are fantastic” are working together as a linked argument (Freeman, 2011; Snoeck Henkemans, 
1992) to support the conclusion “The PowerShot SX510 is a fantastic camera.” Furthermore, 
we can classify the inferential link between the premises and conclusion as an instance of the 
argument from sign scheme (Walton, 2006). Walton’s approach to argument schemes assigns a 
particular label to each component part of a scheme instance. For the argument from sign in 
Example (4), the scheme components are as follows:

Specific Premise The PowerShot SX510 camera is made by Canon
General Premise All Canon cameras are fantastic
Conclusion The PowerShot SX510 is a fantastic camera
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The features of these common patterns of argument provide us with a way in which to both 
identify that an argument is advanced and determine its structure. By using the specific nature 
of each component proposition in a scheme, we can identify where a particular scheme is 
being used and classify the propositions accordingly, thereby gaining a deeper understanding 
of the argumentative structure which a piece of text contains.

Argument schemes can be a strong feature in argument mining and in the reconstruction 
of enthymemes (understood narrowly as arguments with unexpressed premises) (Feng & 
Hirst, 2011). To maximise their efficacy, the number and variation of individual schemes in 
annotated argument corpora should be as large as possible. Existing annotations, however, 
tend to use restricted sets of scheme types, while struggling to obtain reliable annotation 
results. For example, Duschl (2007) initially adopts a selection of nine argument schemes 
described by Walton (1996) for his annotation of transcribed middle-school student inter-
views about science fair projects. Later, however, he collapses several schemes into four 
more general classes no longer directly related to particular scheme types. This deviation 
from Walton’s typology appears to be motivated by the need to improve annotation agree-
ment. Similarly, Song et al. (2014) base their annotation on a modification of Walton’s 
typology, settling on a restricted set of three more general schemes: policy, causal, and sam-
ple, while Anthony and Kim (2015) employ a bespoke set of nine coding labels modified 
from the categories used by Duschl (2007) and nine schemes described in a textbook by 
Walton (2006).

Visser, Lawrence, Reed, et al. (2020) develop an annotation procedure that aims to stay 
close to Walton’s original typology while facilitating the reliable annotation of a broad range of 
argument schemes. The resulting method is reported to yield an inter-annotator agreement of 
0.723 (in terms of Cohen’s (1960) κ) on a 10.2% random sample of the annotated US2016G1tv 
corpus (Visser, Konat, et al., 2019). The main principle guiding the annotation is the cluster-
ing of argument schemes on the basis of intuitively clear features recognisable for annotators 
(Lawrence, Visser, Walton, et al., 2019). Due to the strong reliance on the distinctive properties 
of arguments that are characteristic for a particular scheme, the annotation procedure bears a 
striking resemblance to methods for biological taxonomy – the identification of organisms in 
the various sub-fields of biology. Drawing on the biological analogue, they propose a taxo-
nomic key for the identification of argument schemes in accordance with Walton’s typology: 
the Argument Scheme Key (ASK).

The ASK is a dichotomous identification key that leads the analyst through a series of 
disjunctive choices based on the distinctive features of a “species” of argument scheme to the 
particular type. Starting from the distinction between source-based and other arguments, each 
further choice in the key leads to either a particular argument scheme or to a further distinction. 
The distinctive characteristics are numbered, listing between brackets the number of any not 
directly preceding previous characteristic that led to this particular point in the key. To classify 
the argument scheme in Example (4), for instance, the ASK leads the analyst through the 
following sequence: 1. Argument does not depend on a source’s opinion or character; 17(1). 
Conclusion is not specifically action oriented; 32(17). Argument is not specifically value-based; 
34(32). Argument is not about classification or legal rules; 45(34). Argument constitutes a single 
reasoning step; 47(45). Argument does not specifically rely on causality; 49(47). Argument relies 
on an individual case; 54(49). Argument refers to a characteristic sign; 55. Characteristic sign 
is present; 56. Premise mentions a sign: argument from sign.10

To further facilitate the annotation of argument schemes, Lawrence, Visser, and Reed (2019) 
develop a software solution that takes the user through the ASK in a series of binary choices 
to result in a suggested scheme. This ASK Assistant is integrated in the Online Visualisation of 
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Argument (OVA) tool (Janier et al., 2014), a web-based application for analysing and annotating 
the argumentative structure of natural language text.11

30.7 Persuasive Dialogue

One of the most prominent applications of argument mining is found in computational systems 
for persuasive dialogue: AI systems designed to engage in spoken or written communication 
with one or more interlocutors, such as debates or other forms of argumentative interaction. 
These systems commonly use structured argument as a knowledge base from which the most 
persuasive points can be drawn at each speaking turn in the dialogue. While these systems have 
commonly used pre-annotated (Snaith et al., 2021) or crowd-sourced (Chalaguine & Hunter, 
2020) data, attention is moving to systems backed by argument mining algorithms that can 
automatically harvest the most relevant data. The most ambitious of such systems is IBM’s 
Project Debater (Slonim et al., 2021).

Following their previous Grand Challenges that resulted in DeepBlue and Watson, this latest 
bleeding-edge technology from IBM makes extensive use of Wikipedia and other data resources 
to create the first AI system that can debate humans on complex topics. Project Debater can 
respond to a given topic by automatically constructing a set of relevant pro/con arguments 
phrased in natural language. For example, when asked for responses to the topic “The sale 
of violent video games to minors should be banned,” an early prototype of Project Debater 
scanned approximately 4 million Wikipedia articles and determined the ten most relevant, 
scanned all 3000 sentences in those articles, detected sentences which contain candidate claims, 
assessed their pro and con polarity, and then presented three relevant pro and con arguments.12 
Later versions of the AI system also work towards choosing the most convincing of these 
arguments (Gleize et al., 2019), expanding the topic of the debate (Bar-Haim et al., 2019), 
and providing “first principle” debate points, commonplace arguments which are relevant to 
many topics, where specific data is lacking (Bilu et al., 2019).

These argumentative abilities are the result of ongoing work in argument mining to extract 
meaningful argument data from large corpora. Levy et al. (2014) first addressed the challenge of 
detecting context dependent claims (CDCs) in Wikipedia articles, showing how, given a topic and 
a selection of relevant articles, a selection of “general, concise statements that directly support 
or contest the given topic” can be found. In following work, Rinott et al. (2015) addressed the 
extraction of supporting evidence from Wikipedia data for a given CDC. Bar-Haim et al. (2017) 
introduced the task of claim stance classification, that is, detecting the target of a given CDC, and 
determining the stance towards that target. Levy et al. (2017) further developed CDC identifica-
tion, removing the need for pre-selected relevant articles, by first deriving a claim sentence query to 
retrieve CDCs from a large unlabelled corpus. Such large volumes of CDCs can be used both as 
potential points to be made by the Project Debater system as well as to aid in the interpretation 
of spoken material containing breaks, repetitions, or other irregularities (Lavee et al., 2019).

The method introduced by Levy et al. is used by Shnarch et al. (2018) to generate weak 
labelled data (data of low quality compared to manual annotation, but which can be automati-
cally obtained in large quantities) and then combined with a smaller quantity of high quality, 
manually labelled data (strong labelled data). Using the combined strong and weak dataset resulted 
in improved performance for topic-dependent evidence detection, suggesting that this kind 
of data gathering can be a valuable asset, particularly in data-hungry neural network systems. 
The annotated datasets used in this and other Project Debater work are all available online.13

Another approach to argumentative dialogue systems is taken in the Centre for Argument 
Technology’s Arvina and Polemicist applications. The web-based discussion software Arvina 
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(Lawrence, Bex, & Reed, 2012) allows participants to debate a range of topics in real-time in a 
way that is structured but at the same time unobtrusive. Arvina uses dialogue protocols written 
using the Dialogue Game Description Language (DGDL) (Bex et al., 2014) to structure the 
discussion between participants. Such protocols determine which types of moves can be made 
(e.g., questioning, claiming), when these moves can be made (e.g., a dialogue starts with a 
claim; question moves can only be made in the turn directly following a claim), and describe 
how each move updates the argument structure of the discussion taking place.

Arvina can support multiple human users interacting in the same dialogue, as well as 
incorporating software agents representing (the arguments of) specific authors who have their 
opinions stored in AIFdb (Lawrence, Bex, Reed, & Snaith, 2012). So, for example, say that 
Wilma has constructed a complex, multi-layered argument using the OVA argument analysis 
tool (Janier et al., 2014), concerning the use of nuclear weapons. A software agent representing 
Wilma can then be added to an Arvina discussion and questioned about these opinions, with 
the agent answering by giving Wilma’s pre-annotated opinions.

The DGDL dialogue games available in Arvina have been developed to capture a variety 
of structured conversations, ranging from the collaborative generation of mathematical proofs 
(Pease et al., 2014) to debates on moral issues, and general discussion protocols to avoid fallacies 
(Visser, Budzynska, & Reed, 2018). The Polemicist14 application is a custom version of Arvina, 
giving users the opportunity to interact with software agents representing the participants of 
the BBC Moral Maze radio programme. Polemicist uses a fixed DGDL protocol, allowing the 
user to take on the role of the moderator of the debate: selecting topics, controlling the flow 
of the dialogue, and thus exploring all the angles of the rich argumentative content on display. 
Playing the role of moderator lets the user rearrange the arguments and create wholly novel 
virtual discussions between the contributions of participants that did not directly engage in the 
original debate, while staying true to their stated opinions.

Whilst Arvina and Polemicist currently rely on pre-annotated material from AIFdb to pro-
vide the responses of the software agents in a dialogue, they represent a valuable use case for 
automatically mined arguments. If the argumentative structure in a radio transcription can be 
extracted by argument mining, conversations in Polemicist could take place as the radio pro-
gramme is being transmitted. Similarly, discussions aimed at creating new mathematical proofs 
in Arvina could feature counter-examples extracted from online mathematical publications. 
Combining these dialogue interfaces with a robust argument mining platform will enable users 
to discuss any issue of their choosing with any person whose opinions on that topic have been 
previously recorded.

30.8 Conclusion

The advent of argument mining has added new tools to the persuasion scholar’s toolkit. Given 
the vast amounts of textual data available, the automated techniques provided by argument 
mining open up opportunities for quantitative research that are unavailable when relying on 
manual textual analysis, which is slow and prone to inconsistency or subjective interpretation. 
Extending existing opinion mining techniques, argument mining offers us the ability to rap-
idly process large amounts of textual data and determine not only what claims are advanced in 
persuasive communication, but also why, extracting the full argumentative structure at scale. 
Unsurprisingly, there is considerable commercial opportunity here too, as businesses increas-
ingly want to build on the data that they gather in order to know more about the thoughts and 
behaviours of their customers, with many of the largest players in the field engaging – most 
visibly to date, IBM.
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The availability of consistently annotated, high-quality argument data remains one of 
the main challenges to argument mining. Much recent work has focused on producing 
annotation guidelines targeted at specific domains, and whilst this has shown that data from 
these fields can be consistently annotated, the use of specific annotation schemes aimed 
at individual areas means that any techniques developed using this data are limited to the 
domain at hand. The volume of data, particularly data annotated at the most fine-grained 
level, is still far below what would be required to apply many of the bleeding-edge technol-
ogies brought to bear in other areas of computational linguistics. Attempts are being made 
to overcome this lack of data, including the use of crowd-sourced annotation (Ghosh et al., 
2014) and automatic methods to extend the data currently annotated (Bilu et al., 2015). 
As these efforts combine with increasing attention to manual analysis, the volume of data 
available should increase rapidly.

Despite the relative sparsity of data when compared to other computational language tasks, 
argument mining techniques have been successfully deployed to extract details of the argu-
mentative structure expressed within a piece of text, focusing on different levels of argumen-
tative complexity as the domain and task require. Automated methods for analysing persuasive 
texts range from the basic identification of premises and conclusions using discourse markers 
and measures of semantic similarity to, amongst others, the classification of statement types, 
argument schemes, and stylistic devices such as rhetorical figures, eventually providing the 
foundation for autonomous systems for persuasive dialogue.

Argument mining remains profoundly challenging, and traditional methods on their own 
seem to need to be complemented by stronger, knowledge-driven analysis and processing. 
However, the pieces required to successfully automate the process of turning unstructured tex-
tual data into structured argument analyses are starting to take shape. As the volume of analysed 
persuasive discourse continues to increase, and existing techniques are further developed and 
brought together, rapid progress can be expected.

Notes
 1 www.stanford.edu/rhorn/a/topic/phil/artclTchngPhilosphy.html
 2 While argument mining systems tend to be aimed at logos, there are some developments to also con-

sider the automated mining of the persuasive means of ethos, appeals to one’s character, and pathos, 
appeals to the audience’s emotions – see for instance Strommer (2011), Duthie and Budzynska 
(2018).

 3 US2016G1tv is one of the US2016 corpora (Visser, Konat, et al., 2019); specifically, analysis of the 
first general televised debate between Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton for the 2016 US presidential 
elections.

 4 http://wordnet.princeton.edu/
 5 Further processing would be required to determine the direction of this connection (e.g., which is 

premise and which conclusion).
 6 www.quaestio-it.com
 7 www.imdb.com
 8 corpora.aifdb.org/mm2012c
 9 Which is not to imply that fact-checking alone is enough to combat fake news: we have argued else-

where that reason-checking is another important component of the critical literacy involved (Visser, 
Lawrence & Reed, 2020).

 10 The ASK can be thought of as a binary decision tree, which can be rendered textually (see Visser, 
Lawrence, Reed, et al. (2020)), or diagrammatically (see Lawrence, Visser, Walton, et al. (2019)).

 11 http://ova.arg.tech
 12 www.kurzweilai.net/introducing-a-new-feature-of-ibms-watson-the-debater
 13 www.research.ibm.com/haifa/dept/vst/debating_data.shtml
 14 http://polemici.st

http://www.stanford.edu
http://wordnet.princeton.edu
http://www.quaestio-it.com
http://www.imdb.com
http://corpora.aifdb.org
http://ova.arg.tech
http://www.kurzweilai.net
http://www.research.ibm.com
http://polemici.st
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GLOSSARY

allegory 1. Rhetorical (obsolete), a mutually reinforcing array of metaphorisms; see also, 
frame, analogic. 2. Rhetorical, an extended explicit cross-domain analogy, involving a briefer 
analogic figure (e.g., metaphor, simile, topification). 3. Literary, an analogical narrative 
genre, frequently didactic, most typically with personified characters acting in topified 
settings.

alliteration A rhetorical scheme in which the first consonantal phone(s) of different words 
are the same (“Peter Piper”).

analogic frame See frame, analogic.
anaphora 1. Linguistic, pronominal reference. 2. Rhetorical, synonymous with epanaphora.
antanaclasis Rhetorical trope in which two lexically different senses are associated with 

different instances of the same lexical form (“If we don’t all hang together, we shall surely 
hang separately”).

antimetabole A rhetorical scheme of reverse lexical repetition (e.g., “All for one and one 
for all”). See also chiasmus; collocation

antimetalepsis A rhetorical trope of reverse meaning (sense or reference) repetition when 
the full words do not repeat (e.g., “Tom loves Dot and she loves him”). See also chiasmus.

antithesis 1. Figurative, semantic opposition, often in parallel (i.e., in concert with parison 
and/or isocolon). 2. Rhetorical Structure Theory, coherence relation in which the nucleus 
and the satellite are in contrast.

antonomasia Using an epithet in place of a proper name (e.g., saying “The Boss” for Bruce 
Springsteen or “The Greatest” for Muhammad Ali).

apologia Rhetorical genre defending some opinion, action, or cultural institution.
aporia 1. Rhetorical, adopting a stance of doubt.2. Literary (deconstruction), a paradox.
apostrophe A rhetorical device in which the rhetor addresses an absent or abstract audience 

(e.g., “Where be your gibes now? your gambols? your songs?” —Hamlet to the skull of 
Yorick the jester; note that this example collocates with epanaphora and parison).

arête “Virtue,” one of the three vectors of ethos for Aristotle, with phronesis and eunoia.
argumentation scheme See scheme.
asyndeton A rhetorical scheme in which an expected conjunction or disjunction is omit-

ted (e.g., “She endured, succeeded, triumphed”; note that this example collocates with 
homoioptoton).



Glossary

542

catachresis An extravagant semantic extension of a word, often a metaphor, a metonymy, or 
some referential chain of both, and often generating a conceptual clash; frequently treated 
as a stylistic vice in the rhetorical tradition (e.g., “The elbow of his nose”).

chiasmus A category of rhetorical figure in which constituents repeat in reverse order (e.g., 
“All for one and one for all”; note that this example collocates with parison, isocolon, and 
several other figures). The adjectival form is “chiastic.” See also antimetabole; antimetalepsis.

claim See standpoint.
climax 1. Rhetorical, a figure in which words are repeated at the ends and beginnings of 

successive clauses and increase in some semantic value (e.g., “Experience leads to knowl-
edge, knowledge to wisdom, and wisdom to enlightenment”). 2. Literary, a narrative 
episode featuring the high point of the plot.

collocation Linguistic co-occurrence, usually of words (e.g., racket and hit often show up 
in the same discourse), but also of rhetorical figures (e.g., antimetabole and parison often 
show up in the same expressions), and grammatical constructions (e.g., “All for one and 
one for all,” which collocates antimetabole, parison, and isocolon, as well as other figures).

colligation Linguistic adjoinment, usually of words in recurrent phrases (e.g., the three-word 
English colligation, kick the bucket), but also of figures (e.g., the figure of homioptoton, 
morphological repetition, that colligates in the phrase “the bigger they are the harder 
they fall”).

conceptual metaphor See frame, analogic; metaphor.
conceptual metonymy See frame, correlational; metonymy.
conversational implicature The indirect conveyance of intention in conversation (e.g., 

stating “I am out of gas” to ask indirectly “Where is a gas station?”).
defeasibility The property characterizing an argument of being open to defeat.
enthymeme A rhetorical term with somewhat variable meanings but often designating an 

argument with an implicit or unstated element (a reason or warrant).
epanaphora Rhetorical scheme of lexical repetition at the beginnings of phrases or clauses 

(e.g., “I came. I saw. I conquered.”). See also symploce.
epenthesis Rhetorical scheme of vowel addition (e.g., “Will you puh-leeze [for please] stop 

pestering me?”).
epiphora Rhetorical scheme of lexical repetition at the ends of phrases or clauses (e.g., “If 

I lend you money, I’m taking a risk. And I should carry that risk.”). See also symploche.
epistrophe A synonym of epiphora.
erotema A rhetorical device in which the rhetor asks a question that asserts a claim rather 

than solicits an answer (e.g., “Do you think I’m an idiot?”).
eunoia “Goodwill,” one of the three vectors of ethos for Aristotle, with arête and phrónēsis.
ethotic See ethos.
ethos One of Aristotle’s three rhetorical “proofs”; the character of the rhetor. Adjectival 

form, ethotic (not ethical); pl, ethē. See also arête; eunoia; phrónēsis.
frame 1. Analogic frame, a linguistic pattern whereby terminology from one domain is 

extended analogically to characterize phenomena from another domain (e.g., the domain 
of economics is analogically extended to characterize our experience with time, as in 
“She spent a weekend in Peggy’s Cove” and “I invested a month in that project.”). 
Such frames can often be expressed efficiently in a metaphor (e.g., the economic::time 
frame as “time is money”), which led theorists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson to 
term these frames conceptual metaphors. Quintilian labeled them allegories. 2. Correlational 
frame, a linguistic pattern whereby terminology is used to represent correlated phenomena 
(e.g., buildings used to represent institutions that correlate with them, as in “The White 
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House  denounced anti-semitism” and “Hollywood no longer makes musicals”). Such 
frames leverage metonymy (e.g., White House is a metonym of the executive branch 
of the United States, Hollywood for the American movie industry), which led theorists 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson to term these frames conceptual metonymy. 3. Frame 
semantics, a theory of linguistic meaning that posits abstract scenarios to explain word 
meaning (e.g., the word sell is explained by a scenario that includes a buyer, a seller, the 
transfer of possession, and a medium of exchange).

framing 1. Sociology, the sets of concepts and beliefs people use to understand social and 
material phenomena (e.g., perceiving a vacation as an “escape” implicates a frame of every-
day life in terms of imprisonment). 2. Linguistics, the terminology encoding concepts and 
beliefs people use to structure one another’s perceptions of social and material phenomena, 
often in analogic or correlational ways.

genre Conventionalized patterns of cultural discourse (e.g., detective novels or tweets). See 
also multi-genre arguments.

homoioptoton Rhetorical scheme of morpholological repetition (e.g., “The bigger they 
are the harder they fall”; note that this example collocates homoioptoton with parison 
and isocolon).

hyperbole Trope of exaggeration (e.g., “I am dying of thirst.”).
hypophora A rhetorical device in which the rhetor asks a question and then immediately 

provides the answer (e.g., “What exemplifies hypophora? This does!”).
illocutionary force The rhetor’s intention in acting through language (e.g., to make a 

promise or to warn a hearer).
image scheme See scheme.
isocolon Rhetorical scheme of prosodic parallelism (at least two phrases with the same syl-

lable count and prosodic contour, as in “The bigger they are, the harder they fall”; note 
that this example collocates isocolon with parison and homoioptoton).

lexeme A basic unit of meaning in a language, including one or more morphemes that can 
occur independently; colloquially, a “word.” In dictionaries, lexemes are the headwords 
(e.g. play, which stands for all the inflectional forms it can take, such as plays, played, 
and playing).

lexicology The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the formation and 
structure of lexemes.

litotes The trope of double negation (e.g., “It is not impossible that he believes what he is 
saying”).

logogical See logos.
logos One of Aristotle’s three rhetorical “proofs”; the soundness of the discourse. Adjectival 

form, logogical (not logical); pl, logoi.
maieutic From Gk., maia “midwife,” the function of inducing knowledge or belief through 

discourse.
meiosis The trope of diminution (e.g., “a mere scratch” said of a fatal wound).
metaphor The trope of implicit cross-domain comparison (e.g., “Juliet is the sun,” where 

Juliet is a teenage girl).
metaphorism A word or words that reference an analogic frame (e.g., the italicized word 

in “Jackson spent his holiday in Mexico,” referencing the money:time frame).
metonymy The trope of correlational evocation (e.g., “The suits are here,” where suits 

evokes executives).
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modality The level of certainty conveyed by verbs of communication (e.g., in level of 
decreasing certainty, stated, claimed, and suggested).

morpheme The smallest unit of meaning in the grammatical system of a language.
morphology The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the properties of 

morphemes, in isolation and combination.
multi-genre arguments Arguments for the same claim appearing in different genres aimed 

at different audiences and having different overall purposes, which can feature different 
appeals and different lines of argument and exploit different linguistic affordances.

onomatopoeia The trope whereby the sound of a word resembles some aspect of 
the concept it evokes (e.g., whisper, whose voiceless obstruents evoke quiet breathy 
speech).

parison Rhetorical scheme of syntactic parallelism (at least two clauses or phrases with the 
same syntactic structure, as in “Cats are libertarians. Dogs are socialists”; note that this 
example collocates parison with personification).

pathos One of Aristotle’s three rhetorical “proofs”; the evoked emotion in the audience. 
Adjectival form, pathotic (not pathetic); pl, pathea.

pathotic See pathos.
parallelism The repetition of supra-lexical units—syntactic structure (the figure, parison), 

and/or prosodic contour (the figure, isocolon).
perlocutionary force The effect upon an audience of a linguistic act (e.g., to become 

fearful).
phone The smallest unit of speech sound.
phoneme  A language-specific psychological unit of speech sound.
phonetics The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the properties of phones, 

in isolation and combination.
phonology The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the properties of pho-

nemes, in isolation and combination.
phrónēsis “Practical wisdom,” or “common sense,” or “expertise.” One of the three vectors 

of ethos for Aristotle, with arête and eunoia.
ploche (ploce, ploke) The rhetorical scheme of perfect lexical repetition (i.e., not the 

partial repetition of just the meaning, as in synonymia, or just the form, as in antanaclasis).
pragma-dialectic A framework for argumentation analysis which combines speech-act 

pragmatics and dialectical regulation.
Pragmatics The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns how context affects 

the production and understanding of language.
presence Rhetorical devices that enhance the salience of argumentative concepts, associated 

with the New Rhetoric framework of Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca.
prolepsis An argumentative move or rhetorical figure which forecasts and undermines objec-

tions (e.g., “You might think I’m saying this because my wife is a doctor, but in fact she 
disagrees with me about this”).

prosopopoeia A rhetorical devuce in which the rhetor speaks for someone or something 
else (e.g., “Please don’t feed me” as ascribed to a bear on a National Park sign).

qualifier A concession of counter-evidence or alternative reasoning in an argument, associ-
ated with Stephen Toulmin’s model.

rebuttal 1. An argument to reject aspects of another argument. 2. In the argument model 
of Stephen Toulmin, a reason to reject or mitigate a qualifier.

register A style of speech as determined by the situation and the rhetor’s social relations to 
the addressee (e.g., speech directed to a peer in a meeting or to a judge in a courtroom).
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rhyme A rhetorical scheme in which the final syllable(s) of different words are the same 
(e.g., “Georgie Porgie”).

scheme 1. Rhetorical, a category of figure that implicates the material form of an expression 
(e.g., rhyme, epanaphora). 2. Argumentation studies, an argument scheme or an argumen-
tation scheme, a stereotypical pattern of reasoning. 3. Cognitive science, an image scheme 
(or schema), an abstract, dynamic, pattern of conceptualized experience.

semantics The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the way in which mean-
ings are associated with lexical and syntactic units.

speech act The communicative function served by an utterance (e.g., “Could you please 
open the window?” is a request, above and beyond its grammatical function as a question).

standpoint The belief or action advanced by an argument; a synonym of conclusion and of 
claim in the Toulmin model.

stasis The type of issue guiding an argument or analysis (e.g., an issue of fact or an issue 
of definition).

syllepsis The rhetorical scheme in which one occurrence of a lexical form implicates two 
different senses, in different syntactic frames (e.g., “I never raise my voice or my hopes”).

symploche A compound rhetorical scheme, combining epanaphora and epiphora (e.g., “Maybe 
it’s funny, but it happened. Maybe it’s absurd, but it happened”).

synecdoche The trope of meronymic evocation, where a part evokes the whole or a whole 
evokes some part (e.g., “All hands on deck”).

synonymia The trope of repeated meaning (sense) with different lexical forms (e.g.. “She’s 
happy! She’s gleeful!”; note that this example collocates with epanaphora, isocolon, and 
parison).

syntax The area (sometimes “level”) of linguistics that concerns the combination of lexemes 
into phrases and clauses.

texture The properties of a discursive act that “hold it together,” making it a text. The two 
categories of texture are coherence (the properties that hold a text together in conceptual 
terms) and cohesion (the properties that hold a text together in formal terms).

topic See topos.
topos (plural, topoi) Sometimes given as the Latinized, topic. The “place” of invention for 

an act of persuasion (e.g., an appeal based on contrast or comparison), often translated as 
“line of argument.” Topoi might be “universal” or “common,” deployable in all acts of 
persuasion; or “special” or “particular,” deployable in discourse-specific acts of persuasion 
(such as the law or mathematics or politics).

trope 1. Rhetorical, a category of figure that implicates conceptual relationships (e.g., met-
aphor, hyperbole). 2. Cultural studies, a recurrent theme, characterization, or event in 
cultural artifacts; effectively, a synonym (or error?) for topos.

warrant In the argument model of Stephen Toulmin, the proposition that connects a reason 
to the claim, roughly corresponding to the major premise of a syllogism.
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Aesop 250
AFAlpha 528
affect (component of attitude) 194–195
affirmative action 332–333
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agency 410–411, 442, 444, 447–451; 

definition 410
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(stages) 494; Targeting System of Language 
(Talmy, 2017) 493, 501n3; targeting system 
in rhetorical practices (attending to money) 
495–497

attitude 194; components 195
attitude change 210–212
audience 9–10, 48–49, 424
audience presence 360; addressing, naming, 

partitioning 361–364
auditory argumentation: definition 140
Auerbach, J. 424–426
augmentation (Quintilian) 193, 199
aural glue (Fahnestock) 298–299, 304, 306n9
Austin, J.L. 169
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 483
autopoesis, definition 491
aversive acknowledgement (Govier) 358, 368
aviation 491–492
Avogadro number 317–319
awards 64, 66



Index

548

Axelrod, R. 86
Ayman al-Zawahiri 215

Babarczy, A. 481
bacon and cancer 198–201, 204
bacterial rhetorics 452
Baele, S.J. 217
Bagehot, W. 493, 498–499
Bain, A. 489–490
Baker, M.J. 460
Bakhtin, M.M. 195, 500, 506
Balkin, J. 329–330, 332
Balkwill, L-L. 135
Ball, M.S. 336
Banasik-Jemielniak, N. 476, 478
Bar-Haim, R. 534
Bariaud, F. 483
Barnes, J. 295
Barnett, S. 444, 449
Barrett, J. 416
Barrett, L.F. 46, 57
Bartlett, F.C. 243n14
Bartlett, R.C. 29
Barzilai, N. 415
basic emotion theory (BET) 214
Bateson, G. 243n14
Bauman, R. 431
Bayesian statistics 192, 413, 418
Bazerman, C. 355
BBC, Moral Maze 530–531, 535
Beatles 20
Beck, U., risk society 290
bee 450–451; waggle dances 443
Benghazi 52–53
Bennett, B.S. 424
Bennett, W.L. 325
Benoit, W.L. 356
Berger, L.L. 326–328, 336
Bernays, E.L. 423
Berzelius, J.J. 316
Beveridge, A. 193
Bezooijen, R. van 135
bias question 37
Bible 98, 102, 281, 291n1, 295–296, 375
Biden, J. 347, 430–431, 436n7, 513, 519, 521; 

Yemen war 433–435
Bilewicz, M. 217
Billig, M. xii, 2, 13, 113–125
bioculture 449
biology 441
Bird, O. 31
birds 443
Biswas, B. 215
Bitzer, L.F. 47, 87, 263, 396–397
Bizup, J. 108–109
Blackburn, M. 347
Black, H. 336

Black Lives Matter 237
Blackstone, W. 330–331
Blair, H. 233–234
Blair, J.A. 41n5–41n6
Blakenship, L. 357
Blankfield, B. xii, 2, 17, 20, 246–258
Bloomfieldian Structuralism 5
Bloom, K. 138
Bobbitt, P. 329, 332–333
Boethius 28, 40n1
Bogost, I. 400–401
Bolinger, D.L. 172
Bonds, M.E. 374
boomerang effect 212
Booster, J.K. 345
Booth, W.C. 234–235
Bormann, D.R. 262
Bosco, F.M. 476, 480
Bose, I. 461
Bosmajian, H. 335
Bostdorff, D.M. 44
Bostock v. Clayton County, GA (2020) 330
Boston Globe 411, 415, 418–419
Boston University Medical Center  

409–410, 419
Bouie, J. 514, 516–519
Boumediene v. Bush (2008) 332
Bouquet, H. 36
Bova, A. 463
Bowers, J. 212
Boyle, C. 444, 449
Boyle, R. 312–313
Bradac, J. 212
Braet, A.C. 30
brain 490–491
Branco, J. 117–122, 124
Braun, M.J. 436n1
Brescó de Luna, I. 288
Breyer, S. 334, 336–337
bridge (card game) 393
Briggs, C.L. 431
Brodsky, S.L. 175
Brownback, Senator 359, 365
Brown, D.W. 57n4
Brown, G. 183–184
Brownian motion 317–318, 319
Brown, P. 209–210
Brown v. Board of Education 331
Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Association (2011) 

336–337
Brummett, B. 401
Bruss, K.S. 248
Buck, G. 235, 291
Budzynska, K. 536n2
buffoons 159–160
Bullinger E.W. 243n11, 281–282
Burckhard, A. 160–161



Index

549

Burke, K. 7, 12, 18, 29, 93n1, 121, 150, 233, 
278, 293, 299, 305, 307n16, 385, 394, 423, 
500; definition of rhetoric 393; identification 
framework 296–298, 306n5–306n6; “pentad” 
concept 325; Permanence and Change (1984) 125; 
strategies for dealing with situations 401

Burroughs, E.R. 443
Burton, G. 529
Bush, G.W. 239, 332, 427
Bush, J. 55, 174–175
Buskirk, C. 514, 519–521
Buzbee, H. xii, 2, 7, 18, 147–162
Byrne, R.W. 448

Cameron, D. 183–185
Campbell, G., Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776) 489
Camper, M. xii, 15, 96–111, 331
Canada 36–38
Canagarajah, A.S. 342
cancer 198–201
canons (common law)types 330
canons of rhetoric 13–21; arrangement 14, 17; 

delivery 14, 17; invention 14–17; memory 14, 
17–18; style 14, 18–21

Cantril, H. 137
Cape Town 382–383
Cardie, C. 531
Carmichael, M. 417
carnations 118–120
Carroll, S. 321
Carter, M. 90
Carver, T. 264
case studies 61
Cassandra 286
Castleman, M. 83–84, 92–93, 93n2; action 

argument 91–92; causal argument 87–88; 
definition argument 85–86; existence argument 
83–84; feasibility value argument 90–91; 
language of action 93n4; value argument 90–91, 
93n4

Castronovo, R. 424–426
catachresis 242n5, 262–265, 269–275, 542; 

characteristics 270; meanings 263–264
Catholic Church 369, 426, 436n2
Cato 157
Catullus 157
cause stasis 78, 82, 86–88, 87
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 190–191, 

204, 370n8
Centre for Argument Technology 534–535
ceremonial apologies 358–362, 368–369; 

addressing, naming, partitioning 361–362; 
orientation to difference 365–368; speaker 
presence 364–365

Ceschi, G. 135
Chalmers, D. 491
chameleon effect 478

change, definition 45
Changing the Subject (Blakenship, 2019) 357
Chan, W.T. 301; Source Book of Chinese Philosophy 

306
character, sonics of 137–139
Charney, D.H. xii, 2, 15, 78–93, 410
Chaucer, G. 311
Chave, E. 211
chemical elements 311–312
Cheng, A.A. 349
Cheng, M.S. xii, 2, 11, 355–370
chess 390, 392; design components 396; warfare 

template 394
chiasmus 9, 20, 155, 431, 541; definition 542; 

see also antimetabole; antimetalepsis
children: irony and humour 475–484; rational 

interlocutors 460, 470n4
children’s argumentation 457–470; constraints 467; 

context 466–469; dialogue 460–462; implicit 
content 462–466; implicit premises 463–464; 
premises (types) 464–466; space for 467–469

Chinese Exclusion Act: of 1882 369; of 1892 341
Chinese maxims 293–307
Chisa, K. 376
choice 424
Cho, M. 346
Chomsky, N. 6, 229, 241, 428, 436n1, 452–453, 

490, 493; linguistic novelty argument 508
Chore Wars (McGonigal) 402
Chosun Ilbo 271
chreia (anecdote) 249
Christian Broadcasting System 272
Christian Science Monitor 275n9
Christiansen, N. 231–232
Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, E. 263–264
Chung, D.Y. 264
Churchill, W. 157, 262
Cicero, M.T. 11, 15, 28–29, 40n1, 81, 157–158, 

160, 167, 263, 284–285, 337; De Inventione 
Rhetorica 97, 134, 324, 446, 493; De Oratore 
114, 149, 446; humor theory 149–150; 
inference 105; legal oration (six basic parts) 324; 
narrative (persuasive resources in courtroom) 
324–325; punning 153; superiority theory 149, 
156; Verrine Orations 45

civic rhetoric (Oddo) 426, 435
Civil Rights Act (1964) 330
clarity 18
Clark, A. 491
Clark, M. 327
climate change 287–290, 402
climate scientists, use of appeals to expertise 60–76
climax 19, 297–298, 317; climax suite 280; 

definition 542
Clinton, H. 49, 53–56, 57n4, 84, 531, 536n3
Clinton, W.J. 177–178, 359, 361, 364, 370n9; 

orientation to difference 365–368



Index

550

Clodius 158
close reading 21; background 505–506;  

computer-aided 505–523
clothing 232
clusters 507–508, 517, 522, 533; topical 511, 

511–512, 513, 519
Clymer, L. 258n1
CNB News (South Korea) 273
CNN 197, 197–198, 418
Cochran, J. 327
cognitive biases 506
cognitive commitment 8
cognitive linguistics 8–9, 45, 49
cognitive science: intersections with rhetorical 

theory 488–501
cognitive science and rhetorical theory: attention 

management 492–497, 500; emotional 
disposition 489, 498–500; framing 497–498; 
historical review 489–492

cognitive semantics 58n7, 493
cognitive triangle (Seto) 233
collocation 159, 517, 518, 521, 541; 

definition 542
Colston, H.L. 158
comedy 345–347
Commercial Event frame 49–50
commonplaces 16, 82–83; see also topoi
common topoi 16
Companion to Rhetoric (Jost & Olmsted, 2004) 115
comparison (Quintilian) 193–194, 199–202
competition of cooperation (Burke) 394
complex question 170, 173
computational rhetoric xiii, xiv, 280, 291, 529
computer-aided close reading 505–523
computer-based analysis, argument mining 

525–536
conceptual metaphor (Lakoff and Johnson) 8, 241, 

335; see also frame, analogic
conceptual metonymy (Lakoff and Johnson) 

243n10; see also frame, correlation
conclusion (versus “premise”) 33, 35, 37, 39–40, 

525, 528, 532–533, 536, 536n5
concordance dictionaries 507
conditional double negation (CDN) 295–296, 

299, 302–305, 306n10
conduit metaphor (Reddy) 8; see also analogic 

frame
confidence 136
conflicting passages (interpretive stasis) 97
Confucius, Confucianism 294, 301–304
Congress (USA) 61–62, 333
conjecture 15, 83, 167, 324; see also existence 

stasis
Conley, T.M. 55
consequentialism 333–334
Consigny, S. 29
consistency question 37

conspiracy of features approach (Gladkova et al.) 530
conspiratorial narratives: definition (Baele) 218
Constitution 333, 336, 514
Constitutional Amendments: First 334; Second 

330; Eighth 331; Fourteenth 106, 331; 
Fifteenth 335

constructed emotions, theory of 46
Construction Grammar 9; see also grammatical 

constructions
context 116, 125n1, 459
context dependent claims (CDCs) 534
contextomy (McGlone) 120
contextualized argumentation 457
contiguity (mental disposition) 238
contradictory litotes 295
contrarium 55
contrary litotes 295–296
contrastive visualization 512–516
controversies 407–408
conversational implicature 6–7; definition 542; 

see also Grice, H.P.
conversations 458, 469
Coolidge, J.C. 236
Cooper, J.M. 167
Cooper, M.M. 451–452
copia (accumulation) 193, 200
corpus analysis 60–76, 105, 435
Corpus of Contemporary American English 508
correctness 18, 32, 312
correlation frames (source: target) 238–239
co-text 101
Cotterill, J. 180
counter-arguing 211–212
courtroom: legal persuasion 324–329; persuasive 

resources 324–327
Cover, R. 336
COVID-19 Hate Crimes Act (2021) 347
COVID-19 pandemic xi, 48, 60, 152–153, 

190–191, 196, 201–203, 284, 287–289, 351, 
460; face masks 211–212

COVID-19 virus 16
Cramer, P. 92
Crawford, C. 390
crime 87–88, 90, 92
critical discourse analysis (CDA) 119, 125n1, 328
critical questions 34–35, 37–40, 41n12
Croft, W. 230
cross-examination 180–182
Crossley, S.A. 510
Crosswhite, J. 529–530
Cruz, T. 55
Crystal, D. 132
cue categories 494–495
cultural convergence theory 211
cultural rhetoric (Tekinbaş and Zimmerman) 391
cumulative talk 468
Currie, M. 283



Index

551

Daily Mail 411–412
Dale, I. 178
Dancygier, B. 50
Daneš, F. 510
Danet, B. 180
Danner, P. 192
Daoism 294
Darwin, C. 442
Data Feminism (D’Ignazio and Klein, 2020) 

203–204
data-mining techniques 435
datum (minor premise of factual nature) 464, 

465, 469
Davidson, T. 207, 214
Davies, C.E. 161
Dawkins, R. 453
dead metaphors 263, 266–267, 274; examples 

cited by Korean presidential candidates 266
Dearin, R.D. 125n11
death certificates 190–191, 204, 204n1–204n2
deceptiveness 136
Declaration of Independence (1776): ambiguity 

110; authorial intent 109; conflicting 
passages 109–110; deductive assimilation 110; 
interpretive linchpin 109; letter versus spirit 
109, 111; making meaning out of texts (case 
study) 108–111; narrowing and outstripping 
gap 110–111; sentence-level features 108–109; 
text 110

Declaration of Rights (England, 1689) 331
declarative questions 170, 180
deduction 105–106
deesis, definition 496
defeasibility 27, 32, 35, 41n14, 542
definition: interpretive stasis 97; words 99–100
definitional question 167
definitional ruptures (Schiappa) 85
definition premise 33
definition stasis 15, 78, 82, 84–86
degrees of interactivity 358
degree zero language 229
deictics 99, 217, 491
deixis, definition (Talmy) 493
Delaware v. Prouse (1979) 333
deliberative democracy 370n5
deliberative rhetoric 11, 177, 283, 382
delivery 14, 17; definition (Cicero) 134
DeMello, M., Speaking for Animals (2013) 252, 257
Demetrius, On Style 247–248
Democratic Alliance (South Africa) 383
Department of Health, Education, Welfare 

(USA) 335
dependent texts (Lyons) 116
desired response 424
devices or strategies texts 22
Devitt, A.J. 355–356
Dewey, J. 423

Dews, S. 479
Deylami, S. 215
dialect 7
dialectic 3
dialogical-discursive approaches 460
dialogical-structural approaches 460
dialogical unit of analysis 458–459, 462–463, 

466, 470n1
dialogic perspective 462, 468, 470n1
dialogic questioning (Plato) 165
dialogism 358, 370n13
dialogue 459–462, 470n1
Dialogue Game Description Language 

(DGDL) 535
diaphora, definition 278
Dickerson v. U.S. (2000) 332
DICTION (computer application) 506
digital prosopopoeia (Kampherm) 251
Dijk, T.A. van 243n14, 428
Di Marco, C. 530
dimensions 507–508
Dionysius of Halicarnassus 248, 294
Diplomacy (board game, 1959) 393
direct observation 125
disciplinary authorization 64–66
discourse 158–162
discourse analysis 6–8
discourse genres 176–185; see also genre
discourse indicators 527, 528
discourse markers 527, 536
discourse stream 507–509, 522; definition 507
disgust 135–136
disjunctive (either-or) question 184
disputational talk 468
dissociation (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca) 124, 

125n11, 334–335
dissoi logoi 286
distributed cognition 8, 488, 490
distributed theory 491–492
District of Columbia v. Heller (2008) 330
division 16
Dixon, T. 57n1
DNA 408, 411–412, 414
doctrinal argument (forms) 332–333
Doctrine of Mean 中庸 294, 296, 301, 306n1
DocuScope 22, 505; application to persuasive texts 

512–516; Bouie 516–519; Buskirk 519–521; 
categories of textual experience 522–523; 
design challenges 510–512; Gettysburg Address 
(1863) 511, 511–512, 513; lineage 506–507; 
textual experience 507–509

Doering, J. 242n2
domestic violence, campaigns against 137
Donohue, W.A. xii–xiii, 2, 10, 12, 207–220
double compound syntax 281
double negation (DN) 293–294, 298–300, 

305–306, 307n17



Index

552

Douglas, S. 109
Dowling, J.S. 482
Doxtader, E. 369
Dragojevic, M. 208
Dred Scott Trial 451
Druckman, D.D. 217
Dryer, D. 356
Dumarsais, C.C. 233
Dumitrescu, D. 179
Dungeons and Dragons (role-playing game, 

1995) 402
Dunlap, R. 68
Dupuy, B. 190
Durbin, D. 434
Duschl, R.A. 533
Dusmanu, M. 531
Duthie, R. 536n2
Dyson, H. 283

earthworm behavior 442
Eaves, M.H. 138
echo questions 170, 179
Economist 413, 418
educational attainment 64, 66
eduction 105–106
Edwards, J.A. (2010) 370n9
Eemeren, F.H. van 32, 467
eidolopoeia 249
Eikhenbaum, B. 242n9
eikos, definition 323
Einstein, A. 317–318, 320
Eisenhart, C. 113
Eisenhower, D. 142
Ekman, P. 51
E-Language 4
Eldar, S. 136–137
elenchus questioning (Socrates) 165, 167
Eliezer of Beaugency, Rabbi 281, 290
Ellul, J. 424
Ellwanger, A. 370n4
Ely, J.H. 329
embedded cognitive theory 490–491
embodied cognitive theory 491
emotion 49, 51, 219; sonics of 135–136
emotional appeal 44–45, 52, 57; definition 45
emotional expression, as polarizing  

language 214
emotions 12, 45–47; vocal cues 136
emotion scripts 54, 56, 58n6
emphasis (prosodic feature) 133
enactive cognitive theory 491
enargeia (also enargia) (liveliness, vivid description) 

261–263, 266–269, 274, 279, 291n1
endoxic premises 47, 57
endoxon (plural endoxa) 465, 465, 466, 469, 

470n7–470n8; definition 464
engagement 194–196

English Language 88, 101, 412, 491, 494, 497, 
508; emotion words in 49–51; as lingua franca 
of science 315; as non-native language 341–342; 
scientific 311–321

Ensslin, A. 390–391, 399
entechnic ethos 60
enthymeme 13, 17, 23n3, 400; Aristotle 113–114; 

definition 47, 542
entrenched meaning 19, 227–231, 233, 

236–238, 241
epanaphora 19, 278, 298, 306n8, 350; definition 

530, 542
epenthesis 19; definition 542
epicheirime 17
epideictic dimension 91, 117, 119, 360, 368, 385, 

409, 415, 419, 445
epideictic rhetoric 11, 347; definition 424
epideixis: “ceremonial oratory” 531; “display” 121
epiphora 542, 544
epiplexis (rebuking or shaming) 166
epistemic cues 495–496
epistrophe 278, 298, 303–304, 542
epitheton 54–55
Epstein, D.J. 375
Equal Protection Clause 334
equipment for living 401–402
Erasmus 193; De Copia 15
erotema 20, 170, 542; affirming or denying a point 

strongly 166, 168
erotesis 168, 170
Erskine, H. 285–286
Eskin, C.R. 492
Estrada-Reynolds, V. 326–327
ethnographic approaches 7
ethology 442–446
ethopoeia 248–250
ethos 11–12, 27, 138, 249–250, 536n2, 542; 

definition (Aristotle) 11; expert appeals 60–76; 
vocal communication 139–140; see also arête; 
eunoia; phrónēsis

ethos, logos, pathos trilogy (Aristotle) 2, 11, 293, 
382, 393, 529

ethotic appeals 39–40, 191; coding 61–65; 
descriptive statistical analysis 65–70; see also 
ethos

eunoia 12, 140; definition 542
evaluative dimension 79, 81, 86, 88, 90, 93
Everson v. Board of Education (1947) 336–337
evolved mind 441–454
examples 331; exemplifying and misrepresenting 

115–116; using to misrepresent the world 
113–125

exceptional longevity (EL) 412, 414
exempla 231; Cicero’s usage 114; history 113–115
exemplorumque (multitude of examples) 114
exergasia, definition 278
existence stasis 78, 82, 83–84



Index

553

existential acknowledgement (Govier) 358
exordium, narratio, confirmatio, refutatio, peroratio 17
experience 64–66, 71–72
experiencers 54, 58n7
expert commentary 415–416
expertise question 37, 63, 65
exploratory talk 468
extended-mind hypothesis 491

fables 250
Facebook 273, 430
face threats 209–210
facework 209
facial expressions 135–136
fact-checking 532, 536n9
facts of essence 85
Fahnestock, J.D. xiii, 1–23, 85–86, 90, 101, 141, 

155, 158, 168, 193–194, 201, 239, 242n2, 278, 
290–291, 296, 298, 306n9, 307n15, 365, 368, 
406–420, 488, 490, 531; epitomes of reasoning 
52; figural logic 529–530

Fairbanks, G. 135
Fairclough, N. 362, 365, 368
fake news 532, 536n9
fallacy of many questions 173, 184
fallacy theory 32
Fallon, J. 161
false dilemma 185
Farnsworth, W. 294, 298
Farsad, N. 147–148, 154–155
fear 135, 136, 136
feasibility value argument 90–91
Fejo, N.N. 367
Feldman, M.S. 325
feminism and feminists 110, 161–162, 357
Fenn, E. 36–38
Ferguson, S. 85
Ferrari, S. 400–401
field question 37, 63
figura (Latin) 19
figural forms and functions 530
figurative identification 297–302
figurative language 7, 119, 229, 385–386
figures 2, 19–20, 225–307, 281, 529–531, 536; see 

also figural forms and functions; figural logic; 
figurative language; trope

Filippova, E. 480
Fillmore, C.J. 49, 52, 490, 497
Final Fantasy series 401
Firbas, J. 509
Fitzsimons, G.J. 174
Florida 147–148
Florio, J. 57n1
Fodor, J.A. 230
Fontanier, P. 233–234
forcefulness 18
forensic persuasion 323–337

forensic speeches 11
formal assent (Burke) 150
Forsyth, M. 172
Fortenbaugh, W.W. 47–48
Fortnite (game, 2017) 403
Foss, S.K. 379
Foucault, M. 8
Four Books Annotated 306n1
Four Es cognition 490–491
Fourier, J. 316–317
four master tropes 228, 232–234
Fovargue, Y. 184–185
Fraccaro, P. 138
frame 57n2, 81, 86, 102, 107–108, 150–151, 153, 

179, 184, 220, 243n14, 328, 341, 349–351, 
379, 385, 454, 467, 482, 489, 497–498; 
analogic 8, 233–236, 242; correlation 238–239, 
243n10; definition 542–543; elements 49–56; 
lexical 64; meronymic 243n13; relational 215; 
semantics 49–56, 57n3; statistical 190–194, 196, 
200–203; tropological. 227–228, 238–241

frame metonymy 9, 49–52, 57; see also frame, 
correlation

framing 489, 497–498, 543
France 51
Frankfurt, H.G. 125n8
Frege, G. 28, 41n2
Freud, S. 150
Frisch, K. von 442–443
Frisch, O. 320
Frith, S. 376
Frost, R. 91
functional sentence perspective (FSP) 509–510

Gabbatore, I. 480
Gale, A. 273
Galileo 319
game design, components 396
Game of Life (Klamer and Markham, 1960) 391
gameplay, definition (Suits) 396
games 470n8; constitutive rules 319–392; 

constraints 391–393; identification 394–395; 
ludic language and discourse 398–399; play and 
persuasion 393–397; regulative rules 391–393; 
rhetorical situations 395–397

games, language, and persuasion 389–404; 
approaches 399–403; equipment for living 
401–402; gamification 402–403; intricate 
relationship 403; procedural rhetoric 400–401; 
rhetorics of play 399–400

gamification 402–403
Garner, B.A. 330
Gemechu, D. 529
gender 71, 74, 150, 162
generalization 280, 329, 331
generalization commitment 8
generative grammar 6



Index

554

Generative Semantics 235
genetics of longevity: agency across genres 

410–411; case study 408–420; characterization 
of evidence 412–413; characterization of 
findings 413–414; claim-evidence relationship 
413; controversy over findings 415–419; expert 
commentary 415–416; headlines characterizing 
content 411–412; implications 419–420; 
potential medical payoff 414–415; research 
reported in news outlets 409–410; retraction 
and its coverage 418–419; sample 412–413; 
unfolding rebuttal 416–418

Genette, G. 242n9
genocide, polarizing language 216
Genome-Wide Association Study (GWAS) 408, 

410, 414, 417–418
genre 2, 4, 543; interactivity 355–370; see also 

multi-genre arguing
genus 16
George III, King 110
German, language of science 315–316
Gestalt psychology 298
Gettysburg Address (1863), topical clusters 511, 

511–512, 513
Gibbon, E., Decline and Fall of Roman Empire 

499–500
Gibbons, T. 282, 284–285
Gibson, C.A. 249
Giles, H 208
Gingrich, N. 218
Ginsburg, R.B. 326
Giuliani, R. 92, 514
Giunchigliani, C. 253, 255–257
Gladkova, O. 530
Glaser, C. 385
Glenn, P. 155
Glenwright, M. 481
Globe and Mail (Canada) 33–34, 40, 41n8
Godinho, S. 118–119
Goethe, J.W. 311
Goffman, E. 243n14
Goldberg, A. 9
Goltz, D.B. 161
Goodall, Dame Jane 443
Goodrich, P. 324
Goodwin, J. 251
Gorgias 133, 167
Gorsuch, N. 330–331
Gösser beer 142
Gough, B. 205n4
Gous, G. 172
governmental apologies 358; audience presence 

360–364, 368; cases 358–370; others’ presence 
(orientation to difference) 360, 365–368; 
rhetorical acts toward reconciliation 355–370; 
speaker presence 360, 364–365, 368

Govier, T. 357–358, 364, 369

Grahame, K. 50
Graham, S.S. 81
grammar 3, 165; basics 4–9; levels of analysis 4–6; 

sign 4
grammatical constructions 16, 19–20, 49, 155, 

229, 232, 285, 364, 493
grammatical transformation (notion) 6
grammaticus 18
Grasso, F. 529–530
Gray, A-M. 376
Graybeal, A. 214
Gray, K.L. 399
great apes 34, 454
Greco, S. xiii, 3, 10, 457–470
Greene, B. 320
Green v. County School Board New Kent County 

(1968) 335
Gregory XV, Pope 422–423
Gricean maxims 7; of quantity 463
Grice, H.P. 7, 32; see also conversational 

implicature; Gricean maxims
grief 48, 135
Griffin, D.R. 443
Grimaldi, W. 29
Groarke, L. 136, 140
Groenewald, H. 378
Grootendorst, R. 32
Gross, A.G. xi, xiii, 2, 19, 92, 125n11,  

311–321
Gross, D. 488, 490
Grossen, M. 467
Group Areas Act (South Africa) 380, 384–385
growing minds 459, 469
Guantanamo Bay 332
Guarante, L. 415–416
Guardian 199–201, 410–416 passim
Gumperz, J.J. 7
Gurevych, I. 527
Guthrie, W.K.C. 167

habeas corpus 332
Halliday, M. 509–510
Hamilton, A. 330
Hamilton, M.A. xiii, 2, 10, 12, 207–220
Hamilton Spectator 284, 289
Hancher, M. 157
Haney, C. 325
Hankyoreh (Korean newspaper) 271, 275n3
Hanne, M. 326
Hannity, S. 174–175
Hannken-Illjes, K. 461
Hansen, H.V. 33
Happé, F.G.E. 480
Harmelin v. Michigan (1991) 331
Harmon, J.E. xi, 321n1
Harper, D. 445
Harré, R. 314



Index

555

Harris, R.A. xiii, 1–23, 81, 227–243, 242n3, 
242n6, 280, 291, 293, 431, 490, 501n2, 530

Harris, Z. 6, 8
Hartelius, J. 74
Harter, L.M. 370n9
Hartzler, J. 325–326
Hassan, N. 532
hate speech 214, 217
Hauptmann, B. 328
Hawaii annexation, 1898 (legislative apology, 

1993) 359, 369, 370n6, 370n15; addressing, 
naming, partitioning 363–364; orientation to 
difference 366–367

Hay, J. 156
Haynes, N. 286
hearer’s procedure 494
Heath, M. 105, 111
Heath, R.L. 394
Hemings, S. 96
Henderson, G.L. 436n1
Henriques, R. 181
Heo, M. xiii, 2, 20, 261–276
Hermagoras 167; legal dispute (four points) 324
Herman, E.S. 428, 436n1
hermeneutics 231, 323, 334; definition 102
Hermogenes 97, 102, 105, 249–250
Herndl, C. 81
Hertz, R. 327–328
Heuer, R. 321
Higgs boson 320–321
Hill, G.E., Ivorybill Hunters (2007) 406–407
Hirst, G. 532
historical scholarship 105
historical studies 86
Hitchcock, D. 33, 41n7
Hitler, A., Mein Kampf 240–242
Hlongwane, G. 376
Hoeken, H. 531
Hoffmann, M.E. 294, 305, 306n4
Holcomb, C. xiii, 2, 7, 18, 147–162
hole hole bushi (cane stripping songs) 344
Hollien, H. 140
Holocaust 216, 218–219
Holt, E. 155
homo floresiensis 408
homoioptoton 19, 541, 543
homoioteleuton, definition 133
homology 442
homonyms 152
homoplasy 442
Hong, C.P. 345
Hong, J.P. 266, 266–267
Hooke, R. 314
Hopton, S.B. 344
Horn, L.R. 305
Horn, R. 525–526
Hosman, L.A. 138

hostage negotiation: polarizing language 216–217
Houthi rebels 432, 435
Howard, J. 367
Hua, X. 531
Huckin, T. 424, 427, 431
Humane Society International (HSI) 258n2; 

HSUS 253, 258n2
human rights 428–429, 435
human voice 21
humor 147–162, 287, 482–483; children 475–484; 

different levels of language 152–162; index of 
social identity 158–162

humor theory 149–152
Hurford, J.R. 453
hurricanes 53–54
Hustinx, L. 531
Hutchins, E. 491–492
Hwang, D.H. 348
Hymes, D. 7
hyperbole 104, 227, 231, 237, 477; definition 543
hypophora 141; definition 543
hypotheses 15–16
hypothetical questions 178, 181, 185; 

contextualized 175–176, 176

Iannaccone, A. 461, 470
IARC 198–201, 204
IBM, Project Debater 534–535, 536n12–536n13
Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM) 57n2
identification 12, 394–395; by antithesis 296–297, 

305; concept from Burke 12, 14, 44, 293, 
296–298; by inaccuracy 296–297, 306; by repetitive 
litotes 296–305; by sympathy 296–297, 305

identity 12
I-Language 4
Ilie, C. xiii, 2, 6–7, 165–186
Iliev, R. 86
illocutionary force 184–185, 543
illocutionary force indicator devices (IFIDs) 357, 

364–366
illusion of life (Sellnow and Sellnow) 378, 385
illusion of truth (mass repetition) 427
illustration, usage 114–115
Immigration Act (1917) 341
inadvertent cause 87
incipient action 78, 93n1
inconsistency (intentional) 104–105
induction 105–106
inference 105–106; widening and narrowing 

gap 106
inferential integrity 462–463
inferential statistical analyses 70–73; contextual 

factors 73; personal attributes 71–74
informal criteria 93n3
informal logic 31–32, 41n6
Inhelder, B. 464
initial public offering (IPO) 495–496



Index

556

Inouye, D. 359
intention 4–5, 10–11, 102–105
intentional cause 87
interaction 459, 470n1
International Agency for Research on Cancer 

(IARC) 196
internet 320, 419
Internet Movie Database (IMDB) 529, 536n7
interpersonal social aggression 56, 58n8
interpretive linchpins 107–109
interpretive stases 15, 96–111; types 97
interpretive topoi 108
interpretivism 329; forms of originalism 331; 

textualism 330–331
interrogatio 168
interthinking 468
intonation 132–133, 137
invention 14–17
ionic form 21
Iphicrates 30
Iran 55–56
Iraq 427
Iraq War (2003) 431–432
iron (Fe) 311–312
irony 141, 158, 228, 233, 242n8; children’s 

language 475–484; comprehension 478–480; 
developmental constraints 480–481; muting 
function 475, 479; production 476–478

Irvine, J.R. 374, 376–378, 382
Ishizaki, S. xiv, 3, 22, 505–523
ISIS 272–274, 275n9; Islamic State 215, 218
isocolon 133; definition 543
Isocrates 294, 446
Israel 136–137, 211, 215, 217, 375
issue identification 15–16
ivorybilled woodpeckers (Campephilus principalis) 

406–409
Izzeldin Abuelaish 136–137

Jack, J. 488
Jackson, P.T. 120
Jackson, R. 336
Jackson, S. 468
Jakobson, R. 142, 233–234, 242n9
Japan 369
Jaradat, I. 532
Jarrett, S. 342
Jasinski, J. xiv, 2, 15, 323–337
Jawort, A. 109
Jefferson, T. 96, 109–110, 330
Jeon, T.I. 343
Jiang, Y. 81
jihad, jihadism 215, 219
Johannesburg 384
John of Sardis 249–250
Johnson, B. 120–124, 125n5–125n9
Johnson, C.Y. 416

Johnson, L.B. 236
Johnson, M. 8, 228, 235, 241, 265, 274, 335, 

378–379, 490, 501n3
Johnson, R.H. 41n6
Johnson, S.D. 180
Johnson v. Eisentrager (1950) 332
Johnstone, B. 113, 356
joint pretense 477–478
joking envelope (Freud) 150
Jolaosho, T. 376
Jones, S. (attorney) 326
Jorgensen, J. 475
journal articles 406–407; conventions 410
Journal of Gerontology 410
Journey (game, 2012), role of identification 

394–395
Jowett, G.S. 436n1
joy 136, 136
judgment (component of attitude) 194, 195
Julius Caesar 142
jurisdiction 91–92; textual boundaries 102
jurisdictional stasis 15, 97

Kahn, J.H. 214
Kahn, P.W. 336–337
kairos 492, 494
Kalandadze, T. 483
Kalmoe, N.P. 218
Kampherm, M. 251
Kaplan, R. 342
Kaster, R.A. 4
kategoria (accusation) 356
Katz, J.J. 230
Kaufer, D. xiv, 3, 22, 505–523
Kayner, N. 255, 257
Kebbell, M.R. 180
Kelly, B. 482
Keltner, D. 214
Kennedy, A. 332
Kennedy, G.A. 29, 228, 249, 332, 444–445, 447
Kennedy, J.F. 241–242, 243n15
Kent, D.H. 36–37
Kienpointner, M. 30, 32
Kim, C.J. 341
Kim, J.U. 263
Kim, M. 533
kind-of relation 243n13
kinesis (movement) 80
Kinneavy, J.L. 492
Kirkpatrick, W.G. 374, 376–378, 382
Kišiček, G. xiv, 2, 6, 20–21, 131–143
Kizer, E.J. 374–375
Klaidman, D. 427
Klamer, R. 391
Knapp, M.L 131–132
Knoblock, J. 299
Knupp, R.E. 377



Index

557

Koesten, J. 370n4
Koestler, A. 150–151
koina (common things) 28
Konstantinidou, A. 463
Korea Joong Ang Daily 273
Korean political rhetoric: catachreses 269–274; 

enargeia 267–269; phantasia 266–269; use and 
abuse of metaphors 261–276

Kornfield, S. 84
Kotthoff, H. 160–161
Kövecses, Z. 51
Kraus, M. 55, 171
Krebs, R.R. 120
Kuhn, D. 86
Kwon, R.O. 349–350

Labov, W. 7
Lakoff, G. 8, 46–47, 50, 57n2, 85, 228, 

235, 241, 265, 274, 286, 335, 378–379, 490, 
501n3

Lalljee, M.G. 132
Landon, M. 178–179
language: games, and persuasion 389–404;  

usage-based system 229
language action types (LATs) 507–508
language-games (Wittgenstein) 389–391; game 

work 391
language intensity 207, 212–213; definition 

(Bowers) 212
languages of science 311–321
Lanham, R.A. 263, 281; “looking at” versus 

“looking through” text 505
Laozi 294, 296, 300, 306n1, 306n10
LaRue, L.H. 336–337
late-night comedy 162
Latour, B.: Aramis (1996) 447; talking train 444, 

447
Lau, D.C. 306n1
Laver, J. 131
Lavoisier, A. 316
Lawrence, J. xiv, 3, 22, 525–536
leadership 64–66, 74
leading questions 180–182, 185; contextualized 

172–176, 176; definition 172; directive versus 
non-directive 180

Leakey, L. 443
Leathers, D.G. 138
Lee, C.H. 273
Lee, J.W. 342
Lee, K. 482
Leff, M.C. 29, 80, 251
legal discourse 179–182
legal persuasion 329–337; in courtroom 324–329; 

history of rhetoric 323–324; phases of trial 
327–329

Legal Persuasion (Berger and Stanchi, 2018) 
326–328

legislative apologies (Cheng) 358–360, 368; 
addressing, naming, partitioning 362–364; 
orientation to difference 365–368; speaker 
presence 365

legislative preambles 360, 367–368
Lehner, J. 255–257
Leibniz, G.W. 316
Leinonen, E. 480–481
LeMesurier, J.L. xiv, 2, 7, 12, 340–352
Leong, A.P. 510
letter versus spirit stasis 15, 97, 103–104
Levine, M. 495–496
Levinson, S. 209–210
Levy, R. 534
lexemes 57n5
lexical landscaping (Cotterill) 180
lexical repetition (LR) 306
lexicology 5–6, 8
lexis 149, 152–154, 194, 197, 234, 435
Libertz, D. xiv, 2, 19, 190–205
Liddy, G.G. 157
Liebrecht, C. 207
light 313–314
light classifications: definition 507
Lincoln, A. 80, 109, 251, 331; Gettysburg Address 

(1863) 511, 511–512, 513
Lindbergh kidnapping trial (1935) 328
linear modeling 93n3
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) 214, 

217, 506
linguistics 1–9; historical roots 3–9
linguistic style matching (LSM) 217
Linkugel, W.A. 356
Lippmann, W. 423
Lister, M. 312
literal meaning 29–30, 103, 238, 475; see also 

entrenched meaning
litotes 104, 280, 287, 293–307; classification 

294–296; definition 294, 306n2, 543
Littlemore, J. 51
Littleton, K. 468
loaded questions 173, 184
locus 16, 464, 465
locus from efficient cause 465
Loe, K. 452
Loftus, E.F. 180
logographers 248
logos 27, 63, 250, 536n2; definition 543; main 

entry 13–14; sonics of 140–142
Lombardi, E. 463
longevity associated variants (LAVs) 414
longevity controversy 406–420
Lorenz, K. 442
Los Angeles Times 411–412, 415
loudness 132–133
Loukusa, S. 480–481
Luce-Celler Act (1946) 341



Index

558

ludic language and discourse 398–399
ludolects 398, 403
Lull, J., Evolutionary Communication (2019) 449
Luxemburg, R. 120, 125n4
Lybarger, S. 87
Lyons, J.D., Exemplum (1989) 113, 115–116
Lysias (logographer) 248

Maass, A. 208
Macagno, F. 86, 463
MacArthur, D. 417
Macbeth, J.W.V. 281–282, 285
MacDonald, S.P. 80
Machiavellian Intelligence 448
machine learning 51, 526, 531
major premise 35, 37
Makopo, S. 378
Malmasi, S. 214
Mandela, N. 376, 379
manipulation 425–428, 435
Man, P. de 251, 258n1
Manuelidis, L. 408
Mao, L. 341
Marbury v. Madison (1803) 332
Marinho, C. xiv, 2, 13, 113–125
Markham, B. 391
Marlin, R. 436n1
Maron, M., Too Real (2017) 289–290
Marshall, J. 332
Marshall, T. 335
Martin, J.R. 52, 194–196
Massad, J. 375
massively multiplayer online roleplaying game 

(MMORPG) 398–399
Masuku, D. 384
Ma, T. 348–349
mathematics, language of 316–319
Mathesius, V. 509
Mattheson, J., Volkommene Capellmeister (1739) 374
maxims 364, 465
Mayer, M. 84
Maynard Smith, J. 445
May, T. 178
McAllister, K.: “exigent function” of rhetoric in 

games 397; Game Work (2004) 391
McCain, J. 174
McCawley, J. 501n4
McCright, A. 68
McCulloch v. Maryland (1816) 497
McDonald’s Game (2006) 400–401
McEnany, K. 157
McGhee, P.E. 482
McGlone, M. 120
McGlone, M.S. 229–230
McGonigal, J. 402
McKenna, P. 36–38
McKnight, P. 33–34

McVeigh, T. 325
“Meadowlands” (struggle song) 380–381, 

383–385, 386n5
meaning: animating sources 102–105; intention 

102–105; making out of texts 96–111; see also 
entrenched; literal

means 425
mechanical cause 87
media discourse 177–179
Mehlenbacher, A.R. xiv, 2, 20, 278–291
Mehrabian, A. 135
meiosis 295, 543
Meir, Rabbi S.B. (Rashbam) 281
Meitner, L. 320
Melanchthon, P. xiii, 23n2
memory 14, 17–18
memory game (example) 470n7
memory palace 17
Mencius 孟子 294, 296, 304
Mencken, H.L. 170
Meno’s Paradox 283
Mercer, N. 468
meronymic frames 239–240, 243n11
meronymy 296
Mertonian ethos 92
Merton, R. 74
message discrepancy effects: amplifiers 211–212; 

dampers 212
message force: language strength 213–214; source 

evaluation 213–214
metadiscourse 360, 362, 364–365, 367
metalepsis 493
metaludic discourse 399
metanoia (radical conversion) 370n4
metaphor 8, 104, 227–243, 278, 284; Aristotle’s 

definition 231; definition 543; frames 240–241; 
main entry 234–235; noninterpretivism 
335–337; protest music 378–379; use and abuse 
in Korean political metaphors 261–276

metaphorism (Reddy) 8, 241–242, 543
Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff and Johnson, 

1980) 228
metonymy, 104, 121, 227–237 passim, 241, 266, 

494; definition 543; frames 238–240
Metzinger, T. 526
Michigan Live 202, 204
Mille, J. de 282
Miller, C.R. 29, 355–356, 506
mimicry 478
mindedness 488, 490–491
minds and bodies 447–450, 454
mind skills theory 480
minor premise 35, 37
Minsky, M. 243n14
Miranda v. Arizona precedent 332
Miserez-Caperos, C. 465
misogyny 346, 349



Index

559

misrepresentation 113–125; annual Portuguese 
parliamentary celebration 117–120, 125; 
campaigning to become UK prime minister 
120–122, 125; selling secrets of seduction 
122–125, 125n10

Mitrović, J. 530
Miyake, K. 137
MK newspaper 273
Mladenović, M. 530
MM2012 corpus 530–531
Mobile v. Bolden (1982) 335
modality 543; constitutional argument 329–330
mode adoption 476–477
Mohism 294
Mondak, J.J. 377
money 495–497
Monopoly (game) 391, 394, 402
Montaigne, M. de 57n1
Monty Python 168
Moon, J.I. 266, 266–268; catachreses 269, 270, 271; 

new metaphors 268, 270, 275n3
Moore, S.G. 174
Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act (1862) 333
Mother Jones (magazine) 83–85, 90
motivation, extrinsic versus intrinsic 402–403
Mozafari, C. xv, 2, 8–9, 12, 44–58
Mozi 墨子 294, 296, 302, 305, 306n1
Mtshali, K. 376
Mulkay, M. 151, 156, 158, 160, 162
Mulken, M. van 153–154
multi-genre arguing 543; controversies as context 

407–408; genetics of longevity controversy 
406–420; see also rhetorical genres

Munhwa Daily 272, 275n7
Murray, J. 400
music 299, 373–386, 445; and persuasion 374
musical metaphors 379
must (modal verb) 497, 501n5
Myanmar 218
Myres, J.D. 251

Naderi, N. 532
nail (word), ambiguity 99
nanniiping deng (equality between men and 

women) 343
narrative 86, 99; noninterpretivism 335–337
Narrative and Metaphor in Law (Hanne and 

Weisberg 2018) 326
Nash, W. 155
National Geographic 417
Native Americans (legislative apology to, 

2009) 359, 369, 370n4; addressing, naming, 
partitioning 363–364; disclaimer 363; 
orientation to difference 365, 367–368

natural conversation 461
Nature 416
Navarro, P. 157

Nazism 423, 429
NBC News 434
Neopalpa donaldtrumpi (moth) 312
Netherlands 369
Neumann, R. 136
neurorhetorics 488
new directions 21–22
New England Centenarian Study (NECS) 

412–413
Newman, S. 262
New Rhetoric 1, 114, 282, 326, 529, 544; see also 

Olbrecht-Tyteca, L.; Perelman, C
News Channel 8 (NBC affiliate) 190
Newsweek 412–418 passim
Newton, Sir Isaac 312–314
New Yorker 509
New York Times 397, 412, 416–418, 431, 433, 

514–521
Nexstar Media Wire 190
Nicolaus the Sophist 249–250
Nietzsche, F.W. 227, 236
Nixon, R. 255
Nkoala, S. xv, 2, 9, 373–386
Noe Valley Voice 90
nonargument (classification) 525
nonconditional double negation (NCDN) 

295–296, 299–302
noninterpretivism 329, 332–337; dissociation 

334–335; doctrinal argument (forms)  
332–333; metaphor and narrative  
335–337; prudential argument (forms)  
333–334

nonplayer character (NPC) 394–395
nonverbal cues 135–136
North Korea 267–268, 271, 274
Ntuli, S. 378
null hypothesis 71–73
Nunberg, G. 238
Nunes, D. 519
nüquan 女權 (women’s rights) 343
Nxumalo, S. 381

Oakley, T. xv, 3, 8, 488–501; From Attention to 
Meaning (2009) 493

Obama, B. 45, 171, 197, 287, 359, 433–434
Oborne, P. 125n5
obscene language 213
observing persuasion 116–124
O’Connor, J. 138
O’Connor, S.D. 332, 334
Oddo, J. xv, 2, 10, 12, 194, 422–436, 506
O’Donnell, V. 436n1
Oetzel, J.G. 209–210
O’Gorman, N. 262–263
Oh My News (South Korea) 272
oion (example) 114
O’Keefe, D. 210



Index

560

Olbrechts-Tyteca, L. 27, 32, 38, 45, 66, 79, 90, 
114, 124, 193, 282–283, 298, 326, 328, 332, 
334–335, 370n13, 424, 426, 444, 457, 490, 
492, 496, 500

Oldenburg, H. 313
O’Neill, R. 122–123
Ong, W.J. 142, 447
Online Visualisation of Argument (OVA) 

533–535, 536n11
onomatopoeia 228, 230–231, 237, 379, 543
ontological frames 8
opinionated language 213–214
opportunity 90–91
opposites 16
oral testimonies 67, 68, 71–73, 76n13, 76n16
orgē (anger) 45
Oriana 227–230, 240–241
orientation to difference 360, 365–368
originalism 331, 337
Orlean, S. 159
O’Rourke, S.P. 424
Osnes, B. 287
others’ presence (orientation to difference) 360, 

365–368
others’ words (subtleties) 340–352
Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment, 2016) 393, 398
Oxford comma 100–101

pace 20–21
Palestine 136–137, 211, 215, 217, 375
Palmer, J.C. 180
paradeigma 13, 114
parallel case reasoning 332
parallelism 20, 133, 141, 147–148, 154–155, 243, 

293, 300, 306; definition 544; see also isocolon; 
parison

parison 243n15; definition544
Parker, D. 153
Park, G.H. 262, 267; catachreses 269–274; new 

metaphors 268, 269, 270
Park, J. 531
parliamentary discourse 182–185
paronomasia 133, 142, 152, 236
paronyms 152
Parrish, A.C. xv, 3, 441–454
particular (set of topoi) 16
partner (as word) 98
part-of relation 239, 243n12
passages 101–102; conflicting 102; definition 101; 

jurisdiction (textual boundaries) 102
passive voice 119, 155, 328, 337, 349
pathē 48
pathos 27, 57n1, 249–250, 544; definition 

(Aristotle) 136; main entry 12; prosodic features 
136–137; struggle songs 381–382, 385; vocal 
communication 136–137

pathotic appeals 191, 248

pathotic enthymeme 47–49; in practice 52–56; 
political discourse 44–58

Patrick, C.J. 326
patterns of argument 27–43
Patwari, A. 532
Paul, C.A. 394
pauses (prosodic feature) 132
Paxson, J.J. 258n1
Peacham, H. 234–235, 291n1, 299
peer review 409, 417
Peirce, C.S. 444
Peldszus, A., Microtext corpus 526–527
Pelosi, N. 513–514, 519–521
pen (ambiguity issue) 99
Pence, M. 258
Pennebaker, J.W. 214
People for Ethical Treatment of Animals 254
percentage of sentences that contained appeals to 

expertise in each testimony (PSAT) 70–73
Perelman, C. 27, 32, 38, 41n13, 45, 66, 79, 90, 

114, 124, 193, 282–283, 298, 326, 328, 332, 
334–335, 370n13, 424, 426, 444, 457, 490, 
492, 496, 500

perichronal cues 495
perlocutionary effect 169, 171, 175, 184, 476, 544
Perls, T.T. 410, 417, 418
Pernot, L. 119
Perret-Clermont, A-N. xv, 3, 10, 457–470
Perrin, J. 318–319
Persian Gulf War 425
personality traits, prosodic correlates 139
personification 240–241, 247–248
persuaders 425
persuasion 1–4; definition (Winans) 492; fields 

and genres 2, 309–436; games 393–397; moral 
dimensions 23; in others’ voices 246–258; roots 
2–3, 439–501; songs of protest 373–386

persuasion strategies, visualizing contrastive 
505–523

persuasive communication, animals and evolved 
mind 441–454

persuasive ethopoeia (Bruss) 253
persuasive language 21–22; development 475–484; 

enduring features 2, 129–220; features 527–529; 
methods of examining 3, 503–536

persuasive power of spoken language 131–143
Petty, R.E. 171
Pexman, P.M. xv, 3, 19, 475–484
phantasia (visibility) 261–263, 266–269, 274
phantasmata 262
philosophical inquiry, strategic questioning 167
phonetics 5
phonology 5, 152–154
phrasal ambiguity 101
phrónēsis 12, 60, 63, 140; definition 544
Physical Review Letters 313, 315
Piaget, J. 464, 482



Index

561

Pilkington, E. 44
Pinto, R.C. 35–37
pitch 131–133
place 16, 27, 29–30; see also locus; topoi
Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992) 332
Plato 23, 44, 48, 165, 283; humor theory 149; 

Phaedrus 490, 492
ploche (ploce, ploke) 278, 298, 301–302, 544; 

CDNs 304–305
PLOS One 418
polarization: definition (Simchon et al.) 208; 

predicting 210–211
polarized language: contexts for illustrating 

216–218; radicalized reasoning 214–215
polarizing language 207–220; defining 208–209; 

early warning signal 219; emotional expression 
214; face threats and polarized thinking 209–
210; framework for understanding 209–215; key 
features 218–220; message discrepancy effects 
(amplifiers) 211–212; message discrepancy 
effects (dampers) 212; message force (language 
intensity) 213–214; message force (source 
evaluation) 213–214; notorious sources and 
absurd arguments 210–211

Polemicist application 534–535, 536n14
political discourse 44–58
political expressions (polarizing language) 

217–218
political parties 62, 72–73, 76n16
politics 255–257
Pollock, J. 35
Porter, T.M. 192
Portugal, Annual Parliamentary Celebration (25 

April) 117–120, 125n2
Posner, R. 330
Powell, G.R. 325
PowerShot SX510 (camera) 532
pragma-dialectics 7, 32, 165–166, 185–186, 

460; definition 544; and strategic questioning 
169–170

pragmatic inference 462
pragmatic integrity 462–463
pragmatics 5–8, 156–158; definition 156
Prague School of Functional Linguistics 509–510
Prakken, H. 34–35
Prelli, L.J. 81
premise 525, 528, 532–533, 536, 536n5; implicit 

463–464; material-contextual 464–466, 469; 
procedural-inferential 464, 466

Prentice, S. 215
prepared testimonies 67, 68, 72–73, 76n13, 

76n16
Pre-Qin Classics 294, 296, 299, 302
presence 361, 370n13, 492, 544
press releases 409–410
primates 441, 443, 448, 453, 489, 493
Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs) 182–185

Principle of Closure 298
Prinz, J. 498–499
procatalepsis 279–290 passim
procedural constraints 400
procedural literacy 401
procedural rhetoric (Bogost) 400–401
progymnasmata (Greek rhetoric curriculum) 17, 

249–250, 257
prolepsis 63, 544; Currie’s taxonomy 283; flashback 

280–283; overview 279–280
prolepsis-ampliatio 279, 280, 283, 290; future 

anteriority 286–288
prolepsis-occupatio 279, 280, 281, 283, 290; 

anticipation and rebuttal 284–286
prolepsis-praemonitio 279–280, 280, 283, 290–291; 

presage 288–290
Proleptic Suite 278–291; classification scheme 280
Pronovost, W. 135
prooemion 250
proof, definition 13
propaganda 10, 422–436, 506; anti-democratic 

function 425, 428–429, 435; changing meaning 
422–423; elite agents 432; “firehose” approach 
436n6; intertextual view 425, 429–432, 435; 
manipulative nature 425–428, 435

propaganda chain case study 432–435
propaganda scholarship 422–425
propositions, classification (Park and Cardie) 531
prosodic features 131–133, 142–143
prosody 20–21, 131, 139
prosopon (πρόσωπον) 246–247, 251
prosopopoeia 17, 246–258; animal voices 252; 

classical context 246–249; contemporary 
scholarship 250–252; definition 246, 544; as 
persuasion 252–257

Protagoras 167
protections 16
protest music: call-and-response structure 376; 

definition (Kizer) 374; interchangeable with 
“struggle music” 375; metaphors and persuasion 
378–379; as rhetoric 377–378

prudential argument (forms) 333–334
Pseudo-Cicero 14, 231
psychology 86, 117, 459–460, 467, 469
publication track record 64–65, 66
Public Health Minute Video 409–410, 413, 419
PubPeer 416
Puerto Rico 52–54
Pullman, G.L. 84
puns 152–154, 157–158
puppet shows 479, 481–482
Puttenham, G. 231, 242n6
p-value 192

QAnon 219
Quaestio-it 529, 536n6
qualifier 544



Index

562

qualitative inquiry 167
qualitative stasis 15
questions: closed versus open-ended 165; 

contextualized 170; standard versus non-
standard 169–170

Quiet Place Part II (film) 279
Quintilian 54, 97, 99–100, 102, 156–158, 160, 

167, 199, 232–235, 240–241, 252–253, 284, 
324, 407, 447; catachresis 263–264; definition 
of trope 104; humor theory 149–150; Institutio 
Oratoria 134, 168, 193, 247, 248–249; music 
(modes of expression) 374; puns 153

race 7, 34, 330–333, 336–341, 375, 379, 384, 397, 
399, 402, 413, 446–447, 488, 514

racism 345, 347–351, 361, 383, 428, 470n8
radicalized reasoning 214–215
Ramus, P. 232–234
Rapp, C. 29–31
Raymond, E.S. 398
Reagan, R. 275n2
reason-checking 536n9
reasoning (Quintilian) 193
rebuttal 39, 79, 257, 280, 284–286, 416–418, 

470n5, 544
Recchia, H.E. 477
Reddit 152–153, 258
Reddy, M.J. 8, 243n14
redirection 229–230
Reed, C. 527, 529
Reed v. Reed 326
Reeve, C.D.C. 29
reference transfer 238
referential ambiguity 99
refutability 40
register 18, 544
register humor 158–159
Rehman, Z.U. 215
Rehnquist, W. 332
reification 240–241
Reisig, C. 233–234
relatio criminis (Cicero) 81
relational properties 525
relative litotes 296
relevance question 37
remotio criminis (Cicero) 81
renquan (human rights) 343
repetitive CDN litotes 302–305
repetitive litotes 299–302; identification via 

296–305; types and functions 298–299
representative anecdote (Burke) 121
Resnick, L.B. 468
Reuters 411, 413–414, 433–434
reversal of stance 358
Reynolds, J.L. 531
Reynolds, R.A. 531
Reynolds v. Sims (1964) 335

Reynolds v. United States (1879) 333–334
rhechorical question 179
RhetFig website (University of Waterloo) 529
rhetoric 1–23 passim; basics 9–21; definition 

(Aristotle) 10–11, 15; definition (Burke) 393; 
see also canons of rhetoric

Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 281, 356
Rhetorica ad Herennium (Pseudo-Cicero) 14, 

97, 133, 231, 242n5, 247–248, 258, 298, 
306n7–306n8

rhetorical apology studies 357–358
rhetorical appraisals theory 489, 498–499
rhetorical awareness 23
rhetorical counter-questions 182
rhetorical figures see figures
rhetorical genres 10–11, 355–356; see also 

discourse genres
rhetorical identification 394
rhetorical perspective, strategic questioning 

167–168
rhetorical persuasion, basic constituents 2, 25–125
rhetorical questions 168, 184–185, 477; 

contextualized 170–172, 175–176; definition 
166; distinguished from leading questions and 
hypothetical questions 175–176, 176

rhetorical situations: games 395–397; Voter 
Suppression Trail (game, 2016) 397

rhetorical skills 23
rhetorical theory 411, 423, 447; intersections with 

cognitive science 488–501
rhetorical velocity (Ridolfo and DeVoss) 201
rhetoricians 446–447
Rhetoric in Detail (Johnstone and Eisenhart, 2008) 

113
“Rhetoric of Atonement” (Koesten and Rowland, 

2004) 370n4
rhetoric of prosopopoeia 246–258
rhetorics of play 399–400
rhetors 9–10, 22, 48–49, 98
rhyme 229–230; definition 544
rhythm 132–133, 306, 307n18, 376–377
Richards, I.A. 93n1, 235, 278; tenor and vehicle 

379, 386n2
Richardson, W. 333
Rickert, T.J., Ambient Rhetoric (2013) 449
Ricoeur, P. 235
Rinott, R. 534
Risk (board game, 1959) 393
Rivera, G. 179
Roberto, A.J. 216
Roberts-Miller, P. 122
Rockwell, P. 141
Rogan, R.G. 214–215
Rohde, H. 171
Romano, S. 342
Rommetveit, R. 468
Roosevelt, F.D. 255



Index

563

Rorty, A.O. 45
Rosulek, L.F. 328
Rowland, R.C. 370n4
Royal Society, Philosophical Transactions 313–315
Rubinelli, S. 30–31
Rubio, M. 49, 55, 156
Rudd, K. 359–362, 364, 370n9–370n10; 

orientation to difference 365–368
Rueckert, W. 307n16
rule of three 158
Rules of Play (Tekinbaş and Zimmerman) 391
Rush, T. 90
Russell, B. 28, 41n2
Rwandan genocide 207–208, 216, 218–219

Sachs, A. 80
Saddam Hussein 239–240
sadness 135, 136, 136
salience 509–510
Saltmarsh, J. 452
Sanders, C. 252
Saudi Arabia 430, 432–435
Saussure, F. de 4, 5, 6, 444, 448–449, 493
Save Ralph (HSI film, 2021) 253–255
Scalia, A. 330–331, 334, 336
Scalinger, J.C. 232
scanning electron microscopy (SEM) 313
Schantz, F. 468
Schär, R.G. 458–459, 461, 470
schema 19, 57n2
scheme 544
scheme studies 27
scheme theory 32, 39, 41n15
Scherer, K.R. 135
Schiappa, E. 85–86
Schlenker, B.R. 138
Schön, D.A. 243n14
Schork, N. 415
Schuetz, J. 325–329
Schumer, A. 161
Schwarz, B.B. 460
Schwarzenegger, A. 140
science 311–321; expansion of denotative control 

312–313; experiments in words only 319–320; 
language for outsiders (non-scientists) 320–321; 
quantifications, abbreviations, noun strings 
313–315; from vernaculars to lingua franca 
315–316

Science 407–418 passim
sciences, multi-genre arguing 406–420
Scientific American 415
scopus 10
Scott, C.D. 173
Searle, J. 391–392
Searle, J.R. 169
Sebastiani, P. 410, 413–414, 416–418
Sebeok, T. 444

Secor, M. 85–86, 90, 531
seduction, selling secrets of 122–124, 125n10
selectional restrictions, definition (Croft) 230
Sellnow, D.D. 374, 378, 385
Sellnow, T. 378, 385
semantics 5
Semasiologie (Reisig) 233
Seneca 447
sentences 100–101, 330
serial comma 100–101
Servius 294
Seto, K. 233
Seward, F. 509
Seward, H. 509
sexual aggression 150
Sharpeville massacre (1960) 380
Shemesh-Raiskin, R. 281
Sheridan, T. 134
Shipman, H. 181
Shiv, B. 174
Shnarch, E. 534
“Shona Malanga” 380–384, 386n4
signans (sêmainon) and signatum (sêmaimenon) 4–6, 

6, 230
silence 427
Silva Rhetoricae (rhetoric.byu.edu) 529
Simchon, A. 208
simile14, 195, 227, 231, 237; see also analogic 

frames
Simon, H. 490
Simpson, O.J. 327
single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) 413–414, 

417
single-player games 393–394
situated meaning 398
slavery 110, 331, 369, 375, 428, 509
slippery slope 333–334
Smith, C.R. 86–87
Smith, J. 281–282
Socha, T.J. 482
social experience 481
social identity, humor as index of 158–162
social justice comedy 147–148
social sciences 90, 114
sociolinguistics 6–8
Socrates 30, 165, 167, 283
software applications (“bots”) 258
Sommer, D. 465
songs of protest 373–386; musical aspect 378, 386
Song, Y. 533
sonic disguise (Jolaosho) 377
sonic rhetoric 131–143; classical view 133–135
sonics: of character 137–139; of emotion 135–136; 

of logos 140–142
Sophists 1, 44, 167, 249–250
Soral, W. 217
source and target 386n2



Index

564

source domain (Lakoff and Johnson), 262–273 
passim, 501n3

source evaluation (message force) 213–214
Souter, D. 332
South African struggle songs: deliberation through 

metaphors and music 373–386; persuasion 
379–381

South Korea 265, 265, 369
South Sea Bubble (1720) 498–499, 501n6
speaker presence 360, 364–365
speaking with others’ words (subtleties) 340–352
special (set of topoi) 16
special purpose acquisition company (SPAC) 496
speech act theory 6–8, 169, 477
speech rate (prosodic feature) 132
spoken discourse 360
spoken language (persuasive power) 131–143
Spycatcher Trial 182
Stab, C. 527
stability (calm voice) 133
staccato 132
Stanchi, K. 326–328
standpoint 140, 171, 177, 317, 461–462, 464, 468, 

525, 542, 544
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 30
Stanley, J. 429, 435, 436n1, 436n9
Stanton, G.H. 216, 218
stare decisis principle 332
stases 15–16, 544; moving people to action 78–93; 

in political and legal discourse 79; questions, 
keywords, commonplaces 82–83; in sciences 
79; special features 81–92; specific points of 
dispute in legal case 324; “subordinate” versus 
“superior” 81; as system 78–81; see also action; 
cause; existence; interpretive; jurisdiction; letter 
versus spirit; qualitative; translative; value

stasis theory 96–97, 167, 356, 370n3
statement types 531–532, 536; different and 

legitimate 196–198; jobs report (United States, 
2017) 196–198; providing partial context 
198–201

statistical framing 507; accounting  
for complexity in tension with  
convention 201–203; acknowledgement and 
pedagogy 201–203; evaluating to persuade in 
190–205

statistical rhetoric: amplification methods 
193–196; appraisal framework 193–196

statistical significance 192
statistics, definition 191–192
Stedman, K.D. 374
Stefansson, K. 416–417
Stein, R. 414
STEM 90, 348
stereotype threat 71, 76n12
Steward, M.D. 173
Stoics 4–5, 28, 283

Stolen Generation (Rudd’s ceremonial apology, 
2008) 360, 361–362, 370n9–370n10; 
addressing, naming, partitioning 361–362; 
orientation to difference 365–367; speaker 
presence 364

Stone, D.A. 86–87, 87
story (word), ambiguity 99
Strack, F. 136
Straif, K. 199
strategic questioning 165–186; contextualized 

170–176; discourse genres 176–185; legal 
discourse 179–182; media discourse 177–179; 
parliamentary discourse 182–185; philosophical 
inquiry 167; pragma-linguistic perspective 
169–170; rhetorical perspective 167–168; 
scholarly history 167–170

Strauss, N., Game (2015) 122–124
Street, R.L., Jr. 138
strict scrutiny (doctrine) 333
Strommer, C. 536n2
strong labelled data 534
structuralism 5
struggle music 374–377
style 14, 18–21; criteria for judgment 18; levels 

18–19
substitution 228
sufficient evidence 199
Suits, B. 396–397
superiority theory 149, 156
Super Scribblenauts (game, 2010) 392–393
Superstore (NBC) 287
Supporting Online Material (SOM) 412–413
Supreme Court, 106, 330–336 passim, 497–498, 

501n5
susa 343
Sutton-Smith, B. 399–400
Swales, J. 90
Sweetser, E. 50
syllepsis 161, 544
syllogism 13, 23n3; meaning 47
symbols 446–447
sympathy identification 299–302
symploce 298, 306, 544; CDNs 304
symptomatic argumentation 465
synecdoche 228, 231, 232–233, 237, 241, 266; 

definition 544; see also frames; meronymic
synonymia 106; definition 544
syntactic ambiguity: categories 100–101, 101
syntax 5; ambiguity and resources 154–155; see also 

Construction Grammar
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) 52, 90, 191, 

194, 509–510
systems theory 219
Szücs, M. 481

Tableau 66
taboos 213



Index

565

tacit knowledge 283
tag questions 180–182
Tajfel, H. 208
Talmy, L. 493–494, 501n3
Talon, O. 232
Tannen, D. 252
target domain (Lakoff and Johnson), 262–273 

passim, 501n3
tariffs 16
Taylor, P.J. 217
team bonding exercises 445
Tekinbaş, K.S. 391, 399
tempo 137
Ten Commandments 334
term choice (Quintilian) 193–194
terrorism, polarizing language 218
test data 526
textbooks 273–274
texts 22; animating sources of meaning 102–105; 

Declaration of Independence 1776 (case study) 
108–111; inference 105–106; intention 102–
105; interpretive linchpins 107–108; interpretive 
topoi 108; making meaning (interpretive stases) 
96–111; passages 101–102; topical structure and 
salience 509–510; words 98–101

texts with rules 389
textual awareness 505
textual boundaries 102
textual experience 507–509
textualism 330–331
texture 545
thematic structures 510
Theon, A. 247, 249, 258
theory of mind (ToM) 448, 463, 466
theses 15–16
thesis statement 107
Thomas, C. 84, 336
Thomas, H. 177–178
Thomas, S. 217
Thompson, W. 135
Thrasymachus 44, 133
Thurstone, L.L. 211
ti esti questions 165
Time Magazine 411–412
Tinbergen, N. 442
Tindale, C.W. xv, 2, 11, 13, 16, 27–41, 282
Ting-Toomey, S. 209–210
Tofighbakhsh, J. 230
Toksvig, S. 154–155, 161
tone 133–134
Tönsing, J.G. 380
topical structure 509–510
topic sentence effect 511
topification 240–241
topoi 14, 16–17, 329, 337, 409, 532; common 

16; definition 545; general building blocks for 
arguments 97; interpretive 108; modalities 332; 
see also Aristotelian topoi

Toulmin, S.E. 13, 39, 51, 79; Uses of Argument 
(1958) 457

trained incapacity (Veblen) 125
training data 526
translation 98, 114–115, 342
translative stasis 15
transplacement 298–299
trials (courtroom) 96
triboelectric effect 450
trope (cultural studies) 242, 272, 288
trope (rhetorical figure) 2, 19, 23n4, 227–243, 281;  

classical and early modern views 231–232; 
definition 103–104, 228–231, 545; derives from 
τρόπος (Greek, “turn”) 230; disambiguation 
242n1; four master 232–234; metaphor 234–235;  
modern and contemporary views 232–235

tropological condensations 236–237
tropological persuasions 236–241
Trump, D. 44, 49, 53–56, 57n4, 58n8, 156–157, 

218, 242, 263, 279, 289–290, 312, 431, 531, 
536n3; impeachment hearings (2019) 513–521

trust 38, 60
truth 425
Tryphon 231, 234
tsotsi, definition 385
Turnbull, M. 182
Turner, J. 208
Turner, M. 236, 490, 493
Tuskegee Syphilis Experiments (ceremonial 

apology, 1997) 359, 370n8; addressing, naming, 
partitioning 361–362; orientation to difference 
365–366; speaker presence 364

23andMe 417–418
Twitter 199, 202, 214–215, 218, 258, 321, 348, 

430–431, 434, 514, 531

Uexküll, J. von 444
Ujfalussy, J. 373
Ukraine 513–514
uMkhonto we Sizwe 380
United Arab Emirates 435
United Fruit Company 423
United Kingdom 120–122, 125, 411, 468, 527
United Nations General Assembly 375, 379
United States 323; constitutional theory 329; 

insurrection (2021) 218–219, 279, 289; jobs 
report 2017 (statistical frames) 196–198; 
presidential elections (2016, 2020) 261

unit of analysis problem 489
Unnecessary Fuss 254
Upton, B., Situational Game Design (2018) 

395–396
US News and World Report 411, 415
U.S. v. Richardson (1974) 333
USA Today 411, 413
US2016G1tv corpus 527–528, 533, 536n3
utterances, monoglossic versus heteroglossic 

195–196



Index

566

vagueness (intentional) 104–105
value qualities 89
value stasis 78, 82, 88–91
Vanier, J. 39–40, 41n18
Vanity Fair 350
Van Orden v. Perry (2005) 334
variable rate of distribution 403
Veblen, T. 125
verbal immediacy 216–217
Vershbow, M.E. 380
Verwoerd, H. 375
Vickers, B. 374
Vico, G. 233–235
Vietnam 343–344
Vilakazi, S. 384
viral exigencies 347–351
Visser, J. xv, 3, 22, 525–536
Vlastos, G. 167
Vliert, E. van de 209
vocal cues 135, 136, 137
voice 133–134, 136
voice quality 131, 137–140, 143
volume (prosodic feature) 132–133
Voorhees, G. 401–402
Voter Suppression Trail (game, 2016) 397

Wachsmuth, H. 529
Waddell, C. 48
Wade, N. 417
Wagemans, J. 531
Wagner, T. 29
Waite, M. 333
Waley, A. 307n13
Walker, Jeffrey 47–48, 54
Walker, John 134; Elements of Elocution (1781) 135
Wall Street Journal 273, 410–411
Walsh, L. 92
Walton, D.N. 16, 27–28, 32–35, 37, 39–40, 

74, 86, 166, 184, 430, 436n3, 463, 532–533; 
Informal Logic (2008) 63; on propaganda 425

Walton, R. 344
Walz, S.P. 394
Wang, B. 343
Wang, L. 305, 531
Wang, R.P. 307n14
Ware, B.L. 356
War on Terror 425
warrant 13, 31, 39, 79, 542, 545
Warren, E. 514
Washington, G. 330
Washington Post, 410–415 passim, 418, 433
#WashTheHate campaign 347–349
Waterfield, R. 29–30, 41n4
weak labelled data 534
Weil, H. 509
Weisberg, R. 326
Westfall, R. 314

West, M.L. 231
Weyeneth, R.R. 357
Whalen, J.M. 476
Wheatcroft, J.M. 172, 180
White, H. 233
White House 52
White, P.R.R. 52, 194–196
White v. Regester (1973) 335
Who Wants to Be Millionaire? (gameshow) 391
Wickenden, D. 509
Wierzbicka, A. 57n2
Wikipedia 72, 76n14, 192, 534
Wilcox, S. xvi, 2, 18, 389–404
Wilkins, P. 325
Williams, J.M. 108–109, 510
Williams, S.T. 140
Williams, Y. 110
Willingham, D. 505–506
Wilson, G.B. 205n4
Wilson, S.R. 210
Winans, J.A. 492
Winfrey, O. 178–179
Wired 200–201, 417
Wittgenstein, L. 389, 391, 454
WKOW 202
Wodak, R. 115
Wolfe, C. 330
Wolfe, J. 191–192, 200
Wolfgang, M. 88
women 110–111, 122–124, 154–155, 160–161, 

279, 326, 369, 397, 413, 423, 426; Asian 343, 
349–350; Atlanta shootings (2021) 349

Wong, A. 345–346
Wong, T. 347–348
Woods, S. 180
WordNet 528, 536n4
wordplay 152–154
words 98–101, 330; ambiguity 99; definition 

99–100; sentences 100–101
working outwards 116–124
World Health Organization (WHO) 198–201
World of Warcraft (WoW) (Blizzard Entertainment, 

2004) 398–399
World War I (1914–1918) 423, 426
Wright, P. 182
Wyatt, P. 125n5
Wynn, J., xvi, 2, 11, 22, 60–76

xinniixing (new women) 343
Xunzi 荀子 294, 296, 299–300, 304–305, 306n1

Yahoo! 197, 197–198
Yang, A. 348
Yang, Z.H. 343
Yemen, propaganda chain case study 432–435
Young, M. 341–342, 344
YouTube 258n2, 320, 409, 413



Index

567

YTN (South Korea) 273
Yuan, Y. xvi, 2, 20, 81, 293–307
Yuen, N.W. 348
Yunis, H. 30, 41n4
Yunker, J., Writing for Animals (2018) 252

Zahari, A. 453
Zampieri, M. 214
Zelensky, V. 513–514, 521

Zewelky 179
Zhang, E. 349–350
Zhuangzi 294, 296, 303, 306n1
Zimmerman, E. 391, 399
zoomorphism 241–242; definition 240
zoosemiotics 442–446
Zubik, D. 334
Zuckerman, M. 137


	Cover
	Half Title
	Series Page
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Dedication
	Table of Contents
	Acknowledgments
	List of contributors
	Rhetoric, Linguistics, and the Study of Persuasion: An Overview and an Introduction1
	I.1 Chapter Overview
	I.2 Historical Roots
	I.3 The Basics of Grammar
	I.3.1 The Sign
	I.3.2 Levels of Analysis
	I.3.3 Pragmatics, Sociolinguistics, and Discourse Analysis
	I.3.4 Cognitive Linguistics

	I.4 The Basics of Rhetoric
	I.4.1 The Rhetorical Genres
	I.4.2 Three Appeals
	I.4.2.1 Ethos
	I.4.2.2 Pathos
	I.4.2.3 Logos

	I.4.3 The Five Canons of Rhetoric
	I.4.3.1 Invention
	Issue Identification: Stases and Theses
	Topoi

	I.4.3.2 Units of Delivery and Arrangement
	I.4.3.3 Memory
	I.4.3.4 Style
	Criteria for Judgment and Standards of Composition
	Accommodation and Levels of Style
	Figures
	Prosody and Pace



	I.5 New Directions and Enduring Questions
	I.5.1 Designing Studies of Persuasive Language
	I.5.2 New Methods of Analysis under Development
	I.5.3 Enduring Questions

	Notes
	Works Cited

	Part I: Basic Constituents of Rhetorical Persuasion
	Chapter 1: Patterns of Argument: Aristotelian Topoi and Argumentation Schemes
	1.1 Introduction
	1.2 Aristotle’s Topoi
	1.3 Contemporary Argumentation Theory
	1.4 The Rhetorical Power of Argumentation Schemes
	1.5 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 2: A Reason to Feel: Rhetorical Style and Pathotic Enthymemes in Political Discourse
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Appeals and Emotions
	2.3 The Pathotic Enthymeme
	2.4 Frame Metonymy
	2.5 Pathotic Enthymemes in Practice
	2.6 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 3: Exploring Expert Appeals to Ethos with Statistical Corpus Analysis: Personal and Contextual Factors and Their Influence on Climate Scientists’ Use of Appeals to Expertise
	3.1 Introduction
	3.2 Coding Appeals to Expertise
	3.2.1 Corpus Building
	3.2.2 Categorizing the Appeals

	3.3 Descriptive Statistical Analyses
	3.4 Inferential Statistical Analyses
	3.4.1 Personal Attributes
	3.4.2 Contextual Factors

	3.5 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 4: Stasis: Moving People to Action
	4.1 Introduction
	4.2 The Stases as a System
	4.3 The Special Features of Individual Stases
	4.3.1 Existence
	4.3.2 Definition
	4.3.3 Cause
	4.3.4 Value
	4.3.5 Action

	4.4 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 5: Making Meaning out of Texts: An Approach through the Interpretive Stases
	5.1 Introduction
	5.2 The Text
	5.3 Words
	5.3.1 Ambiguity
	5.3.2 Definition

	5.4 Sentences
	5.5 Passages
	5.5.1 Conflicting Passages
	5.5.2 Jurisdiction: Textual Boundaries

	5.6 Intention and Other Animating Sources of Meaning
	5.6.1 The Letter of a Text
	5.6.2 The Spirit of a Text: Tropes
	5.6.3 Intentional Ambiguity, Vagueness, and Inconsistency

	5.7 Inference
	5.7.1 Assimilation: Deduction, Induction, Eduction
	5.7.2 Widening and Narrowing the Gap

	5.8 Interpretive Linchpins
	5.9 Interpretive Topoi
	5.10 Case Study: The Declaration of Independence
	5.11 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 6: Using Examples to Misrepresent the World
	6.1 Introduction
	6.2 A Brief History of Exempla
	6.3 Examples: Exemplifying and Misrepresenting
	6.4 Guidelines for Working Outwards and Observing Persuasion
	6.4.1 José Branco Speaking at the Annual Portuguese Parliamentary Celebration
	6.4.2 Campaigning to Become Prime Minister of the United Kingdom
	6.4.3 Selling the Secrets of Seduction

	6.5 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited


	Part II: Enduring Features of Persuasive Language
	Chapter 7: Sonic Rhetoric: The Persuasive Power of Spoken Language
	7.1 Introduction
	7.2 Prosodic Features
	7.3 Sonic Rhetoric in the Classical View
	7.4 The Sonics of Emotion
	7.5 Communicating Pathos Vocally
	7.6 The Sonics of Character
	7.7 Communicating Ethos Vocally
	7.8 The Sonics of Logos
	7.9 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 8: Humor
	8.1 Introduction
	8.2 Theories of Humor
	8.3 Humor at Different Levels of Language
	8.3.1 Phonology and Lexis: Puns and Wordplay
	8.3.2 Syntax: Ambiguity and Resources
	8.3.3 Pragmatics
	8.3.4 Discourse

	8.4 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 9: Strategic Questioning
	9.1 Introduction
	9.2 Scholarly History of Strategic Questions
	9.2.1 Strategic Questioning in Philosophical Inquiry
	9.2.2 Strategic Questioning in a Rhetorical Perspective
	9.2.3 Strategic Questioning in a Pragma-Linguistic Perspective

	9.3 Contextualized Strategic Questions
	9.3.1 Contextualized Rhetorical Questions
	9.3.2 Contextualized Leading Questions
	9.3.3 Contextualized Hypothetical Questions
	9.3.4 Distinguishing Rhetorical Questions from Leading Questions and Hypothetical Questions

	9.4 Strategic Questioning in Discourse Genres
	9.4.1 Strategic Questioning in Media Discourse
	9.4.2 Strategic Questioning in Legal Discourse
	9.4.3 Strategic Questioning in Parliamentary Discourse

	9.5 Conclusions
	Works Cited

	Chapter 10: Evaluating to Persuade in Statistical Framing: A Conceptual Tool for Rhetors and Audiences
	10.1 Introduction
	10.2 Statistics as Rhetorical and Statistical Framing
	10.3 Overview of Methods of Amplification and the Appraisal Framework for Analysis of Statistical Rhetoric
	10.4 Different and Legitimate Statistical Frames from the December 2017 U.S. Jobs Report
	10.5 Providing Partial Context in Statistical Framing: Bacon and Cancer
	10.6 Statistical Framing Accounting for Complexity in Tension with Convention: Acknowledgment and Pedagogy
	10.7 Conclusion: Let the Numbers and People Deliberate
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 11: A Framework for Understanding Polarizing Language
	11.1 Introduction
	11.2 Defining Polarizing Language
	11.3 A Framework for Understanding Polarizing Language
	11.3.1 Face Threats and Polarized Thinking
	11.3.2 Predicting Polarization: Notorious Sources and Absurd Arguments
	11.3.3 Amplifiers of Message Discrepancy Effects
	11.3.4 Dampers of Message Discrepancy Effects
	11.3.5 Language Strength as Message Force
	11.3.6 Message Force and Source Evaluation
	11.3.7 Emotional Expression as Polarizing Language
	11.3.8 Radicalized Reasoning as Polarizing Language

	11.4 Exploring Contexts for Illustrating Polarizing Language
	11.4.1 Genocide
	11.4.2 Hostage Negotiation
	11.4.3 Political Expressions
	11.4.4 Domestic Terrorism

	11.5 Conclusion: Understanding the Key Features of Polarizing Language
	Note
	Works Cited


	Part III: Figures of Speech in Persuasion
	Chapter 12: The Tropes: Metaphor and Its Friends
	12.1 Introduction 1
	12.2 Tropes: A Definition
	12.3 Classical and Early Modern Views
	12.4 Modern and Contemporary Views
	12.4.1 The Four Master Tropes
	12.4.2 Something Called Metaphor

	12.5 Tropological Persuasions
	12.5.1 Tropological Condensations
	12.5.2 Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Their Frames
	12.5.3 Metaphor, Simile, and Analogic Frames

	12.6 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 13: The Rhetoric of Prosopopoeia : Persuading in Others’ Voices
	13.1 Introduction
	13.2 Prosopopoeia in Classical Context
	13.3 Illustrative Forms: Progymnasmata
	13.4 Contemporary Scholarship
	13.4.1 Prosopopoeia
	13.4.2 Animal Voices

	13.5 Prosopopoeia as Persuasion
	13.5.1 Animal Welfare
	13.5.2 Politics

	13.6 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 14: Phantasia, Enargeia, and Catachresis: Use and Abuse of Metaphors in Korean Political Rhetoric
	14.1 Introduction
	14.2 Phantasia and Enargeia
	14.3 Catachresis as Abused Metaphor
	14.4 Cases: Use and Abuse of Metaphors in Korean Political Rhetoric
	14.4.1 Phantasia in the Metaphors of Korean Presidential Candidates
	14.4.2 Phantasia and Enargeia in the Metaphors of Korean Presidents
	14.4.3 Catachreses Committed by Korean Presidents

	14.5 Conclusions
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 15: The Proleptic Suite
	15.1 Introduction
	15.2 Prolepsis: An Overview
	15.3 A Flashback
	15.4 Prolepsis ( Occupatio): Prolepsis as Anticipation and Rebuttal
	15.5 Prolepsis (Ampliatio) : Prolepsis as Future Anteriority
	15.6 Prolepsis (Praemonitio): Prolepsis as Presage
	15.7 Concluding Remarks
	Note
	Works Cited

	Chapter 16: Litotes and Repetition: The Identification Engine in Classic Chinese Maxims
	16.1 Introduction
	16.2 Litotes: Definition and Classification
	16.2.1 Definition
	16.2.2 Classification

	16.3 Identification via Repetitive Litotes in Classic Chinese Maxims
	16.3.1 Kenneth Burke’s Identification Framework
	16.3.2 Repetition: Types and Functions
	16.3.3 Sympathy Identification via Repetitive NCDN Litotes
	16.3.4 Antithesis Identification via Repetitive CDN Litotes

	16.4 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited


	Part IV: Fields and Genres of Persuasion
	Chapter 17: The Languages of Science 1
	17.1 The Expansion of Denotative Control
	17.2 Quantifications, Abbreviations, Noun Strings
	17.3 From Vernaculars to a Lingua Franca
	17.4 The Common Language of Mathematics
	17.5 Experiments in Words Only
	17.6 Language for Outsiders/Non-Scientists
	17.7 Conclusion
	Notes

	Chapter 18: Legal/Forensic Persuasion
	18.1 Introduction
	18.2 Legal Persuasion and the History of Rhetoric
	18.3 Legal Persuasion in the Courtroom
	18.3.1 Persuasive Resources in the Courtroom
	18.3.2 Legal Persuasion in the Various Phases of a Trial

	18.4 Legal Persuasion and Judicial Interpretivism/Noninterpretivism
	18.4.1 Interpretivism I: Textualism
	18.4.2 Interpretivism II: Forms of Originalism
	18.4.3 Noninterpretivist Legal Persuasion
	18.4.3.1 Noninterpretivism I: Forms of Doctrinal Argument
	18.4.3.2 Noninterpretivism II: Forms of Prudential Argument
	18.4.3.3 Noninterpretivism III: Dissociation
	18.4.3.4 Noninterpretivism IV: Metaphor and Narrative


	18.5 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 19: Asian American Persuasion: The Subtleties of Speaking with Others’ Words
	19.1 Introduction
	19.2 Crossing Borders
	19.3 Laughing While Asian
	19.4 Viral Exigencies
	19.5 Conclusions
	Works Cited

	Chapter 20: Interactivity in Genre Forms: Ceremonial and Legislative Government Apologies as Distinct Rhetorical Acts Toward Reconciliation
	20.1 Rhetorical Genre
	20.2 Apologia and Apology
	20.3 Governmental Apologies
	20.4 Cases
	20.4.1 PL 103-150: Apology for the Annexation of Hawai’i (1993) 6
	20.4.2 S.J. Res. 14 – 111th Congress: Apology to Native Americans (2009) 7
	20.4.3 President Clinton: Apology for Tuskegee Syphilis Experiments (1997) 8
	20.4.4 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd: Apology to Australia’s Stolen Generations (2008) 10

	20.5 Analysis
	20.5.1 Audience Presence: Addressing, Naming, Partitioning
	20.5.2 Speaker presence: First-person pronouns and subjective metadiscourse
	20.5.3 Others’ presence: Orientation to Difference

	20.6 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 21: Persuasion in Songs of Protest: Deliberation Through Metaphors and Music in South African Struggle Songs
	21.1 Introduction
	21.2 Music and Persuasion
	21.3 Protest/Struggle Music
	21.4 Struggle Music as Rhetoric
	21.5 Metaphors and Persuasion
	21.6 Persuasion in South African Struggle Songs
	21.7 “Shona Malanga” 4
	21.8 “Meadowlands” 5
	21.9 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 22: Games, Language, and Persuasion
	22.1 Introduction
	22.2 Language-games
	22.2.1 Game Work

	22.3 Constraints
	22.3.1 Constitutive Rules
	22.3.2 Regulative Rules

	22.4 Play and Persuasion
	22.4.1 Identification
	22.4.1.1 The Role of Identification in Journey

	22.4.2 Rhetorical Situations
	22.4.2.1 Rhetorical Situations in The Voter Suppression Trail


	22.5 Ludic Language and Discourse
	22.5.1 Ludolects
	22.5.2 Metaludic Discourse

	22.6 Approaches to Games, Language, and Persuasion
	22.6.1 Rhetorics of Play
	22.6.2 Procedural Rhetoric
	22.6.3 Equipment for Living
	22.6.4 Gamification

	22.7 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 23: Multi-Genre Arguing in the Sciences: The Genetics of Longevity Controversy
	23.1 Introduction
	23.2 Controversies as Context
	23.3 Case Study: The Genetics of Longevity
	23.3.1 Research Reported in News Outlets
	23.3.2 Agency across Genres
	23.3.3 Headlines Characterizing the Content
	23.3.4 Characterization of the Evidence: The Sample
	23.3.5 Characterization of the Findings
	23.3.6 The Potential Medical Payoff

	23.4 Controversy Over the Findings
	23.4.1 Expert Commentary
	23.4.2 Unfolding Rebuttal
	23.4.3 Retraction and Its Coverage

	23.5 Conclusion and Implications
	Works Cited

	Chapter 24: Propaganda
	24.1 Introduction
	24.2 A Brief History of Propaganda Scholarship
	24.3 Propaganda as Manipulative, Anti-Democratic, and Intertextual
	24.3.1 Manipulation
	24.3.2 The Anti-Democratic Function of Propaganda
	24.3.3 An Intertextual View of Propaganda

	24.4 Case Study
	24.5 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited


	Part V: Roots of Persuasion
	Chapter 25: The Development of Persuasive Communication: Animals and the Evolved Mind
	25.1 Introduction
	25.2 Overview of the Field
	25.2.1 Ethology, Zoosemiotics, and Animal Rhetorics
	25.2.2 Rhetoricians, Animals, and Symbols

	25.3 Ramifications for Humanist Researchers
	25.3.1 Minds and Bodies
	25.3.2 Persuasion and Sensation in Human and Nonhuman Animals
	25.3.3 Did Persuasive Communication Evolve for All or One?

	25.4 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 26: Young Children’s Argumentative Contributions
	26.1 Introduction
	26.2 The Dialogue
	26.3 The Implicit Content
	26.3.1 Using Argument Schemes to Reconstruct Implicit Premises in Children’s Argumentation
	26.3.2 Different Types of Premises in Children’s (and Adults’) Argumentation

	26.4 The Context
	26.4.1 Contexts Are Open to Interpretation
	26.4.2 Contexts Can Be Designed to Provide Space for Argumentation

	26.5 Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	Notes
	Works Cited

	Chapter 27: Persuasive Language Development: The Case of Irony and Humour in Children’s Language
	27.1 Introduction
	27.2 Development of Irony: Production
	27.3 Development of Irony: Comprehension
	27.4 Constraints on Development
	27.5 Humour Development
	27.6 Conclusion
	Works Cited

	Chapter 28: Grounding Cognition: Intersections of Rhetorical Theory and Cognitive Science
	28.1 Introduction
	28.2 Historical Review
	28.3 Attention Management
	28.3.1 The Greater Attention System
	28.3.2 Targeting System of Language (Talmy)
	28.3.3 Three Stages of a Hearer’s Procedure
	28.3.4 Cue Categories
	28.3.5 Illustrating the Targeting System in Rhetorical Practices: Attending to Money

	28.4 Framing
	28.5 Emotional Disposition
	28.6 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited


	Part VI: Computational Methods of Examining Persuasive Language
	Chapter 29: Computer-Aided Close Reading: Visualizing Contrastive Persuasion Strategies
	29.1 Introduction
	29.2 Background
	29.3 DocuScope’s Lineage and Its Ties to Other Projects in This Volume
	29.4 Textual Experience
	29.5 Topical Structure and Salience
	29.6 Design Challenges and Tradeoffs
	29.7 Applying DocuScope to the Contrastive Visualization/Analysis of Persuasive Texts
	29.8 Jamelle Bouie’s Op-Ed: “Trump” Occupies the Center of Negative Attention
	29.9 Chris Buskirk: “Democrat” Impeachment Efforts Are Feckless and Inauthentic
	29.10 Conclusion
	Appendix: DocuScope Categories of Textual Experience
	Works Cited

	Chapter 30: Computer-Based Analysis: Argument Mining
	30.1 Introduction
	30.2 Methods of Argument Mining
	30.3 Features of Persuasive Language
	30.4 Rhetorical Figures
	30.5 Statement Types
	30.6 Argument Schemes
	30.7 Persuasive Dialogue
	30.8 Conclusion
	Notes
	Works Cited


	Glossary
	Index



