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The question of rhetoric's pervasiveness has bl!en a recurring conundrum for 
scholars, some of whom believe that the study and practice of rhetoric is most 
productive if we locate "the rhetorical" only in particular situations where there 
is a recognizable instance of conscious, linguistic persuasion (such as a presi-
dential speech). Opponents of this position see these confines as artificial, and 
claim that rhetoric circulates far beyond these bounds. Not only are there non-
linguistic means of persuasion but there are also numerous instances in which 
persuasion occurs without anyone consciously intending to persuade. From this 
perspective, our culture (indeed , any culture) is saturated with rhetoric whether 
it recognizes this rhetoric or nol 

At times , this debate has become explicit - in the context of the so-called Big 
versus Little Rhetoric debates of the late '90s and early 'oos .l For the most part, 
however, questions about the scope of rhetoric or rhetoric 's proper place have re-
mained an implicit dimension of our scholarship. That is, whether one is a rhe-
torical critic or theorist or historian or anything else, we all operate with some 
kind of more or less vague sense of what we consider to be the paradigmatic 
scene of rhetoric. For instance, in one of Walter Ong's famous distinctions be-
tween speech and writing, he claims that one of the major differences between 
the two has to do with how context operates: "Context for the spoken word is 
simply present, centered in the person speaking and the one or ones to whom 
he addresses himself ... but the meaning caught in writing comes with no such 
present circumambient actuality" (10). Ignoring, for the moment, the conceptual 
difficulties with this declaration of"simple" presence, my point here is that Ong 
is implicitly relying on a paradigmatic image of speech that would involve, say, 
a speaker addressing an attentive group oflisteners in something like a confer-
ence talk (rather than, for instance, a telephone conversation, in which the in-
terlocutors' contexts are not simply present to one another). It seems to me that 
Ong 's implicit scene is an extremely common one for the field. In this chapter, 
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then, I would like to attend to some of the implications of this particular implicit 
paradigm (what I will call an Aristotelian paradigm), outline some challenges to 
it from advocates of a more "cultural" or "everyday" paradigm, and then briefly 
offer a heliotropic alternative to both. 

The most familiar of these rhetorical paradigms is rendered explicit in Aris-
totle's famous division of rhetoric into the three species of deliberative, foren-
sic, and epideictic. In Aristotle's estimation, these three species were primarily 
distinguished by their temporal orientation: deliberative speeches were directed 
toward making some decision about the future, forensic speeches focused on 
the past, and epideictic speeches emphasized the present However, in addition 
to their temporal differences, there are other, implicit attributes that these im-
ages of rhetoric presuppose. 

First, and most obviously, each of these three species largely occurs in rela-
tively formalized social settings: courtroom trials, political speeches, and eulo-
gies rarely happen spontaneously on street comers. Instead, they each tend to 
occur in very particular places, even places (such as courtrooms or legislative as· 
semblies) that are specifically designed to host these types of events. To this ex-
tent, it makes sense to say that Aristotle's vision of rhetorical species is a formal 
one, by which I mean only that it focuses on acts of persuasion that occur in 
relatively formalized social settings. 

A second attribute that is closely related to the formal quality of Aristotle's 
rhetoric concerns the implicit presence of well-established social institutions, 
particularly legal institutions. For instance, while it would be unusual to have 
forensic speeches without the physical existence of courtrooms, it would be im-
possible to have them without the prior existence not only of laws but also of 
the whole apparatus of a legal structure. law, in other words, is a two-fold ne-
cessity for forensic rhetoric. It is, first of all, the basis for whatever particular 
legal matter is being decided: the question of whether or not the accused com-
mitted a crime would not be a question without the pre-existence of the law. 
But second, and more fundamentally, the existence of the legal proceeding it-
self is premised on the pre-existence of a law that establishes the very proce-
dures for making such decisions. It would not be difficult to imagine that the 
genre of "the courtroom speech" would be quite different if. rather than a legal 
system organized around a trial by a jury, our system were driven by, say, trial 
by experts-or even no trial at all. 

And this "juridicaln aspect also holds for deliberative oratory, in which indi-
viduals attempt to persuade each other about the right course of action for the 
polis. In some exceptional cases, these exchanges are not simply about policy, 
but might very well be about the law itself-arguing that we should alter or sup-
plement the law in order to address unforeseen contingencies. As we all know, 
a large part of what legislative assemblies do is create new Jaws and update ex-
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isting laws (even, at times, making new laws about how to make laws). How-
ever, even when the matter is not explicitly a question oflaw, but perhaps a more 
general one of policy- is defense spending or health care a better investment 
of resources for the polis? - the conditions for this question again presume the 
pre-existence of a law that establishes the structure and course for posing and 
debating these questions. 

To this extent, we can say that Aristotle 's species of rhetoric are not only 
Jonnal, but also juridical in that they presuppose the existence of an institutional 
legal structure within which bodies deliberate on particular questions oflaw and 
policy (which is why Aristotle writes that "It is more proper that Law should gov-
ern than any one of the citizens" !Rhetoric r287a]). 

As usual, things are a little more complicated with epideictic rhetoric, since 
this species does not appear to presume the pre-existence oflaw in the same way 
that the others do. While paradigmatic instances of epideictic rhetoric often in-
clude things such as weddings and funerals, and while these occasions are still 
most often held at formal settings intended for such events, there is certainly a 
great deal more variability in how and where these events occur. Nevertheless, 
even with greater variability, these events still maintain at least the virtual pres-
ence of some kind of religious or civic institution that validates the proceed-
ings, and this institution represents some form oflaw, whether man's or God's. 
Funerals and weddings rarely occur without the presence of someone who has 
been officially sanctioned to perform either the burial or the wedding ceremony. 

However, the point still holds that, unlike forensic and deliberative rhetoric, 
epideictic does not appear to 11ecessari l1• presum e the pre-existence of law as its 
condition of possibility. This may well be the reason not only why Aristotle does 
not pay nearly as much attention to epideictic as he does to the other species of 
rhetoric, but why, historically, this species has received significantly less attention 
than the others (and has even at times been considered a lower form, as it does 
not seem to have any direct practical consequences). And based on the vast ma-
jority of criticism in the field, I would argue that the paradigmatic image of rheto-
ric held by most scholars is rarely, if ever, epideictic. Most often, when elements 
of "praise and blame" are considered, they are treated largely as attributes of ei-
ther forensic or deliberative speeches. This is due to the fact that this so-called 
rhetoric of display does not have the same immediate and obvious legal impli-
cations that Aristotle and many others implicitly believe rhetoric should have. 

This point might actually have significant consequences for the question of 
where and how rhetoric circulates. Recent historical treatments of rhetoric have 
found that the rise and fall of the study of rhetoric tends to occur with the rise 
and fall of democratic forms of government in the Wesl This connection makes 
a great deal of sense: it seems natural that rhetoric would flourish in societies 
governed by the rule oflaw and ones that solicit the active participation of their 
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citizens in the governing process. In such cultures, citizens will want to become 
versed in rhetoric, as this will be their means for engaging in such activities as 
representing themselves in courts or affecting policy and law. 

But my point here is a different one, and it is that the historical congruence 
might not be a case of some fundamental link between rhetoric and democracy, 
but more likely a result of one's implicit paradigmatic image of rhetoric. That 
is, if one follows Aristotle in defining rhetoric formally and juridically, then it is 
not surprising to then discover its prevalence in cultures that value the rule of 
Jaw and participatory democracy. The implication of this \\l"Ould be that a differ-
ent understanding of rhetoric would likely lead to a quite different story about 
the history of rhetoric and about rhetoric's place in our world today. 

In order to begin to pursue the implications of this different understanding, 
J would like to return to a third attribute of Aristotle's "species" of rhetoric-
one that is likely less contentious than either its formal or juridical inclina-
tion. Simply put, it is worth noting that for Aristotle, rhetoric is primarily con-
cerned with oratory rather than writing. The one thing that courtroom speeches, 
eulogies, and political speeches have in common is, simply put, that they are 
speeches. Of course, just as is the case today, many of these speeches were first 
written down before they were performed (whether by logographers or the speak-
ers themselves). Nevertheless, the point is that the circumstances of rhetoric for 
each of Aristotle"s species were always situations in which an individual person 
would address a group in speech. 

Of course, there are several explanations for this emphasis. The first, and 
most obvious, is that in the fourth century BCE a shockingly small percentage 
of the population was literate--somewhere around one or two percenl Given 
that such a small percentage of the population could read and write, it makes 
practical sense that Aristotle would locate rhetoric in venues focused on public 
speaking, as this was quite simply the most likely way that any given Athenian 
would encounter public issues. 

But in addition to this practical rationale, there are also some intriguing theo-
retical implications of this emphasis. For instance, take Jacques Derrida's fa-
mous claim that Western thought has privileged speech over writing. Turning 
to Plato's dialogue The Pliaednis, Derrida in Dissemination notes that the char-
acter of Socrates offers a strong condemnation of writing, claiming that writ-
ing is inferior and derivative of "living speech." For Socrates, speech offers the 
promise of true subjective presence--the presence of a conscious, intentional 
subject who can answer for his words. If you and 1 are speaking and I am un-
clear about what you are saying, I can always ask you to clarify what you have 
said, or to use other words in order to help me understand what you intend to 
say. Writing, on the other hand, is dead, mute--or, more profoundly, it is a dead 
form that offers the false appearance of life. For instance, if you fail to under· 
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stand the words I am writing, and you pose questions to them, they will not re-
spond as a speaking person would; they wiU simply continue to say the same 
thing over and over again. 

Further, not only does writing offer the false appearance of life, but it is also 
surprisingly promiscuous. While speech requires the simultaneous presence of 
a speaker and a listener, writing can function perfectly well in the total absence 
of the writer. In fact, this is the very condition of its function-writing can be 
entirely disconnected from the physical and/or mental presence of a writer. I 
write this essay precisely so that these words and thoughts can be disconnected 
from me, and go places that I had perhaps never imagined, much less intended. 
To take this to its extreme, writing can be read long after its author has disap· 
peared or died, and it can be understood or misunderstood in ways that the au-
thor could never have intended. Not only could Plato never have imagined that 
his writing would be discussed nearly 2,500 years after his death in a collection 
about rhetoric edited by some English professors in the United States, but he also 
had no control over hoiv he would eventually be discussed. There is no way for 
me to know if I am being true to his intentions or distorting them without trying 
to. And I would have to contend with the possibility that Plato's intentions may 
have been exactly the opposite of what I (and other scholars) imagine them to 
be-keep in mind that this whole critique of writing was in fact ivritten by Plato. 
Could it all have simply been a joke? And how would we ever know for sure? 

In any case, the privileging of speech over writing in AristotJe's rhetoric is 
symptomatic of this commonplace privileging of intentionality and conscious-
ness (as opposed to the supposedly mute promiscuity of writing). And this privi-
lege becomes more pronounced when we consider the species themselves. 

For instance , the circumstances of deliberative and forensic species both de-
pict situations in which an individual employs the strategies of argument in an 
effort to consciously convince a larger group about some particular issue. The 
speaker, therefore, acts on the basis of a clear, conscious intention: to win a par-
ticular case or defeat a particular vote. And she uses various arguments in order 
to accomplish these things. 

The listeners, however, are a more diverse group: some may be well disposed 
to the speaker's position while others may be deeply opposed. But regardless of 
their predispositions, the listeners are on the verge of being faced with some 
kind of recognizable decision: they will have to choose to find the defendant in-
nocent or guilty or they will have to choose to vote either for or against the policy. 

While the traditional image of epideictic rhetoric continues to rely on the im-
portance of intentional argument, it again works a bit differently than the other 
species. This image still depicts a single speaker consciously attempting to influ-
ence a larger group; however, this influence does not necessarily take the form 
of a choice that the audience will make. That is, at the end of the funeral speech, 
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it is not expected that the listeners will necessarily do any particular thing at all. 
While there is still an intention behind such speeches-the speaker wants to 
produce a certain kind of feeling in the listeners, whether of pride, inspiration, 
respect, or admiration-this affect does not necessarily terminate in any defini-
tive kind of decision. 

So in addition to offering formal, predominantly legalistic orientations through 
speech, Aristotle's image of rhetoric (an image, I am claiming, that remains an 
implicit paradigm for much current scholarship) also presumes the importance 
of intentional argument and. in most cases, the immediacy of a recognizable de-
cision (on the part of those being persuaded). 

Of course, each of these implicit attributes of Aristotelian rhetoric has been 
more or less directly challenged in the last few decades, largely as a result of 
the sense that they not only artificially limit the realm of rhetoric, but more pro-
foundly because they present a dramatically oversimplified and reductive im-
age of how persuasion actually happens in the world.2 In other words, the issue 
is not whether or not forensic, deliberative, and epideictic are really rhetorical 
species, but whether or not these species cover all (or even most of) the spec-
trum of rhetorical action. For many of us working in the field today, the answer 
to this would be a resounding "no." And yet it is unclear to me if the implicit 
paradigms that govern our thinking about rhetoric are really as distinct from 
AristotJe's as we might claim. 

First and least controversially, rhetoric scholars challenge the formal quality 
of Aristotle's species. While this is clearly the emphasis of Aristotle's work, it 
is certainly mistaken to imply that deliberative rhetoric is necessarily confined 
to situations of organized legal decision-making. There are undoubtedly many 
kinds of deliberative bodies-from faculty meetings to corporate boardrooms-
in which groups of people gather together in order to make decisions about their 
future course of action. Most would agree that in these scenarios, rhetoric con-
tinues to play a crucial role. 

Things become a bit more contentious when we reduce the size of the group: 
am I practicing rhetoric when I try to persuade my friend over lunch to support 
gay marriage in an upcoming referendum? Well, yes. Even on Aristotle's terms. 
After all, we have most of the telltale signs: an overtly democratic issue, an im-
pending political decision, the presence of subjective intention, and an emphasis 
on argumentation. All that has really changed is that the setting is less formal-
not only less formal than the meeting of a legislative body, but even less so than 
that of a faculty meeting. 

Now, what if. instead of trying to persuade my friend to support an issue via 
an upcoming vote, I am simply trying to persuade her to pay for our lunch? In 
this scenario, we are no longer dealing with an overtly democratic issue or an 
impending political decision. But of course there is still a decision-she will ei-
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ther agree to pay or not-and there is still the presence of a subjective inten-
tion, and still an emphasis on argumentation. 

This is the first of what I believe are two crucial hinges for thinking about 
the prevalence of rhetoric, because if one accepts that this scenario is rhetori-
cal, the scope of rhetoric expands significantly (and expands much further than 
even many advocates of this image are willing to pursue). Rhetoric now moves 
not only out of its relatively formalized institutional space, but it also now treats 
any content whatsoever. As a result, the everyday conversations in which we try 
to persuade others to go to the movies, or pick up some food for dinner, or help 
us with a task-all these become rhetorical moments. But why stop there? Why 
not include those moments when we attempt to persuade ourselves to , for ex-
ample, go to the gym or finish reading this chapter? Would we not also consider 
these instances of rhetoric? Indeed, rather than solely remaining an art confined 
to courtrooms and wedding chapels, rhetoric would become a practice in which 
everyone is engaged all the time. 

One crucial consequence of this shift is that one must fundamentally reori-
ent one's conception of rhetoric. Instead of seeing "everyday" rhetoric as banal or 
idiosyncratic instances of the formalized, institutional art of Aristotle, we would 
have to completely reverse this perspective. That is, perhaps our paradigmatic 
image of rhetoric would become such everyday instances of persuasion, and 
Aristotle's forensic, deliberative, and epideictic species might just be highly spe· 
cialized and idealized instances of this commonplace practice. 

If we are able to shift this perspective, then a great many other things will 
follow. First, let us consider the privilege accorded to argument (and thereby to 
language). If we take everyday persuasion as our (admittedly vague) paradigm 
case, it quickly becomes apparent that people are frequently persuaded by things 
that most of us would not readily call arguments (and that certainly are not pri-
marily linguistic). For instance, we are often persuaded by images, or sounds, 
or even by physical structures. 

I am thinking here of Bruno Latour's famous speed bump example, in which 
a mass of concrete functions to persuade drivers to slow down.3 Of course, one 
might justifiably say that the only reason a speed bump is effective is because 
drivers will extrapolate an argument from it: "If I do not slow down, I will dam-
age my car." Nevertheless, a speed bump is not in itself an argument-it is merely 
a mass of concrete. But that does not make it any less persuasive-if anything, 
it makes it more persuasive. The point here is that everyday physical structures 
may not exactly be arguments (and they are certainly not primarily linguistic-
though they are surely integrated with language), but they are undoubtedly per-
suasive. As a result, it is important to consider these types of objects as crucial 
components of rhetoric. 
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But this very same logic would apply to many other physical structures: not 
just the exceptional speed bump, but the everyday physical existence of roads 
themselves. Simply put, roads are rhetorical in that they persuade drivers to go 
some places rather than others. Anyone who has lived in a small to\11n that was 
circumvented by some kind of highway bypass can attest to the significant eco-
nomic and cultural consequences of these rhetorical artifacts. They are indeed 
highly persuasive objects, encouraging certain types of behavior and discour-
aging others. Of course, as is the case with all persuasion, roads do not simply 
deten11ine people's actions-not only is it possible for a person to get off the 
highway and visit the small town, but more simply, one can always go off road. 
There may be consequences to ignoring roads, but this simply indicates the 
complexity of any rhetorical situation. 

The larger theoretical point is that if we take everyday rhetoric as our para-
digmatic instance (rather than as a particular occurrence of an Aristotelian para-
digm), our view of rhetoric starts to change. We begin to see that arguments-
and even language-may not be the fundamental grounds of persuasion. Indeed, 
even if we return to Aristotle's formal, juridical species, it is questionable as to 
whether argument alone is sufficient to understand the actual practice of per-
suasion eve,1 in those settings. Consider the image oflawmakers arguing about a 
policy decision. Is it really the case that ~arguments" made in these venues are 
the primary determiners of the decision? Certainly there are all kinds of persua-
sive variables that go into any such decision, some of which may have nothing 
to do with the issue at hand-maybe I am hungry and want to leave to get some 
food, maybe the person trying to persuade me reminds me of a childhood enemy, 
maybe I am leveraging this issue for some future interest, etc. One could ex-
tend this list indefinitely. And indeed, I may not even be consciously aware of 
all or even any of these other forces. I might believe, for instance, that I am cau-
tiously and attentively listening to the argument and weighing the policy im-
plications in a reasonable manner. But most of us now believe that the human 
psyche is not simply reducible to my conscious awareness-whether or not I 
am aware of the multiple persuasive forces acting on me would not simply de-
termine their effectiveness. So while I might likely never be fully aware of all 
the multiple forces that constitute the rhetorical dimensions of a situation, this 
does not mean they are irrelevant or that rhetoricians can simply continue to ig-
nore them in favor of focusing on the recognizable argument 

But for the sake of provocation, I would be inclined to go a step further and 
say that, despite the emphasis of our field for over two millennia, it is actually 
extremely rare for one person to persuade another solely with an argument, re-
gardless of whether the argumentative paradigm comes from Aristotle, Rogers, 
Toulmin, or any other. Even though we continue to teach, research, and act as 
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if linguistic argument is or should be a crucial hinge of all decision-making, it 
seems to me that intra-human persuasion only very rarely happens so imme-
diately, clearly, and instrumentally as our focus on argumentation implies. Is it 
possible, then, for the field to take such complexity into account? 

Consider another historical example of a rhetorical moment that further am-
plifies the unconscious and unintentional aspect of much persuasion. The first 
color image of the earth taken from space was printed in 1967 (while the more 
famous "blue marble" image dates from 1972). This image is so ubiquitous to 
us now that it is hard to imagine a world in which it did not exist Nevertheless, 
prior to 1967 almost no humans had actually seen this sight Shortly after this im-
age was released, the modem environmentalist movement in the United States 
began (usually dated around 1970 with the first Earth Day). This likely was not 
a mere coincidence. As a result of the distribution of this image, a great many 
more people began to think of the earth as a living thing and even potentially as 
fragile and in need of care. Obviously, this image was used in the context of ar-
guments advocating environmentalism, but the first point here is that, like the 
case of the speed bump, the image of the earth is not in itself an argument And 
yet, nevertheless, it clearly had a persuasive impact on people- perhaps simply 
by making them more susceptible to listening to arguments advocating environ-
mentalism. The second point, however, is that this persuasive effect was not the 
intention of the NASA technicians that outfitted a satellite with color photogra-
phy. But even ifit had been, this image produced persuasive effects (even if only 
a slight change in perception or attitude) without an argument and without the 
necessity of a conscious intention. 

The point, for me, is that if we can break out of the implicit paradigmatic 
commitments of Aristotelian rhetoric, the line of thought that follows from this 
break will lead to an image of rhetoric that does not require a formal setting, a 
legalistic orientation, an argument. language, or even the presence of an intend-
ing subject If rhetoric is not only at play in all our casual conversations, but is 
also circulating through speed bumps, roads, and pictures, would this not effec-
tively mean that everything in our culture is rhetorical? 

And this is the point at which many cultural approaches to rhetoric today ar-
rive. Having freed themselves of the constraints of Aristotle's implicit paradigms, 
they offer instead an image of cultural rhetoric that begins with everyday acts of 
persuasion and necessarily includes the multiple (nonlinguistic, unintentional, 
and nonhuman) variables that are part of such persuasion. 

But again, why stop there? Why limit ourselves to "cultural" instances of rheto-
ric? Why not consider that there may be "natural" instances of rhetoric as-well. 
To my mind, this is the second significant hinge for thinking about the scope 
of rhetoric (and the most important one today)-the possibility that "the rhe-
torical" might move beyond not only the formal, juridical image of Aristotle's, 
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but also beyond "the cultural" image of everyday rhetoric and its anthropocen-
tric emphasis. 

For instance, in the last few years, scholars have begun to explore the rhe· 
torical quality of animal activity.• While animals may not use language, they cer-
tainly exhibit all kinds of persuasive behavior. As George Kennedy points out, 
the qualities of courtship and sexual selection among animals indicate a wide 
variety of persuasive behavior-ones that could potentially teach us a great deal 
about how persuasion actually happens. As a field, however, we have largely ig-
nored such instances of persuasion because they do not cohere with the implicit 
Aristotelian paradigm. 

So I wou1d like to close by offering a different paradigmatic image of rhetoric-
one that (I hope) is distinct not only from the formal. legalistic, argumenta-
tive qualities of Aristotle's species, but also from the broader, cultural image of 
"everyday" rhetoric. To my mind, the implicit paradigmatic image of rhetorical 
studies today should be the event of heliotropism. or the movement of plants 13,.:, .. ,..i... 1• 
toward the sun. I recognize that this image \viii not be easily accepted, precisely 
because it seems to deal with the domain of nature rather than culture-in other 
words, there is nothing whatsoever human about a plant turning toward the sun. 
And that, to me, is its advantage-allowing for the possibility of flattening out 
the nature-culture distinction that is absolutely fundamental to the field. This 
distinction is made explicit in something like Burke's action-motion distinction, 
but it is implicit in virtually all rhetoric scholarship. (To be clear, by •flattening 
out" this distinction, I do not mean "erasing." I am not interested in rendering 
culture indistinguishable from nature, but simply in interrupting the desire to 
treat them as fundamentally different kinds of things [a difference usually pre-
mised on the distinctiveness of consciousness)). 

In any case, rhetoric and heliotropisrn are not entirely unrelated phenomena. 
After all, the word itself derives from tropos, which of course is also the etymo-
logical basis for the tropes or figures that were historically seen as the very ele-
ment of rhetoric. And there are also some further hints of precedent for this 
connection. Not only did Aristotle disparagingly refer to the Sophists as ''being 
like plants" (Metaphysics IV 1008b), but Kennedy also, in his consideration of 
animal rhetoric, points to the persuasiveness of plants. He writes, "Since the 
activity of insects and birds is essential to disseminating pollen and thus to the 
survival of the plant's species, by coloration and sweetness even plants can be 
said to practice a rudimentary form of rhetoric" (Comparative 24).5 Of course, 
whether or not color and taste are "rudimentary" (and not rather "fundamen-
tal") is a question I will leave open for now. 

But there are also conceptual justifications for this image. As Michael Naas 
has shown in his analysis of Homeric rhetoric (a book that deserves more atten-
tion from our field), this sense of simply "turning" is a more adequate rendering 
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of an earlier, pre-Platonic sense of persuasion, one that only mutated into the 
consciousness-driven sense through Aristotle and his teacher. In other words, 
rather than indicating two different kinds of things, perhaps figures of speech are 
simply very determined, linguistic instances of a larger rhetorical tropology of persua-
sive turning. That is, plants turning toward the sun and audiences accepting an 
argument might well involve the same kind of action / motion. As a result, as 
rhetoric scholars, we would have a lot to learn from plants (and from the bota-
nists who study them) about persuasion itself. By this I mean that the goal would 
not be to show the rhetorical quality of botanical discourse , but to learn about 
persuasion from plants- or any number of other so-called natural and artificial 
phenomenon. And I would argue that this style of promiscuous interdisciplin-
arity is crucial if we are to begin to take seriously how persuasion actually hap-
pens in the world. 

The objection will be raised, of course, that this is simply an argument for an 
even bigger sense of big rhetoric. Perhaps. Yet for me this is not at all the claim 
that everything is rhetoric , but rather that everything is rhetorical. The debates 
about the size of rhetoric were always too concerned with hypostasizing rheto-
ric as a noun and as a domain. Instead, we might consider "rhetoric" primarily 
as an adjective, or better yet, an adverb-that which modifies or qualifies actions 
in some way. That is , everything is necessarily immersed in (and constituted by) 
multiple persuasive (turning) forces. And as such , everything is ... rhetorically. 
However, a crucial element of the claim that "everything is rhetorical" is that this 
claim should come at the beginning of an inquiry rather than as a conclusion. 
In other words, when one knows that something (such as a speed bump) is rhe-
torical, that does not mean that it is the same as a courtroom speech; quite the 
opposite. In fact what it means is that one must rigorously attend to the differ-
ent rhetorical forces in these different settings. Claiming that "everything is rhe-
torical" -rather than indicating some fundamental similarity-means precisely 
that things are immersed in (and constituted by) differential forces of turning. 
The task of rhetorical scholarship (and frankly any research whatsoever) would 
be to attend to these differential tropological fields. And to paraphrase Aristotle, 
the task of rhetorical training would be similar: to affect a turning whereby the 
rhetorical tropology of things-both human and nonhuman-becomes visible. 

Notes 

I. See, for instance, Gross and Keith for a collection of essays dedicated to this 
question. 

2. Here I would point to any number of recent books that advance challenges to 
the so-called humanist paradigm in rhetorical studies. See, for example: Davis, /n· 
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essential Solidarity; Muckelbauer, The Future: of IPlvwtion; Rickert, Ambient Rlietoric; 
and Vivian, Being Made Strange:. 

3. I take this example from Latour's Pandora's Hope (186). 
+ See, for example, Hawhee; Davis, "Creaturely"; Muckelbauer, "Domesticating." 
5. Thanks to the anonymous reviewers of the essay for calling my attention to 

these two plant·onic moments in rhetorical history. 

Baja

rid
again

aww
aww

.
again

Bia
Bia

Baaing

pipa

www.


