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To See or Not to See ... The Other Rhetoric

PAUL TRUMMEL

Verbal and written language has become so dominant
that it virtually excludes the perceptual languages from
the thought process. However, Musil [1], in keeping with
his thesis on the “other condition,” posits that visual and
verbal statements must be kept in mind in a kind of com-
plementary condition, if valid communication is to occur.
But is visible language currently being used properly as
an integral part of communication? Is it a means for ad-
dressing falling literacy levels? Can it be used as a tool
to assist the programming function? To see, or not to see:
that is the question.

8 Cognitively, we perceive the world through
the intellect, through the emotions, or
{ through some useful combination of these
FBINES extremes, either by logical analysis or by
metaphoncal synthe51s In the field of technical commu-
nication, that theoretical construct has been largely ig-
nored. The result is incredible confusion about how
people navigate, both intuitively and intellectually,
when confronted with large amounts of technical infor-
mation in, for instance, a computerized environment.

A new set of ruies for document creation, based in tra-
ditional practice, would eliminate the need for operators
to rummage intuitively when using computerized de-
vices, and restore order in the design function. Such a
'set of rules can be relevant if they have been established
in consideration of contemporary culture, environment,
and three primary levels of communication:

® Representation: environmental and cultural cogni-
tion

® Abstraction: reduction to basic elements which re-
fer to recognizable objects and appeal

to the emotions

¢ Symbolism: arbitrary code systems and icons
which represent segments of infor-
mation by resemblance or by analogy

to them

These levels are not exclusive. But they lend themselves
to the effective analysis of specific communicative func-
tions. The brain has two analytic modes, each with its
own special capabilities. They work in concert, yet each
retains its own individual attributes and each evaluates

reality in its own way. Edwards defines the two hemi-
spheres of the human brain in terms of L.-mode and R-
mode, and contrasts their attributes: verbal-nonverbal;
syntactical-perceptual; linear-global; sequential-simul-
taneous; analytic-synthetic; logical-intuitive; symbolic—
concrete; temporal-nontemporal; digital-spatial [2].
These divisions are inconclusive, and it is not important
for communicators to remember which brain hemisphere -

- controls which function. But they do reinforce the belief

that communication must use visual as well as verbal
language to communicate dynamically.

The use of visual language is not new. Coleridge, for
example, develops perception as a rhetorical concept [3]:

Taste (cultural experience) is the intermediate
faculty which connects the active with the pas-
sive powers of our nature, the intellect with the
senses; and its appointed function is to elevate
the images of the latter, while it realizes the
ideas of the former.

Sperry [4], among others, finds that cognitive processes
which combine modes improves recall and comprehen-
sion; he suggests that a combination of visual and verbal
languages offers real advantages in communication.

'A distinct parallel exists between analytic and visual

language; they can be used equally well as information
carriers. The more data processing becomes invisible,
the greater the need for the information carrier, such as
an algorithmic device,to be visible. We clearly under-
stand complex procedures at our own comprehension
levels, through the use of visible forms. Visual compo-
nents, as a medium for understanding, provide varia-
tions in emphasis. The use of basic geometric elements
organizes complex data. If literacy levels and compre-
hension factors in rapidly changing environments are
considered, then perceptual skills must parallel verbal

skills in modern communication.

ey’ plethora of misinformation. Thus there is a
need to teach graphic designers and typogra-

phers to understand the structure of visible language

and to use the tools of high technology. Equipment man-

The current, pragmatic focus is on the sale of
hardware and software, with an attendant
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ufacturers foster the illusion that users of graphies and
desktop publishing equipment, with no knowledge of
perceptual dynamics or communication theory, can intu-
itively develop technical information. This is clearly
untrue. Just as manual tools must be in the hands of
skilled craftspeople to be effective, communication tools
need to be in the hands of thoroughly trained profes-
sionals.

Lack of consideration in program design for the user’s
basic visual and cultural cognitive skills makes the pro-

grams difficult, sometimes impossible, to use. Program- .

mers are programming for other programmers, when

- designers should be preparing user-oriented visible algo-
rithms as a basis for programming. These conceptual
shortcomings are a challenge to design and technical
writing educators, a challenge to investigate traditional
and contemporary design practices and adapt them to
the continually changing needs of the high-tech media.
Computer-aided technical communication requires both
the graphic designer and the writer/editor to have a
strong background in the fundamentals of graphiec de-
sign and an understanding of intellectual systems.

Can visible language improve basic comprehension in an

increasingly semiliterate society? Is it the responsibility -

of those controlling the technology to inform the users in
their own vernacular and at their own comprehension
levels? Can technological procedures be utilized to com-
pensate for and temporarily correct the educational im-
balance that exists?

The answer to these questions may lie in a symbiotic re-
lationship between technological development and ped—
agogical concepts. Such a relationship demands serious
concentration, on the part of both academicians and
commumcators on the connection between visual and
linguistic practices. Graphic designers can choose to
become tool producers by participating in the design of
visual communication application programs, or by help-
ing to develop computer-aided instruction. They must be
identified with, and integrated into, the product design
process, along w1th technical wr1ters to resolve the pre-
sent confusion. .

Is visible language a rhetorical device? Do we
agree about the duality of communication
techniques, or not? The forum for the develop-
ment of old ideas and new concepts in this
area is the department for Graphic and Visual Commu-
nication, IEEE Transactions on Professional Communic-
ation. The Transactions invites scholars, practitioners,
commentators, and critics in all relevant fields to report
on various aspects of graphic and visual communication.
We welcome original and stimulating articles, particu-
larly those of broad perspective and multidisciplinary
content. The audience consists primarily of professional
communicators, academics, and working engineers. All
papers submitted are reviewed for publication.

The department of graphic and visual communication
will be divided into three main classifications and a
number of divisions, which are intended to be sugges-
tions, not limitations:

Printed Documentation

Color transparencies
Comprehensive visuals
Copy and graphics
Designs and plans
Electronic composition
Generic data codes
Graphic image assemblies
Process limitations
Quality control
Research

Typesetting
Typography

Online Information

Displays

Documentation

Edit and input

Human factors

Pattern generation

Storyboarding

Symbol and alphabet development
Typography

Visual systems and methods
Visual variables

Media

Aesthetics

Algorithms

Audiovisual aids
Cartoons

Decoupage classique
Dialecti¢c montaging
Educational curricula
Elemental control

Film

Graphs and flow charts -
Metaphors

Photography

Slides and overhead transparencies
Video

Contributors may submit completed papers or an ab-
stract of 200 words or less to the associate editor:

Paul Trummel

Communication Research Laboratory
Sage 4702

Rensselaer Polytechmc Institute
Troy, NY 12180-3590

For additional information and/or answers to questions.
call me at (518) 271-5636, between 7 AM and 9 PM.
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