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Abstract 
As the area of visual rhetoric develops and evolves, the approaches that critics take in evaluating 
images must be scrutinized for the overall exploration of the discipline. Incorporating areas of 
analytical criticism from rhetoric to aesthetics to design should be combined to create the best 
possible way of evaluating imagery. By expanding on the traditional analytical approach to rhe- 
torical criticism, this paper explores how the additional understanding of aesthetic and design 
theory will help the critic to reach a fuller understanding of the image. The twelve major princi- 
ples of design being line, shape and form, space, texture, value, color, repetition, variety, rhythm, 
balance, emphasis, and economy are combined to create the strategy of the visual aesthetic that 
works to compliment the existing rhetorical strategies. The more complete understanding of how 
visuals are created and how people interpret them will allow for a more complete development of 
the visual rhetorical approach to communication. 
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1. Introduction 
As the study of rhetoric enters the twenty-first century, the definition of what constitutes a rhetorical text has 
changed. The Internet and other visual media have invaded our society and are demanding attention from rhe-
torical scholars. The twenty-first century has developed a new consumer that is bombarded with thousands upon 
thousands of visual images on a daily basis. Consumers as well as critics are in need of an approach by which to 
critically evaluate the persuasive strategies used in these messages. Organizations need to be aware of the visual 
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rhetorical strategies available to them in order to reach their specific audiences. Employing principles found in 
design theory as rhetorical strategies, organizations can design more effective messages to reach their desired 
audiences. In this paper, the current study of visual rhetoric will be explored; an outline of the visual rhetorical 
strategies and explanations for each will be developed; and then an analysis of an online organization’s website 
will be evaluated in regard to the established strategies. Utilizing this method of strategic visual message design 
will lead not only to the creation of better visuals, but also to a better understanding of the visuals that persuade 
us everyday. 

2. Visual Texts 
Rhetorical analysis had evolved so that no longer is discourse limited to the medium of the spoken word. 
Brummett states that “the conception of rhetoric as [a purely] verbal text… in which public controversy primar-
ily took oral or written form… is fading” (Brummett, 1991: p. ix). Rhetoric can and is being created and “re-
corded in the dialects of marble, steel, clay, glass, paper, and ink, not to mention oils, pastels, and acrylics” 
(Brown, 1983: p. 11). Although rhetorical critics may feel nostalgic for the days when spoken public discourse 
had the most impact, they are beginning to take notice that “to confine their study of symbols to speech making is 
to miss a great many of the symbols that affects us daily” (Foss, 1994: p. 213). Studying visual imagery and art 
from a rhetorical perspective gives scholars a more complete and richer understanding of the rhetorical process 
because it offers explanation of all of the symbols that surround us, not just the verbal ones. 

Visual rhetoric has traditionally suffered from a lack of study because traditional rhetorical scholars have his-
torically believed that visual rhetoric is less important than verbal communication. “Some scholars of rhetoric 
and contemporary culture believe that imagery as a rhetorical form is tainted [as compared to] discourse in the 
effects it produces on the nature of public communication and the modes of critical processing it engenders in 
audiences” (Foss, 1994: p. 222). Many scholars have defined visual artifacts to be of lesser value than verbal 
communication because they claim that visual rhetoric shortchanges public argument (Postman, 1985; Zarefsky, 
1992; Jamison, 1988, 1992). On the other hand, more recently, rhetorical scholars have employed visuals as data 
in the rhetorical sense by applying them to illustrate various rhetorical constructs. For example, scholars have 
used Central Park (Rosenfield, 1989); Disneyland (Foss & Gill, 1987); Michael Graves’ architecture (Kanengie- 
ter, 1991); the Vietnam Memorial (Haines, 1986; Foss, 1986); photography (Finnegan, 2003); and interior de-
sign (Twigg, 1992) as the basis for applying the traditional rhetorical constructs to visual artifacts. 

Scholars in communication studies and in other fields have examined the visual through the application of the 
gestalt principles (the psychology that the parts of a visual are constructed by the audience into a whole object) 
and applied them to the organization of visual materials (Bernhardt, 1996; Moore & Fitz, 1993). This approach 
seems to be practical because the principles are viewed as axiomatic by researchers to be universal in nature. 
The gestalt principles are tools that are undoubtedly understood by the rhetor or designer, but are in general not 
consciously comprehended by the audience (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003). Being able to comprehend both the 
tools and the context of the visuals will lead to a more complete understanding of visual symbols. 

One area that has examined the visual is the field of aesthetics. However, many perspectives that are used in 
aesthetic judging of imagery are not useful in the rhetorical evaluation of images because they overlook the au-
dience and the context of the artifact. For example, one perspective of the evaluation of visual imagery in aes-
thetic “defines judgments of quality solely as idiosyncratic responses―judgments about quality mean simply 
preference, rooted in individual whim or fancy” (e.g. Bayley, qtd. in Fuller, 1984). Another perspective is based 
on the concept that there can be a set of unique criteria for aesthetics (Foss, 1994), but these types of approaches 
do not particularly help us understand the potential persuasiveness of a particular artifact or how they function 
rhetorically. 

Content, audience, and context function secondarily to the aesthetic quality when rhetorically evaluating the 
aesthetic experience hence limiting the potential scope of the aesthetic evaluation. “Appreciating something 
aesthetically [is] to appreciate its formal qualities, those qualities that one could access simply through looking, 
hearing, [or] touching” (Fenner, 2003: p. 41). When viewing anything from a purely aesthetic perspective, 
whether it be a work of fine art or a television commercial, the aesthetic critic must attempt to disregard the con- 
tent of the work and focus on what strategies are used to convey the message. This is why the purely aesthetic 
approach is lacking in the evaluation of the visual rhetorical message. The rhetorical critic’s evaluations may 
seem irrelevant when that evaluation is viewed as a personal preference. The aesthetic approaches to evaluation 
are incomplete approaches for rhetorical analysis because while they attempt to identify just the artistic or aes- 
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thetic qualities; they are not concerned, as the rhetorical critic is, with the influence of the image on an audience 
and the ways in which the image is constructed to achieve such an influence. The combination of these ap- 
proaches will give critics in both fields a more complete understanding of the artifacts they are evaluating. 

In order to bring together the visual and its context, one must bring together the tools of different disciplines. 
The generally misunderstood term visual rhetoric is a compilation of a broad range of areas of study including 
everything from communication to design to psychology. For example, these can include, “the study of the de-
sign of texts on pages” to “more generally, the study of all visual signs, including the semiotics of graphical arts, 
television, and other media” (Bernhardt, 1996: p. 746), to an even more broad study of “visual and material 
practices, from architecture to cartography, and from interior design to public memorials” (Lucaiates and Ha-
riman, 2001: p. 37). No matter how different each definition of visual rhetoric is, they all bring to the table a dis-
tinction between the image and the word, that is, the ever-present dichotomy of the presentational and the dis-
cursive (Langer, 1988). The areas of the rhetoric of the word, the discursive, and the rhetoric of the image, the 
presentational, have been decidedly divided areas, even though combining them would give both a more com-
plete understanding of all rhetoric. “Written language, Plato observed in the Phaudrus, ‘rolls around everywhere’ 
(p. 86), but visual language is even more fluid” (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003: p. 10). The root of all rhetoric is 
our symbolic understanding, and grasping that foundational root is the only way to go about fully grasping the 
importance of the visual symbol. 

The creation of visual rhetoric will always begin with the rhetor or designer using strategies of the visual lan-
guage to meet a specific audience and then finishes with the audience interpreting and understanding that visual 
language. Another consideration of the process of critiquing visual rhetoric is that each individual visual rhe-
torical act is set in larger social set of rhetorical events and the critic must consider both the visual artifact and its 
context. Just as rhetoric is a social process, so is visual rhetoric. It builds and develops cultural values, visual lit-
eracy, and reinforces social norms. “Information design also embodies the shared cultural knowledge―values, 
ideologies, and aesthetic tastes―of its designers and readers at a given historical moment” (Kostelnick, 2004: p. 
239). The social factors that surround visual rhetoric are the foundation for it. Therefore, the critic must take into 
consideration the context of each visual in their rhetorical evaluation. 

3. Visual Rhetorical Strategies 
Robert Rowland in his book Analyzing Rhetoric, states that “in order to understand the way that any work of 
rhetoric functions, the analyst needs [a set] of tools. The first set of tools is used to break the rhetoric down into 
constituent parts. A system of analysis is needed that can be applied systematically to any work of rhetoric” 
(2002, p. 15). Rowland establishes categories of strategies that are used in the evaluation of any piece of rhetoric. 
These include: rational argument, narrative, language aesthetics, appeals to values, needs, and symbols, credibil- 
ity, and confrontation. Each strategy contains specific sub-strategies that further define the ways that rhetoric 
uses each strategy. In order to fully evaluate a visual artifact the analyst needs another, specific strategy category, 
that of the visual aesthetic. The visual aesthetics strategy category also has sub-strategies, each of which con- 
tributes to the whole of the visual aesthetic. The twelve sub-strategies are: line, shape and form, space, texture, 
value, color, repetition, variety, rhythm, balance, emphasis, and economy. “Most people already know a great 
deal about the art of design, but few of us recognize our own visual sophistication” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 
2). Taking the time to understand what visuals are being presented to us not only will make the critic more apt at 
discovering the rhetorical strategies embedded in messages, but will also allow the consumer to make better 
choices in regards to the messages being presented to them.  

The twelve sub-categories are standard principles in design with many scholars developing some or all of 
them in various forms. Introduction to design courses flourish with these principles to train young artists to re-
think about the visual they are creating and looking at. Lauer and Pentak (2000) define these design principles in 
their text Design Basics (2000) and Lawson (1980) and Margolin (1989) use them in explanations of the history 
of design theory and discourse. Even in their discussion of the semiotics of visual communication, Kress and 
Van Leeuwen (1996) utilize the ideas of the design principles in their development of the grammar of visual de-
sign. Paul Zelanski and Mary Pat Fisher have written several books including Color (1990), Shaping Space 
(1987), and Design Principles and Problems (1996) and in these works, they have developed the twelve design 
principles in the most clearly discernable fashion and thus they are utilized for the definitions of these principles. 
Thus it is their set of principles that I propose to be used for rhetorically analyzing visual artifacts. 

“To design is to endow optical sensations―or images―with meaning”, (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 2) and 
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we comprehend these messages constantly and unconsciously. As humans, we refuse to view the world as a cha-
otic jumble of meaningless stimuli. Instead we absorb incoming stimuli and assign them clear meanings. We 
develop and build this visual vocabulary without even realizing it and it becomes as second nature to us as our 
verbal vocabulary. “Just as we do not usually stop to think of words as we speak, we do not usually puzzle over 
the meaning of the things we see” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 3). They argue that for artists to communicate 
both rhetorically and visually, you must understand how to create and manipulate images so that they communi-
cate to the audience the message that you intend. In order to do this, you must bring back into your conscious-
ness the strategies that you now overlook. “For example, if you want people to think that a flat image you are 
creating had depth, you must be aware of all the visual cues you have learned to interpret automatically as 
depth. Awareness of these cues gives you ways of controlling others’ perceptions―of making them respond to 
your flat image as though it had depth” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 3). Seeing and understanding what has al-
ways been there is the key to understanding the creation and development of visual messages. 

The visual rhetorical strategies stem from the fields of art and design. These visual “cues and perceptual re-
sponses are expressed as principles, or basic truths, that the artist can consciously use” (Zelanski & Fisher, 
1996: p. 3). Understanding how the artist uses these principles, or strategies, will allow the rhetorical analyst to 
more clearly decipher the messages that are embedded in the visual cues. The best way to develop an awareness, 
understanding, and control of the messages within the visuals is to isolate those most basic strategies and under-
stand how they work one at a time. It is impossible to create an image with just one of these strategies, but just 
as the repetition of a word does not make speech, repetition is used as a tool to develop the speech. Again, most 
audiences will not be aware of these visual aesthetic strategies, just as most are not aware of the many language 
aesthetic strategies, but the analyst must be consciously aware in order to be able to both evaluate and create 
visual rhetoric. 

When a piece of visual rhetoric is working well, the artist is exercising control over how the audience both 
view and respond to the piece. One way that the artist must work to control is how long a person looks at the 
piece. We know that speakers are likely to hold an audience’s attention for a good portion of a speech. “In con-
trast, people [tend to] respond to the visual arts very quickly and then turn away. [In] advertisements, the de-
signer must hold viewers’ attention long enough for a message to register, or people will not buy the product” 
(Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 17). The artist can control how long and what the audience sees by utilizing the 
visual rhetorical strategies. They can use lines, shapes, and even colors to control and direct the view of the au-
dience so the audience can grasp the message that the artist intends.  

Each of the strategies build upon one another and are separated into two groups: strategic elements and uni-
fying principles. The strategies are discussed in an order so that one leads into the other in order to build a uni-
fied visual. Line comes first because the creation of the line is the simplest way of creating a visual image and 
the others are added in logical order: “lines connected make flat shapes; shapes put together in space seem to 
suggest form. When forms are indicated a feeling of space becomes stronger. Texture bridges the gap from the 
eye to the touch. Value―the degree of darkness or lightness―refines responses to shape, form, space, and tex-
ture and provides the understructure for understanding color. Color adds a special seasoning, a richness, to our 
visual sensations” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 6). The unifying principles are used simply to create a sense of 
unity and order to create relationships between parts of the whole image. These relationships are created through 
the use of similarity, variety, rhythm, balance, emphasis, and economy. 

3.1. Line 
Line begins the strategies because it is the most simple and is the one that the rest are created from. The line may 
be the simplest of the design principles, but it can be extremely powerful. The problem with line is being able to 
define what is and what is not a line. When does a line stop being a line and become something else? There are 
many lengthy definitions of what constitutes a line, but “a paraphrase of Paul Klee’s definition is, ‘A line is a 
dot out for a walk’. In general, a line is a mark whose length is considerably greater than its width” (Zelanski & 
Fisher, 1996: p. 56). 

Lines can be created with just about any medium. When we first think of line, we probably think of those 
made with a pen or pencil or a brush, but sculpture and even fabrics can have strong linear elements. Lines can 
be implied in the contrasts between light and dark areas without being actually drawn at all. Lines can be in-
credibly expressive and persuasive as the way that a line is drawn out from a point is what gives it a certain 
character. Line has the power to control the audience’s view of a visual work as it directs the viewer’s eye as 
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Zelanski and Fisher state, “If a line has a smooth surface, the eye travels along it easily; if rough or broken, it 
slows the eye. Lines may be tightly controlled with small hand movements or freely gestured through space” 
(Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 63). These characteristics have a tendency to create emotional responses in the au-
dience. Lines that rise and fall with sharp points can suggest anger or danger to the audience, while horizontal 
lines can read as calm.  

Lines are the basic element for the development of any piece of visual rhetoric and understanding that an art-
ist can use a simple line to direct the audience’s view to a particular area or create a particular mood with an au-
dience helps in understanding the foundation for the visual aesthetic strategy. 

3.2. Shape and Form 
The second strategy is shape and form. Lines are used to create shapes and shapes are grouped together to create 
forms. In other words, “a shape is a figure that appears to be flat, whereas a form is a figure that appears to be 
three dimensional” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 86). Artists have a virtually unlimited amount of resources for 
inspiration of shapes including geometric shapes, invented shapes, letters, and numbers. Shapes that we learn as 
children, such as squares, circles, triangles, and the like, are the most familiar to the audience and the artist can 
use that familiarity to their advantage in controlling the view of and creating a mood in the audience. However, 
because of this familiarity of the geometric shape, audiences can have preconceived notions about what these 
shapes mean and will do. Circles can look as if they are rolling away unless held in position by something else. 
Triangles can seem out of balance if their bases aren’t perfectly parallel to the bottom of the picture (Zelanski & 
Fisher, 1996: p. 88). 

Irregular shapes demand more attention than geometric shapes and can be used to control the attention of the 
viewer. Invented shapes give the artist more freedom than geometric shapes because the audience isn’t familiar 
with them or how they may behave. The logical use of these shapes doesn’t seem to be supported by anything 
else, but this is not uncomfortable for the viewer, as they seem to come from the artist’s imagination. The use of 
invented shapes may give the artist more freedom, but then the artist may not be able to interpret how an audi-
ence is going to react to viewing this type of shape. Another, more controlled, way of creating shapes is by using 
letters or numbers. Depending on their size, an artist can use the curves and straight lines of a familiar letterform 
to create new shapes. The artist can even blow up letters or numbers so that they are unrecognizable as their fa-
miliar shape. Even blown up to an abnormal size, the familiarity of letters and numbers can create certain moods, 
capture an audience’s attention, or create certain emotions in an audience. Shapes are not just geometric. They 
can be found in other places such as a photograph of a tree is triangular in shape or the rectangle formed by a 
group of people standing close together, the rectangle formed by a group of people standing close together, 
hence, a shape does not have to be just a shape but other objects can be interpreted as seeming to look like a 
certain shape. 

3.3. Space 
Unlike the other visual aesthetic strategies, space is not something that can be specifically identified. However, 
in two-dimensional works, an illusion of three-dimensionality can be created and “the spatial depth viewers are 
led to associate with the images may be as important as the images themselves” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 122). 

Artists have several different ways of creating space that viewers will interpret as depth. In “Western culture, 
if parallel lines seem to converge at a distant vanishing point (an illusion called linear perspective), most view-
ers will interpret what they see as a composition with great depth” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 23). Artists can 
then further this sense of depth by contrasting large foreground images with smaller background images because 
things seen a distance appear to be smaller. Due to atmospheric haze in viewing things at a long distance, the 
edges of things and contrasts between colors are seen more clearly in close areas. Atmospheric haze is created 
by giving stronger values and sharp edges to nearby objects and soft edges and softer values to far away objects. 

The artist can lead the viewer to interpret the visual work by using a flat sense of space versus a constructed 
sense of depth. The more flat sense of space will have the audience feel less connected with the subject matter, 
while the constructed sense of depth will have the audience feeling as if they are within the visual’s message. 

3.4. Texture 
Texture is the next strategy that brings the viewer closer to the message in the piece of rhetoric. How we feel 
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something when we touch it in reality can be translated into the visual through a variety of techniques. The vis-
ual look of what something would feel like if touched may or may not actually correspond with what it really 
feels like. “We might interpret a skillful pencil drawing of bark as rough texture, even though we know we would 
feel only the smoothness of the paper and the shallow indentions of the pencil marks if we ran a hand over the 
drawing” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 151). 

One of the easiest ways to create texture is to use actual textures or things that have a noticeable texture. This 
can be done through collage or by adding materials such as sand to paint to create actual texture on a canvas. 
“Many artists physically build up paint or other somewhat liquid media to produce rough textures. Oils or 
acrylics can be applied unthinned so that strokes of the brush or palette knife leave a textured impression. [This] 
effect, called impasto, can be seen in [Van Gogh’s] Starry Night” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 159). Artists also 
have ways of simulating texture through traditional uses of paint, ink, or graphite. They can use these media to 
create light and dark shades to suggest textual effects seen in nature. 

Texture can also be created that isn’t representational or reflective of things in real life. Similar shapes, letters, 
or lines that are used repeatedly, create a visual illusion of texture. It becomes difficult for us to understand fa-
miliar shapes when they are repeated, especially when the shapes are small in size. Type can be used to create 
texture in a similar manner by repeating letters or words resulting in a texture that can be more important to the 
design than the legibility of the actual letters or words used. Textures are often used to communicate complexity. 
If the artist is wanting to relay a complex message, it will appear with layers of visual texture in order to engage 
the audience within the message. 

3.5. Value 
Value can be defined as the difference in light and dark that appears on any given surface. “Since we see our 
world in colors, it is initially difficult to extract this quality from all the other qualities of color. But value is of 
such compositional and conceptual importance that the artist learns to look at things as does a photographer 
who works in black and white, manipulating areas of darks, lights, and midtones” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 
189). Stark emotions can be created in black and white, so the power of using value should not be underesti-
mated by adding color. This can be demonstrated simply by thinking of the nostalgia that one feels when looking 
at a black and white photograph. 

The variations in value ranging from black to white can be compared to the volume of music’s loudness and 
softness. “By this analogy, lines and shapes are the notes and chords played, and [value] becomes the timbre of 
the instruments. Value is thus a critical element in a fully orchestrated design. A symphony in which all notes 
were played at the same volume would soon lose the audience’s interest” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 189). This 
comparison shows the necessity of examining value in visual rhetoric. 

Light and dark areas of value can be used to direct the audience’s eye to a focal point, but neither can auto-
matically draw the attention of the viewer. The emotional responses that can be evoked by values are distinct, 
but there are no completely set rules on how an audience will be affected or react to a particular value. Strongly 
contrasting values have a tendency to provoke a more immediate emotional response. A “dark background with 
light images can evoke a sense of fear, like dreadful dreams in darkness. [Predominantly] light values often 
evoke a light emotional response, a feeling of happiness. [A] range of mid-values that cannot be mistaken for 
blacks or whites can convey a sense of hopelessness or depression. [Even] in abstractions in which there is no 
recognizable image to influence our emotional response, values can affect us strongly” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: 
pp. 206-210). 

3.6. Color 
The variety of effects and emotional responses created by using value can be even more dynamic with the addi-
tion of color. Color is the spice added to the dish of a good visual. Color is a powerful and rich tool, but is also 
extremely complex. We have a tendency to think of a color in regards to an object, such as “grass green” or “sky 
blue”, but what we see as color is not the object itself instead it is the light reflected off of those objects. There 
are thousands of variations of colors on the spectrum of refracted light and theorists have come up with many 
different ways of developing a similar theory of pure colors. “In the seventeenth century, Isaac Newton noticed 
that the red-purple at one end of the visible spectrum [of light] looked very similar to the purple at the other end. 
He therefore drew the two ends of the spectrum together, producing the first color wheel” (Zelanski & Fisher, 
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1996: p. 227). 
Artists do run into audience’s prejudices regarding color as color theories have devised ways to make us feel 

more comfortable with certain colors and color combinations. In our everyday speech, we use the names of col-
ors to create and reinforce ideas and emotions associated with color. For example, the color yellow is associated 
with cowardice and green is associated with envy. Yet another road block that faces an artist’s use of color is the 
commonly thought idea that “warm” colors, such as reds and oranges seem to advance in space, while “cool” 
colors, such as greens and blues seem to recede. “In actuality, any color can be brought forward or pushed back 
in space by the visual clues to spatial organization given with it” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 238). 

Only some of the possibilities of color as a strategy are explored in any of the established color theories. Even 
with a very limited palette of colors for which to work with, a great number of responses can be coaxed from the 
audience. “Depending on how you put them together, you can get much more from each color than a flat, un-
varying reaction. To equate the possibilities once more with music, imagine the excitement of hearing a basso 
profundo sing in his lowest range and then hit a very high note. It can happen in music―and it can happen in 
color” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 250). Color is by far the most powerful and least understood of the strate-
gies. 

3.7. Repetition 
One of the simplest ways of unifying the elements of the visual aesthetic is through repetition, both for the artist 
to create and for the audience to understand. “Repetition of identical or similar lines, shapes, forms, textures, 
values, or colors creates a predicable pattern: a coherent visual structure” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 36). We 
generally respond favorably to designs that are representative of the repetitive patterns that we see in nature. A 
rose is simply the repetition of the same petal shape. When we see similar elements, they draw our eyes on a 
path from one to the next, connecting them visually.  

Repetition can be as simple as repeating a simple geometric shape or as complex as the understructure of the 
entire work. Repeated shapes, such as triangles, can provide a solid structure for the work. Artists also develop 
techniques of repeating strokes, textures, or colors to pull an entire design together. This is demonstrated in Van 
Gogh’s works repetition of stroke length and layering of colors. Repetition in a work creates reliable patterns 
that the audience is both familiar and comfortable with. This strategy is just one piece of the puzzle in success-
fully relaying a message from the artist to the audience. 

3.8. Variety 
Inversely, another way of creating unity in a piece of visual rhetoric is to vary the elements used, either as just 
slight variations of a central theme or with strongly contrasting elements as precise repetition has the potential of 
boring the viewer. Even though audiences find repetition comfortable, they also enjoy the spice and surprise of 
variety. “Instead of using slight variations on a unifying theme, artists sometimes present polar opposites―a 
very rough-textured area contrasted with a very smooth-textured area, a very dark area contrasted with a very 
light area, a convex shape fitted into a concave shape. Such contrasts challenge the viewer to compare the ele-
ments and actively synthesize the contrasting parts by recognizing the relationships between them: They are op-
posites that seem to complete each other, like the unity of the yin and yang in Chinese philosophy” (Zelanski & 
Fisher, 1996: p. 41). 

Audiences attempt to make connections between elements as we are uncomfortable with chaotic stimuli. Re-
lationships are thus created out of elements that seem to be polar opposites. “Dark and light are extremes of 
value; rough and smooth are extremes of texture. A work that contrasts dark and lights may be unified by its ref-
erences to value; a work that contrasts rough and smooth areas may be unified by its persistent references to 
texture” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 41). The artist must be able to predict how an audience will connect the 
variations in a piece and then use that to direct their message and the rhetorical critic must understand the varia-
tions used by the artist. 

3.9. Rhythm 
The unifying principle of repetition and variation in any work has the tendency to create a visual rhythm for the 
viewer to follow while moving through the piece. Elements “tend to be picked up as pulsations, intervals be-
tween them as pauses. When the beat is one viewers can sense, it too helps them experience a design as an or-
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ganized, unified whole” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 41). 
The artist can utilize this rhythm to direct the viewer to elements and paths through the work in order to fur-

ther the message for the audience. Again referring back to the music analogy, “visually, a picket fence has the 
same kind of staccato rhythm as a piece of music in which all notes are of the same duration, equally spaced and 
equally accented. A work in which lines are more continuous and curving suggests a more flowing rhythm, with 
gradual crescendos and decrescendos” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 41). Using this analogy, one can almost hear 
how the audience’s emotions can be controlled and advanced through the creation of a rhythmic pattern. With 
sharp, staccato, angular rhythms, the audience is made to feel on edge and uncomfortable. Whereas, with smooth, 
regular, undulating rhythms, the audience will feel soothed. 

3.10. Balance 
Another simple strategy that the artist helps the viewer unify elements is through creating a visual balance. Art-
ists “distribute the apparent weight of the elements so that the work does not appear about to topple from being 
heavier on one side” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 44). The most obvious way to create balance is through sym-
metry. This type of balance is familiar to the audience as most of what we see around us is appears to be bal-
anced in this symmetrical manner. The left and the right side of things all around us are similar and we find this 
symmetry comforting. Asymmetrical balance is created when things of differing visual weight are expertly 
placed to create an appearance of balance. This can be done in a variety of ways, but in “general, the farther a 
figure is from the center, the more visual weight it suggests. In addition to position and size, visual weight is af-
fected by other factors such as color, value, and degree of detail. In general, areas that are light in value, 
brightly colored, or highly detailed draw the viewer’s attention more than areas that are dark, dull, or less com-
plex; they therefore carry more visual intensity for their size” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 45). In addition to 
horizontal balance, vertical balance is equally important. In this sense, an absolute symmetry can appear wrong 
or unbalanced to the viewer. “If a figure is placed precisely in the middle of a two-dimensional surface, [it] may 
seem too low. Often viewers prefer to see beneath a figure a slightly larger area than above it, giving the im-
pression that it is being adequately supported” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 46). 

Balance is an important part of visual rhetoric, but sometimes an artist will intentionally unbalance a piece to 
create a certain effect or emotion in the audience. It is “nevertheless important to recognize that people do re-
spond to visual weighting in a design, for this is another [strategy the artist] can use to organize the whole in 
any way [they] intend” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 47). 

3.11. Emphasis 
Emphasis is created through the use of a single focal point or the area that the audience’s eye is most compel-
lingly drawn. If there is no focal point drawing the audience’s attention, it may feel too chaotic and make it dif-
ficult for the audience to comprehend what is going on. There are many ways that a focal point to draw attention 
can be created. Placing “a figure near the center of a two-dimensional work or slightly above center often helps 
draw attention to it. Any kind of contrast creates emphasis. In a field of straight lines, a circle will draw atten-
tion to itself. In a design that consists of largely dark areas, a light area will stand out; in a group of light col-
ored areas, a dark figure will be emphasized. A large figure may draw more attention than smaller figures” 
(Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 48). Scale, or the size relationship of an object to its surroundings, can also be used 
to draw attention. Larger objects will attract attention more readily in a busy background, while smaller objects 
will command more attention in a sparse background. 

3.12. Economy 
Economy is the final strategy because even with all of the previous elements, economy is “using only what is 
needed to create the intended effect, eliminating any elements that might distract attention from the essence of 
an idea” (Zelanski & Fisher, 1996: p. 51). Economy can be highly useful in that the audience could potentially 
spend more time viewing the work than if all the information is presented to them. Abstracted art is one example 
of how economy can be used in isolating certain elements and focusing more attention on line, shape, value, or 
color. Economy is the reduction of detail to its simplest expression. For example, a bird in flight can be depicted 
as a simple, flattened “v” shape. 



J. Irwin 
 

 
19 

The strength of using economy in design is that the artist can create something “using a minimum of visual 
cues to provoke a complex response is that it involves viewers in the creative experience” (Zelanski & Fisher, 
1996: p. 53). The less the artist shows, the more the audience has to fill in the enthymeme in the work, but we 
must remember that sometimes less is more. 

4. Conclusion 
The strategies themselves work to give the critic the proper building blocks of understanding of how images are 
created and how the artist conveys their message to the audience. The addition of the visual rhetorical strategies 
to the study of rhetoric works to combine the research of aesthetic study, traditional rhetorical studies, and de-
sign philosophy. Going into the aesthetic only loses focus on audience and context. Focusing on the rhetorical 
elements alone loses the visual quality of an artifact. Forging with just a design philosophy loses the elements of 
what persuasive nature the visual can hold. The combination of these areas can then give rhetorical critics the 
tools necessary to fully understand and evaluate the images in the world around us. Rhetoric alone cannot un-
derstand the visual message and design theory cannot understand the rhetorical implications of the visual mes-
sage, but the delicate combination of both rhetorical purposes and design principles will give the rhetorical critic 
the tools necessary to evaluate our ever evolving visual world. 
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Abstract 
A movement dedicated to applying neuroscience to traditional philosophical problems and using 
philosophical methods to illuminate issues in neuroscience began about thirty-five years ago. Re-
sults in neuroscience have affected how we see traditional areas of philosophical concern such as 
perception, belief-formation, and consciousness. There is an interesting interaction between some 
of the distinctive features of neuroscience and important general issues in the philosophy of sci-
ence. And recent neuroscience has thrown up a few conceptual issues that philosophers are per-
haps best trained to deal with. After sketching the history of the movement, we explore the rela-
tionships between neuroscience and philosophy and introduce some of the specific issues that 
have arisen. 
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1. Introduction 
The exponentially-growing body of work on the human brain of the past few decades has not only taught us a lot 
about how the brain does cognition, but also had a profound influence on other disciplines that study cognition 
and behavior. A notable example, interestingly enough, is philosophy. A small movement dedicated to applying 
neuroscience to traditional philosophical problems and using philosophical methods to illuminate issues in neu-
roscience began about twenty-five years ago and has been gaining momentum ever since. The central thought 
behind it is that certain basic questions about human cognition, questions that have been studied in many cases 
for millennia, will be answered only by a philosophically sophisticated grasp of what contemporary neurosci-
ence is teaching us about how the human brain processes information (Kan, 2011). 
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The evidence for this proposition is now overwhelming. The philosophical problem of perception has been 
transformed by new knowledge about the vision systems in the brain. Our understanding of memory has been 
deepened by knowing that two quite different systems in the brain are involved in short- and long-term memory. 
Knowing something about how language is implemented in the brain has transformed our understanding of the 
structure of language, especially the structure of many breakdowns in language, and so on. On the other hand, a 
great deal is still unclear about the implications of this new knowledge of the brain. Are cognitive functions lo-
calized in the brain in the way assumed by most recent work on brain imaging? Does it even make sense to think 
of cognitive activity being localized in such a way? Does knowing about the areas active in the brain when we 
are conscious of something hold any promise for helping with long-standing puzzles about the nature and role of 
consciousness (Kazu, 2011)? 

As a result of this interest, a group of philosophers and neuroscientists dedicated to informing each other’s 
work has grown up. Many of these people now have Ph.D. level training or the equivalent in both neuroscience 
and philosophy. 

Much of the work that has appeared has been clustered around five themes. 
• Data and theory in neuroscience; 
• Neural representation and computation; 
• Visuomotor transformation; 
• Colour vision; 
• Consciousness. 

And two big issues lie in the substructure of all of them, 
• The relationship of neuroscience to the philosophy of science; 
• And whether cognitive science will be reduced to neuroscience or eliminated by it (Luck, 2010). 

We will take up these themes shortly.  

2. Neuroscience and the Philosophy of Science 
In much early philosophy of science, the notion of law is central, as in the Deductive-Nomological theory of 
scientific explanation or the Hypothetico-Deductive theory of scientific theory development or discussions of 
intertheoretic reduction. While the nomological view of science seems entirely applicable to sciences such as 
physics, there is a real question as to whether it is appropriate for life sciences such as biology and neuroscience. 
One challenge is based on the seeming teleological character of biological systems. Aldrich argue that a teleo-
logical approach can integrate neuroscience, psychology and biology (Aldrich, 2006).  

Another challenge to the hegemony of nomological explanation comes from philosophers of neuroscience 
who argue that explanations in terms of laws at the very least need to be supplemented by explanations in terms 
of mechanisms (Almekhlafi, 2004). Here is how their story goes. Nomological explanations, as conceived by the 
Deductive-Nomological model, involve showing that a description of the target phenomenon is logically de-
ducible from a statement of general law. Advocates of the mechanistic model of explanation claim that adequate 
explanations of certain target phenomena can be given by describing how the phenomena results from various 
processes and sub-processes. For example, cellular respiration is explained by appeal to various chemical reac-
tions and the areas in the cell where these reactions take place. Laws are not completely abandoned but they are 
supplemented (Barta, 2002). 

One main reason why neuroscience raises issues such as these in stark form is that, while there is clearly an 
enormous amount of structure in the brain (the human brain is made up of roughly 100,000,000,000 neurons), 
neuroscience has had very little success in finding general laws that all or nearly all brains instantiate. Maybe for 
at least the complex kinds of activity that underpin cognition, it will turn out that there are no such laws, just 
masses and masses of individually-distinct (though still highly structured) events. 

A related challenge to logical positivist philosophy of science questions whether scientific theories are best 
considered to be sets of sentences, for example, suggests that the vector space model of neural representation 
should replace the view of representations as sentences (Birch, 2008). This would completely recast our view of 
the enterprise of scientific theorizing, hypothesis testing, and explanation. This challenge is directly connected to 
the next issue. 

3. Reduction versus Elimination 
There are three general views concerning the relation between the psychological states posited by cognitive sci-
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ence and the neurophysiological processes studied in the neurosciences: 
1) The autonomy thesis: While every psychological state may be (be implemented by, be supervenient on) a 

brain state, types of psychological states will never be mapped onto types of brain states. Thus, each domain 
needs to be investigated by distinct means, cognitive science for cognitively-delineated types of activity, neuro-
science for activities described in terms of brain processes and structures (Fodor, 2010). 

Analogy: every occurrence of red is a shape of some kind, but the colour-type, redness, does not map onto any 
shape-type. Colours can come in all shapes and shapes can be any colour (Bonk, 2000). 

2) Reductionism: The types of psychological states will ultimately be found to be a neurophysiological states; 
every cognitively-delineated type can be mapped onto some type of brain process and/or structure with nothing 
much left over. The history of science has been in no small part a history of such reduction, as they are (some-
what misleadingly) called (misleading because the reduced kinds still continue to exist): Chemistry has been 
shown to be a branch of physics, large parts of biology have been shown to be a branch of chemistry, and so on. 
The reductivists about cognition (or psychology generally) believe that cognition (and psychology generally) 
will turn out to be a branch of biology.  

3) Eliminativism (aka eliminative materialism): Psychological theories are so riddled with error and psycho-
logical concepts are so weak when it comes to building a science out of them that psychological states are best 
regarded as talking about nothing that actually exists. 

In the space we have, we cannot go into the merits of reductivist vs. eliminativist claims, but notice that the 
truth of eliminativism will rest on at least two things: 

1) The first concerns what the current candidates for elimination actually turn out to be like when we under-
stand them better. For example, eliminativists about folk psychology often assume that folk psychology views 
representations as structured something like sentences and computations over representations to very similar to 
logical inference (Bowman, 2008). Now, there are explicit theories that representation is like that. But it is not 
clear that any notion of what representations are like is built into our very folk concept of representation. The 
picture of representation and computation held by most neuroscientists is very different from the notion that 
representations are structured like sentences, as we will see when we get to computation and representation, so if 
the sententialist idea were built into folk psychology, then folk psychology would probably be in trouble. But it 
is not clear that any such idea is built into folk psychology. 

2) The second thing on which the truth of eliminativism will depend is what exactly reduction is like. This is a 
matter of some controversy (Cassell, 2006). For example, It can reductions be less than smooth, with some bits 
reduced, some bits eliminated, and still count as reductions? Or what if the theory to be reduced must first un-
dergo some rigging before it can be reduced? Can we expect theories dealing with units of very different size 
and complexity (as in representations in cognitive science, neurons in neuroscience) to be reduced to one an-
other at all? And how much revision is tolerable before reduction fails and we have outright elimination and re-
placement on our hands (Bickle, 2012)? Deaney Argues that reductions are usually between theories at roughly 
the same level (intratheoretic), not between theories dealing with radically different basic units (Deaney, 2001). 

4. Data and Theory in Neuroscience 
In a variety of ways, the advent of sophisticated imaging of brain activity has created a new reliance on intro-
spection—it is difficult if not impossible to relate what is going on cognitively to various brain activities without 
self-reports from subjects about what are going on in them. Introspection has been in bad as a research tool for 
over 100 years. It has variously been claimed that: 

1) Introspective claims are unreliable because they are not regularly replicated in others.  
2) Subjects confabulate (make up stories) about what are going on in themselves when they need to do so to 

make sense of behaviour.  
3) Introspection has access only to a tiny fraction of what is going on in oneself cognitively. 
4) It is impossible for introspection to access brain states. 

5. Neural Representation and Computation 
Neural representation and computation is a huge topic, as we said. We will start with neural representation. The 
neurophilosophical questions concerning computation and representation nearly all assume a definition of com-
putation in terms of transformation of representations. Thus, most questions concerning computation and repre-
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sentation are really questions about representation. Contributions to this topic can be thought of as falling into 
three groups, though the boundaries between them are far from crisp. There are questions to do with architecture, 
question to do with syntax, and questions to do with semantics. The question of architecture is the question of 
how a neural system having syntax and semantics might be structured. The question of syntax is the question of 
what the formats or permissible formats of the representations in such a system might be and how representa-
tions interact with each other based on their form alone. The questions of semantics is the question of how it is 
that such representations come to represent—how they come to have content, meaning. 

5.1. Architecture of Neural Representation 
Here is some of the thinking afoot currently about neural architecture. Past approaches to understanding the 
mind, including: Symbolicism, connectionism, Dynamicism. A much less metaphorical approach, or so it is 
claimed, unifies representational and dynamical descriptions of the mind. First, representation is rigorously de-
fined by encoding and decoding relations. Then, the variables identified at higher levels are treated as state 
variables in control theoretical descriptions of neural dynamics. Given the generality of control theory and rep-
resentation so defined, it is claimed that this approach is sufficiently powerful to unify descriptions of cognitive 
systems from the neural to the psychological levels. If so, contrary could have both representation and dynamics 
in cognitive science (van Gelder, 2009). 

5.2. Neural Syntax 
The standard way of interpreting synaptic events and neural activity patterns as representations is to see them as 
constituting points and trajectories in vector spaces. The computations that operate on these representations will 
be show as vector change (Funk, 2008). This is thus the view adopted in much neural network modelling (con-
nectionism, parallel distributed processing). The system is construed as having network nodes (neurons) as its 
basic elements and representations are states of activations in sets of one or more neurons (Elwood, 2004).  

Recently, work in neural modelling has started to become even more finegrained. This new work does not 
treat the neuron as the basic computational unit, but instead models activity in and interactions between patches 
of the neuron’s membrane (Goos, 2007). Thus, not only are networks of neurons viewed as performing vector 
transformations, but so are individual neurons. Neural syntax consists of the study of the information-processing 
relationships among neural units, whatever one takes the relevant unit to be. Any worked-out story about the ar-
chitecture of neural representation will hold implications for neural syntax, for what kind of relationships neural 
representations will have to other neural representations such that they can be combined and transformed com-
putationally. 

5.3. Neural Semantics 
Proponents of functional role semantics propose that the content of a representation, what it is about, is deter-
mined by the functional/causal relations it enters into with other representations (Granič, 2007). For informa-
tional approaches, a representation has content, is about something, in virtue of certain kinds of causal interac-
tions with what it represents (Dretske, 2010). In philosophy of neuroscience, Funk has subscribed to functional 
role semantics at least since 2011. His account is further fleshed out in terms of state-space semantics (Funk, 
2011).  

The neurobiological paradigm for informational semantics is the feature detector, for example, the device in a 
frog that allows it to detect flies (Hayes, 2009). Establishing that something has the function of detecting some-
thing is difficult. Mere covariation is often insufficient. Jumani identified receptive fields of neurons in striate 
cortex that are sensitive to edges (Jumani, 2010). Did they discover edge detectors? Challenge the idea that they 
had, showing that neurons with similar receptive fields emerge in connectionist models of shape-from-shading 
networks (Lehky, 2011). Akins offers a different challenge to informational semantics and the feature detection 
view of sensory function through a careful analysis of therm operation. She argues that such systems are not 
representational at all (Akins, 2011). 

As was true of neural syntax, any worked-out story about the architecture of neural representation will hold 
implications for neural semantics, for the question of how neural representations can come to have content, 
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meaning, be about states of affairs beyond themselves (Maria, 2011). 

6. Visuomotor Transformation 
A specific but absolutely central topic to do with neural representation is visuomotor transformation, that is to 
say, how we use visual information to guide motor control. Here is the leading theory that we have two com-
plementary visual systems, vision-for-perception and vision-for-action (Milner, 2011). They base their conclu-
sion on a double dissociation between two kinds of disorder found in brain-lesioned human patients: visual form 
agnosia and optic ataxia. Milner claim that this functional distinction mirrors the anatomical distinction between 
the ventral pathway (to the side and near the bottom of the brain) and the dorsal pathway (to the rear and near 
the top of the brain) in the visual system of primates. Probably no other claim in cognitive neuroscience has at-
tracted as much attention as this one in the past ten or twelve years. Another important body of work in visuo-
motor control focuses on the idea that spatial perception and motor output are interdependent. There are two 
broad approaches. One posits mental representations mediating between perception and action. This approach is 
often called representationalism. The other approach, a kind of antirepresentationalism, opposes this idea, argu-
ing that intelligent, visually guided behaviour can be explained without positing intermediaries with representa-
tional or semantic properties between sensory input and motor output (Leach, 2008). 

7. Colour Vision 
The final two issues on which we will focus in this quick survey of issues currently at the interface between 
philosophy and neuroscience are colour vision and consciousness. Any complete theory of neural representation 
would have to contain a theory of both.  

The biggest issue to do with colour vision, as we said, is the issue of how to think about the relationship of 
colour experience to the causal factors that produce colour experience. For example, experiences of different 
colours are the result of combinations of intensities of light of the three broad wavelengths of light to which the 
retina is sensitive (four wavelengths in some women) plus other factors. Light of three intensities at three wave-
lengths is nothing like redness as one experiences it. So how should we think of the relationship between the 
two? 

Even worse, some argue that colour experience arises from processing that distorts the stimulus features that 
are its main causes, thereby largely constructing a world of perceived colour that has almost nothing to do with 
how the world actually is. For these people, perceived colour similarity is a systematic misrepresentation of the 
corresponding stimuli. How such systematic misrepresentation could have come to have a survival or reproduc-
tive advantage is just one of the puzzling, even baffling questions to which contemporary work in neuroscience 
on colour gives rise. 

Most remarkably of all, we can have colour experiences that represent physically impossible colours. In a 
stunning example of neurophilosophy at work, Paul Churchland has shown that by exploiting shifts in experi-
enced colour due to tiredness and habituation, experiences of colour can be brought about where the colours 
could not exist on standard colour wheels and other theories of the structure of colour and, moreover, would re-
quire physically-impossible states, for example, that things in one’s world be emitting light and be emitting no 
light at the same time. Indeed, as Churchland shows, some of the colour experiences that we can have cannot 
even be represented by a colour sample (Churchland, 2008). 

8. Consciousness 
Most of the philosophical interest in consciousness starts from the question of whether consciousness could pos-
sibly be a physical process of any kind, let alone a brain process. A common view in philosophy of neuroscience 
is that everything to do with the mind, including consciousness, will turn out to be explicable in terms of neuro-
physiology—not even explanatory autonomy is allowed. If consciousness is not something that neuroscience 
can capture, then that hallowed shibboleth of neuroscience will be false and there will be at least severe limita-
tions on the extent to which there could ever be a science of consciousness.  

In the face of claims, at least something about consciousness is not neural or even physical at all, cognitive 
neuroscientists and their philosopher fellow-travellers have tended to one or the other of three different kinds of 
reaction: 
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1) They try to show that the claim is wrong (or incoherent, or in some other way epistemically troubled) 
(Dennett, 2005).  

2) They just ignore the claim. This is the approach taken by many cognitive and neuro-scientists.  
3) They throw science at it and attempt implicitly or explicitly to produce the kind of account that is supposed 

to be impossible  
The usual way to argue the main idea in that there is nothing unique or sui generis about consciousness, is to 

tackle the arguments that claim that there is and try to show that they do not work. Here is a sample of such ar-
guments. Dennett argued that because conscious experience is subjective, i.e., directly accessible by only the 
person who has it, we are barred from ever understanding it fully, including whether and if so how it could be 
physical. For example, even if we knew all there is to know about bat brains, we would not know what it is like 
to be a bat because bat conscious experience would be so different from human conscious experience. Others 
extended this line of thought with zombie thought experiments and thought experiments about colour scientists 
who have never experienced colour (Dennett, 2005). 

Law thought experiments are representative of the genre. Consider what philosophers call qualia: the intro-
spectible aspects of conscious experiences, what it is like to be conscious of something. Those who hold that 
consciousness is something unique that there could be beings who are behaviourally, cognitively, and even 
physically exactly like us, yet they have no conscious experience at all. If so, conscious experience cannot be a 
matter of behaviour, cognition, or physical makeup (Law, 2010). 

A variant, inverted spectrum thought experiments, urge that others could have radically different conscious 
experience of, in this case, colour with no change in behaviour, cognition, or physical makeup. For example, 
they might see green where we see red (inverted spectrum) but, because of their training, etc., they use colour 
words, react to coloured objects, and even process information about colour exactly as we do. If inverted spectra 
are possible, then the same conclusion follows as from the alleged possibility of zombies: consciousness is not 
safe for neuroscience. Weiskrantz and inverted spectra arguments strive to show that representations can have 
functionality as representations without consciousness. A more scientific way to argue for a similar conclusion 
involves appeal to cases of blind sight and inattentional blindness. Due to damage to the visual cortex, blindsight 
patients have a scotoma, a ‘blind spot’, in part of their visual field. Ask them what they are seeing there and they 
will say, “Nothing”. However, if you ask them instead to guess what is there, they guess with far better than 
chance accuracy. If you ask them to reach out to touch whatever might be there, they reach out with their hands 
turned in the right way and fingers and thumb at the right distance apart to grasp anything that happens to be 
there (Weiskrantz, 2005). 

Inattentional blindness and related phenomena come in many different forms. In one form, a subject fixates 
(concentrates) on a point and is asked to note some feature of an object introduced on or within a few degrees of 
fixation. After a few trials, a second object is introduced, in the same region but usually not in exactly the same 
place. Subjects are not told that a second object will appear. 

9. Conclusion 
In general, at the interface between neuroscience and philosophy at the moment, there is a great ferment. Results 
in neuroscience are shedding light on, even reshaping, traditional philosophical hunches about and approaches to 
the mind. And neuroscience is throwing up some new issues of conceptual clarification and examination of pos-
sibilities that philosophers are better equipped to handle than anyone else. We live in interesting times! 
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