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Enmeshing Burke’s Ambiguity with Rickert’s Ambience 

I’m thinking here a few weeks back to our class conversation about Burke and 

Perelman, and how we discussed that various interpretations and sources of language 

(although different and perhaps conflicting) can become entangled and form a kind of 

stable fabric or network, or spider web. A strong case was made for the ambiguous as 

being, somewhat paradoxically, a central reciprocal place (and act) of modification. That 

is, Burke’s understanding of ambiguity isn’t that it is a problem itself, but rather it is a 

space, or a resource, where problems are hashed out; where definitions are recycled, 

transformed, and untangled. As Burke says, “Distinctions, we might say, arise out of a 

great central moltenness, where all is merged…in this alchemic center it may be remade, 

again becoming molten liquid, and may enter into new combinations…Their 

participation in a common ground makes for transformability” (1300). And 

so ambiguity is both how, and also where, standards and definitions compete (to echo 

sophist_monster), or where the violent tension of various perspectives is released 

and then compromised. 

The discussion surrounding networks, moltenness, and ambiguity was renewed 

when we delved into the rhetorical situation, and even further when Rickert introduced 

his concept of ambience: “I prefer the metaphor of the ambient [over the metaphor of 

the network]. What is ambient is immersive, osmotic, post-conscious. Ambience is not 

so link driven, being suggestive of many other forms of connection besides contact 
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between two or more points…The richly osmotic character of ambience suggests 

numerous forms of engagement and interaction beyond the link ” (916). Rickert’s 

ambience model suggests that language is not only entangled with itself and other 

external factors, but that is it enmeshed with its environment completely: “The ambient 

brings together language and kairos [circumstances], making a duplex of the Houses of 

Being and Doing” (916). The network model, he argues, neglects to contemplate 

immersion by only addressing connection. The	  social	  does	  not	  reside	  in	  fixed	  sites	  but	  

rather	  in	  a	  networked	  space	  of	  flows	  and	  connections.”	  Again,	  though,	  I	  would	  emphasize	  

the	  word	  “flows”	  over	  “connections”	  (kpolizzi)—as	  would	  Rickert.	  	  

At this point, after we've encountered ambiguity with Burke and now ambience 

with Rickert, I think it's worth noting that in Latin, the stems "ambi-" or "ambo-" have 

the following meanings: 1. "around" 2. "both" (em_bley). And so we can think about 

both of these terms as not only connoting a lack of a sole definitive presence (re: 

around), but also as simultaneously having multiplicity of presence (re: both). While 

ambience is most commonly associated with, and confined to, terms like “atmosphere” 

and “place,” Perelman suggests that ambiguity is not just a space, but a kind of social 

process: “Instead of basing our philosophy on definitive, unquestionable truths, our 

starting point is that men and groups of men adhere to opinions of all sorts with a 

variable intensity, which we can only know by putting it to the test” (1376). To 

embrace ambiguity is to necessitate the participation of a diverse body of individuals. 

As LoLo noted: “What authors like Perelman point out is that “community” is not just a 

unified whole, but a messy and entangled process of communication…‘A group of people 

living in the same place or having a particular characteristic in common’ or ‘The 

condition of sharing or having certain attitudes and interests in common.’ But how they 
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create ‘particular’ or ‘common’ characteristics, or how they ‘share attitudes and 

interests’ is not a clear-cut process of truth finding and value defining.”  

As previously stated above, ambience is commonly associated with the concept of 

place. However, Rickert rejects such a limitation: “What ambience connotes is not 

simply surroundings, but a dynamic, immersive environment comprised of many co-

adapting elements” (911). Clearly, both ambiguity and ambience engage in different 

kinds of activity, yet, one of the key distinctions between them is the level of their 

rhetorical engagement. Ambiguity is a space where differences compete and conflict is 

hashed out or decided; and ambience is a space that encapsulates and enmeshes social 

interaction. The aspect of community competition within ambiguity and social 

interaction within ambience provide the kind of entangled communication (à la LoLo), 

or the constantly regenerating molten mass (à la Burke), that allows for and guides 

rhetorical discourse. However, I suppose the whole point of this elaboration is to amend, 

or perhaps advance, my previous understanding of Burke’s ambiguity by embracing 

Rickert’s ambience. A	  network	  connects	  various	  times,	  spaces,	  concepts,	  identities,	  and	  

experiences,	  whereas	  in	  the	  case	  of	  ambience,	  “Language	  and	  environment	  are	  perhaps	  not	  

so	  much	  linked	  as	  they	  are	  enmeshed	  ”	  (903).	  	  I previously characterized Burke’s 

ambiguity as a network, and while that still might be a fair description, I think it might 

fall more under ambience, in that it does not merely connect links of different standards 

and definitions, rather, it enmeshes them—or to use Burke’s own language, it merges 

them in a great central moltenness.  

  


