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Previously, scholars have argued that the introduction of televised politics ushered 

in an age of political decision-making motivated by emotion instead of facts. One of the 
central questions motivating this dissertation is: if candidates are now elected based on 
feeling over fact, should this be cause for concern? In general, when it comes to political 
decision-making, the underlying assumption has been that we should check our emotions 
at the door. Dating back to Aristotle, the rational paradigm has been a pervasive influence 
in Western thought, and most political communication theorists suggest that the best 
solution is to return to a bygone era of rational discourse. There are three reasons to be 
troubled by such suggestions. First, it is not entirely clear that such an era of rational 
discourse ever actually existed. Second, even if we accept that previous generations 
experienced politics more rationally and less emotionally, it may not be possible to go 
back. Finally, it may be that emotional decision-making, political seduction, and affective 
campaigning are not as irrational as previous research suggests.  

Drawing from the philosophy of Susanne K. Langer, this project forwards the 
notion that presentational symbols function differently from, but just as rationally as, 
propositional logic. Because of her unique distinction between representational 
symbolism and presentational symbolism, Langer offers a basis for a novel theory of 
rhetoric that dissolves the dichotomy between reason and emotion. Based on her theory, 
this dissertation questions the dual assumptions that rational discourse is our best means 
of political decision-making and that the emotional campaign is something to fear. 
Through analysis of Obama’s 2008 campaign, this dissertation calls for eloquence in a 
new key. By identifying points of intersection between research in philosophy, sociology 
and communication, this project demonstrates that just as discursive rhetoric can be valid 
or invalid, argued well or argued poorly, there are better and worse forms of 
presentational rhetoric. After recognizing that not all presentational communication is 
manipulative or irrational, the next step is developing a better method of evaluating 
presentational symbols, and this is a first step toward that goal. 
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Introduction: (Re)Introducing Susanne Knauth Langer 

Around the same time that I began my investigation into the life and work of 

Susanne Langer, I came across the story of Joyce Carol Vincent. Vincent was by all 

accounts a magnetic and beautiful British woman. On an ordinary London day, she sat 

down on her sofa, turned on the TV and began to wrap Christmas presents. Years later, 

her body would still be there, gifts unwrapped, with televised images dancing around her. 

Joyce Carol Vincent died sometime in 2003, yet nobody, not even her electricity 

provider, noticed for nearly three years. 

Langer’s death was much less sensational—although her obituary was published 

on July 19, 1985 in the New York Times. Even though this event occurred approximately 

twenty years before Joyce Carol Vincent’s death made the headlines, and the two women 

are not related, something about their stories strikes me as similar. Just as Vincent’s body 

lay waiting to be discovered and remembered, much of Susanne Langer’s story and 

legacy remains concealed within the cracks of an historically phallocentric canon of 

rhetorical theory. Over the past decade, however, rhetorical scholarship has experienced a 

revivification of interest in both feminism and pragmatism, and despite her tenuous 

connections to either of these disciplines, it is out of this intersection that Langer’s body 

of work is apt to emerge. 

Although her views are neither reflective of nor reflected in pragmatism proper, 

Langer shares with pragmatism a commitment to a “new key” of philosophy, one that is 

extracted from experience. She is also deeply influenced by Alfred North Whitehead, 

whom she studied under, as well as Charles Peirce, William James, John Dewey, and 
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George Herbert Mead. She is best known for her theory of art, granted she did not think 

that was her greatest work. If Langer could speak about her legacy, she would most likely 

explain that her philosophy of mind was her crowning achievement, and she may have 

predicted that it would be the work most likely to gain fuller, posthumous appreciation. 

While I do not wish to downplay her potential contributions to philosophy of mind or 

psychology, I argue that even her most well-known and celebrated work in the 

philosophy of art, has yet to be fully appreciated and has important implications for 

communication in environments she could not have imagined, yet she somehow seems to 

predict.  For these reasons, I am reviving the work of Susanne Knauth Langer in order to 

demonstrate how her theory of art as expressing forms of feeling contributes to 

contemporary rhetoric. This work is both a pragmatist and a feminist project, but to a 

greater degree, a political one.  In the next chapter, I outline how this project is grounded 

in pragmatist, feminist, and political communication, and why this is a necessary 

intersection in rhetorical studies.  

First, however, it is important to fill in some of the details of Langer’s life. A 

biographical account of Langer is significant because the same phallocentric force that 

has led women to earn seventy-eight cents for every dollar men make and that has kept 

women from the highest political offices has also led to the historic invisibility of Langer 

as both a scholar and a woman (Catalyst, 2015). I do not mean, simply, that academics 

have consciously decided to ignore her contributions. The process of forgetting her is 

more complicated than that, and one of the central concerns of this dissertation will be 

unraveling the complications surrounding Langer as both a philosopher and a woman. 
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Furthermore, it is my contention that her identity as a woman, a logician, a musician, and 

an artistic soul, contributed to her ability to theorize art and symbolic communication in 

new and interesting ways. For this reason, it is necessary to understand who this woman 

was as a living, breathing, symbolizing being. 

REMEMBERING LANGER 

Like Joyce Carol Vincent’s, Langer’s life is difficult to piece together. Although 

she left behind a substantial body of work, other than a very brief biography by Donald 

Dryden (2003), remarkably few details about her life have been published. Several 

newspapers do mention her in relation to her scholarly endeavors.  The New York Times 

called her “a leading American philosopher whose work in aesthetics profoundly affected 

20th-century thinking in psychology and the social sciences” (Greer, 1985, July 19). She 

was one of the first women to sustain a career as an academic philosopher and has been 

called “a leader in the historically male-dominated field of philosophy” (Neyer, 1996). 

Her work was considered groundbreaking, and by 1985, her book Philosophy in a New 

Key had sold over 500,000 copies, making it one of Harvard’s all-time best sellers at that 

time (Greer, 1985, July 19). Yet, even scholars familiar with her writings know very little 

about who she was as a wife, mother, friend, artist, and woman. 

Due to the diligent efforts of Donald Dryden, the first person to attempt an 

organized record of her work and life, we do know that she was born Susanne Katherina 

Knauth on December 20, 1895 to German immigrants who lived in Manhattan (Dryden, 

2003). She had two sisters and two brothers. Her first language was German, and she 

maintained a German accent throughout her life, although she attended private school 
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where she learned to speak English as well as French. Her father was a musician, and she 

was introduced to music at an early age, and learned to play both cello and piano like her 

father. Her interest in philosophy also started early, and she is said to have read Kant’s 

Critique of Pure Reason (in the original German) by the time she was twelve (Dryden, 

2003). She eventually studied at Radcliffe College, earning a bachelor’s degree in 

philosophy in 1920, a masters in 1924 and another in 1926, and after completing her 

dissertation, “A Logical Analysis of Meaning,” she was awarded her doctorate (Dryden, 

p. 192). 

While she attended Radcliffe, Henry M. Sheffer, who was an inspiration for her 

early work, introduced her to formal logic. He was also among the first to recognize her 

exceptional abilities as a philosopher (Dryden, 2003, p. 191). In addition to Sheffer, 

Alfred North Whitehead, her dissertation adviser, and Ernst Cassirer, who she met in 

1941 and corresponded with until his death, were also great influences on her work. After 

graduating, Langer taught at several institutions including Radcliffe, Wellesley College, 

Smith College, NYU, and Columbia University before accepting a permanent position at 

Connecticut College. By any measure, her success as a young academic was impressive, 

but all the more when considering the obstacles female academics faced during this time 

period, particularly in fields like philosophy. 

Of course, she was more than just an academic, but it is difficult to separate the 

scholarly aspects of her life from the personal ones. After all, she did marry William L. 

Langer, a professor of history at Harvard. The couple had two sons, Leonard and 

Bertrand, and the family is said to have enjoyed a scholarly life. William once said that 
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when they first met, he had taken note of how she was “by temperament a scholar, if 

there ever was one” (Dryden, 2003, p. 191). The two professors built a home together in 

Cambridge and music was quite prominent in their household, as it had been in her 

childhood home. On Friday nights they were known to invite guests for dinner and 

informal recitals. 

Despite their shared interests, however, after twenty-one years of marriage, the 

couple divorced in 1942, the same year she published her most famous work, Philosophy 

in a New Key. During this time, Langer was also part of a group of philosophers who 

founded the Association for Symbolic Logic and also served as a consulting editor for 

their Journal of Symbolic Logic (Houghton Library, Harvard University). In the mid-

1940s she received a research grant from the Rockefeller Foundation that allowed her to 

devote more time to her research, hire a research assistant, and work on Feeling and 

Form, first published in 1953. Although she had been teaching for many years, it was not 

until 1954 that she first held a permanent academic appointment in the Connecticut 

College department of philosophy. Two years later, Langer won another grant that would 

allow her to focus solely on her research and what she felt would be her most important 

contribution to philosophy, the three-volume Mind: An Essay on Human Feeling 

(hereafter, Mind), first published in 1967. 

Langer felt that Mind was her life’s purpose, and as such, she worked on it for 

nearly three decades (Haughton Library, Harvard University). The last volume was not 

published until 1982. Mind was intended as “a conceptual framework for biological 

thinking that [would] connect its several departments, from biochemistry to 
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neuropsychology, in one scientific system.” Considering she felt this was her magnum 

opus, the critical response was underwhelming. There were, however, a few reviewers 

who recognized the significance of the project. For instance, a reviewer for Science 

(1967) described her work as the kind of “radically revised conception of the nature of 

reality which all sciences are trying to describe” (MacLeod, 1967, p. 1543 - 1544). 

Barden (1968) likewise praised it as “an extremely significant and brilliant work,” calling 

Langer one of the few contemporary philosophers worthy of “diligent study” (p. 201).  

During the writing of the next two volumes of Mind, she became increasingly focused on 

her work, and while she was no longer teaching regularly, she did remain closely 

connected to Connecticut College until her death in 1985.  

And this is where the official record of Susanne K. Langer, the scholar, ends. Yes, 

these are the facts that are most often cited in a review of her life, but there was much 

more to the woman than these facts suggest. Lesser-known details about Langer include 

that she drove a light blue Jeep that was always adorned with a green canoe named 

“Creek Mouse.” She was, after all, a nature lover, who was as quick to partake in a 

spontaneous paddle on the river as she was to enjoy a hike through the woods. On many 

of these hikes, much to the dismay of her housekeepers, she brought home frogs, snakes, 

and other creatures, even keeping a black snake in a basket on her hearth for a while 

(Braccidifero, 1985). She could also read in four languages. And since 1915, she had kept 

notes on every book she had ever read using an elaborate system of note cards. According 

to her son, Leonard, “she had a number of card files and they always went with her 

wherever she went” (Newspaper “Mrs. Langer” 1985). These cards now live among the 
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contents of thirty-seven boxes housed in the Houghton Library at Harvard. There they sit, 

along with the rest of her papers, just waiting to be remembered. 

REVIEWING THE SUSANNE K. LANGER COLLECTION AT HOUGHTON LIBRARY 

In early 2014, I travelled to Boston in the hopes of reviving the work and 

remembering the life of one of the first female philosophers in American academia. What 

I encountered were boxes and boxes (and boxes) of Langer’s papers, both personal and 

professional. Some were more organized than others, but mostly it was an array of 

correspondence, personal letters, poems, and photographs, with the occasional note 

indicating a year or a person for eventual categorization. It was overwhelming. I only had 

three days in Boston, so I poured over as much as I could, trying to gain a deeper 

understanding of her work, of her life—of her. It soon became clear that it would take 

weeks to sort through and absorb the contents of her archive on even a superficial level. 

So, in my three short days, there was a significant number of boxes I did not get to, but I 

tried to seek out the items that felt important and meaningful.  

In these boxes, I discovered her dreams. Literally. She had written down 

presumably significant or memorable dreams and filed them under categories, like 

“Nature.” There was also evidence revealing both that she was invited to speak at nearly 

every American University at one time or another, and that she declined most of these 

invitations in order to focus on her research. She corresponded with Abraham Maslow, 

the well-known psychologist and creator of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and he sent her 

copies of his articles. Appropriately, one of her best friends was an artist; the other was a 

doctor. In a 1961 letter to J. Richard Woodworth of New American Library of World 
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Literature, she calls “Philosophical Sketches” a preview to her “big book” on philosophy 

of mind. She had honorary degrees from so many institutions that I eventually lost count. 

A 1987 issue of Interior Design contains an article about Langer’s house and details her 

small, but aesthetically interesting living space. Her ex-husband eventually remarried. 

She never did. As she aged, she worried about where her papers should end up, turning 

down an offer from the Library of Congress, who was extremely interested in housing 

them (unpublished correspondence from Library of Congress, 1964). Looking through 

these old unmarked boxes full of files organized by Post-It® notes, I could not help but 

wonder if she had made the right choice. 

She spent the latter half of her life working in isolation, but she was not a recluse, 

exactly. She made time for daily outings and often travelled to see friends, but she 

withdrew from academia. After 1959, she had stopped teaching and declined nearly all 

speaking invitations. Her collection includes letter after letter declining to appear at 

requested speaking events. Most of the time, her reasons are a combination of not feeling 

she had anything meaningful to contribute on a given topic and being too engrossed in 

her current project. Either way, she seems to have had a one-track mind, wholly focused 

on a singular problem and its solution. In letter after letter, she explains that her work on 

Mind is her calling, and she is unwilling to be derailed by teaching opportunities or public 

appearances. 

These notes may seem scattered, disjointed, random or misplaced, and perhaps 

they are. I put them here because they should be put somewhere—somewhere more 

public than a box in a storage facility at Harvard. That is not my only reason, however. I 
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also believe that there, in those boxes, one can find the remnants of a woman who had the 

heart of an artist and the mind of a scientist. She was raised to love and create music. She 

wrote (and illustrated) fiction from a very young age. She appreciated art in all its myriad 

forms. At the same time, she was also a sharp logician, focused on unearthing and 

explaining meaning. As I have suggested, Langer was uniquely suited to explain the 

relationship between art and symbolism. I believe she accomplished this, but somehow, 

like those boxes, her work has been stored away and forgotten. 

I am certainly not the first to suggest that her work has been overlooked (Dryden, 

2003; Lyon 1995). Lyon, for instance, argues that Langer was overlooked, at least in part, 

because she was a woman working and writing in a world that was and remains highly 

masculine in both composition and style. While it is impossible to ignore the obstacles 

Langer must have encountered due to her gender, suggesting that this alone could account 

for her absence in contemporary discussions of rhetoric and philosophy would be an 

oversimplification of her story. While patriarchal constraints were likely an underlying 

and complicating theme throughout Langer’s life, to truly understand how this brilliant 

philosopher and art theorist became a mere footnote in the rhetorical canon will require 

an exploration into the life and mind of Langer as both a philosopher and a person. So, 

just as Joyce Vincent’s story was eventually pieced together or “re-membered” in the 

documentary Dreams of a Life, this dissertation works to summon Langer from the 

rhetorical shadows by exploring her life, her work, and her potential contributions to an 

understanding of eloquence the digital world. 



 10 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

Much of Langer’s work revolves around the notion that there are two types of 

symbolism: representational and presentational. Representational symbolism is the most 

common way of thinking of symbols, and some might argue that this is the only type of 

symbolism. Fully understanding the distinction between these two modes of symbolism is 

one of the key themes of this dissertation, but for the moment, we can think of 

representational symbolism as linear and discursive, with the paramount form being 

formal, logical, discursive argumentation--political debate, for instance. Presentational, 

on the other hand, can be thought of as non-linear and emotionally expressive—like the 

way a symphony might elicit a feeling of joy or patriotism. There is much more on the 

distinction between representational and presentational symbolism coming, but I bring it 

up now to point out that I do recognize that presenting my dissertation in the form of 

linear, discursive argumentation is counter-theoretical to a theory of eloquence grounded 

in Langerian notions of non-discursive symbolism. For this reason, I will attempt to 

include presentational expressions in the form of images, narrative, metaphor, 

performative writing, etc., whenever possible within the constraints of the dissertation 

requirements.  

Accordingly, I may not always delineate each point in the form of discursive, 

deductive argumentation and will instead, at times, use symbolism to express or evoke 

feelings. For instance, in invoking a metaphorical comparison to Joyce Vincent, I do not 

intend to spell out exactly why this comparison is made. Instead, I present an argument 

based on similar form of feeling, one that I intend to return to in the conclusion. But, 
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before we get there, I will first address a number of questions relevant to contemporary 

rhetoric and political communication, including these: How does presentational 

symbolism function in campaign rhetoric? How does the digital environment change or 

complicate presentational eloquence? How might changing our understanding of 

eloquence change both how we think and feel about politics?  My analysis in the 

following chapters will draw a connection between “eloquence” as a communication 

concept and the notion of “presentation” in Langer’s theory. Although she does not 

explicitly focus on eloquence, I argue that a theory of rhetorical eloquence can be 

extrapolated from her philosophy of art. 

In chapter 1, I introduce the problem of eloquence in the digital age and lay the 

groundwork of a Langerian analysis of rhetorical eloquence. I examine some of the issues 

that result from the emotional/rational dichotomy, including how the hegemony of the 

rational view leads to other dichotomies such as public/private and masculine/feminine. 

Because the dissolution of seemingly insurmountable issues is a key strategy of both 

feminism and pragmatism, I also discuss Langer’s relationship to both feminist and 

pragmatist rhetoricians. Although she would not have considered herself a pragmatist, 

she was highly influenced by pragmatist thinkers, and one can position her as connected 

to this tradition. In line with such views, I use this chapter to explain how the concepts of 

representational and presentational symbols are best described in terms of degree rather 

than rigid categories. 

Chapter 2 is where I explain why political communication is an ideal entry point 

for a theory of presentational rhetoric. I provide a brief introduction to Langer and her 



 12 

philosophy. I also revisit and refine the differences between presentational and 

representational symbolism, and discursive and non-discursive symbols. In this chapter, I 

explain why I choose to conceptualize this as presentational eloquence over non-

discursive rhetoric (although the terms are related), and I discuss previous attempts to 

incorporate Langer’s work in rhetorical ways, particularly Murray (2009), and explain 

where this project differs. Drawing from this scholarship, I have selected those constructs 

that are useful in the political context and outlined my method for analyzing 

presentational eloquence that is appropriate for political rhetoric. 

         Chapter 3 delves into Langer’s theory in greater detail and discusses its relevance 

for contemporary rhetoric, political communication, and feminism. In this chapter I 

operationally define key terms, including presentational and non-presentational 

symbolism, as well as eloquence. I also explore Lloyd E. Sandelands’ conception of 

society as feeling and art as society objectified. Drawing from Langer and Sandelands, I 

propose a new understanding of rhetoric as presentational communication.  

 In chapter 4, I extend the concepts from the previous chapter to analysis of Barack 

Obama’s 2008 campaign rhetoric. Using Shepard Fairey’s “Hope” poster and will.i.am’s 

“Yes We Can” YouTube video as case studies, I explain how his campaign embodied 

presentational communication. By prioritizing presentational rhetoric over logical 

discourse, Obama garnered unprecedented grassroots support. I argue, however, that 

while this may be an effective strategy while trying to win the Presidency, it creates 

certain difficulties once the position is won. I explore three potential solutions: balancing 

presentational and representational rhetoric in a campaign to set up more realistic 



 13 

expectations for in-office performance, extending use of presentational communication 

beyond the campaign, and calling for a more presentationally literate electorate.  

In the final chapter, I conclude with a call for eloquence in a new key, proposing 

new directions for research on presentational eloquence. I briefly touch on the current 

campaign environment, and I also call attention to the fact that in arguing for the 

legitimacy of presentational communication, I am not arguing that all instantiations of 

presentational communication are equally eloquent. Rather, just as discursive rhetoric can 

be valid or invalid, argued well or argued poorly, there are better and worse forms of 

presentational rhetoric. A good start is recognizing that not all presentational 

communication is manipulative or irrational. The next step is developing a better method 

of distinguishing between good and bad presentational symbols. It is my hope that this 

dissertation will be a first step toward that goal. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 14 

“Wife, mom, lawyer, women & kids advocate, FLOAR, FLOTUS, US Senator, 

SecState, author, dog owner, hair icon, pantsuit aficionado, glass ceiling cracker, 

TBD…” 

-@HillaryClinton 

   

Chapter 1: A Return to Image 

To say that Hillary Clinton has had some struggles with her public image would 

be an understatement. She has been scrutinized for everything from her hair to her glasses 

and, perhaps most famously, her pantsuits. Just Google “Hillary Clinton Pantsuit” and 

you will find that someone has even taken the time to create a rainbow collage of the 

various iterations of Hillary Clinton’s pantsuits. While she must be used to this sort of 

thing by now, there was a time where she found it all rather shocking. During a White 

House luncheon, while seeking advice from “a group of women who write about the First 

Lady’s social functions,” she admitted, “I didn’t get this whole image creation thing. I see 

what it can do but I’m not sure I get it. I have let other people define me” (Burros, 1995, 

p. A1). Maybe part of the reason she “didn’t get it” was that, as a child, she had been 

encouraged by her mother “to succeed as a competent professional rather than get by on 

her looks” (Brock, 1996, p. A1). These days, however, she no longer wears glasses 

(unless they are sunglasses) and she has ditched the overly styled “helmet hair” of the 

past for a longer, more relaxed look. It is possible that these are unconscious stylistic 

choices, but that seems pretty unlikely given how strategic she has been about every other 

choice she makes. She also gave the following fashion advice while addressing the 
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graduating class of 2001 at Yale University, “The most important thing I have to say to 

you today is that hair matters…. Pay attention to your hair. Because everyone else will” 

(Zernike, 2001). So, even if she did not get the “image creation thing” back in 1995, she 

certainly seems to be getting it now.  

It makes sense, then, that a single image of her could change everything. The 

image I refer to is a photograph of Hillary Clinton, generally presented in black and 

white, depicting a cooler, sunglass-wearing version of Hillary as she taps out a text 

message on her BlackBerry. This is the image that announced Hillary’s arrival in the 

digital era and prompted the creation of “Texts with Hillary,” a Tumblr devoted to 

memes[1] depicting fictitious text conversations with the then Secretary of State. The 

first of these memes depicts a text conversation between President Barack Obama, who is 

lounging on a couch, and Secretary of State Clinton, where the following exchange takes 

place: 

         Obama: “Hey Hil, Whatchu doing?” 

         Clinton: “Running the world.” 

The implied joke is a tongue-in-cheek suggestion that she is not just the most 

powerful woman in the world, but the most powerful person. 

Additionally, this image, along with its reiterations on “Texts with Hillary,” 

reintroduces us to the politician formerly seen as cold, out of touch, and inauthentic, and 

reinvents her as approachable, technologically savvy, and coolly competent all at the 

same time. But can one image really do all that? And, even if so, is it wise for us, as a 

society, to place so much meaning in a single image?  
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In this chapter, I develop my claim that a reprioritization of non-discursive, 

presentational symbolism is necessary. Beginning with a brief review of changing 

definitions of rhetoric and eloquence, I will explain how technology contributes to these 

changing definitions, and why it should, as I lay the foundation for a working definition 

of eloquence based on presentational rhetoric. In short, I build a case for understanding 

eloquence in a new key. The philosophy of Susanne K. Langer helps explain why this 

new key is necessary and, drawing from her work, I begin to construct a theory of 

rhetoric that views the primary function of rhetorical theory as providing an 

understanding of how art, images, and aesthetics influence people. 

IN THE BEGINNING, THERE WAS ART 

Words, language, and discourse are thought to be the foundation of rhetoric, the 

defining feature of human beings, and (according to the Old Testament), existence as we 

know it. But, just as the origins of language are not agreed upon, the origins of rhetoric 

are unclear (Lipson & Binkley, 2004). Confusion about the origins of rhetoric may have 

something to do with its dual meaning as both a discipline and an act. Although the study 

of rhetoric is certainly post-linguistic, it seems to me that the practice of rhetoric began 

long before speech. It was in the cave paintings, the dances, and the drumbeats of the 

ancients. It was imagistic and ritualistic. It was art. 

If we take “eloquence” to mean something like “culturally constructed persuasive 

communication,” it is likely that in Neolithic times, eloquence was expressed through 

artifacts and rituals imbued with a mystical feminine force and motifs representing the 

cycle of life, death, and rebirth (Gimbutas, 2001). Fast forward to ancient Greece, and the 
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paradigmatic eloquent orator becomes a man speaking clearly, loudly, ethically, and 

logically to a present audience. However, according to Plato, this man is most certainly 

not a rhetorician, whom Plato regards as “flatterers” if not “tyrants” (Plato & Plato, 1960, 

p. 466b - 479). Plato’s ideal orator was the philosopher, who unlike the rhetorician, was 

concerned with logic, truth, and virtue. The use of emotion or aesthetics was seen as 

pathetic manipulation, a skill that could be taught in order to flatter and dominate the 

masses. 

With the passing of time, technology has obviously changed the ways in which 

we communicate in comparison to the Ancient Greeks, and although rhetorical scholars 

have taken note of changes in how we experience mediated speech, some of our most 

basic assumptions about rhetoric are still rooted in these ancient notions. In basic 

communication courses, for instance, an Aristotelian notion of eloquence is often 

unnecessarily presumed. The presumption is that discursive symbolism, or language, is 

primary, while any non-discursive symbolism—for example, tone, clothing, music, 

presentational aids, etc.—is only important insofar as it either contributes to or takes 

away from logical argumentation. 

Now, before I get ahead of myself, I want to explain why current definitions of 

eloquence and rhetoric are so problematic. Ever since Plato’s cave, and perhaps before, 

philosophers have held a deep distrust for the world of appearances, and with time, this 

gulf between our perceptions and our access to the “real” world has only continued to 

widen. Descartes, for instance, furthered the gap by introducing mind-body dualism, and 

Kant bestowed upon us the noumenon, or the unknowable thing-in-itself (Descartes, 
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1641/2013; Kant, 1781/1999). While philosophy has tended toward a concern with the 

nature of reality, rhetoric has always been more focused on method than object. Perhaps 

this is why Plato linked rhetoric with sophistry. As Lyne and Miller (2009) explain, 

“Plato’s effort to restrain the Gorgianic ambitions of rhetoric, to make of it at best a 

supplement, a secondary handmaid to knowledge, and at worst a practice with reckless 

disregard for knowledge, has been enormously persuasive to subsequent thinkers” (p. 

168), but to what end? 

Indeed, the dualism and idealism introduced by Plato has led to a certain anxiety 

in rhetoric. While philosophers began investigating ontological concerns, rhetoric has 

always had difficulty identifying exactly what its object of study might be. This 

confusion has led to numerous debates regarding the object of rhetoric, as well as the 

scope of the field. In his 1973 article, R. L. Scott makes the case for abandoning the 

desire to define rhetoric. Brummett (1990) makes a similar call to view rhetoric as a tool 

rather than a category of objects. More than a decade later, Schiappa (2001) tells us that 

many disciplines have fuzzy borders and “the claim that there must be an agreed-upon 

history of the field is simply false” (p. 270), and in 2008 Gunn notes a “newly arisen 

apocalyptic tone” in rhetoric (pp. 82 - 108). Gunn’s point, however, is that this tone is not 

new at all. As he explains, this debate over the object of rhetoric is an ancient one. 

Concerned scholars have reintroduced a disciplinary division which brings with it a 

renewed anxiety that stems from that old debate originating with Plato and the Sophists. 

In other words, Platonic thinking shook the foundations of rhetoric, and we are still 

feeling the aftershocks. 
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One obstacle in defining rhetoric is that regardless of their overall theoretical 

inclinations, scholars tend to turn to either an extreme realist definition where rhetoric has 

an unchanging object that defines it, or an extreme idealist or postmodern definition 

where there is no object whatsoever. This is the crux of the “Big Rhetoric” debate, which 

I will discuss more in Chapter 3, but the questions at the heart of the debate are: What is 

rhetoric? What do rhetorical scholars study? Do we study texts or discourse? A text-

based definition of rhetoric creates categorical instability because technological changes 

introduce new objects, or new types of “texts,” which change the role, and therefore the 

discipline, of rhetoric. The discourse view is equally problematic in that it easily devolves 

into an “anything goes” conception, where almost anything counts as rhetoric and the 

discipline ceases to be able to distinguish itself from other disciplines in any useful way. 

To avoid these extremes, I propose a pragmatic view based on Langer’s philosophy of art 

that will allow for a happy medium—a definition of rhetoric that is flexible enough to 

evolve with technology, but still carries a shared meaning among rhetorical scholars. 

Before laying out such a definition, it is helpful to give an overview of Langer’s work 

and position this project in current communication literature. 

LANGER’S NEW KEY 

In 1942, Susanne Knauth Langer, responding to concerns over the object of 

philosophy, proposed that the then-current philosophical epoch had reached its limit. In 

response, she suggested a shift to a “new key.” Langer called for philosophers to abandon 

their preoccupation with ontology, metaphysics, and universal truth and begin asking 

different questions. She encouraged philosophers to shift their focus from a search for 
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metaphysical truth to the understanding of meaning. Just as Langer made the move from 

metaphysics to semantics, rhetoric should also be less concerned with its object domain 

and instead view itself as a tool for understanding. Re-envisioning rhetoric in this way 

helps to resolve the debate over the proper object of rhetoric. If we embrace Langer’s 

view, the confusion about the object of rhetoric is better understood as resulting from a 

confused conception of symbolism. While most scholarship has operated on an 

assumption that all symbols function similarly, Langer introduces us to the notion of non-

discursive, or presentational, symbolism. Whereas discursive symbolism is linear, 

ordered, and grammatical, presentational rhetoric is expressed through symbol systems 

or gestalt meaning. Examples of presentational communication might include tone of 

voice, gesture, emotional appeals, fashion, imagery, and narrative. Accordingly, 

presentational symbols include art, graphs, music, textiles, ceramics, and doodles 

(Murray, 2009). Presentational symbolism may include discourse, which can be 

considered presentational if its primary meaning expressed cannot be captured in linear, 

discursive terms. Presentational symbols do not lend themselves to translation and are 

often difficult to explain in words or, in the case of narrative or poetry, in any other 

words than the specific combination used. One can define presentational rhetoric, then, as 

“the study of how these symbol systems persuade, evoke consensus, become 

epistemological, and organize or employ intended results in human behavior” (Murray, 

2009, p. 12). These brief descriptions and examples are helpful in gaining a preliminary 

understanding of presentational symbolism, but as I will explain in more detail in chapter 
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3, the difference between representational and presentational rhetoric is more a matter of 

degree or perspective than of categorical distinction. 

AT THE INTERSECTION OF PRAGMATISM, FEMINISM, AND RHETORIC 

While I come to this from a rhetorical perspective, this is also a project influenced 

by pragmatism and feminism, and as such, it has consequences for political 

communication as well.  The next several pages outline how this project is grounded in 

pragmatist, feminist, and political communication. To demonstrate the ways in which 

Langer’s theory helps bring together these various disciplines, I begin by outlining some 

of the fundamental claims of American pragmatism and demonstrating how pragmatism 

coincides with many of the fundamental goals of both rhetoric and feminism. Finally, I 

explain how a Langerian view resolves certain theoretical tensions among rhetorical 

scholars in general and within feminist political communication scholarship in particular. 

Although I feel that Langer’s main contribution to rhetoric is simply a method for 

reprioritizing feeling, or presentation, over discursive representation, I believe the 

consequences of this reprioritization are far-reaching. The notion that discursive logic is 

not our only tool for understanding is not exactly revolutionary, but a further goal of this 

project is to demonstrate that rhetoric’s underlying prioritization of discursive logic has 

led to a notion of rhetorical eloquence that privileges Western, masculine speech and is 

no longer applicable in our contemporary digital environment. 

Langer’s work is uniquely positioned to help make this claim because she 

privileges those aspects of communication that have tended to be associated with a 

“feminine style” of communication. As Lyon (1995) explains, “Langer reinvents 
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philosophy as rhetoric and as valuing the feminine; in doing so, she conceals the 

otherness (the radicalness) of her work by claiming the universality of symbolic 

processes that are feminine and rhetorical” (p. 283). Through her work, feminists, 

philosophers, and rhetoricians can find common ground as well as the faint but prophetic 

notes of eloquence in a new key. 

RHETORIC AND PRAGMATISM 

To privilege presentational content over representational content in rhetoric is a 

pragmatist project because it relies on a notion of truth that is rooted in experience—one 

of the central tenets of American pragmatism. Although it will take a good portion of 

chapter 3 to explain exactly what Langer means by the word “feeling” and how it relates 

to “presentation,” it needs to be noted here that “feeling” for Langer is much more 

abstract than “emotion.” Thinking of feeling as “perceptions” might be more helpful at 

this point, but there is also a sense in which feeling can be understood as “experience” or, 

at least, as very closely related. Feeling is also closely related to affect, if the latter term is 

defined as “the evolved cognitive and physiological response to the detection of personal 

significance” (Neuman, 2007, p. 9), or even as “an episode of massive synchronous 

recruitment of mental and somatic resources to adapt to and cope with a stimulus event 

that is subjectively appraised as being highly pertinent to needs, goals and values of the 

individual” (Scherer, 2015, p. 314). Each of these definitions, can be understood as 

perceptions or feeling with varying degrees of significance, and as such, are closely 

related to a Deweyan understanding of the “individualizing quality” of art as “aesthetic 

experience.” A significant portion of chapter three will discuss the relationship between 
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art, aesthetics, and presentation, but prior to that, it will be helpful to unpack what is 

meant by experience, perceptions, feeling, and presentation a bit more.  

 Philosophers have typically presumed that our perceptions of experience grant 

limited if any access to Kantian things-in-themselves, but Dewey (1922/1958) suggests 

that experience is nothing more than a certain relationship with the natural world. As he 

puts it, “Things interacting in certain ways are experience; they are what is experienced” 

(p. xx).  In traditional philosophy our experiences of the world are treated either as 

epiphenomena or as mere subjective perceptions granting us limited, if any, access to an 

ultimate underlying reality. According to Dewey, however, philosophy should be 

conducted more like the natural sciences, “wherein experience presents itself as the 

method, and the only method for getting at nature, penetrating its secrets,” and “there is a 

union of experience and nature which is not greeted as a monstrosity” (p. xviii). For 

instance, when a paleontologist is able to tell us about creatures that roamed the earth 

millions of years before her existence, she starts from her own current experiences with 

objects and the experiences of others. Her experience is both of and in nature. 

Experience, or our relationship with the natural world, should be the starting point of any 

theory. 

Drawing from Dewey, Rorty (1991) argues that until an idea is tested and 

rejected, “it is a competing good” (p. 9). The rejection does not necessarily make it 

universally bad, merely bad for that situation; much like the natural selection of a given 

biological trait does not make it universally good, but good for a particular context. This 

notion of experiential context is what pragmatism has to offer feminism, providing more 
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support for feminist rhetoricians than universalist or realist philosophies. By adopting a 

pragmatist stance, feminists can avoid making claims to some a priori notion of what it 

means to be “human” or “woman,” and they do not need to justify their representations of 

the female experience as more accurate than the male experience because they simply 

refer to a different experience—one that is better for a certain state of affair—not “better” 

according to some Platonic ideal. From this line of reasoning it is clear that pragmatists 

like Dewey and Rorty reject idealism, subscribing to a view of reality that is socially 

constructed.  

The notion that cultural norms are socially constructed is not terribly 

controversial, and most philosophers would agree to some level of constructedness. But, 

to say that all truths operate this way is a claim generally limited to postmodern 

philosophies. For the postmodern thinker, like Nietzsche or Derrida, truth is always 

context dependent. So, it makes sense that some feminist scholars, like Judith Butler for 

instance, have taken a deconstructionist approach to political change. But as Rorty (1993) 

warns: 

Neither philosophy in general, nor deconstruction in particular, should be thought 
of as a pioneering, path-breaking, tool for feminist politics. Recent philosophy, 
including Derrida’s, helps us see practices and ideas (including patriarchal 
practices and ideas) as neither natural nor inevitable—but that is all it does. (p. 
96) 

 
In other words, deconstruction is a helpful tool for ideology critique, but it is not helpful 

in proposing a useful alternative because for the postmodernist, meanings are produced 

through contexts, which are simply relationships with other meanings. That is to say, 

each signifier has meaning through its relationship to other signifiers. The consequence is 
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that anything can mean anything because there is nothing to ground it, and consequently 

nothing to ground judgments in. With no basis for judgement, one cannot claim that a 

proposed alternative is a better or the best solution. 

As Rorty (1993) explains, good criticism does more than critique, or 

deconstruct—the best criticism provides a better alternative. While deconstructivist 

critiques may expose the socially constructed nature of previously held truths, they are 

unable to suggest alternative social practices, or if they do, they do not provide a method 

for defending the alternative over the status quo. Thus, one might agree that some 

construct like capitalism, or patriarchy, or mind-body dualism, is responsible for certain 

unfortunate consequences but might further conclude that the construct in question is an 

unfortunate but necessary evil. According to Rorty, the best way to disprove a claim that 

some particular injustice is to be tolerated as a “necessary evil,” is not to merely show 

that it is evil, but to provide an alternative situation thereby disproving the “necessary” 

part of the claim. Rorty offers Marxist critiques as good criticism of this sort, saying that 

such criticisms are strengthened by the inclusion of “a concrete proposal about how to 

provide empirical verification of their claim that certain contemporary evils (e.g., income 

differentials and unemployment) were unnecessary ones” (p. 97). 

While Rorty’s (1991) pragmatism may still lead to criticism of the status quo, he 

sees pragmatism as more of a “utopian” philosophy than a radical one. As he explains: 

Radicals see their role as correcting a deep mistake. They think that by removing 
the discursive mirages created by hegemony we can get at the world as it really is, 
the essence of nature, the good, the ideal. Utopians, on his view, do not bother 
themselves with reality or mistakes. Instead they see a “painful present” and a 
potentially “less painful, dimly seen, future. (p. 19) 
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The Rortian pragmatist, then, is a utopian who sees philosophical theorizing as providing 

the tools for creating these envisaged future communities, but does not see philosophy as 

revealing a more “real” reality than the one we are presently experiencing. In this way, 

both Dewey and Rorty agree that we should prioritize experience, and theories, including 

Western notions of logic, should be used only insofar as they help to explain experience. 

Of course, Rorty takes issue with Dewey’s conception of experience as a process that is 

mediated by language because it creates a barrier between the world and the experiencer 

and reintroduces unnecessary dualisms. While some might view Rorty’s linguistic 

pragmatism as dismissive of experience, I see it as a difference of perspective. 

Representationalists are concerned with what experience is (metaphysics), while Rorty is 

more concerned with what it means. Because his focus is on meaning, I would place 

Langer’s work as more closely connected with Rorty. However, I believe she would 

advocate a further shift from his focus on language to a focus on symbolism in general. 

Therefore, while they may differ on their definitions of experience, Dewey, Rorty and 

Langer would agree that a theory is only good insofar as it coheres with human 

experience.  

The idea that theory must be grounded in experience has also been proposed in 

rhetorical circles. For instance, although he does not invoke the term “pragmatism” per 

se, Brummett (1990) shares with American pragmatists a desire for theories that are 

grounded in experience. He notes that the once promising area of “epistemic rhetoric” 

research “burned itself out” because its proponents neglected to link theoretical principles 

to real life situations (p. 69). Theories and philosophies cannot be argued by simply 
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appealing to other theories or philosophies, because “they are matters for faith, grounded 

in basic premises and belief systems” (Brummett, 1990, p. 70). Nevertheless, theorists 

and/or philosophers can be persuaded. As Brummett argues, persuasion is generally not 

achieved by demonstrating the logical incoherence of a belief system. Rather, 

philosophers are persuaded when “their old philosophies no longer seem to fit within a 

wider frame of reference—and that frame of reference usually includes specifics of 

experience” (p. 70). So, if we rhetoricians want our theories to survive, we must ground 

them in experience. We must use theory to support a wide range of examples as opposed 

to using experiences to bolster theories. Rhetorical theories should be tools used to enrich 

our understanding of our communication experiences, not the other way around and, 

because it is thoroughly concerned with symbolic communication and grounded in 

experience, Langer’s philosophy provides just such a tool. 

OVERLOOKING LANGER 

Although Langer’s article “The Origins of Speech and its Communicative 

Function” was published in the Quarterly Journal of Speech in 1960, communication 

scholars have yet to embrace much of Langer’s philosophy.  There are those outside the 

field of communication proper who feel that rhetoricians have imprudently passed her 

over. Despite their similarities, Langer was never seen as influencing rhetorical theory the 

way that Burke was, for instance. Lyon (1995) considers this to be “due to a dramatic 

failure of recognition,” and suggests that gender is at the root of it (p. 265).  As Lyon 

notes, much of the time Langer precedes Burke in some of his most influential ideas. For 

example, “Seemingly in [his] early works, Burke believes language is a violence that we 
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use on one another: his early position is far removed from Langer’s vision of 

communities creating complex and changing meanings,” but these ideas emerge in later 

Burkean theory (Lyon, 1995, p. 280).  Lyon also notes the likelihood that Burke read and 

was influenced by Langer’s writing. As Lyon explains, Langer was “a significant, early 

force in the revival of rhetorical studies,” and “there can be no doubt of her influence 

when all but one of her nine philosophy books are still in print decades after publication” 

(p. 265). Although he never cites her, the relative popularity of her work suggests that, at 

the very least, she may have paved the way for acceptance of his ideas. 

More recently, Murray (2009) argues for a revival of Langerian theory in 

pedagogical approaches to composition. As he explains, “by considering non-discursive 

texts, all possibilities of symbolization become tools for rhetoric: the symbols of math, 

music, textiles, food, poetry, commerce, violence, inaction, and even silence” (p. 12). As 

the debate over the proper object of rhetoric reveals, scholars of rhetorical 

communication are already analyzing non-discursive texts, creating a need for theories 

that specifically address non-discursive symbolism. By broadening our concept of 

“symbolism”—something communication scholars have already done in practice—

rhetorical scholars broaden their understanding of rhetoric, but insufficient attention to 

presentational symbolism will result in the neglect of a large part of human activity. By 

focusing too much on the portion of mental life that can be represented linguistically, we 

leave out significant portions of human experience such as music, painting, photography, 

and architecture.  
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At this point, I would be remiss not to mention Murray Edelman’s attention to 

both Langer and non-representational symbolism. Edelman (1964, 2013) hints at the 

notion that presentational communication or, to use his terminology, condensation 

symbols, may be the only route to significant political change, whether that change is 

positive or negative. Edelman (2013) praises Langer’s theory of presentational 

symbolization as “brilliant” and “eye-opening.” It is not surprising, then, to see that his 

distinction between condensation symbols and referential symbols is quite similar to 

Langer’s distinction between presentational and representational symbols.  As Edelman 

explains, referential symbols provide economical ways for people to refer to objective 

objects or states of affairs. This type of symbolization is thought to be more logical 

because meaning is, arguably, not relative to the individual. Statistics, for instance, are a 

referential symbol (1964). Condensation symbols, on the other hand, are situational and 

evocative. While the may involve multiple referential symbols, these condense and are 

experienced as one, unified symbolic event. Posters and songs, often condense in this 

way. Whether or not referential symbols condense may be relative to the individual as 

well as the situation, and thus, they are difficult to “fact-check” in the same way as 

referential symbols. Meaning will vary in response to individual interests and social 

situation. Thus, communication is not only representational or descriptive, it also 

becomes “a part of events, shaping their meaning and helping to shape the political roles 

officials and the general public play.  In this sense, language, events and self-conceptions 

are a party of the same transaction, mutually determining one another’s meanings” (1977, 

p. 4). Still, no communicative act is wholly referential or condensational.  Some objects 
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or events involve more condensation than others and, according to Edelman, practically 

every noteworthy political act involves a significant amount of condensation. 

While he does not necessarily equate condensation with art, it is fair to say that in 

Edelman’s view, art operates through condensation. However, unlike Langer, Edelman 

adds another distinction—the distinction between public and formal languages. Formal 

languages, like mathematics, are devoid of specific representational content, and public 

languages, and tend to emphasize things or nouns over processes or verbs. While political 

discussions may not be as abstract or formal as mathematical equations, there are ways in 

which politics can be more or less formalized. An example of the use of formal political 

languages would be “the organization of agencies by function, substantive issue or 

clientele, and the implications of different degrees of centralization” (p. 106). Art, 

meanwhile, constitutes another formal language with a far less recognized role in 

affecting political thought, largely because “there is little general awareness of how art 

conveys information and meaning” (p. 107). As Edelman notes, Langer’s notion of 

presentational symbolism is exceptional in helping to explain how art can inform and 

meaning. For instance, Edelman explains, “Langer demonstrates that painting, sculpture, 

dance, poetry, and music convey information and meaning, but do so through 

relationships among their formal elements rather than through the sequential propositions 

of expository prose” (p. 107). As Edelman explains, presentational forms help the 

audience  

to see new meanings in formal relationships in space and in time, and they 

provide understanding of emotion and of its relation to form (rather than directly 
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expressing emotion). The artist and the audience can play with recombinations of 

elements and learn something about the potentialities for new patterns, that is, for 

building original cognitive structures. Plainly, all the characteristics of formal 

language are here: abstraction, the challenge of recombining forms regardless of 

their particular content, the self-conscious use of the mind to achieve new 

possibilities and new meaning. (107) 

Although he allows for the positive teaching potential of art forms, Edelman also warns 

that art can also inhibit, rather than free, the mind and “this surely their most common 

political function” (p.107). In these instances, he explains, that art constitutes a “public” 

not a “formal” language. In other words, in some contexts, such as overuse or 

propaganda, representational meaning can overpower the presentational aspects of an art 

form and hamper its ability to lead “people to new insights and to perceptions of new 

possibilities.” (p. 107). Ultimately, then, Edelman does not fully embrace a 

reprioritization of symbolism the way that Langer does—on his view “art” can be non-

formal, but on Langer’s view that is simply not the case.  

Embracing a Langerian view helps us to see that art is always formal and just as 

meaningful as discursive language. Traditionally, the philosophical and rhetorical focus 

on language and its utilitarian function has reified the language-only view of 

symbolization and marginalized the non-discursive, but so much of symbolization occurs 

in this non-discursive mental space. As Langer explains, there is a human need to 

symbolize beyond what is useful, or beyond what is necessary to communicate. That is 

because humans do not symbolize in order to communicate, although we most certainly 
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can symbolize to communicate. Symbolizing is something we are driven to do. Much like 

eating or drinking, symbolization is an end in itself, not just a means to achieve 

communication with another person. Langer does not assume a utilitarian function of 

language or symbolism in general, and by avoiding this assumption, she helps uncover 

the logical structure of feeling and calls into question the assumption that feeling is at 

odds with reason. Embracing Langer and shifting to a new key of eloquence may also 

resolve various conflicts between rhetoric and feminism. Despite increasing convergence 

between rhetoric and pragmatism as well as rhetoric and feminism, discussions of 

feminism within pragmatism have not focused specifically on the role of rhetoric, and 

feminist rhetorical scholars have generally overlooked pragmatism. This failure to come 

together is unfortunate for two reasons: First, rhetorical scholarship is more likely than 

philosophy proper to be open to feminist and pragmatist critiques of theories that are not 

grounded in lived experience. Second, a turn to pragmatism may resolve certain feminist 

critiques of traditional approaches to rhetoric as masculinist. For instance, coercive 

appeals to logic as the highest version of human nature can be seen as oppressive, 

removing the tool of logic from any context, granting it a universal power over the 

community. If we accept logic as a useful tool for certain purposes, but not the only tool, 

then the use of logic is appropriate when it “is based on the voluntary agreement by all 

members of a community to submit themselves to the evidence (based on commonly 

accepted criteria for the common purpose of acting wisely and with ecological 

sensitivity)” (Hart, 1993, p. 210). At the same time, to reverse the priority of logic over 

feeling means that “logic is no longer the absolute arbiter of ordinary experience, no 
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longer a fixed higher realm into which we rise in order to escape the vicissitudes of 

ordinary experience. No longer do the precision and non-existential quality of logical 

universals set the standard for Reality or for all of language and experience, thereby 

denigrating non-logical experience” (p. 211). In other words, in line with both 

pragmatism and feminism, a Langerian rhetorical theory is based on an instrumentalist 

view of logic, and offers an alternative to the hegemonic, logico-discursive tradition that 

many feminist scholars take issue with. If we shift our view toward Langer, Quintilian's 

description of the ideal rhetor as “the good man speaking well” will no longer suffice 

because we need to open rhetoric up to other modes of expression beyond speech and 

language. This calls for a broader view beyond “speaking well,” even beyond 

“communicating well.”  We need a rhetorical theory that explains what it means to 

“symbolize well.”  We need to redefine “eloquence” in the digital age.               

ELOQUENCE – THE OLD KEY 

Defining eloquence, much like defining rhetoric, can be tricky not only because 

eloquence can be seen as both a quality and skill, but because of the hegemonic 

prioritization of discursivity in rhetoric, definitions of eloquence have generally assumed 

an underlying prioritization of language. These definitions have also tended to be tied to 

various technologies. We can mark rhetorical ages or eras very roughly as follows: oral 

era, print era, electronic era, and digital era. Each era embraces new technological norms 

and, as a result, embraces new rhetorical norms. As such, each era has its own practical 

definition of what eloquence entails. 
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Initially, eloquence was associated with speech, but it came to be associated 

equally with all language. As Gray (1963) explains: 

The humanists’ stand on eloquence implied an almost incredible faith in the 
power of the word. The sweeping claims which ancient writers on rhetoric had 
made for the impact of oratory were reiterated by the humanists for the written as 
for the spoken word. The classical precepts governing the art of oratory were now 
applied to all forms of literature. The process of merging rhetoric and literature 
within a generalized view of eloquence had been initiated already in later 
antiquity, and the humanists continued and extended this development. For them, 
after all, the existing models of eloquence were precisely the surviving texts. The 
written word of the past still possessed vital authority, still enclosed the essential 
material of useful knowledge and right action, still enabled men to visualize and 
benefit from the heroes, institutions, and ideas of the ancient world. Antiquity had 
life and force because of its perpetuation in literature. (p. 503)  

Similarly, Vico (1990) asked, “What is eloquence, in effect, but wisdom, ornately and 

copiously delivered in words [emphasis added] appropriate to the common opinion of 

mankind?”  (p. 78). For humanists, eloquence was both a shared and valued intellectual 

method, with classical rhetoric providing “a body of precepts for the effective 

communication of ideas and, equally important, with a set of principles which asserted 

the central role of rhetorical skill and achievement in human affairs” (Gray, 1963, p. 

498). Accordingly, eloquence was “a harmonious union between wisdom and style; its 

aim was to guide men toward virtue and worthwhile goals, not to mislead them for 

vicious or trivial purposes” (p. 498). Interestingly, the Renaissance humanists believed, 

for instance, that philosophy lacked the ability to stir the passions. It was too abstract and 

intellectual with “no true utility or direct relevance for human life,” and it failed to 

“communicate important truths with persuasive effect” (p. 501). It seems that humanists 

saw the eloquent orator as more than a philosopher; they saw him as a hero—a man who 
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used eloquence to move society toward rightful action. Cicero (Full text of “Cicero. De 

oratore,” 2016) for example, describes the ideal orator as a male authority figure with an 

obligation to “arouse” society toward righteousness. As he explains, “the power of an 

orator is most manifest in dealing with people’s feelings, when he is stirring them to 

anger or to hatred and resentment, or is calling them back from these same emotions to 

mildness and compassion” (Cicero, p. 71). While such descriptions suggest an 

understanding of eloquence that prizes passionate communication, the humanists most 

certainly conceived of these affectations as being in service of the word, whether spoken 

or written, and did not provide descriptions of rhetors who aroused emotions solely 

through non-linguistic means.  

So, in each of these explanations we see eloquence linked to the linguistic—to 

words—but at the same time, eloquence seems to entail something more than mere word 

choice. According to Jamieson (1988), the classical view of eloquence embraced by the 

humanists unites feeling and wisdom through “contentious, passionate, and intense” 

discourse; it was thought of as logic and reason “on fire” (p. 45). As Jamieson notes, 

rhetorical eras are guided by certain metaphors, and eventually, the figurative flames of 

the ideal orator gave way to battle and war metaphors. In the electronic age, however, 

things changed, and “fiery words of combat [had] no place on the intimate media of radio 

and television: fire metaphors and the style they signal [gave] way to metaphors of 

electricity and a cooler conversational style” (p. 45). With the widespread use of 

electrical amplification via radio, television, and microphones, the ideal rhetor was no 

longer described using battle metaphors—a great speaker was less likely to “overpower” 
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an audience than to “electrify” one. Additionally, television introduced the shift from 

words functioning to “create” pictures, to words functioning to “caption” them 

(Jamieson, 1988, p. 53).  Jamieson suggests that this shift was also partially responsible 

for several other consequences in oratorical norms, including a more conversational style 

of delivery, coupled with natural gestures rather than “impassioned speech” (p. 53). 

While Jamieson’s observations here are descriptive rather than prescriptive, it is fair to 

say that changes in technology contribute to changes in both our experience of eloquence 

and our definitions of it. 

While the canonical foundation of rhetoric has been discussed in terms of low-

tech, long, expository speeches, the electronic era ushered in a new definition of 

eloquence. According to Jamieson (1998), in the electronic era, we ditched the so-called 

“masculine” style of speechmaking and turned to a more intimate style that was better 

suited for television. In the televisual realm, the epitome of eloquence was no longer a 

loud, assertive, male speaker, arguing through logical deduction. It was a “feminized” 

speaker, marked by an indirect, narrative style, more inductive than deductive, one 

“moving from example to example, and … usually grounded in personal experience” 

(Campbell, 1989, p. 440). As television and other mass media moved society away from 

an oratorical political world based on discursive deliberation and toward one favoring a 

“feminine style,” we created a new set of rhetorical constraints for political candidates, 

resulting in an ideal candidate who is less of a hero. Eloquence in the electronic era 

required a good storyteller dripping with pathos—someone who reminds us of ourselves. 
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Television also changed the object of political rhetoric. While it was once a 

discipline primarily concerned with speech or text, televised communication is highly 

image-based. It also often includes music and has tended to include less and less 

expository speaking as time goes on. Nevertheless, the inclusion of non-textual rhetoric 

has not been fully embraced within the discipline. Some scholars lament the 

consequences of the reliance on highly presentational rhetoric that television brought 

with it. Jamieson (1988), in particular, is suspicious of this turn to what she describes as a 

more “feminine style.” According to Jamieson, the pathos-heavy rhetoric of the 

electronic era is bad for democracy because it is not deliberative, it does not encourage 

critical thinking, it prohibits the development of a common cultural heritage, it prevents 

us from developing an ear for eloquence, and we do not have methods for analyzing 

visual persuasion. For these reasons, she argues, it results in the election of leaders who 

are better at acting than they are knowledgeable about policy. According to Jamieson, 

President Ronald Reagan’s use of feminine style is the paradigmatic example of the 

electronic era’s lack of logos in favor of ethos and pathos. The result is a leader who 

makes us feel good about ourselves, but lacks an articulate vision of the future of the 

nation. Similarly, Hart (1999) describes how the seductive nature of the small screen 

makes us “feel” informed, leading to less motivation to actually be informed. Conversely, 

as Grabe and Bucy (2009) explain, “the visual mode of communication is largely 

overlooked in the great narratives about politics, democracy, and the public sphere” (p. 

3). Scholars have certainly discussed the importance of image in the televised campaign, 

but this is generally seen as an obstacle to be overcome. And while television has 
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increased public exposure to political information, more often it has been “accused of 

thriving on ‘unreason,’ contributing to an ‘idiot culture,’ and striking ‘at the emotions 

rather than the intellect’” (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p. 4). Nevertheless, as Grabe and Bucy 

argue, “despite several high-profile assaults on television’s purported corrosive effect on 

civic participation, political discourse and the overall health of the public sphere … 

empirical research has been quietly documenting a positive and persistent relationship 

between network news viewing and political learning” (p. 267).  In other words, despite 

its potential negative effects, television can also have positive effects on political life.  

Although Jamieson (1988) admits that one can be “eloquent in ways uniquely 

televisual” (p. 239), she also warns that “those unschooled in the past readily confuse 

elegance with eloquence, conviction with cogency” (p. 241).  The antidote she offers is a 

reprioritization of Aristotelian logos, a focus on statement and proof rather than emotion 

and aesthetics. As she explains, “a lived knowledge of the sounds of great words makes it 

easier to spot counterfeit ones and makes us less susceptible to policy claims warranted 

not by reasoned proof but by pathetic appeals” (p. 242). Jamieson’s solution is that we 

must strive for a renaissance of classical eloquence. We need to return to a place where 

the “good man speaking well” is critically respected. She suggests countermeasures such 

as encouraging oratory in schools, reducing the quantity of presidential speeches, doing 

away with ghostwriters, returning to the tradition of newspapers printing speeches in-full, 

re-broadcasting long segments (not sound bites) of candidates’ speeches, and abstaining 

from interviews on the convention floor or, in other words, returning to an understanding 

of eloquence as deductive, discursive, longform oratory. 
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While there are certainly aspects of political life that are best understood and 

warranted by reasoned proof, much of political discourse goes beyond policy claims. In 

understanding the whole of political life, holding orators in the electronic era to the 

standards of the past and faulting audiences for being persuaded by rhetorical charlatans 

may not be helpful. There have always been cases of rhetoric being used as a means of 

deception. Therefore, there has always been a need for speakers to learn how to be more 

skillful and more ethical rhetors. Equally, if not more important, is the corresponding fact 

that there has also always been a need for audiences to be more critical in their analysis 

and assessment of rhetorical messages. As Brummett (2008) explains: 

[I]t is impossible to turn back a wave of global cultural change fueled by 
commerce and technology. If people around the world are obsessed with style 
because we are being driven to hyperconsume so as to support late capitalism, if 
technology is coming to make style and its sister, entertainment, more and more 
engrossing, if ways of thinking are shifting from the verbal, expositional, and 
demonstrative toward a more aesthetic mix—well, get over it. That’s the way it is 
going to be. Our task is more to understand than to bemoan. I am convinced that 
once a brave new world of stylistic discourse, rhetoric, and politics becomes the 
usual thing for people, it will start to seem like the right thing. What is key is to 
know how this globally spreading system of signification works and to understand 
our place in it (p. 172). 
 

What if Brummet is right? What if, technology has changed the way we communicate so 

much that it has shifted the way we think from the “expositional and demonstrative 

toward a more aesthetic mix”? Do we just need to “get over it”? Perhaps, at the very 

least, we need to consider the fact that technology has changed, and will continue to 

change, the way we communicate and, therefore, we need our rhetorical theories to 

change with it. 
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TOWARD “GETTING OVER IT” 

In the digital era, attention spans are shorter as we encounter more and more 

information in less and less time. This has created new constraints for rhetors. Like the 

electronic era, eloquence in the digital age includes a more narrative style, but the 

longform, narrative style of the thirty-minute to one-hour T.V. slot, is no longer the norm. 

Now, people are experiencing rhetorical messages on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, 

Twitter, and other non-linear, image-heavy, constantly-updating social channels. 

Audiences in the digital age have little patience for long stories, much less long 

arguments. Does this mean all hope is lost? 

While Jamieson and Hart find the turn to a mediated democracy regrettable, there 

are a number of positive aspects for American democracy as we shift from the electronic 

age to the digital era. First, digital culture is participatory. Almost anyone can produce 

and author content. Websites are easy to create, allowing anyone with a computer to 

become a web architect. Blogging has made it easy to be a publisher, and digital cameras 

have democratized photography. This last example is of particular interest in that the art 

of photography was once limited to the skilled, professional photographer, but with 

relatively high-quality cameras now a standard feature on many mobile phones, a 

significant number of Americans do not go anywhere without one. Applications like 

Instagram and Snapchat allow users to upload and share images within seconds, 

transforming the cultural meaning of photographs. The popularization of digital 

photography and the ease of apps like Instagram have allowed the regular person “to 

express their sensory experiences and emotions,” and it has even become common for 
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citizens to surveil the police and lawmakers and for mainstream media outlets to 

incorporate user generated content (i.e., amateur content) in both their digital and 

televised broadcasts (Hoo, Year, p. 267). Whereas in the past, photography was linked to 

family and ritual, and limited to capturing special or momentous occasions, we are now 

able to document every moment of daily life, and we do.  

Of course, there are still inequalities in individual versus corporate capacities of 

dissemination of digital content, but the playing field is leveled by the ease with which 

one can publish content and communicate with elites in any given field. While power 

distribution is certainly not equal, rhetorical opportunity is more egalitarian than ever. In 

a way, the democratization of content production has made artists and rhetors of all of us, 

and this abundance of non-discursive, non-representational content suggests a need for a 

better understanding of presentational symbolism, presentational rhetoric, and 

presentational eloquence. 

ENTERING THE DIGITAL ERA: THE AGE OF PRESENTATION 

In order to escape the siren call of Plato, rhetoricians must reconceptualize 

symbolism, aesthetics, and emotion. Such a move is long overdue. Jamieson and others 

have pointed out that television changed what it meant to be an eloquent speaker. Now 

with the ubiquity of online communication, the electronic era has quickly moved into the 

digital age. The introduction of the internet has changed daily life and daily 

communication. Over 80 percent of Americans are online with most of them using social 

networking sites (Anderson, Perrin, Anderson, & Perrin, 2015; Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, 

Lenhart, & Madden, 2015). We have not seen this sort of media disruption “since the 
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early days of television” (Gangadharbatla & Logan, 2014, p. 45). All this 

interconnectivity has led information to travel much faster and in more relevant ways, but 

media is not only consumed more quickly, more personally, and more often, it is also 

consumed differently with the assumption of one-way communication becoming more 

rare. Through social media, it is not just us finding information—the information also 

finds us (Gangadharbatla & Logan, 2014).  

While some might think of this as the electronic era on speed, it is so much more 

than that. In his 1967 book, The Medium is the Message, McLuhan explains: 

Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the media by which men 
communicate than by the content of the communication. The alphabet, for 
instance, is a technology that is absorbed by the very young child in a completely 
unconscious manner, by osmosis so to speak. Words and the meaning of words 
predispose the child to think and act automatically in certain ways. The alphabet 
and print technology fostered and encouraged a fragmenting process, a process of 
specialism and of detachment. Electric technology fosters and encourages 
unification and involvement. (p. 8) 

 
Whatever the predominant technology of the time may be, it results in omnipresent, 

largely unconscious patterns of thought, behavior, and communication. It creates a 

communication environment. As McLuhan notes, “environments are not passive 

wrappings, but are, rather, active processes which are invisible. The ground rules, 

pervasive structure, and overall patterns of environments elude easy perception” (p. 68). 

The environment McLuhan refers to in the passage above is the electronic environment, 

or the age of electronic media—the ditto machine, the movie industry and, of course, 

television. His is an investigation into the ways in which we don’t just construct our 

environments and technologies, but we are simultaneously constructed by them. 

McLuhan’s main contention is that in order to understand the content of a message, one 
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must first understand the environment, meaning that in order to understand eloquence 

today, we have to understand contemporary rhetors as digital rhetors. 

By “digital rhetors” I do not mean people communicating via digital media, 

although they most likely will do so much of the time. Digital rhetors are those 

communicating in the context of the current digital age. As previously noted, in the 

classical era, eloquence generally meant a fiery, male, live oration, and the electronic era 

introduced a new understanding of eloquence, privileging a more intimate, narrative, and 

emotive speaking style. The ways in which the digital environment privileges certain 

rhetorical styles over others has yet to be fully understood. Digital communication has 

not only exponentially increased our access to information and global interactions, it has 

democratized content production and publication, and has dramatically increased the 

speed at which information is delivered. These aspects have led to an overly saturated 

media environment with immense competition for attention and a short lifespan for 

information. One might be led to wonder if the difference between the electronic age and 

the digital age is merely a matter of degree. Or has the shift to a new medium and a new 

environment created a new way of being? 

This dissertation begins with the assumption that digital technology has radically 

changed our environment. It has changed the way you do your job. It has changed how 

you get your news. It is changing how you are entertained, your dinner conversations, 

and your home. It has probably changed the way you are reading this right now. In short, 

it is changing you. It is more than a medium. It is a “participatory layer” allowing “users 

to self-select their own experiences” and granting rhetors “the ability to bridge media, 
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gain feedback, iterate their message, and collect relationships” (Caddell, 2013), and with 

this shift, our definitions of eloquence should be shifting, too. 

Digital technology has rapidly changed and continues to change almost every 

aspect of communication so that the eloquent speaker of today has more in common with 

the artist than the whistle-stop speakers of the past, and this calls for new theories of 

rhetoric. It is time for rhetoric to reformulate its questions. It is time for a new key. To 

this end, the central concern of this dissertation is how the change in our communication 

environment has changed the way we ought to (re)conceive of eloquence. Put simply, I 

ask: What is eloquence in the digital age? 

But just as new environments emerge out of old ones, new theories of 

communication can benefit from looking to the past. A better understanding of how art 

functions to highlight our environment is foundational to rhetoric and requires a theory of 

rhetoric that can deal with feeling. It requires a theory that does not prioritize deliberative 

debate over affect. To build such a theory, in subsequent chapters I will provide a more 

in-depth recovery of Langer’s work, but I will begin chapter 2 by explaining why 

thinking about eloquence in terms of political communication is a good starting point. In 

further chapters, I provide case studies of political rhetoric viewed through a Langerian 

lens, and I explore the consequences of embracing a new key of eloquence. 

 

 
 

 [1] In the digital world, memes are images, videos, or pieces of text, often humorous in nature, that are 

copied and spread rapidly, evolving as they are shared. 
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Chapter 2: The Personal is Political 

 As is common in an election year, the 2012 season premiere of Saturday Night 

Live opened with a parody of a presidential speech. In this case, it was Barack Obama’s 

speech at the previous week’s Democratic National Convention. On the show, Obama 

(played by Jay Pharaoh) stands behind a podium and says, “So, America I know that 

you’re not in love with me any more, but I want you to know that my heart still beats for 

you. And I can prove it.” As proof, he begins to sing Al Green’s “Let’s Stay 

Together.”  After crooning, “I’m... I’m so in love with you,” he asks, “That was fun 

right? So, do you want that? Or do you want this?” The scene cuts to Mitt Romney 

(played by Jason Sudeikis) singing the “E-I-E-I-O” refrain from “Old MacDonald.”  

Regardless of one’s political affiliation, this bit only works if the audience agrees 

with Pharaoh’s implication that the performance of the Al Green song proves one thing, 

while “Old MacDonald” proves something else. We are not explicitly told what these 

songs are meant to prove, but then again, it would not be funny if it had to be explained. 

Funny or not, this sketch highlights the possibility that a song might capture and convey 

something about politics, but does it really “prove” anything? Can a song express an 

argument? Or does it merely express a feeling? And if the latter is true, was Obama 

elected because of what Americans thought about him, or how they felt?  

Even if Obama was elected based on feeling over fact, should this be cause for 

concern? Is this an isolated incident? Or is this indicative of a widespread dismissal of 

rational discourse in favor of emotional appeals? The work of political communication 

scholars like Jamieson (1998) and Hart (1994), suggests that American democracy has 
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become increasingly irrational and they would likely view the response to the Obama 

campaign as indicative of a broad turn toward politics based on feeling. Accordingly, we 

should be at least somewhat concerned.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, one response to this concern has been to 

suggest that we attempt go back to an ideal and bygone era of rational discourse. But 

there are three reasons to be troubled by such suggestions. First, it is not entirely clear 

that such an era of rational discourse ever actually existed. Even in the print era, use of 

affective imagery and non-discursive appeals existed—through photographs and comic 

strips, for instance—and a significant portion of the population has always preferred 

more emotional content.  This is neither new nor unique to television. In fact, a 1925 

article in the journal Social Forces, bemoans the decline of the political editorial, citing 

an overwhelming public preference for less argumentative, more emotional content. The 

author actually takes this a step further, arguing that what people consider “emotional 

content” has changed. As Beuick (1925) explains:  

Nevertheless, the argumentative editorial that dealt in abstractions did touch 
people’s emotions at one time, and thoroughly entertained newspaper readers. The 
people did not seek to have their emotions stirred. The stirring occurred because 
men had grown up in environments that had trained them to believe that the 
destiny of the nation revolved around political decisions that were fought out 
abstractly and argumentatively in editorial articles. (p. 158). 

 
The point here is not similar to arguments made by Jamieson and Hart, but Beuick makes 

it decades earlier, demonstrating that the bygone era of political utopia that they long for 

was, at best, dissipating much earlier than they have suggested. Another possibility is that 

it never existed at all and that our political process has always been communicated 

through a combination of discursive argumentation and affective symbolism.  
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Even if we accept that previous generations experienced politics more rationally 

and less emotionally, it is simply not possible to go back. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, technology has not just changed politics—it has changed us. It has changed how 

we experience the world and has introduced new ways of communicating that require 

new means of analysis. Perhaps we are “seduced” by highly affective media, as Hart 

claims, but if such seduction is inevitable, it is important that we understand the process 

and develop a better understanding of the role of feeling in politics. Finally, it may also 

be the case that emotional decision-making, media seduction, and affective campaigning 

are not as irrational as previous research suggests. Langer posits that a large portion of 

human mental activity cannot be captured in the linear terms of propositional logic, but 

that does not preclude such thoughts from being the basis of rational action. Based on her 

work, I would like to challenge the dual assumptions that discursive logic is our best 

means of political decision-making and that media seduction is something to fear. But 

first, I need to explain why political communication scholars privilege deliberative debate 

over pathetic appeals. Then, I will explain how presentational rhetoric shifts the view and 

allows for a new perspective on emotional voting.  

GOING WITH YOUR GUT: EMOTIONAL VOTING 

In exploring how political communication scholars came to be so fearful of 

presentational rhetoric, an important concept to understand is that of “good” or “correct 

voting.” Good voting is when a citizen’s candidate preference is consistent with their 

expressed political interests (Lau & Redlawsk, 1997). Scholars agree that knowledge of 

political facts is crucial to a representative democracy because it allows citizens to vote in 
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a manner consistent with their beliefs and interests (Althaus, 2003; Lau & Redlawsk, 

2001). Research also suggests that there is an increasing reliance on visual and emotional 

appeals at the expense of rational discourse leading much of the electorate to vote against 

their interests (Frank, 2007; Hart, 1999; Jamieson, 1988). Ignoring the 2016 campaign 

season for the moment, debates have generally been considered one of the more logical 

forms of political information, largely devoid of pathetic appeals and a time to focus on 

the hard issues.  For this reason, many communication scholars consider presidential 

debates our best hope for sustained, rational, political discourse (Carlin & McKinney, 

1994; Coleman, 2000; Jamieson, 1987). However, the research is divided when it comes 

to how these debates actually affect the citizenry. Some scholars have found that debate 

viewing increases issue knowledge (Becker, Sobowale, Cobbey, & Eyal, 1978; Chaffee, 

1978; Lemert, 1993). Others have found that debate viewing affects image and character 

perceptions (Benoit, Blanely, & Peir, 1998; Holbrook, 1999; Lang & Lang, 1962). 

Regardless of the takeaway, Benoit and Hansen (2004) suggest that watching a 

presidential debate is not likely to alter a viewer’s vote choice, although it may serve to 

strengthen it. Given that even the extended, largely discursive exposition of a presidential 

debate is unlikely to change the mind of a decided voter, is this truly our best option for 

encouraging good voting?  

In a recent Letter to the Editor in The New York Times, a professor of political 

science, Steven Millies, argues:  

We know, not only from the Trump campaign, but also from the successes 
of Newt Gingrich, Sarah Palin and others, that pandering to the anxieties 
of lower-income, less-educated or older white voters is where we find the 
most energy today in American politics. The debate and the division are 
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driven by the skillful manipulators of economic and cultural anxieties, 
both real and perceived. 
Those most susceptible voters are, by now, immune to evidence and 
rational argument. Our media and political environment is built to reassure 
them hourly about how right they are, to more deeply fix them in a one-
sided worldview. 
We are past mere political division. We have embarked on a more visceral 
era in which emotion supersedes political discussion. A reasonable 
argument is no longer enough. Somehow, we must address those anxieties 
to reclaim the place of reason in our political life.  

 
If “a reasonable argument is no longer enough,” and I question whether it ever was, how 

should we “address those anxieties” that guide our political decision-making?  As Westen 

(2008) notes, “the vision of the mind that has captured the imagination of philosophers, 

cognitive scientists, economists, and political scientists since the eighteenth century—a 

dispassionate mind that makes decisions by weighing the evidence and reasoning to the 

most valid conclusions—bears no relation to how the mind and brain actually work” (p. 

ix). Regardless of what we would like to believe, “the data from political science are 

crystal clear: people vote for the candidate who elicits the right feelings, not the candidate 

who presents the best arguments” (Westen, p. 125). In other words, people vote with their 

hearts and not their minds, but what exactly does it mean to vote with your heart?  Is it 

necessarily a bad thing? Even if it is, can it be avoided? If it turns out that voting with our 

hearts is inevitable, can our hearts learn to make better choices? 

THE RATIONAL WORLD (AND ITS PROBLEMS) 

In general, when it comes to political decision-making, the underlying assumption 

has been that we should check our emotions at the door. Dating back to Plato and 

Aristotle, a rational ordering of the world has been a pervasive influence in Western 

thought. The classical rationalist view presumes that a human being is an essentially 
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rational creature whose decision-making and communication is based on logical 

argument, that rationality consists of factual knowledge and argumentation, and that the 

world can be figured out through the application of structured reason and logical analysis 

(Fisher, 1984). Thanks to Aristotle, Western argumentation has long been guided by 

syllogistic reasoning, with the oft-used example being: “All men are mortal. Socrates is a 

man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.” The logical form expressed here is: A=B; B=C; 

Therefore, A=C. Regardless of the semantic contents of an argument, so long as the 

conclusion follows necessarily from the premises, the argument should be deemed valid. 

Of course, for an argument to be both true and valid, the conclusion must follow from 

true premises.  

Aristotle applies a similar model to rhetoric. In the Aristotelian view, rhetorical 

logic is concerned with concepts, classes, and arguments. It is a rule-based means of 

assessing reason in discourse and is guided by the tenets of technical logic. However, it 

differs from technical logic, in that it is topical, or concerned with a subject matter, but its 

rules are still generalizable because topoi or questions can be applied to similar rhetorical 

situations. In other words, it is concerned with forms, or more specifically, types of 

arguments dependent on “forms of controversy” (e.g., forensic, deliberative, etc.).  

Aristotle’s contributions to rhetorical logic are substantial and continue to be 

influential. For example, Hawhee (2011) draws from Aristotle’s references to “rhetorical 

vision” to formulate a theory applicable to contemporary visual rhetoric. She argues for 

broader attention to the visual in rhetorical studies, including the use of visual objects in 

persuasive appeals, a rhetorical understanding of perception, and the development of “a 
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rhetorical style that infuses words with perceivable movement and life, with visualizable 

action” (p. 140). There are good chances that Hawhee’s call will be heard, as the article 

has since had eight citations, and a Google Scholar search of “Aristotle” and “visual 

rhetoric” turns up 229 results published since 2015.  

Aristotle’s influence, however, has contributed to a limited view of human 

decision-making. This view has been referred to as “the rational world paradigm.” 

According to Fisher (1984), the rational world paradigm arises out of the following 

presuppositions:  

(1) humans are essentially rational beings (2) the paradigmatic mode of human 
decision-making and communication is argument-clear-cut inferential implicative 
structures; (3) the conduct of argument is ruled by the dictates of situations—
legal, scientific, legislative, public, and so on; (4) rationality is determined by 
subject matter knowledge, argumentative ability, and skill in employing the rules 
of advocacy in given fields; and (5) the world is a set of logical puzzles which can 
be resolved through appropriate analysis and application of reason conceived as 
argumentative construct. (p. 268) 

 
On this view, humans are rational beings and all behaviors, including communication and 

decision-making should stem from reasoned, linear thought. It is not that emotion and 

desire do not exist, but that reason should guide desire toward action. The role of reason 

is to deduce relationships and facts in order to make judgments. In this case, judgments 

are deductions based on propositional knowledge. So, emotions and “gut instincts” 

cannot be reasonable or unreasonable in and of themselves. They can only be considered 

unreasonable or irrational insofar as they are based on incorrect knowledge. If one can 

have perfect knowledge of the facts, a rational judgment and proper desire should follow.  

Fisher (1984) rejects this view and makes a distinction between technical logic 

and rhetorical logic, stating that the latter “deals in probable knowledge; its procedures 
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and criteria are analogs to those of technical logic or are distinct in content and function; 

and its conclusions are time-bound, contingent, civic, and cultural” (p. 28). Technical 

logic allows the argument to be individually inferred. Rhetorical logic requires 

communication with an audience and is dependent on context. The rational world 

paradigm lacks explanatory power in such situations, so Fisher calls for an alternative 

paradigm. 

Similarly, Toulmin (1992) rejects the privileging of rationality, seeking to unite 

theory and praxis in the human and natural sciences. He warns against over-

technicalization and over-theorization of the humanities because, like Langer, he believes 

that much of human experience is not captured by these frameworks.  He traces this 

obsession with rational certainty back to a faith in science beginning with the likes of 

Galileo, Descartes, Leibniz, and Newton. According to Toulmin, the seventeenth century 

ushered in a vision of cosmopolis, or the idea that society could be explained by 

organizing political ideas just as Newton and Leibniz organized ideas about nature, and 

this vision would guide much of Western thought for the next several hundred years. The 

idea of cosmopolis resulted in numerous scientific and technological innovations and 

brought with it a privileging of rational categories and a misconception that all of human 

experience could be fitted into such categories. While Toulmin acknowledges that the 

rationalist tradition is responsible for much of modern technology, he argues that 

rationality and faith in science ought to be balanced by the moral concerns of humanist 

modes of thoughts, represented by writers like Erasmus, Shakespeare, and Montaigne. 
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Rationalism and morality, or what he calls “reasonableness,” are beginning to, 

and should, converge. For example, for any given engineering project, even those funded 

by private entities, the public expects questions of environmental and ecological 

consequences to be addressed alongside technical specifications and projections. While 

laws of mathematics and physics will tell us what we can do, they have never been able 

to fully predict whether we should. Although aesthetics and ethics do not necessarily 

address the same issues, the larger point remains; a purely rational view of the world 

cannot account for the full spectrum of human experience. 

Another problem with privileging rationality is the corresponding denigration of 

emotion. As Williams and Bendelow (1998) explain, this neglect is rooted in a Platonic 

tradition and reinforced by Aristotle and later Descartes. The result has been a separation 

of nature and culture, mind and body, and public and private. These dichotomies have 

resulted in a Western tendency to dismiss feelings as inner, private, and irrational 

sensations, and the public/private dichotomy results in further negative consequences 

where feminism is concerned. In discussing forms of patriarchy, Walby (1990) suggests 

that Western patriarchy has consisted of two major forms: public and private. As she 

explains, private patriarchy has excluded women from many areas of public life. The fact 

that we have never had a female president is an example of this type of exclusion. In 

private patriarchy, women are relegated to private or domestic spaces. As such, public or 

outer worlds become linked to masculinity, and the private or inner world of feelings has 

been linked to the feminine, “to women’s ‘dangerous desires’ and ‘hysterical bodies,’” 

with the traditional view being that such desires must be tamed or reigned in “by the 
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steady hand of (male) reason” (p. 131). This helps to explain the tendency to link extra-

linguistic rhetorical strategies in political communication to feminine style, while linking 

expository, propositional argumentation to masculine style.  

Although a full discussion of feminine style is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, a brief summary is appropriate here. In short, feminine style can be thought 

of as a rhetorical style based on the strategic appropriation of gendered stereotypes 

(Sheeler & Anderson, 2014). Campbell (1989) argues that this style is a strategic means 

of addressing non-hegemonic audiences who were not used to the norms of the largely 

white and male activity of public address. Blankenship and Robson (1995) focus on 

rhetorical themes indicative of feminine style, including: using personal experience to 

ground political judgments, giving value to relationships and inclusivity, a practical view 

of attaining power as a means to accomplish things for the greater good, and giving more 

priority to “women’s issues” (pp. 358-359). It is important to note that a “feminine style” 

can be used by both women and men and certain technologies privilege “masculine style” 

while others privilege what have been thought of as more friendly to “feminine styles” of 

communication. Historically, public speaking was done from a stage, lectern, or perhaps 

even a train. These environments called for large, above-the-waist gestures, booming 

voices, and exaggerated expressions—the opposite of what was called for in a more 

intimate setting like the home. And because the public sphere was male-dominated, while 

women tended to home life, in Western culture we began to associate these larger, louder, 

more formal speaking styles with men and masculinity, while designating softer more 

intimate speaking styles to the private, or feminine sphere (Jamieson, 1999). With the 
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invention of microphones and movie screens, a loud and bombastic speaking style 

became unnecessary, and with the closely cropped intimacy of television, Jamieson 

argues, it became acceptable and even advantageous for the hegemonic, male speaker to 

adopt a feminine rhetorical style. According to some feminist scholars, the result is that 

white, male speakers have co-opted the only tools of subversion available to female and 

minority voices.  

Resolving the issues inherent in theories of feminine style requires the dissolution 

of the feminine/masculine dichotomy, and Langer offers an alternative vocabulary. She 

argues that although symbols are often used to communicate, they are also, and perhaps 

more fundamentally, used to express feeling. Because she does not assume a primarily 

utilitarian function of language, one where communication is the motivation for 

symbolization, her theory provides a rational basis of what we have generally considered 

the effeminate, the affective, and the aesthetic. In doing so, she provides a basis for 

rhetorical scholars to better understand, explain, and analyze feminine rhetorical style 

without positioning it in diametric opposition to a preferred masculine rhetorical style. In 

other words, she provides the foundation for alternative means of addressing audiences 

who may not relate to the androcentric norms of Western public address.  

POLITICS IN A NEW KEY 

Numerous problems have resulted from divorcing emotion from reason, and the 

discursive and syllogistic from the non-discursive or presentational—including narrative, 

visual, and all other extra-linguistic forms of communication—in feminist rhetorical 

theory. For instance, when Jamieson (1999) argues that we need “reasoned exposition” 
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because “in longer communicative forms, we are better able to see a mind at work” (p. 

13), she implies that discourse is the only way to see the symbolization of rationality. She 

further argues, “None of this means that a thirty-second [television] spot is necessarily 

simple-minded or that a thirty-minute speech is usually substantive. It does mean that it is 

impossible to adequately warrant complex claims in sixty, thirty, twenty, or fourteen 

seconds” and “by relying on an associative grammar to imply causality, product ads also 

have dulled our analytic acuity” (p. 14). While warranted claims do require a certain 

amount of complexity and, therefore, time, her criticisms of narrative, visual, and other 

non-syllogistic means of persuasion assume critical thinking are limited to discursive, 

propositional, and syllogistic, but as I will continue to argue, this assumption is not 

necessary and should be questioned.  

Despite many unfortunate consequences, however, the divide between reason and 

emotion is alive and well in contemporary political communication scholarship. For 

instance, political scholars tend to believe that increasing knowledge of the issues is the 

key to motivating “good” voting. As such, there are those who would argue that the best 

approach to civic engagement is one that focuses on factual knowledge and logical 

deduction while minimizing visual, aesthetic, and emotional cues. But, the consequences 

of doing so have broad and disastrous implications for American politics. As Alinsky 

(1971) notes,  

The passions of mankind have boiled over into all areas of political life, 
including its vocabulary. The words most common in politics have become 
stained with human hurts, hopes, and frustrations. All of them are loaded with 
popular opprobrium, and their use results in a conditioned, negative, emotional 
response. Even the word politics itself, which Webster says is ‘the science and 
art of government,’ is generally viewed in a context of corruption. (p. 49) 
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Alinsky’s observations bring up two dilemmas in political communication scholarship. 

First, politics is full of passion. The words common to politics and politicians are “stained 

with human hurts, hopes, and frustrations.” Yet, the rational paradigm tells us that 

emotion ought to be overlooked, or at least channeled through reasoned argumentation. A 

democratic system relies on the participation and engagement of the citizenry, but 

because of the tacit adherence to the rational paradigm in Western politics, appeals to 

emotion are almost always seen as manipulative. Political pundits tend to treat words 

“stained” with emotion as “mere rhetoric.” In a world where political life is teeming with 

emotion, it is no wonder that the word “politics” has become synonymous with 

“manipulation” and no wonder why many Americans dislike and abstain from political 

engagement. By requiring adherence to syllogistic reasoning when politics necessarily 

deals with emotional topics like abortion, poverty, and war, communication scholars 

place voters, politicians, and politics in an impossible position. Do we really want 

political leaders to have robotic, rational, and utilitarian responses to weighty issues like 

war? Or do we want them to be human beings moved by emotion? And are these two 

options mutually exclusive?  

Alinsky also highlights the notion that politics is both the science and art of 

governance, and for far too long scholarship has focused on the scientific characteristics 

while ignoring the artful aspects. It is in these artful or aesthetic aspects that affect and 

emotion reside. Communication scholarship must fully engage this portion of political 

life, but exploring it requires a theory of political communication that can and does 

address art. Due to her unorthodox understanding of symbolism, Langer’s theory of art is 



 58 

uniquely positioned to guide such a reinterpretation of the value of affect in politics. She 

offers a vocabulary for interpreting extra-linguistic symbolism and dissolves the 

distinction between emotion and reason. In Philosophy in a New Key (1942), she suggests 

that it is time to apply logical reasoning to new content.  

In this way, one might think that Langer’s view is merely extending the scope of 

the rational world paradigm. I hope to show, however, that in extending its scope, she 

also radically alters our understanding of human rationality. Specifically, Langer seeks to 

extend philosophy beyond pure reason to cover all of human expression, and for this 

reason she offers an appropriate motivation for an analysis of political rhetoric, providing 

that her account can solve the problem of how emotion can be a useful, rational tool for 

political decision-making. The issue at stake here is the question of how to account for 

the affective aspects of political communication in a way that does not begin with the 

assumptions of the rational paradigm, namely that emotional decision-making must be 

guided by syllogistic reasoning. Additionally, as political communication continues to 

shift into the digital environment, the norms of communication shift as well. It is, 

therefore, increasingly important to understand the shifting norms of eloquence with this 

new medium in mind.  

TOWARD DIGITAL ELOQUENCE 

In the pre-televisual era, the concept of eloquence was generally linked to 

language rather than presentation and not often linked to judgment. In both ancient 

Greece and early North American politics, the populace only encountered political 

figures through live events and live speeches from a podium. Now, even the most 
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traditional of campaign speeches is likely to be televised, live-streamed, and possibly 

even GIFed.1 While Jamieson believes we ought to learn to tune out the extra-linguistic 

and focus on reasoned proof, I do not believe that is possible, and the drive to do so will 

only result in communication breakdowns. The digital era demands more than syllogistic 

argumentation, and presentational aspects can not only enhance communication, they can 

help ensure that the intended message is effectively communicated to the audience. For 

example, Tufte (2005) and Feynman (1988) provide analysis of the communication, or 

lack thereof, prior to the Challenger explosion as an example of the disastrous 

consequences of rhetoric that is presentationally ineloquent.  

 On January 28, 1986, Americans across the nation gathered excitedly around 

television screens to watch the launch of Space Shuttle Challenger. Awe quickly turned 

to horror, as the Challenger broke apart before the nation’s eyes. Of the seven 

crewmembers on board, there were no survivors. Immediately after the accident, an 

investigation was launched to determine the cause. Americans were shocked to learn that 

officials at NASA had been warned about the malfunctioning O-rings, which caused the 

accident. The question soon shifted from “How did this happen?” to “Why was this 

allowed to happen?” Feynman (1988) has since suggested that the data was there, but 

people failed to act on it because of the way the information was presented. The data 

presented to NASA officials via PowerPoint included numerous acronyms, lengthy 

amounts of complex information per slide, and much of the information was bulleted 

(Feynman). One way to describe it is to say that it the representational was prioritized 

                                                
1 GIF stands for graphic interchange format, and is a file type that supports both animated and static 
images.  
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over the presentational. Another way, is to say it was “digitally ineloquent.” Statistician 

Edward Tufte argues that the presentation of materials for the 2003 Space Shuttle 

Columbia was similarly difficult to follow. According to Tufte, the slides explaining 

potential issues with foam debris had too much information per slide and the information 

was not presented in an eloquent fashion. Devoid of images, charts, and graphs that might 

help scientists better grasp the information at hand, the information was fragmented and 

buried under too many levels of hierarchy and was never fully absorbed. In this case, 

scientists may have suffered a sort of “rationalism overload” due to the poor use of 

PowerPoint (Shermer, 2005; Tufte, 2005).   

While this does grant an awful lot of power to PowerPoint, both Feynman and 

Tufte suggest that even when presenting hard data, logical conclusions can be obfuscated 

by the style of presentation. Inattention to the aesthetic aspects can distract from 

information warning decision makers about the actual risks involved. The overall failure 

of aesthetics may have contributed to ethical lapses in assessments of flight safety. While 

we may be able to agree with Feynman and Tufte that these are instances of 

presentational ineloquence, it is not quite as clear what presentational eloquence would 

look like, but the takeaway here, is not that “prettier” slides would have conveyed the 

information better. Rather, Tufte’s argument is that PowerPoint never should have been 

used at all. Because the information was so heavily linear, logico-discursive, and dense, 

perhaps a better means of communication would have been a report, which would have 

allowed room for detailed charts and provided the audience time for more in-depth study. 
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This claim is incredibly difficult to prove, but it does offer a compelling example of how 

presentational style affects rhetorical content. 

PRESENTATIONAL ELOQUENCE 

 Of course, this study is not about PowerPoint specifically, but the above example 

serves to demonstrate that presentation can help or hamper one’s ability to assess 

reasoned proof, something that Jamieson’s view of eloquence fails to address. Through 

Langer’s theory of art, we can begin to piece together a picture of presentational 

eloquence and what it means for American politics. By presentational, I mean anything 

that conveys meaning beyond that which is represented by propositional content. Because 

the categories of “representational” and “presentational” are rather fluid, this definition is 

purposely broad and will need to be further refined in chapter 3. For now, it is still useful 

to think of examples of presentational symbols such as music, dances, paintings and 

sculptures, as opposed to representational symbols. By “representational symbols,” I 

mean syllogistic, expository, propositional discourse. In the world of politics, the textual 

content of party platforms, for instance, would be primarily conveyed through 

representational communication, while campaign music, logos, posters, and videos, with 

their reliance on extra-discursive symbolic expression, might be better described as 

presentational because they express meaning in more non-linear, non-linguistic, and 

holistic ways. Again, these are not mutually exclusive categories, and it is important to 

remember that communicative objects generally include both representational and 

presentational symbolism, just to greater and lesser degrees. So, a party platform, when 

read aloud, will begin to take on more presentational aspects, such as tone and cadence. 
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Even in writing, things like font choice and paper type can convey presentational 

meaning. Similarly, a campaign song will have lyrics, which can be viewed 

representationally. An object or certain aspects of an object can almost always be viewed 

either presentationally or representationally. 

Two closely related concepts that I have been using throughout this dissertation 

are discursive and non-discursive. For the most part, representational symbols operate 

discursively or linguistically. Discursive symbols are linear, ordered, and grammatical, 

and as Langer (1957) notes, language is primarily discursive. By this she means that “it 

has permanent units of meaning which are combinable into larger units; it has fixed 

equivalences that make definition and translation possible,” and “its connotations are 

general, so that it requires non-verbal acts, like pointing, looking, or emphatic voice-

inflections, to assign specific denotations to its terms” (pp. 96-97). It is, in other words, 

based on one-to-one representations. She uses the term “discursive” in place of 

“representational” because “the meanings given through language are successively 

understood, and gathered into a whole by the process called discourse” (p. 97). 

Presentational or non-discursive symbolism, on the other hand, is expressed 

through symbol systems or gestalt meaning. It is “untranslatable, does not allow [for] 

definitions within its own system, and cannot directly convey generalities” (p. 97).  

Unlike linguistic or discursive symbolism, “the meanings of all other symbolic elements 

that compose a larger, articulate symbol are understood only through the meaning of the 

whole, through their relations within the total structure” (p. 97). One can read the 

sentence “Rhetoric is like medicine” and understand something about Plato’s Phaedrus, 
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even if it is only the representational meaning of each word or the singular proposition. 

There is representational, one-to-one, discursive, propositional content being relayed 

here. I know that “rhetoric” refers to a certain a discipline or art of communication. I 

understand that the relationship “is like” suggests a similarity between two objects, and I 

know that medicine refers to the science of treating disease. Each of these bits represents 

something and can be broken down further and still convey representational meaning. 

However, as a simile, this sentence also has presentational content that gets lost when the 

sentence is broken down into words. In the same way, one cannot look at just one small 

portion of the Mona Lisa and gain bits of information. Even the curve of her mouth, when 

taken out of context would fail to convey the same meaning. The meaning of the 

painting, or the affective content expressed by it, cannot be explained as the sum of its 

parts the way propositional content can and, therefore, cannot be broken down into 

smaller bits of meaning. The presentational symbol works as a whole. Thus, both non-

discursive and presentational rhetoric can be defined as “the study of how 

[presentational] symbol systems persuade, evoke consensus, become epistemological, 

and organize or employ intended results in human behavior” (Murray, 2009, p. 12).   

Along with her unique view of symbolism, Langer’s approach to communication 

is different in two other key ways: the function and ontology of rhetoric. First, she does 

not assume a primarily utilitarian function of communication. Persuasion, or changing 

one’s beliefs or actions, is not the only role of rhetoric, and based on the Langerian view, 

I would argue that it is not even the primary role. According to Langer, the original role 

of symbol making is expression, and communication is a byproduct of this more primal 
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use. In theory, communication scholars accept that the utilitarian or persuasion-view of 

rhetoric is not the only view. Some scholars have argued that there are ethical problems 

with assuming that the main goal of rhetoric is persuasion (Foss & Griffin, 1995; Stroud, 

2005). In practice, however, we tend to assume that persuasive argumentation is latent in 

every rhetorical act. Whether discussing fear appeals, social movement, apologia, 

invitation or identification, rhetoric, and especially political rhetorical theory is often 

quite concerned with the strategic goals of the rhetor.  

Langer’s second departure from traditional Western thought is her belief that 

metaphysics and epistemology are not the proper goals of philosophy. While this may be 

a more common view now, she was among the first to suggest the turn to semantics. 

Additionally, she is motivated by a desire to understand human experience, and her new 

key of thought is motivated by a desire to move philosophy beyond its focus on pure 

reason to an exploration of all of human expression. She notes that there are many 

symbols of human expression that traditional philosophy does not address, for instance, 

symbols of art, religion, and myth. She argues that works of art are expressive forms, or 

iconic symbols of emotions and aesthetics, and that scientific thinking or discursive 

logical reasoning is not equipped to study these forms. The problem with science, 

according to Langer (1972), is that it clings to the “idols of the laboratory—physicalism, 

methodology, jargon, objectivity and mathematization” (p. 47).  If philosophy were to 

cling to these same idols, then “the whole area of so-called irrational, unmeasurable, 

dynamic processes in human life, such as emotion, expression, morality, and life itself, 

would then be inaccessible to” it (Richter, 2007, p. 108). Because there are mental 
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activities, such as emotions, that cannot be captured discursively, the relations revealed 

through language tell us something about the human mind, but they do not tell us 

everything.  

Based on this observation, Langer (1957) calls for a rejection of the following 

“complementary” assumptions within traditional philosophy: “(1) That language is the 

only means of articulating thought, and (2) That everything which is not speakable 

thought is feeling” (p. 88). Langer proposes that some mental representations are non-

discursive but still articulable and logical. She explains, “there are things which do not fit 

the grammatical scheme of expression. But they are not necessarily blind, inconceivable, 

mystical affairs; they are simply matters which require to be conceived through some 

symbolistic schema other than discursive language” (p. 89). It is important to note that 

she does not equate knowledge with cognition. If knowledge is something like 

“discursive thought,” she has to distinguish it from human cognition because she believes 

that many mental representations are non-discursive. For example, I can think about love. 

I can think “I am in love,” and this is clearly a discursive, propositional thought. But I can 

also feel love. And in the moments before I conceptualize it, when I just feel it, I am still 

thinking. I have not stopped thinking; it is just that what I am thinking, or cognizing, is a 

feeling, not a proposition. The only way for me to express that feeling is through 

presentational symbolism—through art. To put it differently, language is not our only 

means of articulation and to understand the other means of articulation, we must move 

philosophy into a new key, one that is based in art.  
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  Despite her numerous invitations to speak at universities around the world, 

Langer was never seen as influencing rhetorical theory the way that her male 

contemporaries were, and few rhetorical scholars have made use of Langer’s distinctions 

between discursive, or representational, and non-discursive, or presentational rhetoric. As 

Lyon (1995) explains, Langer was a prominent figure in the revivification of rhetorical 

studies. Yet, in the field of communication she is most often mentioned as a footnote in 

discussions of semiotics without mention of her larger philosophical contributions. This 

might be due to the fact that the inclusion of non-discursive symbolism in the study of 

rhetoric was non-existent less than fifty years ago. In fact, it was not until 1970 that 

participants at the National Convention of the Speech Communication Association called 

for a broader view of rhetoric, one that would “include subjects which have not 

traditionally fallen within the critic’s purview; the non-discursive as well as the 

discursive, the nonverbal as well as the verbal” (Sloan et al., 1971, p. 221).  These 

participants also suggested a broader definition of rhetoric, whereby rhetorical analysis 

could apply to any human activity, “process, product, or artifact,” that might “formulate, 

sustain, or modify attention, perceptions, attitudes, or behavior” (p. 220). 

Since then, the call to include the non-discursive has been taken up most often 

under the umbrella of visual rhetoric.  As Foss (2005) explains, “The study of visual 

imagery from a rhetorical perspective also has grown with the emerging recognition that 

visual images provide access to a range of human experience not always available 

through the study of discourse” (p. 143). Foss goes on to explain that, “Human 

experiences that are spatially oriented, nonlinear, multidimensional, and dynamic often 
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can be communicated only through visual imagery or other nondiscursive symbols. To 

understand and articulate such experiences requires attention to these kinds of symbols” 

(p. 143). Although Foss’ language seems to be heavily influenced by Langer, it is 

interesting to note that she never refers to Langer in this discussion. I mention this to 

point out another potential sign that Langer has had more influence in the field of rhetoric 

than she has been credited for, but also to suggest that by reviving her and 

reincorporating more of her theories, we can broaden our understanding of non-discursive 

rhetoric beyond the visual and toward a theory of presentational rhetoric.  

  As Langer rightly points out, not all symbolism is utilitarian in function—that is 

to say, not all symbolism is communicative. It follows then, that not all presentational 

symbolism is within the purview of communication scholars. So, a first step toward a 

theory of presentational rhetoric is providing the criteria for identifying which 

presentational symbols count as rhetoric. Thankfully, Foss (2005) provides three 

necessary conditions for a visual image to qualify as visual rhetoric that can be applied to 

presentational symbols in general: symbolic action, human intervention, and presence of 

an audience. I argue, however, that these criteria can be applied to any form of 

presentational rhetoric. According to Foss, “To qualify as visual rhetoric, an image must 

go beyond serving a sign;” it must “be symbolic, with that image only indirectly 

connected to its referent” (p. 144). For this first criterion, I would rephrase it as follows, 

“To qualify as presentational rhetoric, a non-discursive symbol must go beyond serving 

as a sign and must only indirectly connect to its referent.” Moreover, like visual rhetoric, 

presentational rhetoric “requires human action either in the process of creation or in the 
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process of interpretation” and has an implied audience (p. 144). In addition,  

“[presentational] elements are arranged and modified by a rhetor not simply for self-

expression—although that may constitute a major motive for the creator … but also for 

communication with an audience,” and as with visual rhetoric, the creator “can serve as 

that audience” (p. 144).  

 With these criteria in mind, I take an inductive approach to several examples of 

presidential campaign communication in the digital era. After outlining Langer’s 

elements of presentational symbolism in more detail in the following chapter, in chapter 4 

I turn toward Shepard Fairey’s “HOPE” poster and will.i.am’s “Yes We Can” video and 

song. As Foss explains, “scholars who take an inductive approach to the study of images 

focus on the qualities and functions of images to develop explanations of how visual 

symbols operate. They assume that these differences make enough difference so that 

rhetorical theory has to be developed anew from visual symbols if it is to be relevant to 

and take into account the dimensions of visual forms of rhetoric” (p. 149). The same can 

be said for one taking an inductive approach to presentational symbols in general, with 

the goal being to provide rhetorical expansion. Because I begin with the presentational 

phenomena and build rhetorical theory from those characteristics, my analysis may 

potentially serve to expand current rhetorical theory, particularly in the realm of political 

communication, and create new potentialities “for recognizing the different kinds of 

epistemologies that underlie different kinds of symbolicity” (Foss, 2005, p. 149). I will 

also use this as the foundation for a framework for presentational literacy.  
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Chapter 3: Toward a Theory of Rhetoric in a New Key 

So far, I have argued that feeling is the basis of rhetoric and therefore the standard 

by which rhetorical theories should be judged. I further contend that any useful theory of 

rhetoric must at least reckon with the relationship between symbolism and feeling, and it 

must provide an explanation of how feeling can be communicated, knowing that 

discursive language alone is not enough. While further explanations are forthcoming, it 

should be pointed out that we already know this last point intuitively as it has been said 

many times, by many people, that love is better expressed by a song or poem than 

through logic or reason. Grief, heartache, joy? It is widely accepted that these are all 

better communicated by artists than by dictionaries. Rhetoric, however, is not quite art 

and not quite discourse, but is it merely a hybrid of the two?  

I will continue to argue that rhetoric is not just discourse, which means, at the 

very least, it is “artistic discourse.” One interpretation of rhetoric, then, might consider it 

to be a practical art or techne, but I think a case can be made that rhetoric is, or could be 

considered an art more closely related to the fine arts. If art objects like music, paintings, 

and sculptures, are formal expressions of feeling, and rhetoric is the formal 

communication of feeling, the two are at least closely connected. But what does it mean 

to express feeling formally? What is form? What does it have to do with rhetoric? And 

what does any of this have to do with politics? These are the questions I will attempt to 

address in this chapter, and as I do, a theory of rhetorical eloquence will begin to unfold. 

To this end, I will first summarize Langer’s view of art. Next, informed by the work of 

Lloyd Sandelands (1998), I will explain the connection between form, feeling and 
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society. Then I will relate this connection to the disciplinary “Big Rhetoric” debate, 

before exploring Stroud’s (2008) work on “artful communication,” laying out the 

necessary conditions of both art and rhetoric, and outlining a theory of digital eloquence.  

LANGER ON ART 

On Langer’s view, art can be described as the creation of “virtual reality” or 

“virtual experience,” but she uses this expression in a slightly different sense than we 

might be used to hearing it today. This conception, however, should not imply that the 

feeling or experience of viewing, hearing, reading, or otherwise engaging with an art 

object occurs within some special realm of experience. On the contrary, we experience 

art the same way we experience walking through the mall or brushing our teeth, but an 

experience becomes an “artistic experience” when the introduction of an object sets off 

space and time in a way that reminds us of other experiences, creating a mediated or 

“virtual” experience. An artist’s first task then, is going to be to establish this primary 

illusion, creating a whole, complete form that is set apart from everyday experience 

(Langer, 1950).  

While Langer’s full theory of art is not apparent until her later works, some of her 

early work hints at what she has in store. In fact, her first book, The Cruise of the Little 

Dipper, and Other Fairy Tales, is a children’s book. The title and subject matter suggest 

an early preoccupation with myth, a premonition of her eventual theorizing about 

“magical” or mythic thinking as the basis of all human thought (Mind I). Although 

Langer’s next textual contribution, Introduction to Symbolic Logic, is on a more practical 

topic, her approach to the subject matter is unique. In Symbolic Logic, she provides 
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exceptionally clear explanations of basic philosophical concepts and processes often 

taken for granted as understood, such as abstraction, conception and interpretation, and 

these key concepts will form the basis of her complementary theories of art and mind. 

More well-known, Langer’s chief contribution to aesthetics begins with Philosophy in a 

New Key, where she first proposes a comprehensive philosophy of art as a way to account 

for what she sees as the uniquely human activities of the mind, including language, myth, 

ritual, and art. Her contributions to this project begin with Philosophy in a New Key, 

continue in Feeling and Form, and eventually expand to her three-volume Mind, where 

she provides an evolutionary account of the mind and human culture. 

Although Langer entered philosophy through the doors of symbolic logic, her 

New Key marks a shift in focus. Influenced by Cassirer, she moved away from looking at 

formal logic to a more universal notion of “symbolic transformation.” She came to the 

conclusion that if logic is concerned with forms, and everything has form, then logic can 

be applied to everything. Logic is, therefore, not just limited to discourse. Because the 

human mind pulls patterns out of perception and continuously makes analogies, we as 

humans always come to understand one thing by likening it to another—and language is 

only one way to communicate this process. Language, as a discursive symbol system, 

takes things and puts them into a linear order. Even when things are presented to us 

(through the senses) as a simultaneous whole, once they are described in language they 

take on a discrete, successive quality. As Langer notes, when we describe the unpleasant 

event of a killing, we say something like “Smith killed Jones.” While the actual event 

might be more accurately described as one in which both Smith and Jones are present and 
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killing occurs. In describing that Smith killed Jones, we automatically put a certain order 

to the events. First, you have a person, Smith, and then Smith proceeds to kill another 

person, Jones. While discursive symbols (e.g., words arranged as sentences) are ordered 

and linear, presentational symbols come closer to representing the simultaneous 

amalgamation of senses, or the unordered and nonlinear way in which we actually 

experience the world. Language alone cannot capture this, but art can. Understanding 

how art is able to convey the feeling of a particular experience requires an understanding 

of what is meant by feeling as well as unpacking what is meant by art, but first, it 

requires a more detailed explanation of symbolism. 

THE LOGICAL “BEYOND” 

Langer’s conception of symbolism is not entirely different from her 

predecessors’; she just takes it a step further. There are times where she does seem to 

conceive of presentational symbols as residing in a different conceptual category from 

representational symbols. On the whole, however, it is more appropriate to think of the 

presentational potential of symbolism as representational symbolism “in a new key.” In 

some cases it is helpful to note the categorical differences between discursive or 

representational symbols and non-discursive or presentational symbols, but more often it 

is most useful to think of representation and presentation as ways, or modes, of 

symbolizing. So, rather than describing a strict categorization, one should describe the 

degree to which a symbolic act or work is presentational as well as the degree to which it 

is representational.  
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It may also make sense to think of the difference between presentational and 

representational symbols in terms of focus. In other words, we can choose which lens we 

would like to view an object through—we can view it representationally or 

presentationally. Art often makes use of both modes of symbolism; for instance a 

sentence can have both a literal and a figurative meaning. Depending on an individual’s 

interests or goals, one view may be more helpful than the other. By embracing an 

expanded understanding of symbolism, we can better understand what is knowable and 

what is meaningful. According to Langer, symbolism is the key to knowledge, and 

conversely, what I can know depends on what I can symbolize. If I cannot symbolize it, I 

cannot think it. But this does not mean that I must be able to refer to it in a sentence. A 

purely discursive understanding of symbolism has lead many to conceive of thought as an 

unspoken language. In other words, it takes the form of internal propositions, and 

anything that is not potentially propositional is not thought. As we know, however, there 

are plenty of things that are “thinkable” that we do not have words for. Have you ever 

tried to describe your love for a person, a painting, or even your favorite song? Of course, 

you can attempt to describe your feelings, and you may even get close to conveying what 

you mean, but in many cases words fall short. 

THE GESTALTUNG NATURE OF PERCEPTION 

In Feeling and Form, Langer makes a bold and curious statement that 

“Gestaltung [shaping] is the very nature of perception” (p. 427). In other words, 

perception is inherently shaped or formed. The Kantian view of perception is that it is 

formless and chaotic until we interpret and apply concepts to it—that is, until we apply 
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linguistic symbols to it. But, on Langer’s view, if we are perceiving something, 

symbolizing is already taking place—it just might not be representational symbolism. On 

some accounts, to ask, “What can I symbolize?” might be the same as asking, “What can 

I create a representation of?” But for Langer, the two questions are distinct because by 

“symbolize,” we can also mean “present” not just “represent.” When we represent 

something, we do not create an exact copy of it. Through representation a symbol stands 

in for something else. This conception of thinking is based on an understanding of 

rational thinking as a process through which one matches thoughts to objects through 

symbols and is the basis of the subject/object distinction that undergirds much of Western 

thought and has been the subject of numerous criticisms. Many philosophers, including 

Heidegger, Derrida, and Rorty, have suggested that the problems associated with this 

word-to-world type of representation began with Cartesian mind/body dualism. It was 

Descartes who introduced the idea that the mind reflects reality like a mirror, and in 

doing so, raised the question of whether the mind could be deceived by its own 

representations. Because there is no way to get outside the mind and test this theory, 

Rorty (1980) suggests that language should not be judged by how accurately it represents 

some unknowable “objective” reality, rather he sees it as completely contextual. On 

Rorty’s view then, sentences do not refer to states of affairs in the world; they just refer to 

other sentences. 

Although Langer is less explicit about it, she can be seen as holding a similar 

view to Rorty’s. On her view, concepts are established by comparing two things and then 

abstracting them from their individual contexts to find patterns of similarity. This is not 
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terribly controversial and is consistent with an Aristotelian account of conception, 

wherein a concept is formed through abstraction and generalization. In order to make 

sense of objects we compare them to already known objects and we use concepts to 

overlook differences and produce a generalized sameness. But Langer takes it one step 

further. On her view, the two “things” being compared are feelings. Anything we 

perceive has been symbolized in some way, but symbolization is not limited to those 

perceptions we have translated into linguistic thought patterns. If no experience occurs 

more than once, anything we might describe as a “repeated” experience is not really 

repeated. It is merely similar in form to a previous experience in some way and to greater 

or lesser degrees. As she puts it, “Familiarity is nothing but the quality of fitting very 

neatly into the form of a previous experience” (1942, p. 426). So, each morning when I 

wake up, from the very first moment I begin to open my eyes and perceive light, the 

process of symbolization is already underway. Human beings have an instinctive drive to 

hypostatize sense impressions, or see “things” rather than merely sense data. This means, 

it might be possible for us to merely sense data (i.e., have a biological response to 

external stimuli), but it is not possible for us to perceive that data without symbolizing it 

to ourselves in some way. We are always abstracting forms from our sense data, so we 

only experience our experiences insofar as we can relate them to previous experiences. In 

other words—it’s abstraction all the way down. 

By limiting symbolism to a linguistic function (e.g., to propositional content), 

philosophers were forced to conclude that feelings are fundamentally different from 

thought, and because they were not thought of as “formal,” they could not be subject to 
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logical reasoning. This has resulted in the denigrated status of the word “feeling” as 

relating solely to irrational emotions with no relationship to logic. But Langer’s use of 

“feeling” is not synonymous with emotion or even affect. Rather, she uses it “in its 

widest possible sense, i.e., to designate anything that may be felt.  In this sense it includes 

both sensation and emotion—the felt responses of our sense organs to the environment, 

of our proprioceptive mechanisms to internal changes, and of the organism as a whole to 

its situation as a whole” (Langer, 1962, p. 8).  For Langer, feelings are synonymous with 

conscious experiences, and all experiences, in order to be consciously experienced at all, 

must have some form that is shared with at least one previous experience. If feelings can 

have form, they can be symbolized and they can function according to logic. That is to 

say, they are or can be, just as rational as any other type of thought—one might even 

conclude that all thoughts are, in a sense, feelings. 

The result of this understanding of experience and perception is that there are 

mental states that are felt and cannot be expressed in language, but that does not mean 

they cannot be expressed at all. We have heard people scream in pain or cry out in joy, 

but typically, logicians have treated this type of communication as a different type of 

expression—a non-symbolic one. Consequently, they have failed to categorize 

expressions of feelings like “tears, laughter, crooning, or profanity” as symbols of 

thought (1942, p. 420). But Langer challenges this, arguing that if emotional expression 

is just a symptom, or a reflexive response to stimuli, it would be limited to inarticulate 

cries, moans, and yawps. Those forms would be enough to express our feelings and we 
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would have no need to try to further express them through poetry, painting, singing, 

dancing—in other words, the arts. 

But we do paint, and dance, and sing. We do create art, and artistic expression 

takes on recognizable forms and genres because, as humans, we tend to organize our 

perceptions into patterns, and “to perceive forms rather than a flux of light-impressions, 

seems to be inherent in our receptor apparatus just as much as in the higher nervous 

centers with which we do arithmetic and logic” (1942, p. 426). It is this ability to 

perceive, appreciate, and create forms that makes abstraction possible. So abstraction, 

which Langer calls “the keynote of rationality,” is fundamentally rooted in pure 

experience, “in our power of perceiving, in the elementary functions of our eyes and ears 

and fingers” (p. 426). According to Langer, we are “constantly carrying on a process of 

symbolic transformation of the experiential data come to” us through perception and this 

is “a veritable fountain of more or less spontaneous ideas.” In other words, we are 

constantly comparing new feelings to previous feelings, and creating new ideas. We are 

like children looking up at the sky and making shapes out of clouds every second of our 

lives. Whether we are recognizing a chair as a chair, noting the melancholy of a bird’s 

song, dreaming, or brushing our teeth, it is all a constant process of meaning-making. 

Presentational symbolism formulates subjective reality, or our inner experiences, 

or what philosophers might call “non-propositional mental states.” But these states are 

not merely pre-propositional, just waiting to be translated into sentences. They are extra-

propositional. These are the experiences that we cannot find the words for, not because 

we cannot remember them or have not yet learned them, but because sometimes words 
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are not enough. Language is but one mode of expression, not the only mode. Feeling is 

bigger than words, and that is why there is art. 

LINGUISTIC EXPRESSION 

If language is one mode of expression and presentation is the other, it might be 

helpful to outline some of the defining characteristics of language in order to distinguish 

the two. According to Langer (1942), there are three of them. First, languages have 

vocabulary and syntax. That is, a language has a body of words and certain arrangements 

of those words that make sense to speakers of that language. There are limits to which 

arrangements of sounds and symbols count as part of the language, which arrangements 

will be meaningful. Second, language allows for translation even if another language 

does not have an exact equivalent for a particular word. A word can be re-expressed 

through a combination of other words, so most words, or linguistically expressed ideas, 

can be translated or expressed in a number of ways. This ability to re-express meaning in 

different words (i.e., translation) is what makes the creation of a dictionary possible. 

Third, but closely related to the second characteristic, languages also allow for synonyms. 

Often other words can mean the same thing both within one language, or in different 

languages. Linguistic expression that operates according to these principles is pretty 

straightforward and corresponds to a layperson's understanding of how words work. 

Presentational symbolism, on the other hand, operates in a much different way. 

As Langer notes, “visual forms—lines, colors, proportions, etc.—are just as capable of 

articulation, i.e., of complex combination, as words. But the laws that govern this sort of 

articulation are altogether different from the laws of syntax that governs language” (1953, 
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p. 429). Langer asserts that the biggest difference is that non-linguistic visual symbols do 

not function discursively, meaning that their constituent elements are not presented 

successively like letters, words, sentences, paragraphs, etc. Instead, they are presented 

simultaneously. Instead of seeing the letters that make the word or the words that make 

up the sentences, you apprehend the whole expression in a single act of seeing. You see 

the whole painting at once, and you do not need to see each line, color, or brush stroke to 

build it into something meaningful. Because of the gestalt nature of presentational 

symbols, they are more complex. Or at least, they have the potential for expressing 

greater complexity than language is able to express. They are, therefore, particularly 

well-suited for symbolizing or articulating ideas that cannot be expressed through 

language. 

To contrast presentational symbols with representational symbols, or art with 

language, the constitutive elements in presentational symbolism are less likely to be units 

with independent meanings. A painting consists of lines, shapes, and shades, that 

independently lack meaning but combine to create a portrait or photograph that does 

express meaning. Similarly, a single note from a flute will usually not convey anything to 

a listener, but when that same note is played within the context of a symphony, the 

musical piece as a whole will likely express something. Because the individual units 

often lack meaning, there is no vocabulary and no proper syntax. There is likewise, no 

way of defining or translating what is expressed by art. 

Artists, or people who are attuned to the arts, will “see more meaning in artistic 

wholes, i.e., in things, situations, feelings, etc., than they can ever find in propositions” 
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(Langer, 1957, p. 91). This does not mean that their apprehension of significance is not 

logical, as is often assumed. In fact, the process of seeing one thing in terms of another 

and recognizing abstract relationships is the process of logic. Music, for example, is not 

merely a representation of the artist’s mood at the moment of conception, rather it is the 

formal, and in this sense logical, expression of experience (i.e., mental life).  Experience 

is larger than what we can contain in words. Music and the other arts are expressions of 

the overflow. 

TOWARD A THEORY OF PRESENTATIONAL RHETORIC 

Some people tend to think that good art is that which represents something well. 

The closer it is to some original form, the better. Langer disagrees. As she explains, this 

is not the primary function of art at all, and we miss a lot by thinking of it as such. Langer 

argues that the primary function of art is to make experience perceptible, to make space 

visible, for instance. Unfortunately, this function is often obfuscated by another less 

important but more obvious function—imitation. By judging art based on how well it 

represents some object or state of affairs, we tend to overlook the way in which an 

artwork can reorganize and even create a new space—we miss the way it makes us feel. 

On her view, art creates virtual experience. What she means is that art can express 

forms of experiences that take us beyond what is literally taking place or what can be 

representationally symbolized.  It can introduce new forms of experience or remind us of 

previous forms, by setting off the art object in such a way that it functions 

presentationally instead of representationally. Through art we can experience a feeling of 

space that is bigger than the physical measurements of the room we are in. This is what is 
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meant by “virtual space.” A song can create a quickening or slowing of time, creating a 

virtual feeling of time that differs from “clock time.” In the same way that a work of art 

creates a virtual space and time, rhetoric can also create virtual space and time. Through 

tone, imagery, color, pace, and other techniques, a rhetor can create illusion just as an 

artist does. In fact, it may be more accurate to say that rhetoric is art, but first, let me 

unpack what I mean by art. 

For Langer, art is a three-step process. For something to be “art” it must include 

these three steps: abstraction, plastic freedom, and expressiveness, but it is the first step 

that is most crucial. Abstraction is the process of estranging something from its actual 

context, and art is abstracted through illusion. For instance, a frame around a painting 

creates the experience of a complete visual field contained within it. The frame marks off 

the painting from the wall around it. We know that whatever is within the boundary of 

the frame does not function in the same way as the wall outside it. A first step toward a 

presentational theory of rhetoric would be to delineate the ways in which artistic illusions 

are created, and then apply them to rhetorical situations, which is what I will do in the 

subsequent section. 

THE ILLUSIONS OF ART 

In explaining how art creates various illusions, Langer begins by looking at 

design or decoration. According to Langer (1953), decoration functions the same way art 

does: 

Decorative lines and areas express vitality in what they themselves seem to “do”; 
when they picture any creature that might really do something—a crocodile a 
bird, a fish—that creature is just as likely (in some traditions even more likely) to 
be at rest as in motion. But the design itself expresses life. Lines that intersect in a 
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central point “emanate” from that center, although they never actually change in 
relation to it. Similar or congruent elements “repeat” each other, colors “balance” 
each other, though they have no physical weight, etc. All these metaphorical 
terms denote relationships that belong to the virtual object, the created illusion, 
and they are just as applicable to the simplest design on a paddle or an apron, if 
the design is artistically good, as to an easel picture or a wall painting.” (p. 63) 

 
Under most definitions of art, purely decorative designs would not count. Under Langer’s 

definition there is no significant difference between decoration and art. On her view, 

decoration, design, and art all function in the same way, and others’ distinctions are based 

more on the degree of success rather than any categorical difference. As she explains, 

“pure decorative design is a direct projection of vital feeling into visible shape and color” 

(1953, p. 63).  It creates a “living” form, or perhaps more accurately, a form of living, or 

motif. She notes that there are fundamental forms that occur universally in the decorative 

designs of all cultures. Examples include circles, triangles, spirals, and parallels, and in 

design these are also referred to as “motifs.” Alone, they are not artistic works or even 

decorative ornaments, but “they lend themselves to composition, and are therefore 

incentives to artistic creation” (p. 69). Even in pure design and the earliest examples of 

decoration, motifs are present.  

Motifs, as their name would suggest, motivate the artistic work. They drive it and 

guide the progression, and they also tend to suggest familiar objects. A floral rosette, or 

“a circle with a marked center and a design emanating from the center” is a widespread 

motif found on “Assyrian costumes, Chinese vases, implements of the Northwestern 

Indians, in Peruvian carvings, on Roman breastplates, peasant furniture and pottery all 

over Europe, and in the rose windows of Gothic cathedrals” (1953, p. 69). One may begin 

with a doodle, for instance, but the arbitrary form will quickly suggest a familiar object, 
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like a rosette: “the center may be a spiral, the petals simple radial lines, or circles 

surrounding a central ring, or enclosed in a large circle, or they may be ovals or triangles 

or even scalloped lines forming concentric rings. The interesting point is that in each of 

these inventions the form is so unmistakably a flower (1953, p. 69). What starts out as a 

circle or a spiral comes to represent a flower, and once the form of the flower is 

recognized, it motivates the rest of the work. The form comes first, and then the 

representational function is attached to it, and these simple motifs combine to form more 

complex representational images until the simple compositional elements become 

difficult to discern. A similar thing happens with color. Folk art begins with primary 

colors, which at first are ornamental with no relation to reality. It is only later that it 

comes to represent natural attributes, “but once the suggestion of objects has been 

followed, the representative interest makes art transcend its elementary motifs; a new 

method of organization arises—the adaptation of the old decorative devices to the 

systematic depiction of objects” (1953, p. 71). The artist’s task, then, is to “produce and 

sustain the essential illusion, set it off clearly from the surrounding world of actuality, 

and articulate its form to the point where it coincides unmistakably with forms of feeling 

and living” (p. 68). 

THE ILLUSION OF MOTION 

There are several ways in which an artist can create an illusion of virtual space or 

time. One of these illusions is the illusion of motion, which creates the feeling of an 

object moving through space. In design of any kind, static marks, like lines, have 

dynamic effects. Borders can “run” along a wall and “move” in a forward direction, and 
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they seem to “grow” as they “move.” Of course, the border itself does not actually move 

or grow, but “all motion in art is growth—not growth of something pictured, like a tree, 

but of lines and spaces” (1953, p. 641). And just as much as lines imply movement, 

movement implies lines. If, for instance, a mouse scurries across your kitchen floor, an 

ideal or imaginary line follows its path across the room. Or as Langer notes, “we say the 

mouse ran under the sofa and along the wall; we may also say that his path runs that 

course” (1953, p. 64). Likewise, if a person uses her finger to write a word in the air, she 

makes the letters appear in our mind’s eye, and we “see” invisible lines growing in the 

path of moving finger. But without the mouse or finger to draw it, the static line still 

suggests the form of the motion. This implied motion, or virtual motion is an essential 

aspect of presentational symbolism. If we can say that motion and linear form are related, 

and it seems that we can, then we have the start of a presentational logic, and we see the 

most basic way in which art can create the illusion of a “living form,” or a form of 

experience.   

THE ILLUSION OF PERMANENCE 

If art can create the illusion of movement, it can also imply permanence and 

change, another “living form.” Living organisms are essentially bound up in permanence 

because permanent form, or maintaining existence, is generally the goal of anything 

living. Permanence, however, should not be conceived of as the end goal of any 

particular living being. It is, rather, something that is perpetually aimed for. This is the 

essential activity of life itself—this is what it means to be living. Life is both a striving 

for permanence and a process of continual change. If a living thing stops changing, it 
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ceases to exist. It disintegrates. So, the permanence in this context is a permanent “pattern 

of change[s]” (1953, p. 66). A drumbeat is a good example of how presentational 

symbols can suggest both permanence and change. The drumbeat can both create a sense 

of change with the presence and absence of the beat, and a sense of permanence by 

keeping a steady rhythm. 

THE ILLUSION OF SPACE 

In a work of art, a shape is no longer just a shape in space. It begins to shape 

space or shape our experience of space. Space does not actually have shape, so then, how 

can it come to be organized or shaped? According to Langer (1953), the space we 

encounter in art “is not experiential space, known by sight and touch, by free motion and 

restraint, far and near sounds, voices lost or re-echoed. It is an entirely visual affair” (p. 

72). It is virtual space. It is an illusion. And this virtual space, which is essential to 

graphic, or pictorial art, “is a creation, not a re-creation” (p. 75). 

Of all the senses, Langer (1953) gives a certain priority to vision. This is because 

she conceives of symbolism as a process occurring in “the mind’s eye,” so to speak, or as 

she explains, “everything that is given at all is given to vision” (p. 73). There are, 

therefore, “visual substitutes” for those aspects of space “that are normally known by 

touch, movement or inference” (p. 73). The inclusion of such virtual substitutes is what 

separates a literal or photographic rendering and a creative rendering; although, even the 

most literal image would include some of these other virtual forms. Given this 

understanding of the symbolic process, the term “artistic vision” takes on a new meaning. 

What the artist is working with—a canvas, or a computer program, for instance—is the 
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actual form. But what she works for is the perceptual form. It is the perceptual form that 

she is trying to create through her manipulation of the actual form. So, the only essential 

aspects for the artist are those that contribute to the creation of the perceptual form. In 

visual or pictorial space the perceptual form is organized by color (including black, 

white, and the entire spectrum of gray) and is created. It does not exist without the 

organizing colors and shapes; “like the space ‘behind’ the surface of a mirror, it is what 

the physicists call ‘virtual space’—an intangible image” (p. 72). 

Websites are a great example of this virtual space, and in fact, our contemporary 

understanding of virtual spaces online is not very far off from what Langer is describing. 

A computer monitor acts in the same way as a picture frame—it marks off a visual field 

thereby creating a new field of experience within it. Langer even uses the terms “graphic 

art” and uses other terminology that would be quite familiar to a modern graphic artist. 

Obviously, she does not mean graphic art or graphic design as we know it today (i.e., 

computer graphics), but most of what she says on the subject relates to contemporary 

high-tech versions as well as the low-tech understanding of graphic art. For instance, she 

says, “In graphic art, however, such lines serve only to mediate be-tween the several 

planes, or layers of design, in complex visual space.” (1953, p. 74). Her language here 

suggests another way in which her theory is especially applicable in the digital era. 

Modern graphic designers, like myself, know virtual space very well. In programs like 

Photoshop or InDesign, I commonly layer designs on top of one another, seemingly 

moving layers forward and backward through two-dimensional space. A similar 

phenomena occurs when using a desktop computer and opening multiple browser 
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windows. You can drag and layer windows on top of each other, and when you do, it is 

not as if you suddenly begin to think of them as all one big awkwardly shaped window. 

They are not connected to one another. You think of them as being in front of and behind 

each other—they are separated by virtual space. In architecture, the virtual illusion is also 

one of space, but in this case the space that is created is an “ethnic domain,” which can 

also be thought of as a culture. It is a “sphere of influence of a function or functions” 

(1953, p. 95). It is not a mistake, then, that we refer to websites as “domains.” According 

to Langer, an ethnic domain “may have physical effects on some geographical locality or 

it may not” (1953, p. 95). Examples of geographically ambiguous ethnic domains may 

include nomadic tribes, cruise ships, traveling carnivals, and as I have just alluded to, 

websites. 

Websites lend themselves to consideration as art objects because by definition 

they are intended to create a virtual place, a domain, a mini-universe, and by extension, a 

culture. As Langer (1953) explains, “A culture is made up, formally, of the activities of 

human being… a continuous functional pattern” (p. 96). A culture has physical 

ingredients, or artifacts, and physical symptoms, or expressions. Still, a culture is not a 

physical thing. The cultural artifacts and symptoms do not represent the culture, but they 

are its ingredients. In both web architecture and offline architecture alike, the architect 

creates a physical environment that expresses the patterns that make up a culture. 

Examples of cultural patterns may include: waking and sleeping, risk and safety, emotion 

and calm, austerity and abandon, smoothness and abruptness (tempo), and more. 

Architecture, then, is “a symbol of functional existence” (p. 99), which is why 
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archaeologists can glean so much about the patterns of daily life by uncovering 

architectural artifacts.  

The symbolic expression of the architect is not synonymous with planning or 

arrangement; that is the realm of the engineer. Wayfinding is a good example of the 

latter. The wayfinder is focused on how you will navigate through a physical space, 

whereas architecture as an art form “does not suggest things to do, but embodies the 

feeling, the rhythm, the passion or sobriety, frivolity or fear with which any things at all 

are done” (Langer, 1953, p. 99). Because digital space is not limited to what is physically 

possible in regular time and space, it allows for new patterns. So, rather than just 

expressing existing cultural patterns, it could be argued that digital architecture (i.e., web 

design and development) might create wholly new ones. 

THE ILLUSION OF TIME 

While the essential form of graphic art is virtual space, the essential form of 

music is virtual time. In music “we hear movement and rest, swift movement or slow, 

stop, attack, direction, parallel and contrary motion, melody rising or soaring or sinking, 

harmonies crowding or resolving or clashing; moving forms in continuous flux” (1953, 

pp. 120 -132). We get caught up in the “movement” of the music, “but in all this 

progressive motion there is actually nothing that moves” or at least nothing that is 

moving in the way we are perceiving it. Instruments do, of course, move, but the feeling 

of movement produced by music is quite different than the actual movement of blowing 

into a flute or strumming a guitar (Langer, 1950). And it is not just movement, but also 

time. As Langer (1950) describes, “music makes time audible, and its continuity 
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sensible” and “it does this by virtue of its basic abstraction, sounding forms in motion, or 

kinetic tonal forms.” By suggesting forms of time, or the intellectual, emotional, and 

physical tensions that fill time, music can play with our experience of time.  

Experiential time is different than clock time. Anyone who has ever compared 

two hours spent watching a movie to two hours of waiting for potentially bad news 

knows this.  Langer (1953) calls this “lived” or “experienced” time. Duration in music is 

not actual time but the experience of time created by the music and “the semblance of this 

vital, experiential time is the primary illusion of music” (p. 109). Think about a long 

drive or an intense workout. If either of these activities is done in silence, it is a very 

different experience than if done while listening to a playlist of fast-paced, upbeat, and 

familiar songs. An hour of listening to your favorite band feels much shorter than an hour 

of staring at a wall in silence. This is the difference between “clock-time” and 

experiential, lived, or subjective time. 

It should be noted that Langer’s use of “illusion” is not invoked in the Platonic 

sense. She does not mean that there is some real experience and that, like Plato’s cave-

dwellers. we are only experiencing the epiphenomenal effects of it. Rather, through 

presentational symbolism, certain experiences are sectioned off, but they are no less 

“real” or “true” than other experiences. When we come to recognize such a sectioning off 

or framing of experience, an illusion of experience is created. It is equally sensible to say 

that the creation of an illusion allows certain states of affairs to be experienced 

“presentationally” or “aesthetically” or “as art.” The illusion, however, is not a false 

sense of reality, rather it is the recognition of a familiar form, a form of vital feeling. As 
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Langer (1950) explains, “All art is the creation of forms expressive of human feeling, 

from the primitive sense of vitality that goes with breathing and moving one’s limbs, or 

even suddenly resting, to the poignant emotions of love and grief and ecstasy” (p. 219). 

Thus, by illusion, she means the expression of vital form or basic forms of life through 

indirectly related symbols.  

Music provides a good example of an illusion of vital form in that the beat or 

rhythm can express the feeling or illusion of a heartbeat. It is not that a drumbeat is 

falsely identified as a heartbeat and, therefore, an “illusion.” The heartbeat and the 

rhythm share a form, such that the rhythm expresses that same form of feeling. In fact, 

Bernardi et al. (2009) observed that listening to music could actually produce biological 

changes in the listener. For instance, they found that listeners responded to crescendos 

and musical emphasis with corresponding physiological reactions like changes in blood 

pressure and heart rated. Additionally, they found that certain musical configurations 

resulted in “a general tendency to synchronize cardiovascular oscillations among 

different subjects” (p. 3178). Specifically, they used musical phrases from Giusseppe 

Verdi’s arias, and even though these phrases were used in connection with different 

emotions, the results remained similar. As they note:  

The importance of this synchronization might be to induce a feeling of calm or 
receptiveness (to the prayer, or to the music and its emotional message) or of 
special arousal. Overall, cardiovascular modulation by music may not only be a 
result of emotion, but instead suggest that these reactions can in turn influence 
emotions, likely in a bidirectional way. (p. 3178) 

 
In other words, while our emotions may have somatic effects (e.g., a quickening of the 

heart rate or raising of the blood pressure), somatic effects can also affect our emotions. 
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So, the illusion of the quickening of a heartbeat expressed through music can produce a 

somatic effect that can alter our emotional state. All of this amounts to a lengthy and 

highly scientific way of saying that art expresses forms of feeling.  

According to Langer, the primary illusion of music is virtual time, but oddly 

enough, Langer still thinks of virtual time in terms of image. As she explains, “the 

primary illusion of music is the sonorous image of passage, abstracted from reality to 

become free and plastic and entirely perceptible” (1953, p. 113). Here, “passage” refers 

to time as we know it in direct experience, and as it is abstracted, it takes on a shape or 

image because “musical time has form and organization, volume and distinguishable 

parts” (p. 116). Music, therefore, also creates spatial illusions. For instance, there can be a 

fullness to a sound like Phil Spector’s famous “Wall of Sound.” Through the excessive 

use of instrumentation—including multiple pianos and drum kits, numerous horns, and 

several electric guitars—Spector developed a formula for sound production, forming his 

dense musical background style that seemed to create a physical entity or “wall.” In 

music, however, space “is never made wholly perceptible, as the fabric of virtual time is 

… space, in music, is a secondary illusion,” (Langer, 1953, p. 117), not a primary one. 

By “primary illusion” Langer means the illusion that is essential to the art work insofar as 

it is art. As she puts it, “the primary illusion always determines the ‘substance,’ the real 

character of an artwork” but, as she notes, the possibility of secondary illusion endows it 

with richness [and] elasticity” (p. 119), which is what makes it so hard to theorize about 

art. The categories are not well-defined, and there is plenty of overlap. 
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Not only is there categorical overlap between the types of illusions expressed, 

there is also categorical overlap in terms of the type of symbolism—representation or 

presentational. There is art of virtual time and art of virtual space, but most express 

elements of both. Still, one of those aspects will be more relevant to the character of the 

artwork than the other. Arts of virtual space are the plastic arts, which could also be 

considered object or material arts (e.g., painting, sculpture, architecture). This type of art 

consists of physical, non-living materials. Arts of virtual time, on the other hand, can be 

thought of as occurrent arts, or the performing arts (with the exception of literature, 

which is an occurrent art that is not performed). Also, as previously mentioned, the 

distinction between representational and presentational symbols is a rather blurry one 

and, as such, artistic illusion can also apply to discursive art forms. It is perhaps easiest to 

see this in poetry where the same propositional content “may be thought in countless 

ways, and each way has its own emotional value” (Langer, 1950). This is where the 

notion of poetic “vision” comes from, and Langer believes her theory of art accounts for 

that phrase in a way that other theories fail to. In poetry there is meaning above and 

beyond the representational content of the discursive statements, “but the meaning is not 

something to be read ‘between the line’; it is in the lines, in every word and every 

punctuation mark as well as in the literal content of every sentence. The whole fabric is a 

work of art” (Langer, 1950, p. 219). In most poems, the way the words look on the page 

is a part of the expression. To set a collection of words apart from regular communication 

is the task of the poet. This is why a poem that relies heavily upon discursive content, or 

description, will probably require a strict poetic form, such as a sonnet, to set it off as an 
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artistic illusion. Otherwise it will just read as a literal, or representational, use of 

language. On the other hand, something that is obviously metaphoric and relies upon 

imagery can have a freer form. 

When it comes to narrative then, one might think it would be nearly impossible to 

set it off as artistic illusion, but this is not the case. As Langer (1950) notes, memory 

leaves out certain things and intensifies others, so that “even a simple narrative is such an 

organizing force that we usually speak of it as the ‘plot,’ i.e., the ground plan, of the work 

in which it is utilized” (p. 219).  The essential value of a story is that it creates the illusion 

of a much larger span of time and scope of experience than a step-by-step description of 

events would affect; “it creates in free and full scope the primary illusion of literature, 

which is virtual past” (p. 220). For instance, the use of present tense can be a powerful 

literary device that can intensify an event that has passed and can create timelessness. 

As I have been alluding to, each art form has a primary illusion that sets it off 

from regular experience, and the primary illusion of all plastic arts is the creation of 

virtual space. Each of the plastic arts relies on basic abstractions. For the pictorial arts a 

picture creates a scene. A sculpture creates volume, and architecture creates an ethnic 

domain or a culture. Living form animates an inert surface. Drawing on a piece of paper, 

for instance, transforms it from an inert surface to an animate space, and the fact that it is 

framed or limited, creates a self-contained virtual space. Even though a piece of paper, a 

picture or a computer screen may be one of many things in our visual field, the border or 

frame can create a “total visual field” or a “virtual scene” (Langer, 1953, p. 86). A 

sculpture also creates a complete scene or visual field. In general, we know where a 
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sculpture begins and ends, but unlike a painting the volume of a sculpture is more than 

just its mass, or the amount of cubic space it takes up, it also “has a complement of empty 

space that it absolutely commands” (p. 88). This does make for some ambiguity in terms 

of what counts and does not count as part of any given sculpture, but there must still be 

implied boundaries. In cases where the beginning and ending of the artwork are 

completely ambiguous, it not likely to be perceived as art at all. As with the example of 

overly descriptive, free form poetry, we would probably fail to recognize it as art.  

As we can see Langer’s theory applies to both non-discursive and discursive arts. 

Understanding how presentational symbolism functions in literature, poetry, and other 

discursive arts brings us closer to a theory of presentational rhetoric. With Langerian 

concepts in mind, we can begin to approach analysis of a rhetorical object by first asking: 

What are the limits of the work? How is it framed? How and where is virtual space or 

time created? What is the primary illusion and how is it created? But there is another 

concept that will be helpful in analyzing rhetorical objects—the generative idea or 

commanding form.  

In order to understand the concept of the commanding form in art, it will be useful 

to look at an example of how art is created. To continue with the example of music, the 

musical piece begins in the composer’s mind, but songs do not come to a composer fully 

formed from the ether.  First, the musician must have a commanding form. Like a motif, 

the commanding form suggests the gestalt of the entire piece.  It could be a few notes that 

the composer cannot seem to get out of her head. In hip-hop, this is often referred to as 

the hook or the beat that then motivates the rest of the song. It is the musical motif that 
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organizes and drives the progress of the rest of the piece. It is the guiding idea. For 

example, there is a scene in the documentary film Fade to Black where Jay Z first hears 

the beat that will eventually be the basis of his now famous song “Dirt Off Your 

Shoulder,” and he immediately recognizes that he has the beginnings of a hit. He starts 

adding lyrics to it and the rest of the song spirals out from there. That beat was the 

commanding form. Once Jay Z heard it and recognized it as a motif, the song was 

organized around it. The same thing can occur in political contexts too. When will.i.am 

heard Barack Obama’s “Yes We Can” speech, he most likely recognized a commanding 

form in it. The refrain of “Yes We Can,” served as the motif or commanding form that 

guided his musical YouTube video of the same name, a topic I will return to in the next 

chapter. Once the commanding form has been recognized it motivates the rest of the 

piece, but it is important to note that even though it limits possibilities, it is 

simultaneously “fecund” (Langer, 1953, p. 123). As Langer notes, “a perfectly free 

imagination, suffers from very lack of pressure; it is in the vague and groping state that 

precedes the conception of the total form” (p. 123).  This suggests that creativity is easier 

and more productive within parameters because you need a starting point—a certain 

problem to fix or a guiding form—to know that you are on the right track. Thus, the 

guiding idea or the commanding form is “the beginning of the creative process” (p. 124).  

It unfolds potentialities. 

The commanding form also distinguishes art from other activities. The difference 

between music and noise, for instance, is that music has a commanding form. But what 

about free-form music? Isn’t some jazz improvised? Does it still have a commanding 
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form? Does the inability to pick out the form hinder one’s ability to enjoy it? For Langer, 

the answers are clear, without a commanding form, there is no art. The question of 

enjoyment would probably be irrelevant to her. She would more likely say that whether 

we enjoy it or not, without a commanding form, we would not recognize free-form music 

as anything other than noise. This suggests that recognition of commanding forms can be 

subtle and may not be something we are consciously aware of. Even in impromptu jazz 

there is still rhythm, for instance, and this rhythm can serve as a guide for both the creator 

and the observer. It can create tensions and living forms in the most basic sense. There is 

a promised future in music, a promise of recurrence. The repetition creates a pattern and 

an expectation. As she notes, “the essence of rhythm is the preparation of a new event by 

the ending of a previous one” (Langer, 1953, p. 106), and it sets up “new tensions by the 

resolution of former ones” (p. 127). This form is one of the most basic expressions of 

human life. If we think about breath and heart rate, it is clear that “rhythmic continuity is 

the basis of that organic unity which gives permanence to living bodies” (p. 127). While 

rhythm may be essential to life, it is also “not limited to life” (p. 128). We see forms of 

rhythm in waves, pendulums, dripping water, and bouncing balls. In a way, these are 

“natural symbols.” They express the semblance of life in non-living objects. The essential 

point here is that rhythm is a vital form and when it comes to music, the commanding 

form “is its basic rhythm” and vice versa. This basic rhythm “is at once the source of its 

organic unity and its total feeling” (p. 129). Rhythm is just one type of commanding 

form, one with very clear ties to music. As we turn to presentational rhetoric is, then, it is 

important o ask what is the commanding form of a rhetorical artifact?  
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THE PRIMARY ILLUSION OF RHETORIC 

Perhaps the central question we should be asking is this: if rhetoric is an art, what 

is its primary illusion? Or, put differently, what vital feeling is expressed through 

rhetoric? Thankfully, we have now recovered enough of Langer’s theory to begin to 

answer that question and to exhume a presentational theory of rhetoric. A presentational 

theory of rhetoric may also resolve certain disciplinary tensions regarding what counts as 

rhetoric. A presentational theory of art, for instance, helps clear up certain longstanding 

confusions over certain edge cases. Unlike representational definitions, a presentational 

theory of art makes room for and helps explain the avant-garde. Under Langer’s 

conception of art, performance art, street art, found art, and other examples that might be 

difficult to fit under a traditional definition of art will easily find a place. For instance, in 

the composition 4′33″ by John Cage, musicians are instructed not to play anything during 

the three “movements” which amounts to four minutes and thirty-three seconds of 

silence. Rather than notes, the piece consists of the natural sounds that happen to occur in 

whichever environment it is being performed in.  Similarly, Yoko Ono’s “A Hole to See 

the Sky Through,” consists of a white piece of paper with a circle cut out of the middle 

and the words “A HOLE TO SEE THE SKY THROUGH, YOKO ONO, ‘71” printed to 

the right of it. If art is thought of as a representation of something, it is difficult to see 

how the absence of content can be counted as art. But, if art is first and foremost, a 

primary illusion—or the illusion of an experience that is set apart from the rest of 

reality—both Cage and Ono’s pieces clearly can create such an illusion. In each of these 

cases, the artists have set the boundaries that create the artistic illusion. 
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A rhetorical artifact has similar boundaries, and can potentially create virtual time 

and virtual space. So, a natural question to ask (again) is, “If rhetoric is an art, what is its 

primary illusion?” While it will take the rest of this chapter and the bulk of next one to 

explain, I believe the primary illusion of all art is a feeling of community or society. In 

the case of rhetoric in particular, I argue that the primary illusion is social movement. To 

be clear, I am not suggesting that rhetoric creates a false depiction of social movement 

where there is none. Rather, I am claiming that rhetoric objectifies and expresses the 

feeling of social movement, and much like the relationship between emotions and 

somatic phenomena, the relationship between rhetoric and social movement is likely a 

bidirectional one. In order to better explain how I arrived at this conclusion, I now turn to 

the work of Lloyd E. Sandelands.  

A FEELING OF SOCIETY 

Sandelands (1998) draws heavily from Langer’s work to support his thesis that 

society is known by feeling and objectified by art. By this he means that society is not a 

physical thing or object. It is a living organism, made up of living organisms, and we 

come to understand our role in it through art objects, or objects that express the feeling of 

society. According to Sandelands, social scientists have long struggled to explain how it 

is that societies are formed and known, and he posits that it is not a deductive, logico-

discursive process. There is no social contract we can point to and say, “This, here, is 

how this society decided to form,” without also recognizing that a sense of society 

necessarily pre-existed the successful declaration of one. As Sandelands (1998) explains, 

“art is the mode of perceptual abstraction that brings feelings and forms of society into 
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awareness” (p. xi). In other words, art and society came into being together and with the 

first appearance of artistic symbolization came our first awareness of society.  

Society is alive, and although it is not an object (or group of objects) we can point 

to, it is not an empty concept. It is a feeling. It is experienced. It becomes reified and 

knowable through art—that is to say, through forms of feeling. Forms, then, are a 

recognition of a previous experience, but not in the Platonic or a priori sense. A theory of 

forms does not necessarily require idealism if formal recognition is seen as a function of 

the human mind and always tied to previous experience. We are formalizing creatures. 

As previously explained, all conscious experience is abstraction and formal recognition. 

From our first experiences as children we look for patterns and repetition. When we re-

experience something that we have experienced before, we re-member or “re-cognize” 

the form of the first experience. It might be a single perception like warm or cold, light or 

dark. It could be a combination of familiar perceptions like those that make up 

‘roundness’ or ‘completion.’ It could be an even more abstract perception like the sinking 

of the stomach or the bristling of hairs on the back of our neck when encountering 

something unfamiliar. These re-cognitions are feelings and are directly experienced. So, 

within this view, forms are felt. They are not deduced. 

If we agree with Sandelands and view society as feeling and form brought into 

awareness through artistic symbolization, we can begin to view society as an artistic 

structure, and anything that is formed through art can be re-formed through art, making 

the study of art important for those interested in politics or political change. Furthermore, 

Sandelands’ Langerian conception of the societal function of artistic expression makes 
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“art symbols” interchangeable with my conception of “rhetorical expression.” Thus, the 

rhetor and the artist are homologous. Rhetoric can be seen as art, and art can be seen as 

rhetoric. Unfortunately, classical rhetoric’s obsession with logico-discursive 

argumentation obfuscates the connection, but “just as Latin was replaced by common 

dialects such as English and German to advance liberty and human emancipation, so a 

converged medium might help change and eventually overturn the rationalist paradigm’s 

insistence that verbal language is paramount to or the sole standard of an informed and 

participating citizenry” (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p. 277). If something other than verbal 

language can contribute to an informed citizenry, what would that be? What would it 

mean to have a citizenry informed by and participating through art? To answer this, we 

must first unpack the consequences of defining society as feeling. 

Rather than conceiving of society as a group of people, Sandelands (1998) argues 

that it is actually better conceived of as a feeling that binds groups of people together. 

The difference may seem slight, but this definitional distinction has helpful and far-

reaching consequences. One result is that on his view, society, as a living organism, is 

greater than the sum of its parts. This conception also leads him to propose a conceptual 

framework for a science of society based on six propositions, which I will first list, before 

providing a fuller discussion of each. First and foremost, “human society is a form of 

life.” Second, we come to know it as a feeling. Third, it is bodily, in that we are able to 

perceive of it in our body. (In other words, we feel it.) Fourth, society becomes 

objectively known through art. Fifth, There are two kinds of art symbols: those that 

represent everyday action and those that are feeling projected onto or into material form. 
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And, finally, society begins in art, and therefore, any theoretical understanding of society 

must also deal with art theory because this is where feelings of society are made object 

and discussed (Sandelands, 1998). 

To his first contention that society is alive he offers both empirical and rational 

arguments. To view society as a living organism is easy enough, but it is also the case 

that society is literally nothing if not alive. Furthermore, Sandelands offers several 

benefits of viewing society as both real (i.e., whole, self-sufficient, and self-maintaining 

as opposed to being constructed by other things) and alive. As he explains, in academic 

studies of society, it is “dissected as a cadaver, a logical structure of inert elements.… 

[and] is regarded unbiologically as a deterministic system of causes and effects” (p. 17). 

However, by viewing society as alive we highlight its dynamism and integrity as well as 

its relationship to both mind and feeling, and we now have a way to make sense of the 

otherwise arbitrary notion that society functions as a whole. Put differently, mechanistic 

or constructivist views of society force us to view society as individual actions amongst 

individual actors and provide no logical basis for understanding where the boundaries 

are. Previous views of society have been too physical in orientation, so Sandelands 

argues for a shift to a biological orientation. As he explains, “life is not a physical thing 

but a process” and “physical science misreads life because it fails to take account of that 

vast and fundamental realm of human experience that takes place in the body; the realm 

of feeling” (p. 34). In other words, the physical or mechanistic view disregards important 

properties of society due to our inability to see the world both biologically and physically 

at once.  
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RHETORIC AND FEELING 

Given the emphasis Sandelands puts on both feeling and art as well as his 

admission of fundamentally different types of symbolism (not to mention the title of his 

book), it should come as no surprise that his explanation of how art objectifies society is 

inspired by Langer. He also draws from Dewey, Freud, Whitehead, and Durkheim. For 

example, he suggests that feelings of society include “feelings of the whole” (p. 45) and 

that much like the Freudian primal horde, at least in part, “the group is felt as love for 

some people and hate for others” (p. 45). According to Freud:  

The psychology of such a group, as we know it from the descriptions to which we 
have so often referred—the dwindling of the conscious individual personality, the 
focusing of thoughts and feelings into a common direction, the predominance of 
the affective side of the mind and of unconscious psychical life, the tendency to 
the immediate carrying out of intentions as they emerge—all this corresponds to a 
state of regression to a primitive mental activity, of just such a sort as we should 
be inclined to ascribe to the primal horde. (Freud, 1975, p. 122) 

 
Here, Freud describes the formation of “the group” as a focus of “thoughts and feelings” 

and as “a state… of mental activity.” In other words, the group is defined by feeling.  

Another concept important to both Freud and Sandelands is the totem. According 

to Freud, the primal horde was led by a chief, or the Father, until his sons, wanting his 

power and access to females, banded together to kill him. Whether factual or 

metaphorical, the idea is that in the primal horde, the men would continue to kill whoever 

proceeded the Father were it not for deification or totemism after his death. By replacing 

the Father with a totem, or a symbolic object infused with meaning, the group becomes 

objectified and bound together. On Sandelands’ view, the totem is an art object, one that 
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becomes connected to the group through the process of projecting “that mystical feeling 

of group” onto an object (p. 49).  

While Sandelands’ work is not particularly concerned with rhetoric per se, he 

does give some attention to the topic. He describes the “demon of oratorical inspiration”  

(vis-à-vis Durkheim) as the process of a speaker simultaneously feeling and expressing 

the feeling of the group. With this explanation, he seems to hint at the possibility that 

certain types of speech are more closely related to art and social feeling. This is similar to 

the distinction between music and noise. If we think back to that distinction, we recall 

that the commanding form was the differentiating factor. Likewise, communication must 

fulfill certain criteria to count as art.   

In order to understand the degrees to which something may or may not count as 

art, Sandelands (1998) provides necessary criteria for identifying art objects. Before I list 

these criteria, it will be helpful to revisit Langer’s conception of feeling. As a reminder, 

although the term “feeling” is commonly used synonymously with emotion, that is not 

quite what is meant here. On her view, feeling is experience that is not mediated by 

reason, meaning that as soon as we are aware of a feeling, it is on its way to becoming 

something else, something more like an emotional or mental state. Similarly, Sandelands 

explains, “feeling and reason are not opposed in human psyche but are everywhere 

interpenetrating, only a mighty effort could keep them apart” (p. 50). Because of this 

interpenetration, grasping feelings of society is not easy. We are not very good at it. We 

are like “the fish that would be last to discover water” (Sandelands, p. 52). To be clear, 

feelings of society are not the society’s feelings. He is not talking about the 
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personification of society or the way society (personified) feels. He is describing the way 

we, human individuals, feel society. Probably, when we feel “the group,” we are 

experiencing the same or similar feelings as at least some other human individuals in that 

group. In this way, we can be describe the group’s feeling or the way the group feels, but 

the point here is not that the group takes on the psychological ability to feel—the group is 

what is felt.  As Sandelands notes, feelings of “participation, love, and play” are some of 

these moments of feeling the group or feeling society. 

Like Langer, Sandelands argues that language is insufficient for communicating 

feeling. In fact, language requires society, which means that feeling is a prerequisite of 

language. As Sandelands explains, “A valid idea of society must communicate its feeling 

… [which] requires a symbolism other than language. Language cannot symbolize 

feeling because the logical structures of language and feeling are incommensurate” (p. 

68). Like Langer, Sandelands conceives of feeling as non-linear, non-translatable, and 

indivisible. Language, on the other hand, is linear and divisible, which allows for one-to-

one translations of propositional content. Given his view of society as feeling, it makes 

sense that Sandelands would find Langer’s conception of presentational symbolism 

useful. According to Sandelands, presentational symbols like dance, music, and visual art 

“project bodily feelings of society outward into isolable performances and objects—such 

as ceremony, story, dance, song, sculpture, painting, or speech act” (p. 92). While it 

might seem odd to include speech acts in this list when he had so clearly ruled language 

“insufficient for communicating feeling,” it is my contention that Sandelands’ list of the 

properties of art helps us solve the mystery of how and when language can be viewed 
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presentationally rather than discursively. Throughout the next section, I argue that by 

using these properties to identify rhetorical objects, we gain a deeper understanding of the 

function of rhetoric and resolve the discipline’s longstanding “text versus discourse” 

debate. 

THE RHETORICAL OBJECT: TEXTS? OR DISCOURSE?  

Although the text/discourse debate is covered in introductory rhetoric courses, it 

was not until I read Sandelands’ (1998) Feeling and Form in Social Life that I realized I 

had previously overlooked certain nuances of this distinction. Before I make my 

argument, it will be helpful to provide a little bit of context as to why this is a debate in 

the first place. As previously noted, ever since Plato, rhetoric has been “pushed into the 

margins of philosophy and the special sciences, and there it was forced to function as a 

supplement to knowledge” (Gaonkar, 1990, p. 346). This subjugation has led to a 

longstanding disciplinary inferiority complex. As Gaonkar notes: 

When scholars repeatedly fail to distinguish rhetoric from its neighbors, and do so 
even in a period marked by a renewed and self-conscious interest in rhetoric, it is 
reasonable to suspect that something more than an accident is involved. The 
tenacity of this error, if error it is, should give us pause and prompt us to review 
this impulse (this habit of the mind) which urges us to make rhetoric into 
something other than itself. (p. 341) 

 
Throughout the nineties, this disciplinary anxiety manifested in the “Big Rhetoric” 

debate, with the term “Big Rhetoric” used to describe “the theoretical position that 

everything, or virtually everything, can be described as ‘rhetorical’” (Schiappa, 2001, p. 

260). As Gunn (2008) suggests, subjective ambiguity has led to an ongoing anxiety over 

defining the discipline, and Gaonkar (1990) describes this anxiety as “the flight from 

‘mere’ rhetoric,” noting that it results in a sort of “double movement.” This double 
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movement “simultaneously propels rhetoric on a vertical axis downward into its past to 

find itself a suitable history and on a horizontal axis sideways to situate itself within the 

discursive practices of special ‘substantive’ sciences, especially the human sciences” (p. 

343). Gaonkar goes on to note that “Rhetoric moves diachronically to discover for itself 

an alternative historical tradition that will free it from its supplementary status, and it 

moves synchronically to find itself in the discursive body (textuality) of other disciplines 

that will confirm its ‘presence’” (p. 343). While numerous attempts have been made to 

justify rhetoric as a distinct discipline, there continues to be little agreement over how to 

define what exactly it is that we, as students of rhetoric, are studying. Aristotle, Cicero, 

and Quintilian may have said “persuasion,” Burke would argue “identification,” and 

Brummett might say, “style.” It is no wonder that students of rhetoric, like myself, are 

perpetually scratching their heads when it comes to drawing disciplinary borders. 

One response to the disciplinary head-scratching might be a longing for a return 

to the study of public address, with its roots in the 1914 formation of the National 

Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking, which formed as an offshoot from 

The National Council of Teachers of English (Weaver, 1959)—an origin story that 

explains why many universities house rhetoric in both their English and Communication 

departments. The advocacy for studying texts over discourse, stems from a similar 

longing to regain subjective borders, but ultimately, these responses do little to resolve 

disciplinary anxieties. In practice it becomes difficult to draw bright lines between text 

and context. Is gesture part of public address? Clothing? What about mediated speech? 

Does a Tweet count? Why or why not? For students of rhetoric, these are important 
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questions and thankfully, a reconstructed picture drawn from Langer’s work, 

complemented by Sandelands’ contributions, can provide some answers.  

THE REBIRTH OF RHETORICA 

Although he laments that “ironically, the art of eloquence has no voice of its own 

within the academy,” Gaonkar predicts a rhetorical renaissance through which rhetoric 

might reclaim her rightful place as “the queen of the human sciences” and alludes to an 

impending rebirth of Rhetorica (1990, p. 360). Rhetorica, also known as “Lady 

Rhetoric,” is a visual personification of rhetoric with unknown origins. Some of the 

earliest depictions of Lady Rhetoric, or Dame Rhetoric as she is sometimes also known, 

appear on tarot cards, and as Schell and Rawson (2010) note, in approximately 410 CE, 

“the Roman Martianus Capella wrote The Marriage of Philosophy and Mercury, a 

popular compendium with allegorical descriptions of the seven liberal arts as ‘learned 

ladies.’” In this ancient text, Lady Rhetoric is described as “a queen with power over 

everything, she could drive a host of people where she wanted and draw them back where 

she wanted; she could sway them to tears and whip them to a frenzy” (p. x). Ronald 

compares this description to a later depiction in a 16th century medieval encyclopedia 

titled Margarita Philosophica, which describes her as a personification of rhetoric’s two 

functions: “to attack and defend by verbal arguments and to embellish speech with verbal 

adornmants” (p. xi). In more recent years, both Lunsford’s (1995) Reclaiming Rhetorica: 

Women in the Rhetorical Tradition and Schell and Rawson’s (2010) Rhetorica in Motion: 

Feminist Rhetorical Methods and Methodologies have called for an understanding and 

acceptance of Rhetorica as the mother of alternative rhetorics, a voice for the voiceless 
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and a place for feminist approaches to rhetorical research, including “archival research, 

literacy research, and online research” as well as “disability studies, gerontology/aging 

studies, Latina/o studies, queer and transgender studies, and transnational feminisms” 

(Schell & Rawson, p. 3).  

Although, I suspect that Goankar expected to see Lady Rhetorica’s renaissance 

begin sooner, the combination of Langer’s theory of presentational symbolism and 

artistic form with Sandelands’ conception of society and properties of art, gives us the 

tools to reinstate rhetorica and give her a voice of her own. While Langer lays the 

groundwork for a theory of society as feeling and art as society objectified, she stops 

short of providing a clear framework for the practical study of art as objectified feeling. 

Sandelands picks up where she left off. As he explains, “To say that a work of art or a 

society is alive is to say that it is a bounded entity, that it is dynamic, that it grows and 

that its future is yet to be decided” (p. 103). In this one, concise statement he lays out the 

necessary conditions for identifying societies and art objects, and as I will argue, 

rhetorical artifacts as well. If art is identifiable by these properties it becomes clear that 

living organisms, society, and art have homologous structures. If rhetoric is understood as 

something like “artful communication,” then it too should share this structure. So, a first 

step toward constructing a practical understanding of “artful communication” or 

eloquence will be to use this framework to identify proper rhetorical objects and explore 

their connection to society.  

In recent years, both Nathan Crick and Scott Stroud have broached the subject of 

“artful communication,” based on Deweyan aesthetics, and its relationship to rhetoric. As 
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Crick (2004) notes, “communication, whether it occurs in an oration, a conversation, or a 

television, is best understood as a form of art that has the potential to bring about 

aesthetic experience in its participants and open their eyes to the world of possibility 

embodied within each of us” (p. 314). As this description implies, not all communication 

fulfills this aesthetic potential, but when it does, it “becomes rhetorical” (Crick, 2004, p. 

317). In other words, Crick views rhetoric as artful communication, “whose goal is a 

presentation that unites form and rhythm in a manner that can reach down into the 

experiences of the audience and literally transform them into something new” (p. 317). 

Unfortunately, as Stroud (2008) points out, Crick stops short of telling us exactly how 

communication can become artful or rhetorical. To this end, Stroud unpacks Dewey’s 

explanation of the aesthetic experience and provides guidance on how one might achieve 

such an experience through communication. 

 Stroud (2008) provides a thorough explanation of Dewey’s “cryptic exclamations 

about the value of communication” and a compelling response the question of what it 

means to pursue the art of communication, and I believe his answer that the key to artful 

communication lies in “the orientation of the individual communicator” will benefit from 

the inclusion of Langer’s theory of art. In his interpretation of Dewey, Stroud identifies 

three characteristics of an aesthetic experience: “aesthetic experience is both integrated 

with and demarcated from surrounding experiences, has a unique individualizing quality, 

and possesses a sort of meaningful unity among its parts” (p. 155). This is remarkably 

similar to the way Langer describes art as both occurring in experience and being set off 

or bound in some way. She also describes the gestalt or holistic nature of art, and one 
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could interpret the “unique individualizing quality” of aesthetic experience as 

synonymous with feeling. In fact, Stroud alludes to such an interpretation as he expands 

upon Dewey’s example of how a Parisian dinner can be experienced aesthetically:   

The meal had a beginning and end, yet there was a certain connection to one’s 
other experiences in Paris. The meal had a certain quality to its parts that was 
different from those of other meals or experiences had in Paris; perhaps this one 
was romantic, exciting, uncertain, or so forth. At any rate, it was felt as 
qualitatively distinct from other experiences, and this is labeled by Dewey as an 
“individualizing quality” of the lived experience. (p. 156) 

 
The descriptors of “romantic,” “exciting,” and “uncertain,” can all be described as 

feelings, which suggests that the “individualizing quality” of aesthetic experience is, at 

least in some cases, a feeling. While it is difficult to say exactly what Dewey meant by 

this phrase, he did not limit it to specific types of experiences and seems to believe that 

every experience has aesthetic potential. As Stroud explains, Dewey “did believe that art, 

when done well, has an increased chance of fostering the subjective absorption and 

attention to present detail that makes such an experience unified in meaning and value” 

(p. 157). Stroud also concedes, “Dewey’s use of art is notoriously imprecise and prone to 

lead one to confusion,” but warns against placing too much emphasis on “descriptive” or 

“classificatory” understandings of art, emphasizing an understanding of art as 

“process”—not a resulting object (p. 157). 

 Based on Dewey’s understanding of art as process and his description of aesthetic 

experience, Stroud concludes that the only difference between an everyday experience of 

a Parisian dinner and an aesthetic experience of one, is the orientation of the subject. 

From this conclusion, he proposes three maxims for achieving artful communication. To 

begin with, Stroud argues, “a communicator is well served to avoid focusing on a remote 
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goal” (p. 177). In other words, a communicator should view the process of 

communication as an end in itself by “reimagining the present activity as intrinsically 

valuable” (p. 177). His second maxim requires the communicator to “consciously 

cultivate habits of attending to the demands of the present communication situation” (p. 

177), which might also be described as practicing communicative mindfulness. Finally, 

“one should avoid the easy pitfall, noticed by Buddhist philosophers for millennia, of 

focusing too much attention on a reified, separate self” (p. 178).  

 While I agree that following these maxims is likely to result in more skillful and 

more productive communication, I am less convinced that these are sufficient for 

producing aesthetic experience, even in a Deweyan sense. However, because Dewey’s 

definition of aesthetic experience is so ambiguous, it does leave room for Stroud’s 

interpretation, so I will not make that my central claim. My main concern is that Stroud’s 

emphasis on subjective orientation makes it difficult to delineate certain experiences as 

aesthetic experiences and others as non-aesthetic. Of course, both Dewey and Stroud 

want to make room for all experience to be potentially aesthetic, and that is part of my 

argument as well. On a more practical level, however, I am also aiming for a more 

precise definition of art, and by employing Langer’s definition of art to a Deweyan notion 

of aesthetic experience, we can gain clarity and strengthen our theoretical understanding 

of rhetoric as artful communication while also offering an alternative to relying on 

subjective orientation as its basis. 
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Although the rhetorical tide has yet to catch up, if Langer’s work proves helpful 

in defining both the function and form of rhetoric, we can declare that Arabella Lyon 

(1995) was right when she announced over two decades ago (perhaps prophetically): 

Langer’s writing, then, is subversive, placing rhetorical concerns and feminine 
values above the tradition of logocentric, masculine philosophy. She replicates the 
masculine move that denies difference, but in doing so, she moves what has 
traditionally been conceptualized as the margin to the center. Philosophy in a New 
Key is thus more than the announcement of a concern with symbols; rather, it 
creates the space for the rebirth of Rhetorica. In giving birth to the new rhetoric 
and fostering its reception across disciplines, Langer reclaims feeling and shared 
expression as not only the maternal providence but also the most valuable, unique, 
and essential of human activities. (p. 283) 

 
However, while Lyon declared Langer both “mother” and “midwife” to the “rebirth of 

rhetoric,” I would argue that Sandelands and Stroud can help us in seeing this process of 

rebirth all the way through. 

RE-COGNIZING RHETORIC AS ARTFUL COMMUNICATION 

We now have the necessary ingredients to piece together a method of identifying 

and achieving artful or rhetorical communication. From Langer, we know that rhetoric 

must include abstraction, plastic freedom, and expressiveness, but most importantly, it 

must create a primary illusion. Further, from Sandelands, we know that it must produce a 

feeling of society, which art does through the inclusion of dynamic tensions, growth, and 

possibility or, in other words, vital forms. Finally, as I have argued, communication is 

most artful when it is conceived of as both a means and end and there is a transcendence 

of self. 

Because there is quite a bit of overlap among the three, we can begin to further 

reduce the necessary conditions of rhetoric. For example, I have already suggested that 
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the primary illusion of art is a feeling of society, and vice versa. This feeling of society or 

feeling the group is also another way of describing a transcendence of self. When we 

account for areas of overlap, we can begin to simplify these requirements. We can 

conclude that rhetoric must first meet the requirements of art. To do so, it must express 

vital form or forms of life. In other words, it must express dynamic tensions, growth, and 

possibility. It must also create a primary illusion and a feeling of society, and it must be 

an end in itself, not a means to achieving some further goal. But, it is my contention that 

rhetoric is a subset of art and what makes it distinct from art in general is, like the other 

arts, its unique primary illusion. As I have already divulged, my claim is that rhetoric’s 

primary illusion is social movement.  

If a communicative act meets the above criteria we can consider it both artful and 

rhetorical. What remains to be determined is whether or not we can consider it eloquent. 

This is a question I will return to in my concluding chapter, but first, it will be helpful to 

apply this theory to some real-world examples that achieve varying degrees of artfulness 

and explore the consequences of viewing them as rhetorical. After all, a theory is only a 

good one insofar as it illuminates experience, so now that we have a method of 

identifying presentational rhetoric—which we can now refer to as, simply, “rhetoric”—it 

is time to apply it. As I explained throughout chapter 2, political communication is an 

ideal starting point due to longstanding assumptions that aesthetic communication is 

inherently damaging to American democracy. Therefore, in the following chapter, I 

provide application of the framework to two political objects as case studies—the 2008 

Obama “Hope” poster and will.i.am’s “Yes We Can” YouTube Video 
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Chapter 4:  Manifesting Hope: Form, Feeling, and Movement During 
Obama’s 2008 Presidential Campaign 

 
In the previous chapter, I argue that rhetoric is an art. As such, the rhetor’s main 

task is the same as the artist’s—to “produce and sustain the essential illusion, set it off 

clearly from the surrounding world of actuality, and articulate its form to the point where 

it coincides unmistakably with forms of feeling and living” (Langer, 1977, p. 68). In the 

case of rhetoric, I have argued that the essential illusion is social movement. In this 

chapter, I will briefly summarize the necessary conditions for identifying presentational 

communication, which I equate with both “artful communication” and rhetoric. I will 

then apply this framework to Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign, but first, I will 

provide a better explanation of what I mean by the illusion of social movement and why 

this chapter focuses on Obama’s campaign. 

SOCIAL MOVEMENT AS A PRIMARY ILLUSION 

Although “social movement” may seem like a fairly straightforward concept, 

much like the term “society,” it is more theoretically complex than our everyday use 

would suggest, and social movement scholarship is based on widely variable theoretical 

assumptions (Buechler, 1995; Cathcart, 1978; Cloud, 2001; Maheu, 1995; McGee, 1980; 

Melucci, 1996: Zarefsky, 1980). Some scholars associate social movements with identity 

politics (Maheu, 1995; Melucci, 1996), while others tie social movement to class and 

materiality (Cloud, 2001).  Some scholars argue for broader understandings of 

movement, while others propose more rigid definitions (Cathcart, 1978; Cloud, 2001). As 
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McGee (2001) points out, however, the disagreements generally have been 

methodological not conceptual.   

In a move similar to Sandelands, McGee (2001) argues that a theory of 

“movement-as-consciousness” should replace the current theoretical assumption of 

“movement-as-object” (p. 116). The consciousness McGee refers has to do with 

whomever interprets and designates a set of events as “social movement.” As McGee sets 

out to explain whether or not social movement rhetoric is a theoretically distinct 

disciplinary category, he concedes that it is intuitive to think so but argues that this has 

not been sufficiently demonstrated by movement scholars. He is not, however, denying 

the existence of social movement; he merely denies that it is a phenomenological object. 

As he explains, “no error is involved in seeing a parade of picketers as a ‘social 

movement.’ The mistake is treating the meaning as if it were itself a phenomenon” (p. 

117). This mistake arises out of a desire for scientific verification. 

Originally, “movement” was meant to connote “lemming-like behavior,” or the 

notion that human beings were caught up in the “swim” of things, and previous actions 

constrained present choices. McGee calls this conception of movement “historical,” 

meaning that it is rule-governed and temporally progressive. An historical understanding 

of movement relies on a conception of history that “‘moves’ in directions which can be 

known” (p. 119). Under the attack of logical positivism, historical movement needed 

empirical verification, and thus, the claim, “movement is a phenomenon” was born. Thus, 

social movement is often considered “an analogue comparing the flow of social facts to 

physical movement,” but McGee notes, “it is an interpretation of phenomenal data 
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controlled less by what happens in the real world than by what a particular user of the 

analogue wants to see in the real world” (p. 118). In other words, he views social 

movement as an interpretation of phenomena, rather than a phenomenon or set of 

phenomena.  

Like Sandelands’ argument about “society,” McGee argues that there are a 

number of unfortunate consequences resulting from scholars in both sociology and 

communication unnecessarily treating social movements as objects. Specifically, he 

notes, the movement-as-object assumption instantiates three fallacies: first, it is an 

instance of a tu quoque; second, it demonstrates an unfounded reductio; and finally, 

instead of establishing a condition, it affirms its consequent (p. 120). The first fallacy, the 

tu quoque, has to do with the empirical bias of logical positivism. In the positivist view, 

the historical conception of movement lacked empirical verification. Movement was 

always a matter of interpretation. Conceiving of movement as an object was meant to do 

away with the problem of mediation, but as McGee explains, regardless of how we define 

it, the recognition of “a movement” is always a matter of interpretation. There is no thing 

out there, waiting to be discovered; rather, it is always a matter of interpretive 

recognition. In this way, those that would objectify movement in an attempt to prioritize 

discovery over invention have merely repeated the mistake of ignoring the mediation 

involved. 

McGee also contends that the claim “movement is a phenomenon” is 

unnecessarily reductionist. As he explains: “There is a ‘swim of things’ which catches 

each of us in the impulse to demonstrate how secure we can be in the comfortable 
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confines of collectivity. The ‘swim of things’ is an urge, a drive to make collective 

behavior more comfortable and human existence therefore more ‘meaningful’” (p. 121). 

In an attempt to understand this “swim of things,” sociologists and communication 

theorists have taken human consciousness and attempted to explain it in terms of human 

behavior. This is a classical argument in philosophy of mind, whereby one attempts to 

explain human consciousness in terms of the material. It begins with a metaphysical 

distinction between consciousness and objects, and then attempts to explain the former in 

terms of the latter. With regard to movements, McGee claims that this move results in a 

study of organizational communication rather than movement proper. It may tell us about 

the organization of objects, but, he argues, we lose all the stuff about social movements 

that we are most interested in—viz., the consciousness of a people.  

McGee’s third indictment against the movement-as-object contention is 

essentially an accusation of circular reasoning. If movement were phenomenal, it should 

be that one could appeal to certain objective criteria when determining if something is or 

is not movement. This, however, is not how movements are most commonly identified. 

As McGee notes, in general, a movement is identified as such when a group of “alienated 

individuals chose to define the nature and direction of their political behavior with the 

analogue ‘movement’” (p. 121). The problem, as noted by McGee, is that any group can 

call anything a movement, and by treating this as an object, scholars “grant an aura of 

academic or theoretical legitimacy to a patently rhetorical ploy” (p. 121).  Having 

outlined the problems with movement theory as currently conceived, McGee proposes an 

alternative conception of “social movement” as meaning or interpretation. As he 



 118 

explains, the study of movement should be “an account of human consciousness, not of 

human organizational behavior” (p. 121). According to McGee, the way to identify social 

movement then, is by examining discourse. McGee calls for social movement theorists to 

prove a social movement exists rather than presume its existence from the start. As he 

explains, “the impulse to see ‘movement’ in certain changes and not in others is recorded 

in attempts to make such perception general through the rhetorical community,” and “a 

survey of any nation’s rhetoric should clearly indicate that normative descriptions for 

common phenomena have or have not changed” (p. 122). Having identified change, 

McGee suggests that movement scholars ought to consider the functional benefits of 

describing it as “movement.” Social movement theorists should ask themselves how 

useful it would be to interpret something as movement and what relationship this 

interpretation would have to collective behavior. 

        Although McGee’s argument against movement-as-object is compelling, and I 

accept his premises, I come to a different conclusion. McGee’s argument against 

movement-as-object runs parallel to Sandelands’ argument against society-as-object. 

Based on McGee’s view, however, social movement is a subjective interpretation, which 

means that anyone can interpret any state of affairs as a social movement. In this way, he 

merely shifts social movement theory from a study of organizational behavior to a study 

of psychological behavior. Sandelands’ interpretation of society-as-feeling provides an 

alternative definition of social movement as movement-as-feeling, or perhaps more aptly, 

movement-of-feeling.  Not only can a case can be made that social movement is a change 

in social feeling, this interpretation allows for a definition of social movement that does 
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not devolve into subjective relativism. On this view, social movement is disruption in our 

feeling of society, a perceptible shift from one feeling to another. Thus, to study social 

movement is to study social feeling and, as has already been demonstrated, social feeling 

is objectified through art. Social movement, then, is not made known through just any 

discourse, as McGee suggests. As I will continue to argue, social movement is objectified 

through presentational communication or, in other words, rhetoric.  

IDENTIFYING MOVEMENT THROUGH PRESENTATIONAL COMMUNICATION 

Rhetoric, like all art forms, expresses vital forms or “forms of feeling and living” 

(Langer, 1977, p. 68). In Sandelands’ terms, it expresses dynamic tensions, growth, and 

possibility. Via both Langer and Sandelands, I have also argued that all art qua art creates 

a primary illusion, and this illusion expresses a feeling of society. Drawing from Stroud, I 

have added the additional criteria that the most presentational rhetoric is used as an end in 

itself, not a means to achieving some further goal and that it is used to transcend the self. 

I do, however, depart from Stroud on what this last bit means. Whereas he is chiefly 

concerned with the subjective orientation of the rhetor, I am equally concerned with how 

rhetoric achieves transcendence of self with regard to the audience. I will explain this 

distinction in more detail at a later point, but for now, with these criteria in mind, we 

should be able to identify something as art. In order to identify something as rhetorical, 

however, I will need to narrow my focus.  

What sets rhetoric apart from other art forms is its primary illusion of social 

movement. Up until now, I have been describing both art and rhetoric as clearly 

delineated categories, which has been necessary in order to get at a better understanding 
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of both. Now that we have identified the essential features, however, it is important to 

remember that just as symbols are rarely wholly presentational or wholly 

representational, what counts as artful or rhetorical is also a matter of degree. In other 

words, something can be more or less presentational, more or less artful, and more or less 

rhetorical. So, although the necessary conditions I have outlined can provide criteria for 

identifying rhetorical objects (i.e., delineating which phenomena are rhetorical and which 

are not), knowing that presentational symbolism functions more qualitatively, these 

criteria are more useful in evaluating the degree to which any particular act of 

communication is rhetorical. To that end, we should encounter potentially presentational 

communication by first asking, what are the limits or boundaries of the work? In other 

words, how does it set itself apart from the surrounding environment to create virtual 

space, time, or culture? What is the generative concept or motif? Furthermore, we will 

want to consider what vital feeling is expressed? What are the dynamic tensions? Does it 

express growth or unfolding possibilities? We must also determine whether the 

communicative act is an end in itself or means to some further end, and finally, we must 

evaluate the degree to which it helps the rhetor and the audience transcend their 

subjective selves. Another way to ask this final point is to think about whether or not a 

feeling of society (i.e., a sense of biological, organismic, ontological unity) is expressed 

and to what degree.  

In order to further explore the theory of presentational communication I have 

outlined in the previous pages, I am focusing on Democratic campaign rhetoric in 

response to Westen’s (2007) argument that the Republican Party is better at appealing to 
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the emotional brain than the Democratic Party has been. Westen’s book, The Political 

Brain, is an admittedly partisan look at American voter behavior, in which the author 

makes a plea for the Democratic Party to adopt the Republican strategy of appealing to 

hearts, not minds.  

Many scholars have looked at the connection between emotion and politics 

(Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Bimber, 2003; Edelman, 2013; Lodge & Taber, 2013; Marcus, 

2003; Marcus & MacKuen, 2001; McGuire, 1990; Neuman, 2007; Scherer, 2015; 

Schudson, 1998; Westen, 2007). For instance, McGuire (1990) carves political 

scholarship focusing on the role of emotion into three stages. According to McGuire, the 

40s and 50s were characterized by a psychoanalytic approach to understanding the 

personalities of politicians, while the subsequent two decades turned toward a focus on 

understanding voting behavior through more survey-based methods, and scholarship 

during the 80s and 90s, was distinguished by a focus on the structural bases of emotion. 

In contrast, Westen takes a neurobiological approach. As a professor of psychology at 

Emory University, he studied voters’ brains as they were presented with political 

information and found that the areas of the brain responsible for emotion were much 

more active than the areas of the brain controlling critical reasoning. As Westen explains, 

“The political brain is an emotional brain. It is not a dispassionate calculating machine, 

objectively searching for the right facts, figures, and policies to make a reasoned 

decision” (p. xv). Through numerous examples, Westen also makes a compelling case 

that, in general, the Republican Party has been better at activating the emotional part of 

the brain, while Democrats, to their detriment, have consistently appealed to reason.  
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It is important to point out that Westen’s (2007) study occurred before Obama’s 

first presidential run, and although Westen called for more emotional campaigning, he 

could not have predicted what 2008 (let alone 2016) would bring.  Almost prophetically, 

he appeals to the Democratic Party to stop serving “stale rhetoric” that appeals to the 

brain, and start appealing to people’s “guts.” As he notes, “we can’t change the structure 

of the political brain, which reflects millions of years of evolution. But we can change the 

way we appeal to it” (p. xv). While my main purpose in this chapter is to apply a newly 

formed theory to recent examples of political communication and to identify and analyze 

the function of presentational communication, I will also consider whether or not 

Obama’s campaign represents a change in the way democratic candidates appeal to 

voters, and if so, to what effect?  

CAMPAIGNING IN THE DIGITAL AGE 

The goal of this analysis is to explore presentational aspects of communication in 

the digital era, and as previously argued, Obama’s rhetoric in particular, provides an 

excellent starting point. Prior to delving into his campaign rhetoric, I will first provide 

some background on the Obama campaign and his entry into the 2008 presidential 

campaign and the digital campaign environment. Obama was not the first candidate to 

effectively campaign online. In particular, Howard Dean was an early-adopter, and his 

2004 campaign paved the way for the Obama campaign in 2008. Dean’s campaign, 

which was led by Joe Trippi, used the internet to foster grassroots support in a way that 

had never been seen in such a high-profile political campaign before. Through his blog, 

“Blog for America,” Dean facilitated an open connection with his supporters, and was 
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actually the first candidate to post to a blog (Trippi, 2004).  His campaign also connected 

supporters with each other via Meetup.com. Dean supporters could easily communicate 

with each other for everything from discussing issues, planning events, or recruiting 

volunteers to canvass. Within a few weeks the number of Dean supporters on 

Meetup.com increased from 2,700 to 8,000, prompting the campaign to create its own 

version, called GetLocal as well as a Friendster-like social networking site called 

DeanLink (Trippi, 2004).  Much like the printing press, the internet had a democratizing 

effect on politics, but digital technology evolved fast, connecting people on a scale we 

had never seen before.  

Although Dean’s previous campaign had incorporated online tactics to a 

significant degree, 2008 can be seen as the first presidential campaign of the digital era. 

Prior to 2008, several political communication scholars had called attention to a transition 

in both technological and communication processes (e.g., Bimber, 2003; Schudson, 

1998), and as Bennett and Iyengar (2008) assert, “it is clear we are entering another 

important turning point not just in communication technologies but in social structure and 

identity formation that affect the behaviour of audiences” (p. 23), and it is at this turning 

point that the Obama campaign emerged.  

Obama made use of many of the same digital tools implemented by the Dean 

campaign and even recruited Blue State Digital, the brains responsible for Dean’s digital 

tools, to create the digital and interactive campaign assets, including the website and the 

online community, my.barackobama.com (myBO). One difference between Dean’s and 

Obama’s campaigns, however, was the evolution of the internet in the intervening four 
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years. There were significantly more users, advances in technology, and new ways to 

connect on a larger scale. In 2004, for example, Facebook was still limited to a subset of 

American college students, but by 2008, Facebook was open to everyone. The Obama 

campaign even used Facebook cofounder, Chris Hughes, as a consultant, resulting in over 

two million users signing up to use MyBO (Talbot, 2008).  The 2008 election also 

marked the first election where over half of the age-eligible voting population went 

online to participate in the political process, with nearly 75 percent of voters using the 

internet to gather information or engage in other political activities (Pew Internet & 

American Life Project). Some sought political news, others used online forums to discuss 

politics, and some shared and received information via digital tools like text messages, 

emails, and social media. In comparison, only 37 percent of adults were online political 

users in 2004 (Pew Internet & American Life Project).  

As the number of online political users has increased and the internet has become 

more ubiquitous in everyday life, the media environment has shifted as well. Digital news 

is now seen as “on par” with traditional newspapers and is “a major source of campaign 

news,” particularly for younger voters (Pew Internet & American Life Project). It is now 

easier than ever to search for and find news on demand, and consequently, 2008 also saw 

an increase in partisan-based news consumption. According to Pew, “both Democrats and 

Republicans are now more likely to gravitate towards online sites with an explicitly 

partisan slant than they were in 2004.” Pew attributes this selective media consumption to 

the accessibility of information, explaining that more than ever before:  
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Politically interested internet users have access to a wealth of political content 

online, along with new tools for finding, customizing and filtering highly targeted 

political commentary. As a result they are delving more deeply into the “long tail” 

of online political content, where they frequently seek out information that carries 

a distinct partisan slant and comes from sources beyond traditional news content. 

(Pew, 2008) 

Interestingly, McCain supporters were more likely to be internet users than those who 

backed Obama, yet “online Obama supporters took part in a wider range of online 

political activities—from posting their own thoughts and comments about the election 

online to going online to volunteer for campaign activities or donate money” (Pew, 

2008). In other words, even though McCain had more supporters online, Obama’s were 

more engaged. This suggests a difference in the way Obama supporters use the internet, a 

difference in the way Obama inspired his online supporters, or more likely, both. 

While popular opinion on Obama may have shifted some since his first election, 

the fact remains that the 2008 election was one of the most engaged in terms of voter 

turnout, especially among younger and minority voters (CBS, 2009; Pew, 2009; Office, 

2016). There are many contributing factors, but given the high online political 

engagement displayed by Obama supporters, it is not a stretch to conclude that Obama’s 

team understood the digital landscape better than any of his competitors. For example, 

the Obama campaign even introduced its own social platform at mybarackobama.com 

(MyBO). Even though techpresident.com, a nonpartisan site created in 2008 to monitor 

the 2008 election and track the impact of the internet on U.S. political campaigns, had 
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some critiques of the technical aspects of the Obama site, overall they declared it a 

political success, explaining that, “Despite [the issues], My.BarackObama.com still 

works, and it’s not because it recreated the features of a social network. If they’ve 

succeeded, it’s because they’ve harkened back to the early days of the web, to the 

primary way that the online grassroots connected with each other before blogs: e-mail 

groups” (Ruffini, 2008). According to the analysis by techpresident, the over 16,000 

groups on MyBO were its “most powerful feature,” providing a forum for “local activist 

groups in virtually every state—often at the county and town level —with hundreds of 

members each” (Ruffini). In other words, Obama was not the first presidential candidate 

to use the internet to engage with voters, he was just the first to use it to allow so many 

ways for a large number of voters to engage with each other. This may provide some 

explanation as to why Obama’s campaign inspired so much user-generated content. There 

were Obama-inspired websites, blogs, digital essays, songs, and videos. The most popular 

of the YouTube videos were Obama Girl’s “I got a crush ... on Obama,” receiving over 

12 million views during the campaign (barelypolitical, 2007) and will.i.am’s “Yes we 

can” with over 25 million views to date (WeCan08, 2008). There was even an unofficial 

Facebook group called “Students for Barack Obama” that was eventually incorporated as 

an official part of the campaign (Vargas, 2008). This perfect storm of political savvy, 

digital expertise, and timing, culminated in the most digitally prolific candidate the U.S. 

had ever seen.  
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THE HOPE OF OBAMA 

Not only did Obama respond to changes in technology, he also responded to 

Westen’s call for a Democratic candidate who could appeal to voters’ hearts. The Obama 

campaign generated enormous grassroots support and inspired numerous artistic works.  

As such, Obama’s 2008 campaign provides us with a number of rhetorical artifacts 

suitable for presentational analysis. Through words, images, and music, Obama’s 

campaign rhetoric was certainly not overly dependent on the issue-laden, 

representational, discursive appeals to reason that Westen had begged the Democratic 

Party to abandon. On the contrary, Obama’s rhetorical style was compared to that of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy ("Obama invokes spirit of MLK, RFK", 

2009). In a well-known campaign speech he describes his “Yes we can” mantra as “the 

call of workers who organized; women who reached for the ballot; a President who chose 

the moon as our new frontier; and a King who took us to the mountaintop and pointed the 

way to the Promised Land.” At the same time, he was incorporating work from popular 

artists like Shepard Fairey, the well-known street artist, and will.i.am, founder of The 

Black Eyed Peas. It was at once something familiar and something totally new. In short, 

Obama’s rhetoric embraced old and new, pastiche and hybridization, and as I will argue, 

remix was a recurring theme throughout his campaign. To remix something is “to take 

cultural artifacts and combine and manipulate them into new kinds of creative blends” 

(Knobel & Lankshear, 2008, p. 22), and “a remix” is the resulting object produced by 

such a blend.  Through a presentational analysis of Obama’s campaign rhetoric, I unravel 
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what it means for a presidential candidate to embrace, express, and embody remix and 

explore the implications of a grassroots movement based on a remix aesthetic.  

The emergence of Barack Obama as a candidate signaled many changes in U.S. 

politics, including what Sturken (2009) calls, “a new aesthetic of American patriotism” 

(p. 168). Sturken defines the new American aesthetic as one with an “emphasis on style,” 

embodied by an “ease with branding culture, a cross-class low-brow to middle-brow to 

high-brow mixing of cultural forms from hip hop to jazz to modern and postmodern art, 

an aesthetic of pastiche and citation” (p. 169). Every president has a style, and Obama’s 

style, particularly in 2008 “is indicative of a connection, perhaps the first in American 

history, between mainstream political culture and the style of youth culture, characterized 

today by remix, irony and play” (p. 169). In contrast, George W. Bush’s White House 

“featured a significant number of paintings about Texas as well as plenty of cowboy 

kitsch,” including A Charge to Keep, said to be Bush’s favorite painting (Sturken, p. 

168). According to Sturken, the kitsch of the Bush White House has been typical of the 

occupants with the notable exception of the Kennedys. Like the Kennedys, the Obamas 

placed a higher emphasis on art than most other occupants of The White House. 

According to Chozick and Crow (2009), the Obamas sent “ripples through the art world 

as they put the call out to museums, galleries, and private collectors that they’d like to 

borrow modern art by African American, Hispanic and female artists for the White 

House,” and in sharp contrast to “the 19th-century still lifes, pastorals and portraits that 

dominate the White House’s public rooms,” they chose “bold, abstract art works.” 



 129 

The Obamas’ emphasis on innovative and diverse White House art is a natural 

extension of a presidential campaign that also seemed to embrace and inspire art and 

artists in new and exciting ways. For example, when renowned street artist Shepard 

Fairey created a poster of Obama that began to pop up everywhere, the Obama campaign 

responded by asking Fairey to create an official campaign version. The poster has since 

become emblematic of Obama’s 2008 campaign. It has also been the subject of some 

controversy. In 2009, the Associated Press threatened to sue Fairey for copyright 

infringement, claiming that he had unlawfully reproduced a photo taken by one of their 

staffers, Mannie Garcia (“Hope: Shepard Fairey and Barack Obama”, 2016; “Mannie 

Garcia: The Photo That Sparked ‘Hope’”, 2009). The central concern was whether or not 

Fairey’s poster was essentially just a copy of another artist’s work or whether he had 

altered the original image enough for it to be considered a new work of art. Interestingly, 

the fact that the very reason the authenticity of Fairey’s work was in question, may have 

been the same reason it was so popular. As Sturken (2009) explains:  

The Obama poster defines a particular kind of viewer, one who is accustomed to 
reading images as references and citations. While the poster deploys the cliches of 
celebrity and political affirmation in its image of a leader looking off toward an 
imagined horizon, it effectively recodes its political discourse in a way that 
interpolates viewers as adept at reading style as a form of reference. (p. 169) 

 
In other words, the Obama “Hope” poster is a remix.  

As previously noted, the central features of remix are timeless, but the word 

“remix” did not enter into popular vernacular until more recently. While is unlikely that 

Langer was familiar with the term during most of her writing, a Langerian understanding 

of presentational symbolism can still be applied to newly emergent art forms. Thus, it 
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makes sense to ask what the primary illusion of remix is and how that is expressed 

through Fairey’s work.  

As mentioned above, remix is a blending, and so is Fairey’s poster. Like Obama’s 

speaking style, the poster is at once familiar and new. Its red, white, and blue references 

are obviously patriotic, but they are not quite the primary colors we generally see in 

American campaign signage. There is also a vintage quality to the image, so while the 

actual form of the poster was new, the perceptual form was old, creating a virtual past for 

both the poster and potentially for Obama as well. As Sturken (2009) notes, it “quite self-

consciously deploys the visual style of graphic poster design used by the Bolsheviks 

agitprop artists of the 1920s” (p. 169). At the same time, Fairey’s style is “also situated 

within the modern legacy Andy Warhol, with its strategy of taking an image of an iconic 

figure and screen-printing color into it” (p. 170). By portraying Obama in this light, 

Fairey ties him to artistic and political movements of the past. He also portrays the 

candidate in a way likely to resonate with viewers who are familiar with and immersed in 

remix culture, which is to say, the image resonates with viewers immersed in a digital 

environment.  

Although the original poster was created by Fairey and can be indeed be seen as 

Fairey’s rhetoric, because the “Hope” poster was commissioned by Obama and 

“distributed by the OBAMA Camp as an awareness campaign,” the version we know best 

can also be seen as presidential campaign rhetoric attributable to Obama himself. So, as 

we continue with a Langerian analysis of presentational communication, we need to 

define the frame or boundaries of the work.  In this case, identifying the boundaries of the 
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art object turns out to be particularly difficult to do. There is, of course, the original 

“Progress” poster, which was bound by the edges of the paper Fairey printed it on. As he 

recounts the tale of how he made it, however, Fairey explains that he immediately made 

many copies of the poster, distributing them across the nation. Shortly thereafter, the 

Obama campaign commissioned their slightly revised version for official campaign use 

and distributed numerous copies as well and, as previously mentioned, the poster inspired 

sites like www.obama-me.com where users could create a version using their own photo 

and slogan. There is also, arguably, the most official version hanging in the National 

Portrait Gallery, and we cannot forget that Fairey’s poster so closely resembled Mannie 

Garcia’s photograph that he was accused of copyright infringement. So, which version or 

versions count as part of Obama’s campaign rhetoric?  

By invoking a remix aesthetic all of these art objects become tied together 

through a process of pastiche and citation, creating a much larger art object and a new 

patriotic aesthetic, one with ambiguous boundaries. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of 

this new patriotic aesthetic is how it has been both endorsed by and reappropriated by the 

establishment. Although the first version of the poster was created as a piece of unofficial 

“fan art” and featured the word “PROGRESS” across the bottom, the Obama campaign 

hesitatingly embraced Fairey’s vision and asked that a new version be created for official 

use by the campaign. The second version replaced “PROGRESS” with the word “HOPE” 

and eventually came to be the more well-known of the two. The work also inspired 

numerous copycats and more than one website popped up where users could create a 

version using their own photo and slogan. There is even a TIME Magazine cover based 
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on the poster, and in 2009 the Smithsonian acquired the poster for the National Portrait 

Gallery, officially reifying this shift in patriotic aesthetics (“NPG Acquires Shepard 

Fairey’s Portrait of Barack Obama”, 2009). As Sturken (2009) points out, there is a 

certain irony to both the poster and its placement in the Smithsonian. “On one hand, the 

poster is clearly an effective affirmation of the then-candidate and his message of hope 

and change. On the other hand, its aesthetic of referencing and image play also creates an 

ironic subtext” (p. 170), by simultaneously expressing an optimistic patriotism and 

referencing visual markings of Marxist propaganda. In other words, the image, much like 

Obama’s speaking style, it is at once familiar and new.  

Because the “Hope” poster is the one that came to be the most iconic, I will focus 

much of my analysis there, but even so, the “Hope” poster simultaneously references a 

number of other art objects including the “Progress” poster, the AP photograph, and 

possibly even Obama himself, and because it was embraced by the Obama campaign, all 

of these contribute to Obama’s 2008 campaign rhetoric. In fact, both the “Progress” 

poster and the AP photograph link back to Obama’s actual words and actions. Therefore, 

in trying to establish a motif or commanding form, it makes sense to look to Obama’s 

himself. The photograph’s connection to Obama is obvious, and Fairey explicitly states 

that his initial poster was inspired by Obama’s words. As he describes:  

From the moment I first heard Barack Obama speak, I was impressed. It was at 
the Democratic National Convention in 2004, where he delivered the keynote 
address and spoke about uniting America and creating opportunities for everyone 
to prosper. He also spoke about combating the politics of cynicism and despair 
with a new kind of politics—politics of hope and progress. (Fairey, 2009).  
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Fairey claims it was the content of the speech that hooked him, but it was likely 

something beyond the referential meaning of Obama’s words. It seems doubtful that a 

politician’s voting record would be enough to inspire art, and much more likely that it 

was not just what Obama said, but how he said it that inspired feelings of “hope and 

progress” in Fairey, so what was the commanding form that generated the original 

“Progress” poster?  

 If we look back at Obama’s words in the 2004 DNC speech, a speech in which he 

was supposed to be stumping for John Kerry, we see the first stirrings of Obama as a 

future presidential candidate. He starts off with a reference to his father, and within the 

first three minutes of the speech he uses the word “father” or “grandfather” eight times.  

In this same timeframe, he mentions his “parents,” “mother,” and “grandmother” four 

times, and he ends this biographical summary with a reference to his “two precious 

daughters.” He introduces himself to the nation as a blend of white and black, the son of a 

foreign-born father and an American mother, and both the descendent of World War II 

veteran and the bearer of an African name that means blessed.  

Both the form and the content are important. Repetition is “a rare cultural 

universal—a characteristic exhibited by the music of every known human culture” 

(Margulis, 2003, p. 1). Speech, on the other hand, is far less likely to make use of 

repetition. The fact that the introduction to Obama’s speech does contain sonorous 

repetition, particularly with his invocation of the word-sound “father,” is both unique and 

evocative. According to Margulis, “repetition in music, like repetition in ritual, then, can 

serve to signal intentionality, and this recognition of intentionality might facilitate the 
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capacity to engage with sounds as emotionally communicative” (p. 2). While not quite on 

par with musical repetition, Obama’s use of repeated sounds signals a certain aesthetic 

intention, one that is presentationally expressive, and this combined with the content of 

his words works together to evoke presentational image of Obama. As we all are, he is a 

blend of his parents, but through this narrative, he portrays himself as a blending of 

worlds and cultures. In a way, he is America. It is no wonder Fairey was inspired. 

As soon as Obama announced his candidacy, Fairey says, “I knew I wanted to 

make art to support him” (p. 7). A few months later Fairey reached out to the Obama 

campaign, explained his plans to support the campaign through his art, and received their 

blessing to proceed. As Fairey explains, “When I made the Hope portrait, I wanted to 

capture his idealism, vision, and his contemplative nature…. I wanted to convey that 

Obama had vision—his eyes sharply focused on the future—and compassion, that he 

would use his leadership in a very patriotic way” (p. 7). This makes it sound like Obama, 

the man, was the commanding form; however, it was a mediated version of Obama that 

gave shape to Fairey’s poster. It was Obama as a mix of black and white, a blend of his 

parents and grandparents, a blend of foreign and domestic—the beginnings of a remix.  

Along those same lines, the “Hope” poster was a mix of vintage propaganda and 

contemporary street art, it was also a re-presentation of other artworks. Most 

immediately, it was a re-presentation of the “Progress” poster, but that work was a re-

presentation of Garcia’s photograph. Due to their similarity of form, the “Progress” and 

“Hope” posters, as well as the photograph by Garcia, likely express a similar feeling or 

feelings, but even Garcia alludes to the idea that the posters may capture something new. 
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In an interview, Garcia admits that initially, he did not recognize that it was his photo. As 

he explains:  

There was something about the poster. I had seen it on the campaign. I had 
covered part of the campaign. I had been, you know, with every person that had 
run for the office, I had been with for that 22-month period. And it was like, you 
know, last year when the poster came out, I noticed it, but - and I noticed there 
was something about it, but there was, you know, I didn’t know it was mine. 

 
Even to Garcia, it was both familiar and new.  

Through the remix aesthetic “Hope” poster both creates virtual tensions, 

simultaneously creating contrast and unity through the use of color, virtual space and 

virtual time. According to Fairey (2009), “I used a photo for reference … and gave the 

illustration a patriotic color scheme, dividing the face into the red shadow side and the 

blue highlight side, to convey the idea of blue and red states, Democrats and Republicans, 

who are frequently in opposition, converging” (p. 7). The use of contrasting color then, 

serves as a symbolic blending of the Democratic party and the GOP projected onto 

Obama. In this way, Fairey’s “Hope” also functions totemically, and this totemism is by 

design. As Fairey explains, “It’s amazing what visuals can do. I’ve always thought they 

made the best tool for propagandist manipulation because they can project an essence 

onto someone that they might not really have” (2009, p. 9). Fairey literally layers his own 

hope onto Obama. As previously discussed, the totem is a means of presentational 

symbolism, one that connects a group through the process of projecting “that mystical 

feeling of group” onto an object (p. 49). In this way, Obama moves from inspiring 

Fairey’s art to becoming an art object himself. Through “Hope,” Obama becomes a 

symbolic object infused with meaning that serves to bind a group together.  
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Additionally, because the poster is visual, via Langer we know that the primary 

illusion is one of space, but there is also a secondary illusion of time. In a literal 

interpretation, Obama is looking forward and slightly up. Fairey literally wanted to show 

his “vision for the future,” and does so by choosing an image of him looking ahead and 

slightly upward. However, the illusion of space was first initiated by Garcia who 

describes his thought process while taking the photograph as follows:  

Senator Obama is looking at and listening to Senator Brownback speak about the 
situation of human rights in Darfur. I’m on my knees, I’m down low, and I’m just 
trying to make a nice, clean head shot. And I’m waiting. I’m looking at the eyes. I 
mean, sure, there’s focus, and I want the background to be a little bit soft. I 
wanted a shallow depth of field. I’m looking and waiting. I'm waiting for him to 
turn his head a little bit. I’m just patiently making a few pictures here and there, 
and I’m just looking for a moment when I think is right, and I’m taking some 
images as I'm going along, and then it happened. Boom, I was there. I was ready. 

 
It is that depth of field that helps create the illusion of space that sets this off and helps us 

focus on that “Boom” moment. The photo is framed closely enough that we can see 

details of Obama’s expression, but not so closely that we cannot tell that he is looking at 

something in the distance, whether it is someone across the table, across the room, or 

across the country, there is a sense of space beyond the two-dimensional confines of the 

poster. This framing of space and feeling was recognized by Fairey, but first expressed by 

Garcia. This is not to say that Fairey’s work is derivative. Through color and other 

graphical additions, Fairey adds new illusions and tensions to the image, giving it new 

meaning. As noted, his use of red and blue simultaneously expresses contrast and unity, 

and his citations of Marxist propaganda express an illusion of past and timelessness. It 

grants a history to this previously unknown senator as well as an aura of revolution. 

Fairey’s Obama is a remix of old and new, both familiar and revolutionary.  
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Fairey’s poster does create a primary illusion and can be seen as artful, but 

eloquence is best achieved by a mindfulness to the present situation, communication as 

an end in itself, and transcendence of self. Fairey’s original poster does seem to fulfill 

these criteria. It was originally an artistic expression of feeling for the sake of expression. 

It seemed to spark similar feelings as it was shared throughout the nation. Once the image 

was appropriated by the campaign, however, it was no longer only an end in itself. It 

became a means of inspiring not just hope but also votes. In this way, Obama’s use of the 

poster also changes its transcendent potential. While both the “Progress” poster and the 

“Hope” poster do allow for a feeling of organismic unity—or in other words, a feeling of 

society—among the viewers and rhetors alike, as a piece of official campaign content, it 

simultaneously places very clear boundaries around Obama as a political subject. The 

rhetorical object is now in service of Obama and Obama’s goals. While there may be 

other motivations for the Obama campaign using the poster, one very obvious motivation 

is the hope that it will inspire votes, not just inspire. This does not mean it fails to be 

artful, but it does mean that it is becomes less artful than the original iteration. In other 

words, Fairey’s use may be more eloquent than Obama’s.  

My analysis so far only helps to identify Fairey’s poster as artful, or 

presentational, in order for it to function rhetorically, it must also objectify social 

movement. As I have argued, the commanding form of the poster was Obama himself. 

There was something about him and his previous rhetoric that sparked Fairey to create 

the poster. A feeling inspired him to do the Google search and he recognized a similar 

form of feeling in Garcia’s photo. But what was that feeling? The obvious answer is 
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hope, which is eventually what it came to represent, but is that too literal? What was the 

vital feeling or form of living and how was it expressed? As Sturken explains, in 2008 we 

began to witness the emergence of a new style of politics, demonstrated by the “Hope” 

poster, the will.i.am “Yes We Can” video, and the Obama campaign logo, “which so 

resonated with youth culture that it was almost immediately used as inspiration for the 

new Pepsi logo” (p. 171). This new political aesthetic can be juxtaposed against the 

kitschy and wholly patriotic and “decidedly un-ironic embraces of US exceptionalism, 

power and deployments of a mythic culture of American innocence” of the past (Sturken, 

p. 171). This stylistic shift was not just a shift in popular culture, however; it was a shift 

in political communication, a shift in Democratic campaign style, and a shift in social 

feeling.  

YES HE CAN 

Fairey’s posters, of course, were not the only art works inspired by Obama during 

the 2008 election cycle.  As Fairey’s website notes in a call for artistic contributions in 

support of the campaign, “Barack Obama’s historic candidacy has sparked an 

unprecedented artistic outpouring” (Manifest Hope, 2016). Along with his poster, Fairey 

notes the “Yes We Can” YouTube video by will.i.am. While the Obama campaign had 

nothing to do with the creation of the video, they eventually made use of it in official 

campaign settings (Alexovich, 2016) and, therefore, it can be considered part of Obama’s 

campaign rhetoric. An analysis of the presentational aspects of this video reveals another 

digital remix that projects feelings of social movement onto Obama.  
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Like the “Hope” posters, the frame of the “Yes We Can” video is at once 

straightforward and complex. The video, of course, has a clear beginning and end, but it, 

too, is a remix. One easily overlooked aspect of the “Yes, We Can” video is that it is, in 

part, footage of an actual campaign speech, and interestingly, it was meant to be a 

concession speech of sorts. Obama, in fact, begins by congratulating “Senator Clinton” 

(Barack, 2008). He had just lost the New Hampshire primary to Hillary Clinton, and was 

conceding the present battle but not the war. Rather than ask the standard political 

communication questions regarding the effects of this video or what is represented by it, I 

want to ask different kind of question: what is it that this video expresses, and how is it 

expressed?   

Like Fairey’s posters, the motif or commanding form comes from Obama’s words 

expressed through a process of repetition and re-presentation. Music and celebrity voices 

create virtual space far greater than the boundaries of the YouTube frame as they are 

layered over Obama’s original speech, a speech that makes reference to a campaign 

slogan from his senatorial run in 2004 (Stableford, 2015), a campaign slogan that makes 

reference to the Spanish motto of the United Farm Workers, “Si, se puede” (Gehrke, 

2016). The result of all this layering is a presentational expression of virtual weight, 

virtual space, and virtual past. It is familiar and new, pastiche and citation, another 

remix.  

The commanding form for will.i.am’s video is a bit more straightforward than the 

posters, however, and Obama all but points it out in his speech, saying: 

But in the unlikely story that is America, there has never been anything false 
about hope. For when we have faced down impossible odds; when we've been 



 140 

told that we're not ready, or that we shouldn't try, or that we can't, generations of 
Americans have responded with a simple creed that sums up the spirit of a people.  
Yes, we can.  

 
In the final three minutes of his original thirteen-minute speech, this phrase is repeated 

ten times. It did not go unnoticed by the audience, who chanted “Yes we can” in unison 

at the end of his speech. The words create a rhythm, which when repeated create a sense 

of movement, or a kinetic tonal form. These three sounds are the motif or living form, and 

this is what sets the whole thing off as something other than representational 

communication.  

Obama’s speech, then, is already presentational. The video is not merely inspired 

by Obama’s words; it is Obama’s words. His speech was poetic, but as Booth (1976) 

warns, “poem and song verse overlap, but they are not the same” (p. 243). As soon as 

words are set to music, the primary illusion becomes more apparent. We no longer listen 

for referential meaning when we encounter “language that expects to live with music” 

(Booth, 1976, p. 242). When accompanied by music, words can be “reinforced, accented, 

blurred, belied, inspired to declare meanings not entirely their own, and the interplay of 

the two arts makes the life of song” (p. 242). The music distracts, and the words must 

both compete with the music and cooperate. Familiar lines and forms help the audience 

follow along and limit the distraction. Repetition also helps to fix the repeated 

propositional content in the audience’s mind. Because music distracts from referential 

meaning and songs rely so heavily on repetition, songs are generally not the best format 

for relaying a lot of new, complex information. Because ideas are isolated and fleeting, 

they cannot develop. Instead, they accumulate. In other words, “Song texts can not easily 
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be discursive; they are not apt to be saying something in one stanza much different from 

what they are saying in the next, at least so far as ‘saying’ implies transmitting articulated 

thought” (p. 249). For this reason, they are better at expressing emotion than outlining 

logical arguments, and the fact that Obama’s speech fit was so easily set to music 

suggests that it functions more presentationally than discursively.  

Songs are art extended in time, not space, and as such, the primary illusion 

expressed by the song is one of virtual time, but “Yes We Can” was first presented as a 

YouTube video, so virtual space plays a key role as well. There is a rhythm to both 

images and sound to consider. At the start of the video, both images and sound roll out 

slowly, but neither is exactly linear. The use of repetition, unison, and original footage 

mixed with new footage (all in black and white) all layer on top of one another to give the 

video a weighty, collage-like feel—that is to say, it all blends together to create a remix. 

The people in the video blend together as well. The celebrities featured in the video 

represent multiple races and ethnicities. They use multiple languages, including English, 

Spanish, and American Sign Language, providing contrast. At the same time, the 

overlapping of voices and the de-colorization of the footage express unity. The 

strumming of the guitar creates a rocking sensation, which, when embodied, causes a 

nodding of the head, a physical corollary to the words “Yes we can.” Interestingly, the 

sense of virtual space is two-fold. There is an immediate, literal audience in the footage 

of Obama, but by overlaying this footage with multiple faces and voices, there is also a 

virtual audience which the viewer becomes a part of. There is also a point where 

will.i.am is framed by two Obamas, forming a literal switching of places. The feeling 
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expressed is an overwhelming coming together, and as the video goes on, the visual and 

sonic pacing builds, creating a feeling similar to quickening and building that could be 

described as feelings of hope and progress.   

At the climax of this building, both the literal audience (the people watching 

Obama’s speech in person) and the video participants erupt in a unified chant of “Yes we 

can. Yes we can. Yes we can,” representing a clear transcendence of self and a giving 

over to “the group.” Thus, the primary illusion expressed in the video is a movement 

from many individual selves to one of ontological unity. It expresses the process of the 

formation of society or social feeling. It expresses a groundswell of not just patriotism 

but human connection, a feeling of society that is not bound to the borders of the United 

States of America, but can include anyone, male or female, black or white, native or 

foreign born. It does not achieve post-racism or post-sexism or a new kind of global 

patriotism, but does express the possibility, and in that way, it expresses a transcendence 

of self, not just a ploy for votes. While both the campaign and will.i.am likely hoped the 

video would work toward their further goal of electing Obama, the video can also be seen 

as an end in itself—it is a manifestation of hope, not just for our nation to feel like this, 

but for the world. From a commanding form of three short words, an illusion of 

movement toward a unified human race is born.  

MANIFEST HOPE, THE MOVEMENT 

 As I have argued, the “Hope” poster and the “Yes We Can” video express social 

movement, but the relationship between art and social movement is a circular one. Art 

objectifies and inspires movement, and that movement in turn can be objectified and 
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inspire art, creating a feedback effect of sorts. With the Obama campaign, the effect was 

ongoing and reverberated throughout the country, not just through the number of art 

works but also a feeling of political efficacy. As Fairey (2009) explains:  

One of the most remarkable things about the grassroots arts movement 
surrounding Obama’s campaign was that, for the first time since maybe the 
sixties, there was a genuine movement where artists felt like there was an 
opportunity to engage in democracy and use art as a tool of communication. (pp. 
8-9) 

 
This is remarkable because, as a piece of propaganda, Fairey had, of course, hoped that 

voters might respond positively and he certainly encouraged at least some of that type of 

support. But, as Gross, Sergant, and Rollins (2009) explain, “the effect of the Hope poster 

on the artistic community was a bit more unexpected. As Shepard Fairey’s image took 

off, it was as though a fire had been ignited, motivating other artists to create and 

organize” (p. 13), and it was out of these flames that the Manifest Hope project 

emerged.  Manifest Hope, a grassroots arts movement co-sponsored and co-organized by 

MoveOn.org was a collection of art, which showcased a number of well-known 

contemporary painters, sculptors, designers, and street artists, and displayed some of the 

most acclaimed art works associated with Obama’s campaign. These pieces were set 

“against the backdrop of the Democratic National Convention and the presidential 

inauguration, and as the exhibition galleries were being built, they began to take on the 

personalities of their respective cities” (p. 13). It was open to the public, becoming a 

microcosm of the movement Obama’s campaign was inspiring across the country.   

 Nevertheless, Manifest Hope was not just a consequence of this movement, it was 

both an expression of and inspiration for social movement beyond the confines of the 
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exhibit. As Dawn (2009) argues, “Art isn’t just a reflection of current politics or cultural 

mores. Novels, visual art, stories, films, television shows, and Internet shorts: This is the 

well of social capital that shapes our opinions” (p. 19). Furthermore, “art is the place 

where our beliefs are forged and from which consequent actions ultimately spring, 

[w]hich means simply that art is important and that artists can be powerful in a political 

context” (p. 19).  

Obama was our first presentational candidate in the digital era.  He inspired social 

movement. He fulfilled the criteria laid out in my theory of presentational communication 

more than any other candidate in 2008 and perhaps ever. While he may not have been 

perfect and absolutely used presentational communication for means beyond 

communication for communication’s sake, more than any other contemporary candidate, 

he embodied eloquence in a new key. It is not surprising that he was elected, but what 

happened during his presidency? Throughout his campaign, Obama highlighted 

presentational communication over discursive logic. Rather than focusing on making 

explicit promises about taxes or employment, what he was promising was a new feeling 

in America. It was a promise that things would feel different, that life would feel better. It 

is powerful stuff, and it turned out to be a very effective way to win an election. But at 

what cost? 

There are certain benefits to campaigning presentationally. You can avoid 

concrete claims that are easy to disprove. Plus, as Westen points out, it is effective. On 

the other hand, these benefits simultaneously create certain challenges. Because you 

avoid making specific claims, the audience can (and does) fill those in for themselves. It 
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is like a political Rorschach test. For instance, Obama promised a feeling of “Hope,” and 

for those that voted for him, he probably delivered that on the night of the election, but 

then what? And what were they all hoping for? Some may have been hoping for better 

healthcare, some a better job, some an end to the war, others relief from student loans, 

while some might be hoping for citizenship, and a myriad of other hopes and dreams that 

he may or may not have intended to address in his first four years. At least a president 

who says, “Read my lips, no new taxes” knows exactly what he has promised and what 

he must do to keep that promise. Obama’s promises were often vague, abstract, and 

ultimately, very difficult to keep. 

So, at least to some, it is somewhat surprising that he was reelected. It is also 

doubtful that anything he accomplished in his second term could help him live up to the 

limitless expectations he laid out for himself. Yet, a focus on presentational 

communication is still an extremely effective campaign strategy, and a campaign 

strategist’s job is to use the most effective methods of winning elections, which means 

that presentational communication is a tool likely to be used by anyone hoping to move a 

group of people toward action. This reintroduces the worries of Jameison (1988) and Hart 

(1994) laid out in previous chapters. Big picture appeals to emotion, affective non-

discursive claims, these things will win hearts, and hearts will win minds. A strategist 

hired to win an election may not be concerned with how their strategies will affect the 

next four years, and they are even less likely to be thinking about how decades of 

disappointing presidencies will affect democracy. With political cynicism on the rise, if 
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candidates continue to campaign by making promises that are impossible to keep, we 

may end up with a nation of cynics and destroy any remaining faith in the presidency. 

Still, I am not arguing that these techniques should be avoided. There are two 

potential solutions to the problematic consequences of the presentational campaign 

strategy: balancing presentational communication with representational communication 

and creating an equally presentational presidency. If Obama had inspired hope and 

operationally defined the term by laying out exactly what he could deliver, that might 

have still gotten him elected but lessened the expectations to a more manageable goal. 

Without answering certain questions about his experience and record, Obama opened 

himself up to critique after he was elected. For instance, Westen (2011) explains:  

Those of us who were bewitched by his eloquence on the campaign trail chose to 
ignore some disquieting aspects of his biography: that he had accomplished very 
little before he ran for president, having never run a business or a state; that he 
had a singularly unremarkable career as a law professor, publishing nothing in 12 
years at the University of Chicago other than an autobiography; and that, before 
joining the United States Senate, he had voted "present" (instead of "yea" or 
"nay") 130 times, sometimes dodging difficult issues. 

 
His remix aesthetic also led to certain ambiguities and contradictions. He ran both “as a 

reformer who would clean up the system, and as a unity candidate who would transcend 

the lines of red and blue” (Westen, 2011), but according to Westen, “he has pursued the 

one with which he is most comfortable given the constraints of his character, consistently 

choosing the message of bipartisanship over the message of confrontation” (Westen, 

2011). Even Fairey expressed disappointment in the reality of Obama as president, saying 

he did even come close to living up to the hype. According to Fairey, “Obama has had a 

really tough time, but there have been a lot of things that he’s compromised on that I 
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never would have expected. I mean, drones and domestic spying are the last things I 

would have thought [he’d support]” (Patches, 2015). Again, had Obama been more 

explicit about his plans and policies, or perhaps, had the public been less distracted by 

feeling, the expectations for his presidency may have been a bit more realistic and easier 

to live up to. This line of argumentation is not a far cry from that of Hart or Jamieson, 

who suggest that politicians should abandon pathetic appeals and that the citizenry can 

avoid being seduced by feelings by honing critical thinking skills. Instead of arguing for 

less presentational communication, however, I am arguing for more. The real problem is 

not that Obama was too “seductive” as a candidate. It is both that he failed to continue to 

unite the American people and that they American people are not better at decoding 

presentational rhetoric.  

To the first point, Obama has neither used or inspired presentational 

communication to the same degree that he did as a candidate. He has focused on 

changing policy, on changing minds over hearts. Americans needed him to do both. We 

got a presentational candidate, but we also needed a presentational president. 

Nevertheless, “The Obama campaign mark[ed] a new age of innovation that could shift 

the way we approach democracy itself, especially within government institutions. The 

team’s brilliant use of technology to build relationships, transmit information, and 

organize offline action has redefined modern politics” (Harfoush, 2009). It was not just 

their brilliant use of technology that transformed democracy and politics, however. It was 

their use of art and presentational communication as well. Obama’s 2008 campaign 

“permanently changed the nature of our interactions with politicians, a fact that is sure to 
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have social and cultural implications as well” (Harfoush, 2009). Both his personal 

rhetoric and his campaign rhetoric (i.e., rhetoric produced by others but appropriated by 

his campaign) expressed a form of feeling familiar to the art of digital remix. While it is 

difficult to determine exactly when the remix was introduced, and some would argue that 

it is as old as culture itself (Ferguson, 2012; Knobel & Lankshear, 2008; Lessig, 2008), it 

is clear that a certain type of remix was introduced along with digital technology. Lessig 

explains:  

For those of us over the age of 40, our conception of writing is writing with text.... 
But if you think about the ways kids under 15 use digital technology to think 
about writing, [then] writing with text is just one way to write, and not even the 
most interesting way to write. The more interesting ways are increasingly to use 
images and sound and video to express ideas. (cited in Koman, 2005, n.p.) 

 
While Lessig positions remix as a specific type of writing, I would position it as a 

specific form of communicating, one more closely linked to painting or music or 

architecture than it is to writing. In other words, I would label it an art form and as such, 

it must express a feeling of society. In essence, remix is a blending, or an “endless 

hybridization” (Knobel & Lankshear, 2008, p. 32), which is to say, it expresses one of the 

most basic forms of life—procreation. Through procreation, two organisms come 

together and blend to form something new.  

So, by introducing himself to the nation through a narrative of hybridization, 

Obama simultaneously expressed a feeling of progress and unity, and positioned himself 

as the embodiment of remix culture. Had the citizenry been better equipped to “read” a 

rhetorical remix and more generally equipped to analyze presentational communication, 

their understanding and expectations of Obama-the-candidate may have been better 
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aligned with what Obama-the-president could deliver. Unpacking what it would mean for 

Americans to become presentationally literate is the subject of the next and final chapter.  
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Chapter 5: Hope for Presentational Politics 

On September 3, 2009, just eight months into Obama’s presidency, Twitter user 

@herdwatching tweeted the following sentiment about the president’s efforts so far: 

“Obamas failure is looking to be so complete he will ahnd [sic] the Republicans the white 

house for another 8 years. #thanksobama #tcot #hcr” (Schwarz, 2016). This Tweet 

marked the first time anyone had used the #thanksobama hashtag that eventually became 

a popular meme. Over the next several years, “Thanks Obama” morphed from a non-

ironic hashtag to the unofficial GOP tagline to an ironic joke used by just about everyone 

to blame Obama for just about anything. The meme eventually came full circle when 

Obama self-referentially invoked the meme in a BuzzFeed video promoting 

healthcare.gov ("BuzzFeed Video | Facebook", 2016). Although the weight of the 

“Thanks Obama” critique has lightened, there was a time when it seemed to capture a 

shared sentiment of disappointment. As of January of 2015, Obama’s approval rating hit 

an all-time low. Though not the least popular president ever, he was not the most popular 

either (Breitman, 2015).  

Interestingly, Obama’s approval rating did not seem to correlate with economic 

performance as most presidents’ do. Given the excitement that Obama-the-candidate 

delivered, excitement about Obama-the-president has, until recently, been pretty 

underwhelming. In the previous chapter, I suggested that through his campaign, Obama 

set a pretty high bar for himself. As I started this project as Obama was campaigning for a 

second term, and now as I complete my project and he completes his presidency, the 

American electorate seems to be more divided than ever. Although future historians may 
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tell a different story, from our current vantage point, it appears that he has not yet 

delivered on the expectations of hope and change that his campaign promised. Given the 

overwhelming optimism many felt during the 2008 campaign, it is difficult to see how we 

have ended up with the extreme divisiveness of the current campaign. Yet, oddly enough, 

Obama’s popularity is now on the rise.  

While it is not at all uncommon for a president to rise in popularity at this stage of 

his second term, the degree to which Obama’s popularity has increased is unusual. I have 

suggested that Obama is in some ways responsible for the current disenchantment with 

the American political system, and at least one report suggests that this same 

disenchantment may actually be providing a lift for Obama as Americans consider his 

potential successor. As the report explains: 

You’d be hard pressed to find anyone in this country who could have predicted 
the sheer bedlam that is the 2016 race, which has more or less rewritten the book 
on campaigns and elections in America as we know it. The election thus far has 
seen the organization of an angry coalition of voters—particularly those 
supporting Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders—who are fed up with politics as 
usual in Washington. While Obama, as president, is naturally part of the political 
establishment, it cannot be ignored that many voters—particularly Republicans—
are frustrated most with their own party leadership. It is possible that the rage and 
uncertainty swirling around the 2016 race may be turning many voters’ attention 
away from the performance of the sitting president and muffling criticism of 
him.  (Reports, 2016) 

 
This is not exactly a ringing endorsement, and brings me back to the question I began to 

explore at the end of chapter 4, should Obama have been less presentational and more 

literal? My answer is unequivocally no. As I have already argued, Obama’s biggest 

failure was not that his campaign was too presentational. It is that his presidency was not 

presentational enough. The resulting disappointment was not a failure to deliver material 
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change. It was a failure to sustain that feeling of hope and progress that he and his 

surrogates had so successfully generated in his campaign.  

Whether Obama was materially successful at achieving his promise of progress is 

up for debate, but when it comes to feelings on race, it is especially hard to argue that 

progress was realized. After Obama’s election in 2008 there was a brief sense of racial 

progress. In late 2008, two-thirds of Americans, the highest number to date, felt that “a 

solution to relations between blacks and whites will eventually be worked out” (Senior, 

2015), and use of the term “postracial” reached its peak in the early part of 2009 

(“Google Trends”, 2016). Fast-forward to 2016, and American anxiety over racial 

tensions is at an all-time high (May, 2016). While in other areas, republicans are likely to 

be his biggest critics, several African-American leaders have been especially critical of 

Obama’s rhetoric surrounding racial inequities and tensions throughout his presidency 

(Senior, 2015). One of his most vocal critics has been racial justice activist Dr. Cornel 

West, who says of Obama:  

The thing is he posed as a progressive and turned out to be counterfeit. We ended 
up with a Wall Street presidency, a drone presidency, a national security 
presidency. The torturers go free. The Wall Street executives go free. The war 
crimes in the Middle East, especially now in Gaza, the war criminals go free. And 
yet, you know, he acted as if he was both a progressive and as if he was 
concerned about the issues of serious injustice and inequality and it turned out 
that he’s just another neoliberal centrist with a smile and with a nice rhetorical 
flair. (Frank, 2016)  

 
While West’s critique seems to be about the material effects of the Obama presidency, he 

then goes on to say, “we needed somebody—a Lincoln-like figure who could revive 

some democratic spirit and democratic possibility” and “he posed as if he was a kind of 

Lincoln.” While I cannot be certain as to what West means by “democratic spirit” and 
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“democratic possibility,” his wording suggests a desire for Obama to inspire social 

feeling or social movement, which would require presentational communication to some 

degree. If we are to believe West, however, Obama was too good a speaker. West 

suggests that Obama is a sophist who conned his way into the presidency with a smile 

and “rhetorical flair,” with no intention of achieving progress. That is certainly one 

possibility.  

 Another possibility, and one that I am more inclined to believe, is that his 

“rhetorical flair” was sincere but naïve, and his lofty vision for his presidency was 

difficult to live up to when faced with the realities of actually being president. For 

instance, Obama-the-candidate could make powerful statements about race without the 

weight of the nation on his shoulders, but Obama-the-president had more consequences 

to consider. The greater responsibility may have made him a more cautious and, 

unfortunately, less powerful speaker. During his campaign, for example, Obama had 

given “one of the most extraordinary speeches about race this country had ever heard 

from a politician,” and yet, Barbara Arnwine, former executive director of the Lawyers’ 

Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, notes that “During his first term, I thought Bill 

Clinton was more directly engaged with the black and civil-rights community on policy 

matters than Obama was” (Senior, 2015).  

Likewise, it is difficult to ignore the fact that it was under our first black president 

that the #BlackLivesMatter movement emerged. To fault Obama for the situation would 

be to oversimplify a complex issue with roots running through to the very foundation of 

this country. However, “some civil-rights leaders see the Black Lives Matter movement 
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(and its abiding impact on the 2016 campaign) as a rebuke to Obama, a symptom of his 

inability thus far to satisfactorily address racial inequality in this country,” and related to 

an overwhelming sentiment that “black people have wanted Obama to do more” (Senior, 

2015). Still, the question remains, is this dissatisfaction due to a failure to change 

policies? Or a failure to change hearts? As #BlackLivesMatter activist Alicia Garza 

notes, in addressing racial unrest, Obama has often used the “occasions not to push for 

greater accountability within law enforcement, but to push a narrative that black people 

should behave more responsibly.” For example, his reaction to the Ferguson verdict was, 

given the circumstances, a relatively dispassionate call to remain calm and work with law 

enforcement. He ended the address by saying:  

Those of you who are watching tonight understand that there’s never an excuse 
for violence, particularly when there are a lot of people in goodwill out there 
who are willing to work on these issues.  
On the other hand, those who are only interested in focusing on the violence and 
just want the problem to go away need to recognize that we do have work to do 
here, and we shouldn’t try to paper it over. Whenever we do that, the anger may 
momentarily subside, but over time, it builds up and America isn’t everything 
that it could be.  
And I am confident that if we focus our attention on the problem and we look at 
what has happened in communities around the country effectively, then we can 
make progress not just in Ferguson, but in a lot of other cities and communities 
around the country. 

 
There is little to no use of presentational symbolism here. It feels more like a parental 

lecture than a song or poem. Similarly, in a commencement address at Morehouse 

College in 2013, the president said: 

Nobody cares how tough your upbringing was. Nobody cares if you suffered 
some discrimination. And moreover, you have to remember that whatever 
you’ve gone through, it pales in comparison to the hardships previous 
generations endured—and they overcame them. And if they overcame them, you 
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can overcome them, too. (“Remarks by the President at Morehouse College 
Commencement Ceremony,” 2013) 

 
Now, compare the excerpts above to his “A More Perfect Union” campaign speech 

where he discussed black anger as follows:  

That anger may not get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or white 
friends. But it does find voice in the barbershop or around the kitchen 
table...occasionally it finds voice in the church on Sunday morning, in the pulpit 
and in the pews. The fact that so many people are surprised to hear that anger in 
some of Reverend Wright’s sermons simply reminds us of the old truism that the 
most segregated hour in American life occurs on Sunday morning. That anger is 
not always productive...it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in 
our condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the 
alliances it needs to bring about real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful; 
and to simply wish it away, to condemn it without understanding its roots, only 
serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races. (“A 
More Perfect Union (Philadelphia Speech),” 2016) 

 
In the latter speech, he uses imagery, metaphor and alliteration. He personifies the anger 

black Americans feel. The result is a powerful acknowledgment and impressive 

navigation of a tense and potentially explosive subject. Through the use of presentational 

communication, he simultaneously validates African-American frustrations without 

condoning hatred or violence.  

None of this is meant to suggest that Obama never used presentational 

communication during his presidency. I am not making that argument. I am simply 

asking, what if he had used more?  

Despite the fact that Obama-the-president has provided less exemplary models of 

digital eloquence, Obama-the-candidate remains our best political example to date. At the 

start of this project, my primary research question was what is eloquence in the digital 

age? In order to fully address that broad question, I first had to explore previous 
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conceptions of eloquence and lay out a theory of presentational communication. I then 

applied my theory to Obama’s 2008 campaign rhetoric, and concluded that Obama’s 

2008 campaign rhetoric provides us with new model of eloquence. In this final chapter I 

argue that we should not rely on political candidates to be presentationally eloquent. 

Instead, both as scholars and citizens, we must arm ourselves, our students, and the 

electorate with the necessary skills to both recognize and produce eloquence in the digital 

age.  

THE LEGACY OF HOPE AND CHANGE  

Rather than relying on discursive promises about taxes or employment, Obama 

promised a new feeling in the U.S., which is to say, he promised a new United States. It 

was a promise that things would feel different, that our society would change for the 

better, that we would feel better. It is powerful, and as we are seeing through the 

campaigns of both Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump, arousing political passions turns 

out to be a very effective way to win support. But at what cost?  

Presentational communication can inspire people to vote for candidates whose policy 

decisions are not in their best interests. It can also set unrealistic expectations. Perhaps 

worst of all, it can increase political cynicism in an already cynical society as well as 

apathy and anger. In a democracy, it is unclear which is worse. Nevertheless, my 

response to these unfortunate results of presentational campaigning is still a call for more 

presentational communication not less. I make this argument for two reasons—

inevitability and desirability.  
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Before addressing the inevitability of the presentational campaign, I want to 

briefly discuss a compelling case for a more deliberative solution to political 

disengagement. As Muddiman and Meier (2013) point out, political news as we know it, 

“often discourages citizen engagement” (p. 1). The norms of traditional news 

problematically portray everyday citizens as passive, anonymous observers (Jarvis & 

Han, 2011; Lewis et al., 2004). Digital news sources offer us hope in terms of providing 

easier ways for citizens to engage, but interactive features tend to come at the price of 

substance (Stroud et al., 2013). For this reason, Muddiman and Meier call for a new style 

of deliberative news, which would focus on local and state issues and randomly recruit 

panels of everyday citizens to determine issue selection, content coverage, and to 

participate in political deliberation. While I agree that incorporating actively involved 

citizens in our political news process is a worthwhile goal, Muddiman and Meier’s 

deliberative programming prioritizes a specific type of political participation that is 

unlikely to appeal to the masses. That is not to say it is not worth pursuing. It is. Still, 

there are other aspects of our political lives that cannot be fulfilled by deliberative 

news—namely, our feelings about politics. To that end, Obama gave us a glimpse of what 

it would look like if a candidate could get citizens to really care, not just to care about 

politics or to feel a certain way about him, but to care and feel with him. 

This type of campaign is inevitable. It is not going anywhere, and we are likely to 

see more attempts at highly presentational campaign strategies as time goes on. In fact, 

Shepard Fairey is already creating T-shirts and posters for Sanders, and there is a 

growing collection from artists who #FeelTheBern on display at artists4bernie.com 
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("Artists for Bernie", 2016). Since a campaign strategist’s job is to use the most effective 

methods of winning elections, and we continually see how powerful these presentational 

campaigns can be, we should prepare ourselves for more attempts to create social 

movement through the same means as the Obama campaign. Big picture appeals to 

emotion, affective non-discursive claims, these things will continue to win hearts. But as 

I have already argued, campaigns can affect the four years that follow, and decades of 

disappointing presidencies will affect democracy overall. There is already a growing 

dissatisfaction, cynicism, and distrust in western democracies (Dalton, 2004), and 

scholars have linked increases in political cynicism to other negative consequences like 

political disengagement and decreased voter turnout (e.g. Bélanger & Nadeau, 2005; 

Patterson, 2002). If presidents continue to campaign presentationally, and citizens 

continue to vote against their interests, we will build a nation of cynics and destroy any 

remaining faith in the presidency. So, why am I am not arguing for an end to the 

presentational campaign? As I have just argued, even if it is inherently negative, which I 

do not believe it is, the presentational campaign is here to stay, so we need to explore our 

options for improving it, instead of trying to eradicate it. 

There are at least three potential options for alleviating the negative consequences 

of a presentational campaign, while still making use of the most compelling aspects. 

First, a candidate who could successfully combine presentational communication while 

giving equal weight to a corresponding representational message might set more realistic 

expectations for their role in office. If, for instance, Obama had inspired hope, but made 

sure to operationally define the term each time he employed it by laying out exactly 
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which hopes he could deliver on, that might have tempered expectations and set more 

realistic goals. But that Barack Obama would be easier to beat. Plus, calling for 

politicians to follow this set of presentational guidelines is unlikely to result in any real 

change. Another solution, and one that presidential candidates would be wise to consider, 

is that we need a president who is presentationally eloquent throughout the campaign and 

continues to focus on presentational communication beyond the campaign. We needed 

Obama to bring the same level of artfulness to more of his presidential communication. I 

am not the first to suggest this. In his aptly titled article “More Poetry, Please,” Thomas 

Friedman, an op-ed columnist for the New York Times and former White House 

correspondent, explains, “Many people, including conservatives, voted for Barack 

Obama because in their hearts they felt he could pull us all together for that project better 

than any other candidate” (Friedman, 2009). The “project” Friedman refers to is what he 

calls, “nation-building at home,” and he explains that this project is what Americans 

desire most from our government and politicians. Friedman goes on to say:  

I am convinced that this kind of nation-building at home is exactly what Mr. 
Obama is trying to deliver, and should be his unifying call: We need universal 
health care because it would strengthen our social fabric and enable our 
businesses to better compete globally. We need to upgrade our schools 
because no child in 21st-century America should be left behind and because 
we cannot compete for the best new jobs without doing so. We need a greener 
economy, not just to mitigate climate change, but because a world growing 
from 6.7 billion people to 9.2 billion by 2050 is going to demand more and 
more clean energy and water, and the country that develops the most clean 
technologies is going to have the most energy security, national security, 
economic security, innovative companies and global respect. 

Friedman also warns that:   
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to deliver this agenda requires a motivated public and a spirit of shared 
sacrifice. That’s where narrative becomes vital. People have to have a gut feel 
for why this nation-building project, with all its varied strands, is so important 
— why it’s worth the sacrifice. One of the reasons that independents and 
conservatives who voted for Mr. Obama have been so easily swayed against 
him by Fox News and people labeling him a “socialist” is because he has not 
given voice to the truly patriotic nation-building endeavor in which he is 
engaged. 

 
It is not a mistake that he uses “poetry” and “narrative” when describing what is needed 

from Obama because nation building, whether at home or abroad, requires an engaged 

citizenship. It requires buy-in. Obama knows how to get that kind of buy-in, he just 

needed “to energize the prose of his presidency by recapturing the poetry of his 

campaign” (Friedman, 2009). 

Still, an ancient philosophical question persists—how do we avoid being seduced 

by sophistry? The most promising response is that we can learn to be better consumers of 

presentational communication. The theory of presentational communication I have 

outlined helps us define eloquence in a way that allows us to make useful judgments 

about political communication. Can it help keep us from being seduced by someone like 

Hitler while still leaving room for us to encourage transcendence through artful 

communication? I think it can. But it requires us, both as scholars and as citizens, to 

become better at evaluating artful communication. It requires presentational literacy.  

TOWARD PRESENTATIONAL LITERACY 

Knowing that there is little immediate motivation for politicians or campaign 

strategists to ensure that their use of presentational communication is beneficial beyond 

the campaign, it is the duty of political communication and rhetorical scholars alike to 
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contribute to presentational communication theory and to introduce curricula designed to 

encourage presentational literacy among students and the general citizenry.  

Although “literacy” has traditionally referred to the ability to read and write (i.e., 

representational communication) media literacy includes “the ability to access, analyze, 

evaluate and communicate messages in a variety of forms” (Aufderheide, 1993, p. xx), 

and media literacy scholarship provides an example of how we might apply the term to 

presentational communication as well. As Livingston (2004) notes, “when the dominant 

media shifted from print based to audiovisual media, communication scholars shifted 

their conceptual vocabulary away from reading and literacy to audience reception and 

interpretation” (p. 2). She further argues, however, “that the terms ‘audience’ and 

‘reception’ do not work so well for media which are socially diversified (rather than 

mass), technologically converged (rather than distinct) and interactive (rather than one-

to-many, with producer and receiver separate)” (p.2). In other words, the digital age 

requires a framework for literacy that is media agnostic.  

According to Livingston (2004), such a framework must be concerned with: 
the historically and culturally conditioned relationship among three processes, no 
one of which is sufficient alone: (i) the symbolic and material representation of 
knowledge, culture and values; (ii) the diffusion of interpretative skills and 
abilities across a (stratified) population; and (iii) the institutional, especially, the 
state management of the power that access to and skilled use of knowledge brings 
to those who are ‘literate’. (p. 11) 

 
If we alter process (i) to read “the symbolic presentation of social feeling (i.e., society)” 

we have the beginnings of a theory of presentational literacy. Understanding the interplay 

of these processes will guide us to better analysis, evaluation and content creation. While 

a full theory of presentational literacy should be the subject of a subsequent project, we 
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can draw from the Langerian theory of presentational communication at the heart of this 

project to make some first steps.  

 In terms of analysis, I have already outlined several steps for identifying 

presentational communication, but at this point, I would like to further refine those steps 

and draw a distinction between identification and evaluation. By identification, I mean 

the necessary criteria for delineating those acts that count as presentational 

communication and those that do not. As I have previously explained, there is no bright 

line. Thus, evaluation is the more productive path. That is to say, we need a better 

understanding of how to best achieve presentational communication. Between Langer 

and Sandelands we have the tools we need to identify presentational communication. It is 

communication that expresses dynamic tensions, growth, and possibility and creates a 

primary illusion of social movement. Drawing from Stroud, I have proposed criteria for 

evaluating presentational communication, that is we can begin to make judgments about 

the degree to which rhetorical communication achieves eloquence. Eloquence requires 

that the communication is an end in itself, not a means to achieving some further goal, 

and that it transcends the self. While Stroud focuses on the intentions of rhetor, I believe 

that truly artful rhetoric transcends the subjective self of the rhetor and inspires similar 

transcendence in the audience. This is what is meant by a feeling of society. Although 

these steps are laid out simply, learning to identify, evaluate, and create presentational 

communication is a complex and ongoing process, which also requires practical 

application or the creation of presentational content.  
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According to Livingston (2004), there are three arguments for including content 

creation in a theory of presentational literacy: “the pedagogic argument that people learn 

best about media through making it; the employment argument that those with new media 

skills are increasingly needed as the information sector expands; and the cultural politics 

argument that citizens have the right to self-representation and cultural participation” (p. 

6). As Hartley (2002) explains, “literacy is not and never has been a personal attribute or 

ideologically inert ‘skill’ simply to be ‘acquired’ by individual persons... It is 

ideologically and politically charged – it can be used as a means of social control or 

regulation, but also as a progressive weapon in the struggle for emancipation” (Hartley, 

2002, p. 136). Thus, presentational literacy is not a clearly delineated set of skills that one 

can master. It requires breadth of knowledge, and the adaptive application of skills to 

processes that are constantly evolving.  

Despite the challenges, now is an ideal time to reconsider how creativity, 

collaboration, communication, and critical thinking (the Four Cs) are taught as the 

National Education Association (NEA) has already begun to call for a focus on the Four 

Cs. As the NEA (2010) explains, “What was considered a good education 50 years ago, 

however, is no longer enough for success in college, career, and citizenship in the 21st 

century.” While their guidelines do highlight the importance of shifting our definition of 

“a good education,” educators would also benefit from more case studies and lesson plans 

incorporating methods of teaching presentational literacy. Such examples would improve 

upon the existing resources by providing a framework for analysis that does not rely on 

the same framework used to analyze representational discourse. Unfortunately, the 
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current emphasis is still on representational problem-solving and critical thinking, but the 

inclusion of creativity is a step in the right direction, and educators have responded to the 

challenge in a variety of ways (Bruce, 2105; Douglas & Jaquith, 2015; Haidet et al., 

2016). A particularly good example of pedagogical progress is provided by Bruce (2015). 

Bruce explains how digital video can be used to teach media literacy in a way that meets 

the current constraints of Common Core State Standards (CCSS). In many English 

classes, students are asked to analyze poetry by writing a paper that details the use of 

various poetic devices in an attempt to extrapolate the poem’s meaning. In contrast, 

Bruce asks students to create a “re-presentation” of the poem using digital video. His 

choice of words is fitting in terms of a Langerian approach. Rather than asking students 

to deduce meaning by breaking down the poem into its constitutive parts, he asks them to 

take a holistic approach. As he explains, “First, they are creating an interpretation of a 

poem. Students are to grasp the meaning first, in an abstract sense, and provide a visual 

corollary. Students re-present their understanding of a poem in ways that are different 

from analytical responses” (p. 12). In Langerian terms, students are asked to compare two 

things and abstract similar forms of feeling from them. Here Bruce describes the process 

of creating the digital videos:  

In the drafting portion of their video poem, they have a number of possible 
compositional choices available to them. Students can create their video out of 
still images, moving video, stop motion, online images searches, or various 
combinations of those. The important thing is that the students have made 
deliberate and intentional compositional choices about their visual 
representations. (p. 13) 
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Of course, as they begin to compose their visual poems, critical thinking and 

representational analysis is involved, and upon completion of the video, Bruce does have 

students write about their compositional choices.  

Bruce’s explicit motivation is to use digital video as a teaching tool that fits 

within the Common Core State Standards. Part of that goal, however, entails teaching 

students “what it means to read and write as a 21st century citizen” (p. 18). What Bruce 

alludes to, but does not say, is that learning to read and write in the digital era is not 

limited to words. The literate 21st century citizen must be presentationally literate as well 

as representationally. What is great about Bruce’s method is that it combines those skills, 

but that students are asked to do the presentational work first. This acknowledges their 

intuitive ability to recognize familiar forms. It is equally important that they are then 

asked to present a new expression of that form and analyze it representationally. Creating 

a “re-presentation” and presenting it to a larger audience than just the instructor, 

strengthens the student’s ability to understand creative motives and consequences. 

Written analysis after the fact, helps students tie the experience to previous knowledge 

and explore how the aesthetic experience of both the original poem and their re-

presentation connects to logic and discourse.  

Of course, advocating for more digital and presentational literacy education like 

what Bruce (2015) is doing is just a first step, and without a better understanding of how 

presentation functions, the lesson is incomplete. Bruce’s method would benefit from 

representational analysis that is based on presentational concepts. Without understanding 

those concepts, students will struggle to fully make sense of presentational 
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communication. For example, Kavoori (2007) used media reading and creation as a 

means of encouraging college students in challenging racial stereotypes. Although 

students did demonstrate critical thinking about racial stereotypes depicted in the media, 

when asked to create their own productions of media they still incorporated racial 

stereotypes and even defended their choices by explaining that they were meant to be 

satirical. Scharrer and Ramasubramanian (2015) conclude that Kavoori’s findings 

“demonstrate just how embedded prejudicial views can be” (p. 178). While that may be 

true, the findings also demonstrate that the students were unable to produce 

presentational communication in a way that corresponded to the representational thinking 

they had previously expressed. This mismatch in representational and presentational 

thinking is not just problematic in the classroom; it can have far-reaching consequences 

and, and as I have previously alluded to, these consequences are at the heart of good 

voting.  

Nevertheless, Bruce’s (2015) article provides a good starting point for teaching 

presentational literacy. Incorporating creation prior to written critique focuses on the 

holistic nature of presentational symbolism without immediately dissecting it through 

representational analysis. His method would be improved through the addition of analysis 

based in presentational communication theory, rather than discursive logic. In the final 

step, where students write up an analysis of their compositional choices, they should be 

prompted to ask the same types of questions outlined in the chapters 3 and 4. These 

include: What are the limits of the work? How is it framed? How and where is virtual 

space or time created? What is the primary illusion and how is it created? What is the 
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generative concept or commanding form? Additional questions to consider might 

include: How well does my re-presentation express the feeling of the first art object? How 

does it differ and to what effect? How does this experience clash or cohere with my 

previous lived experiences? Analysis grounded in presentational theory will help students 

to better understand how presentational symbolism functions to create meaning and how 

that meaning corresponds to representational logic. Thereby, they will become both better 

creators of presentational communication and better consumers of it. 

RECLAIMING RHETORICA 

Based on his skillful incorporation of presentational communication, it is not 

surprising that Obama has advocated for a shift toward more creativity in our schools. As 

he states, “I’m calling on our nation’s governors and state education chiefs to develop 

standards and assessments that don’t simply measure whether students can fill in a bubble 

on a test, but whether they possess 21st century skills like problem-solving and critical 

thinking and entrepreneurship and creativity” (2011). While he does not use the word 

“eloquent,” what he is calling for is closely related. He is calling for legislators to create 

more presentationally literate and digitally eloquent citizens. But it eloquence is not just 

responsibility of legislators and politicians to be more eloquent. The citizenry needs to be 

more presentationally literate and eloquent as well. Through an overemphasis on critical 

thinking, our attention to forms of feeling has been neglected. As our presentational skills 

atrophy, we cannot distinguish between a presentationally eloquent politician and a 

charlatan. We as a society need to do better. We as scholars need to do better before we 
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can demand more from our politicians. Without understanding presentational 

communication, we cannot recognize or evaluate eloquence.  

This dissertation began by introducing you to two women whose bodies needed to 

be recovered. One was a physical body, long deceased and forgotten. The other was a 

body of philosophical work, similarly forgotten. But there is a third body we must 

recover, that of Rhetorica. I am not the first to attempt to recover Rhetorica. Over twenty 

years ago, in her contribution to the book Reclaiming rhetorica: Women in the rhetorical 

tradition, Andrea Lunsford writes, “The story of Reclaiming Rhetorica is a long one, full 

of the gaps and silences and erasures that also characterize its subject, the history of 

women in rhetoric” (p. 3). As she explains, the goal of this reclamation is not an “attempt 

to redefine a ‘new’ rhetoric but rather to interrupt the seamless narrative usually told 

about the rhetorical tradition” (p. 6). The goal of this reclamation is “to open up 

possibilities for multiple rhetorics, rhetorics that would not name and valorize one 

traditional, competitive, agonistic, and linear mode of rhetorical discourse” (p. 6). The 

body of Rhetorica is made up of “definition division, and synecdoche, but also 

metonymy, metaphor and consubstantiality; its characteristic and principal aim is not 

deception or conquest—as Lock and much of the familiar rhetorical tradition would have 

it—but understanding, exploration connection and conversation” (p. 6).  While I cannot 

claim to have recovered Rhetorica, my hope is that this has been one more progressive 

step in that direction. 
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