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The following paper was presented to the Eastern Communication Association Rhetoric and Public
Address Fall Conference, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, September 1986. It was scanned January 2005
and is presented here for historical purposes. The paper summarizes some of my earlier research and
begins to extend the material into ethical questions.
For the most part, the substance is presented as it was in 1986. However, some minor stylistic
revisions have been made. New material added includes the following: (1) additional support
regarding Bob Dylan’s self-described intent from a 2004 interview and (2) additional references to
possible unintended consequences of video games.
_________________________________________________________________________________

For several years much of my research has been guided by one central question:
What are the implications for the history, theory, practice, and criticism of
rhetoric given that our society is both a mass society and a technological society?
Rhetoric is, after all, a mutable art of communication which has been adapted and
adopted throughout history to serve prevailing patterns of communication. Since the
mass and technological characteristics of our culture affect communication patterns
today more so than any other qualities, as future historians of rhetoric, we should be
concerned with questions of how our art is currently being transformed by these two
elements.
The purpose of this paper is to examine the mass and technological transformations of
the rhetor's ethos. What happens to this single component of the much larger system we
call rhetoric in an age of technologized specialization and bureaucratization? This paper
poses an answer to this question by addressing a very significant consequence--what I
call diffusion of responsibility.
In order to discuss ethos and the technologized rhetor, it is necessary first to identify
and describe several important transformations found in an emerging contemporary
theory of rhetoric. Three features of this 'New and Improved Rhetoric' are: (1) sociosuasion, (2) the committee of rhetors approach, and (3) TechnoCiceronianism. 1
Sociosuasion and the Committee of Rhetors Approach
Sociosuasion is a rhetorical version of enculturation--the interaction of individual and
culture whereby one develops and maintains a sense of cultural competence extending
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from childhood into adulthood.2 For "competence" we could also read "appropriateness." If by "persuasion" we mean overt acts where a rhetor has intent to influence
attitudes, values, beliefs and/or actions, then "sociosuasion" can be used to identify
suasory acts where there is no overt attempt at influence (or where no such intent is
discernable). Such a distinction between persuasion and sociosuasion is based upon
two trends in the speech communication literature. First, there is the linking of rhetoric
with such social sciences as anthropology and sociology.3 Second, there is the
expansion of rhetoric's domain to include (1) all uses of symbols, (2) mass media of
communication, and (3) various cultural institutions.4
Consider for example, "Sunday Woman" a magazine-style supplement designed in
the late 1970's as part of the weekend edition of the Seattle Times. Though "Sunday
Woman" was clearly designed to appeal to women, it is doubtful that the designers
intended any overt attempt to influence attitudes, values, and beliefs by associating
women with such things as food, cooking, health, beauty, and home-making. Moreover,
it is likely that the editors presumed an interest existed within their potential audience
and designed the magazine-style supplement with the simple intention of selling
newspapers. Nonetheless, even without an intent to persuade, by selecting certain
cultural values over others and by distributing them in print, the paper contributed to a
process of assisting adults to achieve "cultural competence."
Consider, too, the case of persuasion and popular music. Some music, most notably
"protest" music, clearly seems designed to influence by expressing and advocating
certain attitudes, values, and beliefs. Howver, rhetorical intent is not always
discernible. The music of Bob Dylan in the late 1960's and early 1970's, for example,
reportedly influenced many of our nation's youths. However, Dylan publicly stated he
was simply expressing himself and not trying to influence anyone else.5
Nonetheless, audiences who overheard his poetic acts of self-expression claimed to
be influenced. Similarly, new wave "punk" music based on a technologically induced
nihilistic philosophy may just be a matter of poetic self-expression. Yet, the music does
represent a particular set of values and attitudes, and it does provide a means of societal
identification and communion amidst a certain population of our culture.
Thus, sociosuasion refers to acts of societal communion where values are shared
through various symbols of communication but where no overt influence is
attempted by a single agent.
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Another feature of contemporary rhetoric that foreshadows a technologized
adaptation of ethos is the committee of rhetors approach. With oratory, we may
presume that the rhetor is the individual we hear speaking. However, with print, film,
and such electronic artifacts as popular music, video games, and television news shows,
we can no longer identify a single individual as the rhetor. Moreover, the rhetorical
artifact (be it persuasive or sociosuasive) is produced by a committee. In our
technological era each committee member is a specialist, or a technician. Each has a
certain quality akin to the classical notion of techne with regard to his or her own
specialty.
Rhetorically speaking, each communication technician can engage in five functions
paralleling the five oratorical duties of Neo-Ciceronianism. Each technician must have
knowledge of a specified range of communicative options special to that individual's
area of expertise (that is, medium-specific technological commonplaces). A motion
picture photographer, for example, must discover visual possibilities (lighting, angles,
special effects and conditions, and so on). With this knowledge, the technician must
make judgments about how to dispose of what has been discovered. The technician
also converts ideas discovered into medium-specific symbols and preserves them in
some form that can be presented to (or shared with) others. This brings up a third
feature of our "New and Improved" system of communication--what I call
"TechnoCiceronianism."
TechnoCiceronianism
From is critical standpoint one could address contemporary artifacts of
communication using any (or all) of the five functions of rhetoric.
1. invention: the discovery of possible communicative options or ideas,
2. disposition: the judgment, selection, and prioritizing of the possible options
or ideas already discovered,
3. symbolization: the conversion of options or ideas into symbolic form,
4. preservation: the fusion of symbolic forms into a rhetorical artifact,
suitable for presentation, and
5. enactment: the sharing of a rhetorical artifact by a definite or an indefinite
audience.6
These five communicative functions can be applied on at least two levels. First, they
can be applied to an overall production or artifact without addressing a definite rhetor.
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For example, a critic could examine sexism and the rhetoric of sports journalism. Or, a
critic could examine the value premises, implied reasoning, structuring of ideas, style
and presentation of a film such as Close Encounters of the Third Kind. On another
level, the five functions can be applied to each committee member's contribution to the
artifact. For example, a film-oriented critic could examine the musical rhetoric of a film
composer such as Aaron Copland, Bernard Hermann, or John Williams addressing the
composer's use of sonic invention, disposition, and symbolization. 7
In terms of actual practice, the five functions may be done either independently or in
cooperation with other technicians. Committees of rhetors might work contemporaneously together (as would be the case with musicians, singers, and audio engineers
working together in a recording studio to produce a sociosuasive pop song). They might
work contemporaneously apart (as in the case of journalists researching and writing
stories for a news magazine). Or they may work non-contemporaneously apart (as in
the case of photographers shooting a film, composers writing music for the various
images of the film, and then editors splicing together the completed scenes and sounds.
The Question of Ethos
One key question in the production of both technological artifacts and mass culture is
this: Who is the rhetor; who takes the responsibility for the message? In other words,
who's ethos (or character) shapes the influencing and, more importantly, who takes the
responsibility for the influencing?
In the case of a ghost--written speech, it is generally agreed that the speaker shapes
the message and assumes responsibility for it. But what about other more complex
committees of rhetors? Consider, for example a campaign brochure or a set of television spots designed by an agency to promote either a political candidate or a product.
We would probably tend to agree that the candidate (or the parent company, if we were
talking about a commercial product) is the responsible party, even if the character of
the message is designed by a committee of rhetor-technicians, from copy writer to
make-up artist to video technician.
Consider a mass mailing designed on behalf of a political candidate by a subordinate
rhetor which inadvertently causes the candidate some embarrassment. There is the
potential for the candidate to shift the blame to the preparer of the mailing, although the
political repercussions of pointing the finger might be greater than if the candidate
assumes responsibility for the mailing. However, when we start to consider such
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controversial artifacts as contra-ceptive ads, we find a definite shift of responsibility.
The television station or the television network is made to be the responsible party, not
the parent company who wants to run the ads or the agency of rhetors who used all
their tools of persuasion to make what they believed would be a "tasteful" and "nonoffensive" ad.
We can see then, with acts of persuasion involving committees of rhetors (for we are
not yet talking about sociosuasive acts), there is much potential for the shifting of
suasory responsibility. But when we start to examine sociosuasive artifacts the question
of ethos and responsibility becomes even more complex. Again, our concern is for this
question: who is the rhetor? (Whose character shapes the artifact and who takes
responsibility for the message?)
Consider the genre of technological symbolization known as video games? Is the
computer programmer who designs a game which teaches how to aim and fire missiles
and which promotes warfare a rhetor? How about the person who computerizes the
music and programs the aurally appealing sound effects--the explosions and the cries of
wounded victims? Or is the rhetor the corporation which invests in these projects?
Perhaps it is the Marketing researchers who say, "This is what the public wants. This is
where they will spend their money. Or perhaps it is the person who designs the flashy
and alluring box for the home video version of the "Star Wars" game. Clearly, each of
the specialized rhetors uses his or her own techne in the creation of the final sociosuasive artifact. Each specialist engages in invention, disposition, symbolization,
preservation and enactment. Yet, does each assume responsibility for teaching and
promoting warfare? And if it turns out that video games cause violence and other
behavioral problems like attention deficit disorder, does the programmer simply claim,
"Hey, I’m only doing my job?" Does the musician/sound effects person say, "I've got a
husband and two kids to feed?" Does the game company say, "Were only providing
what the customers want?" And do the marketing researchers say, "W e're Just getting
paid to mirror the needs and wants of the American consumer?" My guess is that most
(if not all) of these (and perhaps other) technologized rhetors perceive themselves as
but cogs in a wheel-not as rhetors with ethos in the classical sense, but as workers
without responsibility for their parts in creating sociosuasive artifacts of culture.
This is not to say that the specialist is unconcerned about his or her ethos. Certainly it
is an important factor in one's career. For example, the cover girl photographer has a
specialist's reputation within the magazine publishing industry. There are critical and
aesthetic requirements that the photographer's work must satisfy if his or her reputation
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is to be maintained or enhanced. However, we may still question the responsibility
which the photographer has in the creation of the sociosuasive artifact known as the
magazine cover. For whether or not it is the photographer's overt intent, surely he or
she is influencing magazine readers and many others who must walk past the
symbolized standards for "the beautiful woman" (the cover girl) in supermarkets, at
newsstands and elsewhere. Though the photographer may not assume any
responsibility, without question he or she is using medium-specific techniques of
influence to help members of a particular culture to become culturally competent or at
least to feel a sense of what is culturally appropriate.
As rhetoricians gravitate towards anthropological and sociological lines of inquiry,
they contribute to what may be called the rhetoric of institutions. One of the more
fascinating sociosuasive analyses presented in this scholarly arena is Donald
McCIosky's literary analysis of economics.8 His work suggests a few questions that
demonstrate the problem of responsibility and the technologized rhetor's ethos: who is
the rhetor that makes current economics the anthropomorphic deity that it appears to
be? Is it the academic economist who publishes and teaches? Is it the news editor who
chooses to interview the economist? Is it the graphic artist who designs monumental
charts, diagrams, and illustrations? Is it the radio broadcaster who interrupts my
morning music to read the economic news? Is it the economics reporter who uses
anthropo-morphic language to discuss economics? Falling back on the committee of
rhetors approach and the notions of sociosuasion and TechnoCiceronianism I have
discussed, all of these are to be considered as specialist-rhetors who contribute to the
deification of our reigning system of economics, though we cannot be sure which ones
would be willing to assume the responsibility for their sociosuasive efforts.
Another dimension of the diffusion of responsibility problem involves coalescence of
motives. Consider an example of political debate in a mass-mediated arena. Ronald
Reagan, Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell, Jesse Helms, Tim LaHaye, and countless others
may not be members of a single "New Right" organization. However, their activities as
politically conservative, self-proclaimed "Christians" coalesce. As a loosely organized
committee of rhetors, these men collectively argue against another loosely organized
committee of rhetors characterized as secular humanists, liberals, and so on. The verbal
assaults and persuasive campaigns are not directed at anyone or two or three particular
individuals. Rather, the persuasion is presented before an audience about a third party.
In doing this, no one is directly called upon as being responsible to answer such
charges as may be leveled. Similarly, some feminist discourse directed at the so-called
reigning patriarchy has been generated from a feminist committee of rhetors verbally
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attacking another committee presumably representing the so-called dominant
patriarchy. Again, no one is asking responsible advocates to defend or justify such a
patriarchy. From a critical standpoint, any attempt to discover overt persuasion in
support of patriarchy might exclude sociosuasive rhetoric which may be just as
influential as persuasion, if not more so.
In this paper I have explored changes in the notion of ethos in an emerging system of
rhetoric serving the communicative patterns of our mass and technological society. I
have spoken of the transfor-mation as diffusion of responsibility, though perhaps it
might better be termed confusion of responsibility, or at times, obfuscation of
responsibility. In addressing sociosuasion as rhetorical enculturation, I offer
suggestions for what some have termed cultural criticism.9 In developing the committee
of rhetors approach and in formulating TechnoCiceronianism, I suggest a rhetoric of
organizational
communication.
In exploring the obfuscation of responsibility and the technologized rhetor, I may
be opening more doors here than I am locking shut. Indeed Marcusians in the
audience may liken my efforts to the opening of a closed universe of discourse with
regard to the use of symbols to influence attitudes, values, beliefs, and/or action
(whether it be persuasively or sociosuasively). McKeonites may look at my efforts
as another assertion of rhetoric as an architectonic productive art in an emerging
21st century renaissance. Burkeans may see potential for critical analysis aimed at
demystification.
Whatever your persuasion, I offer sociosuasion and TechnoCiceronianism as
terms for an emerging rhetoric and this introductory exploration of ethos and the
technologized rhetor as an ex-ample of the kinds of concerns teachers of rhetoric
can address.
________________________________________
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