Visual Rhetoric:
Images as Arguments

A picture is worth a thousand words.

——PROVERB
“What is the use of a book,” thought Alice, “withoyt pictures or
conversations?”
—LEWIS CARROLL
SOME USES OF IMAGES

Most visual materials that accompany written arguments serve one
of two functions—they appeal to the emotions (e.g., a photograph
of a calf in a pen so narrow that the calf cannot turn, in an essay
on animal liberation) or they clarify numerical data (e.g., a graph
showing five decades of male and female law school enrollments).
There are of course additional uses for pictures, for example, car-
toons may add a welcome touch of humor or satire, but in this
chapter we concentrate on appeals to emotion and briefly on graphs
and related images.

APPEALS TO THE EYE

We began the preceding chapter by distinguishing between argi-
ment, which we said relies on reason (logos), and persuasion, which
We said is a broad term that can include appeals to the emotions
(Pathos) — for example, an appeal to pity. Threats, too, can be
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Martin Luther King Jr. delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech on August
28, 1963, from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. The visual aspects—the
Setting (the Lincoln Memorial with the Washington Monument and the

Capitol in the distance) and King's gestures—are part of the persuasive
rhetoric of the speech.
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Some pictures, like the phol()graphs. _s,ho'wn' ,l,(.) m of
Congress during the debate over whether Permissiop
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glven to drill in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge are bit 1o
obvious:

* Opponents of drilling showed beautiful piFlurcs of polar
frolicking, wildflowers in bloom, and caribou on the Moye.

* Proponents of drilling showed bleak pictures of what they
called “barren land” and “a frozen wasteland.,

Carg

Both sides knew very well that images are powerfy] Persuaderg
and they did not hesitate to use images as supplements to words,
We again invite you to think about the appropriateness (f
using images in arguments. Should argument be enu'rely a Mmatter
of reason, of logic (logos), without appeals to the emot.lons (patho:s)?
Or can images of the sort that we have already mentioned provide
visual (and emotional) support for reasons that are' offered? The
Statement that “the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is a home fo:
abundant wildlife, notably polar bears, caribou, and Wlldﬂowers
may not mean much until it js reinforced with breathtaking lmatg)fi:
(And, similarly, the Statement that “most of the ANWR land is ba

_— : he
ren” may not mean much until it is corroborated by images of t
vast bleakness.)
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ARE SOME IMAGES NOT FIT TO BE SHOWN?
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¢ there some images not fit to print? (p- 121). But
ntil recently, many newspapers did nog
hed African Americans, hanged and burned and maimed. The
sons for not printing such images probably differed in the South
‘North: Southern papers may have considered the images to be
editable to whites, while Northern papers may have deemed
ages too revolting. Even to.day, when it 1s commonplace to
newspapers and on televismn- screens pictures of deal;i (\;jlc-
of war, or famine, or traffic acader}ts, one rarely sees bodies
; ’ ibly maimed. (For traffic accidents, the body is usually
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Eddic Adams, Execution of Viet Cong prisoner, Saigon, 1968

the blood-spattered faces of the two men—and .son?e American
newspapers and television programs refused to use the Images.
There have been notable exceptions to this practice, such as
Huynh Cong (Nick) Ut’s 1972 photograph of children fleeing a
napalm attack in Vietnam (p. 123), which was widely reproduged
in the United States and won the photographer a Pulitzer Prize
in 1973. The influence of this particular photograph cannot PC
measured, but it js widely felt to have played a substantial role in
increasing public pressure 1o end the Vietnam War. Another widely
reproduced picture of horrifying violence i Eddie Adams’s picture
(1968, above) of 5 South Vietnamese chief of police firing a pistol
into the head of 4 Viet Cong prisoner.
Stales——’by meiﬁods Iimal e T > tegal in parts'of the Ur?ng
and 'e]eclrocution--evnC ong ktha] wection, hanging, Shooll'ca:
tion of pictyres show; - Sta_te In the Unijon prohibits the publc
N8 a criming] being executed. (On this topic

Xecution [1993] )
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d being decapitated. The video also shows a m.m"s arm hold
an rlI’s head. The video ends with the killers making demands
- qu .thc release of the Muslim prisoners being held by the
SllFdeaétaIL's in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba) and asserting that “if ow
Unmnds are not met, this scene will be repeated again and again.”
dem;hc chief arguments against reproducing in newspapers mate-

rial from this video were that

o the video and even still images from it are unbearably grue-

some;
o showing the video would traumatize the Pearl family; and

o the video is propaganda by an enemy.

Those who favored broadcasting the video on television and print-
ing still images from it in newspapers tended to argue that

o the photo will show the world what sort of enemy the United
States is fighting;

o newspapers have published pictures of other terrifying sights
(notably, people leaping out of windows of New York’s twin
towers and endless pictures of the space shuttle Challenger ex-
ploding); and

» no one was worried about protecting the families of these
other victims from seeing painful images.

But ask yourself if the comparison of the Daniel Pearl video to
the photos of the twin towers and of the Challenger is valid. You
may respond that the individuals in the twin towers pictures are
not specifically identifiable and that the images of the Challenger,
though horrifying, are not as visually revolting as the picture of a
severed head held up for view.

The Boston Phoenix, a weekly newspaper, published some
images from the Daniel Pearl video and also put a link to the video
(with a warning that the footage is “extremely graphic”) on its Web
site. The editor of the Phoenix justified publication on the three
grounds we list. Pearl’s wife, Mariane Pearl, was quoted in various
newspefpers as condemning the “heartless decision to air this despi-
cable video,” and 3 spokeswoman for the Pearl family, when asked

for
saidm}?lmem' referred Teporters to a statement issued earlier, which
that broadcasters who show the video

fall withg i i
, ut shame into the terrorists’ plan. .

hatj
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Coffins at Dover Air Force Base, Delaware

The chief arguments in defense of the ban were

* Photographs violate the privacy of the families.

* If the arrival of the coffins at Dover is given publicity, some
grieving families will think they should go to Dover 1o b(;
present when the bodies arrive, and this may cause a financia
hardship on the families.
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Alexander Gardner, Home of a Rebel Sharpshooter

o If the families give their consent, the press is 10t barred from
individual graveside ceremonies at hometown burials. The
ban extends only to the arrival of the coffins at Dover Air

Force Base.

In February 2009, President Obama changed the policy and
permitted coverage of the transfer of bodily remains. In his Address
to the Joint Session of Congress, February 24, 2009, he said, “For
seven years we have been a nation at war. No longer will we hide
its price.” On February 27, Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates
ar?nounced that the government ban was lifted and that families
will decide whether to allow photographs and videos of the “digni-
fied transfer process at Dover.”



READING ADVERTISEMENTS

Advertising is one of the mo§t common forms of visual persuasion
we encounter n eYeryday life. None of us is so unsophisticated
these days as to believe everything we see in an ad, yet the influ-
ence of advertising in our culture is pervasive and subtle. Consider,
for example, a much-reproduced poster sponsored by Gatorade
and featuring Michael Jordan. Such an image costs an enormous
amount to produce and disseminate, and nothing in it is left to
chance. The photograph of Jordan is typical, his attitude simul-
raneously strained and graceful, his face exultant, as he performs
the feat for which he is so well known and about which most of
us could only dream. We are aware of a crowd watching him, but
the people in this crowd appear tiny, blurred, and indistinct com-
pared to the huge image in the foreground; the photograph, like the
crowd, focuses solely on Jordan. He is a legend, an icon of Ameri-
can culture. He is dressed not in his Chicago Bulls uniform but in a
USA jersey, connecting his act of gravity-defying athleticism with
the entire nation and with our sense of patriotism. The red, white,
and blue of the uniform strengthens this impression in the original
color photograph of the advertisement.

What do we make of the verbal message boldly written along
Ih_e left-hand margin of the poster, “Be like Mike”? We are cer-
tainly not foolish enough to believe that drinking Gatorade will
tnable us to perform like Michael Jordan on the basketball court.
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As we discuss the power of advertising, it is appropriate to say ,
few words about the corporate logos that appeaf everywhere thege
days—on billboards, in newspapers and magazines, on televisjop
on Web sites, and on T-shirts. It is useful to think of a logo as a sory o
advertisement in shorthand. It is a single, usually simple, image th
carries with it a world of associations and impressions. (The maj.
ers of Gatorade would certainly hope that we will be reminded of

Michael Jordan and his slam dunk when we see their product name
superimposed over the orange lightning bolt.)
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When you're ready to quit smoking, we're here to help.

1.800.ACS.2345
www.cancer.org

Hope.Progress.Answers?

adopted Vietnamese baby), smart and warm, And best of all, it is
“Funny. On so many levels,”
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m A CHECKLIST FOR ANALYZING
l :
(ESPECIALLY ADVERTISEMENTS) WAGE

O Whgt is fhej overall effect of the design? Colorful and busy (sug-
gesting activity)? Quiet gnd understated (for instance, chiefly

whi.fe and grays, with lofs of empty space)? Old-fashioned or
cutting edge?

P°Si_ﬁ°" on the page? Beauty of the image? Grotesqueness of
the image? Humor?

0 Who is the audience for the image? Affluent young men?
Housewives? Refired persons?

What is the argument?

O Does the text make a rational appeal (logos) (“Tests at a lead-

ing university prove that . .. ” “If you believe X, you should
vote ‘No’ on this referendum”)?

O Does the image appeal to the emotions, to dearly held values
(pathos)? Examples: Images of starving children or maltreated
animals appeal to our sense of pity; images of military valor
may appeal to our patriotism; images of luxury may appeal to
our envy; images of sexually attractive people may appeal to
our desire to be like them; images of violence or of extraordi-
nary ugliness (as, for instance, in some ads showing a human
fetus being destroyed) may seek to shock us.

O Does the image make an ethical appeal — that is, does it
appeal to our character as a good human being (ethos)?
Ads by charitable organizations often appeal to our sense of
decency, fairness, and pity, but ads that appeal to our sense
of prudence (ads for insurance companies or for investment
houses) also essentially are making an ethical appeal.

O What is the relation of print to image? Does the image do most

of the work, or does it serve to attract us and to lead us on to
read the text?

O
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WRITING ABOUT A POLITICAL CARTOON

Most editorial pages print political cartoons as well as edltcl:n-
als. Like the writers of editorials, cartoonists seek to persuade, f ut
they rarely use words to argue a point. True, they may use a ew
words in speech balloons or in captions, but generally the ('irawmg
does most of the work. Because their aim usually is to convince the
viewer that some person’s action or proposal is ridiculous, cartoon-
ists almost always caricature their subjects:

: e int
* They exaggerate the subject’s distinctive features to the poin
where

* The subject becomes grotesque and ridiculous——absurd'
laughable, contemptible.

True, it i scarcely fair to suggest that because, say, the po]iuaag

:c}i]i(c)ull)éopoi,es Such“andﬁuch is short, fat, and bald his proposa;r:.

ists are us, but that Is the way cartoonists work. Further, Carmlor-
concerned with Producing a striking image, not with €xP

ing an issue, sq th here
o €y almost ]y imolifv i ing that t
really is no othey Sane view, ays oversimplify, implying
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In the course of Saving thay (
ridiculous and therefore (heiy idea
is only one side to the issue,
instance:

D the tigures inthe cartoon are
> Aare contemptible, and (b there
Lartoonists often use symbolism, loi

e symbolic figures (Uncle Sam),

8

¢ animals (the Democragic donkey

e buildings (the White House s
dent of the United States),

and the Republican clephant),

ands symbolically for the presi

* things (a bag with , doll

ar sign on iy usually symbolizes a
bribe).

For anyone brought up in our culture,
human figures who are represented) are obvious, and cartoonists
assume that viewers wil] instantly recognize the symbols and fig-
ures, will get the joke, and will see the absurdity of whatever it is
that the cartoonist is seeking to demolish.

In writing about the argument presented in a cartoon, normally
you will discuss the ways in which the cartoon makes its point. Cari-
cature, we have said, usually implies, “This is ridiculous, as you can

these symbols (like the

S e
A CHECKLIST FOR EVALUATING AN ANALYSIS
OF POLITICAL CARTOONS

O Is a lead-in provided?

O Is a brief but accurate description of the drawing provided?
O Is the source of the cartoon cited (and perhaps commented on)?

O Is a brief report of the event or issye that the cartoon is dealing
with and an explanation of all of the symbols included?

O Is there a statement of the cartoonist’s claim (point, thesis)?

O Is there an analysis of the evidence, if any, that the image of-
fers in support of the claim?

O Is there an analysis of the ways in which the content and style
of the drawing help to convey the message?

O Is there adequate evaluation of the effectiveness of the draw-
ing?

O Is there adequate evaluation of the effectiveness of the text
(caption or speech balloons) and of the fairness of the cartoon?




