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Abstract 

 Looking to the bodies of suicide attackers, to the circulating technologies of the 

United States drone program, and to the space of Egypt’s Tahrir Square in January of 

2011, this project expands the ways rhetorical studies has conceptualized the relationship 

between violence and discourse. It also generates political and cultural insights about the 

possibilities for newly formed subjectivities and their relationship to violence within the 

global war on terror and beyond. The monograph argues that these insights point to a 

refiguration of the rhetorical situation as primarily composed of bodies, spaces/places, 

and technologies and attends to the ways different subjectivities arise and circulate within 

larger maps of contemporary global power. 

 More specifically, the project produces three areas of insight. First, for rhetorical 

studies, it suggests a refiguring of the rhetorical situation to be understood as material. As 

such, it suggests that the rhetorical situation is composed of bodies, technologies, and 

spaces/places. This new transsituated circuit would replace the understanding of the 

rhetorical situation as primarily composed of exigencies, audiences, and constraints as 

previously argued in the context of rhetorical studies scholarship. Second, for 

interdisciplinary modes of investigation, the project further develops rhetorical 

cartography as a method of inquiry, drawing foundationally from both rhetorical studies 

and from critical cartography and geography. This method allows for mapping of modes 

of materiality within rhetorical situations and cultural moments. Finally, the project 

suggests political and cultural insights for understanding the conjuncture of the global 

war on terror. Here, the project posits that through rhetorical cartography, we can better 
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understand the multitude of ways that subject positions are generated, changed, and 

reconstituted for people to occupy within the global war on terror. 
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Chapter One 
The Relationship between Violence and Rhetoric: 

A Disciplinary History 
 

 The Setting of the Stage: Osama bin Laden, Violence, and Discourse 

 Aptly timed to coincide with the opening act of the United States presidential 

election campaigns of 2004, Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, one of bin 

Laden’s prominent lieutenants, first announced the proposition of a truce for countries 

that ceased attacking Muslims around the world. The video message was broadcast on 

pan-Arab television stations Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya on April 15, 2004: 

 So I present to them this peace proposal, which is essentially a commitment to 
 cease operations against any state that pledges not to attack a Muslim or interfere 
 in their affairs, including the American conspiracy against the great Islamic 
 world. This peace can be renewed at the end of a government’s term and at the 
 beginning of a new one, with the consent of both sides. It will come into effect on 
 the departure of its last soldier from our lands, and it is available for a period of 
 three months from the day this statement is broadcast.1  
 
Historian Faisal Devji argues that while the message was “rightly dismissed as media 

rhetoric in the West,” by formally rejecting bin Laden’s offer, many European 

governments “lent his words a degree of credibility and even a kind of nameless reality, 

recognizing in this way that their politics could no longer be confined to its traditional 

forms and institutions.”2 As a result, Devji echoes a conclusion now seen as provocative 

in scholarly study of the Middle East: al-Qaeda’s proposition of peace represented a 

novel approach to global negotiation norms, specifically a trust-based spirit bereft of 

                                                
1. Osama Bin Laden, “Message of April 15, 2004,” in Messages to the World: The 

Statements of Osama Bin Laden, ed. Bruce Lawrence (London: Verso, 2005), 
235. 

2. Faisal Devji, The Terrorist in Search of Humanity: Militant Islam and Global Politics 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 1-2. 
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contractual guarantees. When Spain withdrew its troops from Iraq in the aftermath of bin 

Laden’s message and in the wake of the election of an anti-war government after the 

Madrid bombings of March 2004, their actions were, in part, read as an acceptance of bin 

Laden’s conditions. 

 As one of many examples of rhetorical deployment since September 11, 2001, bin 

Laden’s media rhetoric deserves comment because it suggests that the peace proposal 

was a veiled way to imply more violence rather than promote peace. If, as Devji implies, 

the peace offering bin Laden sent to the West was dismissible because it was rhetorical, 

the inference remains that no material effect was expected to follow from the video 

communiqué, largely because the United States is not read as trustworthy by bin Laden, 

nor is bin Laden read as trustworthy by the U.S. In this sense, Devji suggests that 

violence could not be stopped by rhetoric. Rather, in understanding bin Laden’s message, 

it is necessary to understand rhetoric as a tool to be used in the service of adornment and 

occasion, a tool that circulates completely outside of violence. 

 Early scholars in the discipline of rhetorical studies subscribed to the view taken 

up by Devji, that rhetoric and violence are wholly separate from one another. Donald C. 

Bryant represents this early perspective, as he argued, “Gold and guns…are certainly 

persuasive, and the basic motives which make them persuasive, profit and self-

preservation, may enter the field of rhetoric; but applied directly to the persons to be 

persuaded, guns and gold belong to commerce or coercion, not to rhetoric.”3 Bryant 

began a conversation in rhetorical studies about the relationship of violence to rhetoric, 

                                                
3.  Donald C. Bryant, “Rhetoric: Its Functions and Scope,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 

39, no. 4 (December 1953): 405. 
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and took a firm position that they were outside of one another. Over time, through 

theoretical intervention, rhetorical criticism, and various artifact analyses, the task of 

rhetorical scholars since the ancient debates of Socrates has been a richer understanding 

of words and deeds and an exploration of how they circulate in social, political, and 

ethical spaces. The Socratic suggestion that rhetoric is aimed at surface adornment and as 

a result, is often amoral, provides the initial challenge to rhetorical scholars in thinking 

about how rhetoric and discourse move in and through social strata. As a result of this 

challenge, rhetorical studies has sought to become more aptly suited to explore specific 

questions of power, discourse, and politics including the relationship rhetoric has to 

violence. Rhetorical scholars would likely bristle at Devji’s language of dismissal of 

rhetoric and would be concerned about the ways rhetoric exists in relation to concepts 

commonly identified as “material,” including labor, electoral political gains, and 

violence.4 

 I argue that the relationship between rhetoric and violence is a pivotal question of 

our social and political time in the aftermath of the events of September 11, 2001 and the 

context of the global war on terror. In this dissertation, I argue that rhetorical studies, 

operating interdisciplinarily, has much yet to say about current phenomena in the Middle 

East, and the global war on terror, particularly concerning the relationship between 

violence and rhetoric. Additionally, I position rhetorical studies as an integral and 

necessary component of interdisciplinary, scholarly, and political approaches to the 

                                                
4. One article that deals with an extension of the cases in which rhetoric can be identified 

as material comes from Ronald Walter Greene, “Another Materialist Rhetoric,” 
Critical Studies in Mass Communication 15, no. 1 (March 1998): 21-41. 
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global war on terror. In the creation of a new category of rhetorical circulation, which I 

term rhetoricoviolence, I intend to complicate the dismissal of rhetoric as outside of 

violence, or as generating consequences that are separate from the material. Additionally, 

approaches to the connection between rhetoric and violence that center on rhetoric as the 

master term5 ignore the possibility available with an expansion of our understanding of 

the relationship. Instead of asking when rhetoric promotes or discourages violence, I 

suggest that instead our question should be: In what ways is violence rhetorical?  

 Rhetoricoviolence, as a category, necessarily requires clarification. Here, I offer 

three parameters. First, the category involves moments that are violent. Second, the 

violent moments that rhetoricoviolence constellates are recognized as rhetorical; they are 

acts grounded in commonly understood elements of rhetoric including timeliness, 

contingency, and context. Third, violent moments should be understood as either 

constituent or constituted modes of violence.6 This final characteristic is helpful when 

turning to questions of inclusion within or exclusion from the newly formed category of 

rhetoricoviolence. Categorically, rhetoricoviolence should be activated as a means of 

understanding social and political moments when violence and rhetoric circulate together, 

articulated as a framed unit. As the dissertation proceeds, I will argue that three modes of 

materiality mark the primary conditions of possibility for mobilizing rhetoricoviolence to 

understand ways in which new rhetorical situations and subjects are generated: the body, 

                                                
5. These include questions such as: is rhetoric violent?; how does rhetoric lead to acts of 

violence?; or how can rhetoric be more peaceful so as to avoid violence? 
6. The distinction between constituent and constituted modes of power and violence 

comes from Antonio Negri, Insurgencies: Constituent Power and the Modern 
State (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 
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space/place, and technology. 

 Historically, anthropologically, and rhetorically, rhetoricoviolence offers a form 

that helps rethink violence in the context of its circulation and against the contours of the 

background upon which it functions. Here, circulation involves the transmission of 

meaning that when understood as a socio-political-cultural phenomenon centers on 

exploring “cultures of circulation.” In this sense, when rhetoric and violence circulate 

together, we observe “a cultural process with its own forms of abstraction, evaluation, 

and constraint, which are created by the interactions between specific types of circulating 

forms and the interpretive communities built around them.”7 The framed unit that 

includes the fusion of rhetoric and violence functions as a cultural process around which 

interpretive communities and subjects are built. More specifically, I argue these 

interpretive communities allow for newly emerging rhetorical situations, and in turn, 

subjectivities. 

 I interrogate the presupposition that many forms of violence exist outside of 

interpretive communicative networks, and operate in either random or targeted ways to 

promote limited, specific political and social understandings. The logics that hinge bin 

Laden’s appeal for peace to the circuits of geopolitics, and the reasons to reject his offer, 

are premised on a claim that he is an irrational being as a result of his participation in the 

suicide attacks of 9/11, unable to be trusted, with no capability to enforce peace through 

institutions or legality. In short, he offers an appeal outside of inherited communicative 

forms and institutions and as a result, his discourse circulates outside of interpretive 

                                                
7. Benjamin Lee & Edward LiPuma, “Cultures of Circulation: The Imagination of 

Modernity,” Public Culture 14, no. 1 (2002): 192. 
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communicative networks that seek to politically or ethically interpret his message.  

 In an effort to introduce the disciplinary contributions this dissertation makes, this 

chapter catalogues a disciplinary history of how communication studies and rhetoric 

scholars have addressed the relationship between rhetoric and violence. I examine these 

debates, explaining the gaps in disciplinary theory as well as the need for additional 

interdisciplinary scaffolding. I suggest that the current scholarship in rhetorical studies 

about rhetoric and violence can be catalogued within several primary areas of disciplinary 

scholarship, including social movement work, debates over invitational rhetoric, and 

textual criticism as a mode of understanding rhetoric and its relationship to violence. In 

these existing areas of study concerning the relationship of rhetoric to violence, rhetoric 

is the operative feature of study, both definitionally and argumentatively.  

Histories of Addressing a Rhetoric/Violence Problematic in Rhetorical Studies 

 Before addressing the new category of rhetoric’s relationship to violence and 

performing the rhetorical cartography of the global war on terror that will commence in 

this work, first it is important to map where communication studies, rhetoric, and its 

multidisciplinary partners have placed rhetoric’s relationship to violence. A few trends 

are evident. In tracing the major themes that scholars have used to approach the 

rhetoric/violence problematic, five ideas have emerged as dominant. First, I identify a 

topos in which rhetoric, as a form, exists completely outside of violence. In this frame, 

rhetoric is largely presumed as a more ethical alternative to violence. This perspective is 

represented well by Donald C. Bryant in his strict division of guns (i.e. violence) from 

rhetoric. Devji also hints at this perspective in his reading of bin Laden’s peace discourse 
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that opens this chapter. Second, there exists a topos of scholarship that addresses the 

relationship between violence and rhetoric by exploring rhetoric’s functions. In this area, 

often known as social movement scholarship, rhetoric can be understood to function in 

violent ways and some acts of violence can be understood as part of a rhetoric of 

confrontation in particular situations. Third, there exists a theme in which persuasion 

(conflated with rhetoric for these scholars), as a form, is violent. As a result rhetoric 

needs to be replaced by an alternative communicative form. Some of this work is 

centered in feminist theory, including the introduction of invitational rhetoric as a way to 

favor dialogic forms of communication over persuasive ones. Fourth, one turn in 

rhetorical studies now suggests that rhetoric, as a form, is always violent but goes on to 

argue that intent may be dead for communicators. In this case, violence is inherent in 

rhetoric’s form as a result of the violence implicit in the symbolic order and as such, no 

new communicative forms can escape violence. Fifth, there is a topos of scholarship that 

helps explicate the relationship between violence and rhetoric by performing textual 

criticism, identifying violent functions of rhetoric as functions to be reckoned with in 

oratory. In proceeding through these topoi, I identify a number of disciplinary moments 

central for tracing the ways that rhetorical studies and its interdisciplinary friends have 

taken up the rhetoric/violence problematic, and also a number of secondary moments in 

scholarship that will be cited along the path so as to better clarify our larger disciplinary 

map. This map will serve as the departure point for the theoretical intervention this 

dissertation provides in rhetorical studies. Having identified the first topos of rhetoric 

existing completely outside of violence, as a form, I now turn to the second topoi in 
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which the relationship between violence and rhetoric is explored through rhetoric’s 

functions in social movements. 

Confrontation and Social Change: Exploring Rhetoric and Violence in Movements 

 Leland M. Griffin first suggested a shift in understanding communication and 

rhetoric’s role for social movements. Griffin notes, “the recommendation has been made 

that we pay somewhat less attention to the single speaker and more to speakers – that we 

turn our attention from the individual ‘great orator’ and undertake research into such 

selected acts and atmospheres of public address as would permit the study of multiplicity 

of speakers, audiences, and occasions.”8 Central to Griffin’s argument is the newly 

suggested task of “movement study” for scholars of rhetoric and communication, 

articulated as a departure from traditional public address research while holding true to a 

fundamental assessment of the discipline: “that rhetoric has had and does have a vital 

function as a shaping agent in human affairs.” Griffin’s call was answered in the form of 

various strains of social movement study that begun to proliferate in rhetoric and 

communication journals. As movement study deals with “men (sic) who have become 

dissatisfied with their environment, desire change, making efforts to alter their 

environment [and] eventually, their efforts result in some degree of success or failure,” 

violence arose early in movement scholarship as one function of rhetoric that existed at 

the intersection of human behavior, social change, and communication formations. 

 In 1967, Franklyn S. Haiman posits a “rhetoric of the streets” found in most social 

circumstances of movements, not coincidentally centering his arguments on the height of 

                                                
8. Leland M. Griffin, “The Rhetoric of Historical Movements,” Quarterly Journal of 

Speech 38, no. 2 (April 1952): 184. 
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the civil rights movement in the southern United States. Citing sit-ins in North Carolina, 

mass marches in Selma, and riots in Watts, Harlem, and Cleveland, Haiman confronts 

critics of street action, arguing for new understandings of human behavior in the context 

of movements, including violence. For Haiman, power relations almost always 

problematize leveling a charge of exclusion against protest movements that take to the 

streets. He notes, “let us be clear…about what has changed this peaceful parade into such 

a potentially dangerous activity that the mere threat to march is perceived as a coercive 

weapon.”9 Here, rhetoric’s movement study reveals the possibility to understand 

movements based on relationships of power. In this sense, “when one person or a few 

people in a group or society possess all the guns, muscles, or money, and others are 

relatively weak and helpless, optimum conditions do not exist for discussion, mutual 

influence, and democracy…Discussion is assured only when those desiring discussion – 

usually those dissatisfied with the present state of affairs – have sufficient power to make 

those in control of the situation listen to them.”10 While Haiman does not posit a rhetoric 

of the streets as violent, he does introduce the idea that protest action rests firmly in the 

realm of the rhetorical, is based on relations of power, and can be persuasive.  

 While Griffin takes the first steps toward a more dynamic theory of rhetoric as a 

multiplicity of speakers, audiences, and occasions, Haiman develops an understanding of 

rhetorical situations as rich and wrought with relations of power that are inextricably 

linked with their inclusion and exclusion of particular acts. To be clear, neither 

                                                
9. Franklyn S. Haiman, “Rhetoric of the Streets: Some Legal and Ethical 

Considerations,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 53, no. 2 (April 1967): 112. 
10. Dean C. Barnlund and Franklyn S. Haiman, The Dynamics of Discussion (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1960): 12. 
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necessarily defends violence as desirable or ethical. Returning to the opening quotes of 

this chapter, Donald C. Bryant helps illuminate a key shift in understanding rhetoric, 

social action, and the relationship that might exist between communication, rhetoric, and 

violence. Bryant’s assertion that guns and gold lie completely outside the realm of 

rhetoric as a form becomes complicated when understandings brought by social 

movement scholars about coercion and commerce reveal the ways that violence or 

commerce can be articulated to regimes, institutions, and relations of power among 

bodies. Two further arguments from social movement scholars extend this idea, and 

directly confront rhetoric’s relationship to violence.  

 Robert L. Scott and Donald K. Smith move the discussion from a rhetoric of the 

streets to a rhetoric of confrontation. The link to violence becomes evident in their 

substantial reference to Frantz Fanon, whom they quote at length: 

 The naked truth of decolonisation evokes for us the searing bullets and 
 bloodstained knives which emanate from it. For is the last shall be first, this will 
 only come to pass after a murderous and decision struggle between two 
 protagonists. That affirmed intention to place the last at the head of things…can 
 only triumph if we use all means to turn the scale, including of course, that of 
 violence.11  
 
In framing the word “confrontation” as imbibed with the “radical and revolutionary 

suggestion which the word carries more and more frequently,” Scott and Smith levy 

Fanon as contributing insights about power, extending the idea of decolonialisation into 

the late 1960s United States, expressing a “have and have nots” distinction.  

 Scott and Smith’s clear extension into the realm of violence comes in their links 

                                                
11. Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth: A Negro Psychoanalyst’s Study of the 

Problems of Racism and Colonialism in the World Today (New York: Grove 
Press, 1963): 30.  
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between Fanon’s bloody knives and searing bullets, the history of movement theory 

(drawn also from Griffin and Haiman), and rhetoric. Scott and Smith theorize nonviolent 

sit-ins and demonstrations, but also acts of physical violence as parallel with aggressive 

discourse and threats in that they “inform us of the essential nature of discourse itself as 

human action.”12 We are asked to heed Scott and Smith’s call that we “need to read the 

rhetoric of confrontation, seek understanding of its presuppositions, tactics, and purposes, 

and seek placement of its claim against a just accounting of the presuppositions and 

claims of our [communication] tradition.” The disruption of Bryant’s narrative is perhaps 

never clearer: rhetoric and communication studies, at their most foundational levels, 

exclude thinking about violence at their peril. 

 The same year Scott and Smith published on the rhetoric of confrontation, James 

R. Andrews offers a compelling case utilizing the new rhetoric’s movement study in 

relation to coercion. Andrews examines the events of Columbia University’s 1968 

student occupations of several prominent campus buildings after a long speculation over 

whether certain institutional linkages were in place that supported funding of the war in 

Vietnam as well as the controversy over a new gymnasium to be constructed on the 

campus, designated to be racially-segregated. The student protests and occupations came 

to a close when the New York Police Department stormed the buildings, using tear gas 

and batons, injuring over 150 students in the first wave of response to the occupation. 

Andrews draws from Griffin in making a distinction between persuasion and coercion, 

                                                
12. Robert L. Scott and Donald K. Smith, “The Rhetoric of Confrontation,” Quarterly 

Journal of Speech 55, no. 1 (February 1969): 7. 
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yet pushes beyond Bryant, arguing “rhetoric may be either persuasive or coercive.”13 

Using the events of the student occupation at Columbia, which Andrews witnessed, a 

final question is posed: Is coercive rhetoric justified? If so, under what conditions might 

it be understood as morally acceptable? 

 Andrews nods to a new distinction in thinking about rhetoric’s relationship to 

violence with regard to morality and ethics. He argues, “this is the quintessential 

problem, for it hangs ultimately on the extent to which one may allow himself (sic) when 

condoning rhetorical strategies used in behalf of what he (sic) considers to be worthy 

causes.” He concludes that it is “in the examination of the means of protests, and not 

necessarily in any inherent worthiness of their goals, that rhetorical critics can hope to 

make meaningful contributions.”14 Two observations are important about the relationship 

between rhetoric and violence at this point. First, rhetoric is understood in terms of a deep 

and fundamental element of human action, behavior, and circumstance. In this sense, 

rhetoric is not intrinsically apart from certain forms of bodily action (e.g. monetized 

exchange or violence), as Bryant’s early narrative about rhetoric would suggest. Second, 

this extension permits specific advantages for rhetorical theorists and critics, but 

additionally to those who seek to understand history, movements, and social justice more 

broadly. In Andrews’ study of the Columbia occupation, a distinction between coercive 

and persuasive rhetoric is made. In this distinction, ethical and moral judgments 

concerning rhetoric depend on its form and function, specifically persuasion or coercion. 

                                                
13. James R. Andrews, “Confrontation at Columbia: A Case Study of Coercive 

Rhetoric,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 55, no. 1 (1969): 10. 
14. Andrews, “Confrontation at Columbia,” 16. 
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This nuance allows for a more dynamic mapping of the events of the student occupation 

of the buildings in addition to allowing for a means by which intersectional power 

relations emerge as a key component of the protest.  

 In 1978, Robert S. Cathcart synthesized much of what had been argued about 

rhetoric’s relationship to movements. For Cathcart, the turning point in acknowledging 

rhetoric’s pivotal role in understanding movements comes in the suggestion that “a 

movement can be identified by its confrontational form.”15 While being careful not to 

endorse “the notion of violence and the negation of reason” that can sometimes come 

with confrontation, Cathcart rattles the ghost of Burkean dramatism alongside the 

classical underpinnings of rhetoric’s genesis in arguing that “confrontation is symbolic 

display acted out when one is in the throes of agon…it is a ritual enactment that 

dramatizes the symbolic separation of the individual from the existing order.” Further 

drawing from the work of Burke, Cathcart makes the summary observation: “the rhetoric 

of movement is a rhetoric of re-ordering rather than reforming.” This means 

confrontation is “not an act of violence per se…it is the act of confrontation that causes 

the establishment to reveal itself for what it is.” Here the key for social movement 

scholars is to explicate the relationship between rhetoric and violence by looking to 

power relationships and by thinking about rhetoric as two separate forms, persuasion and 

coercion. For these scholars, unlike Bryant, there is a possibility for violence to appear as 

a persuasive effort (versus a coercive one), and in those specific cases it may be both 

rhetorical and ethical depending on the power relationships it confronts. In these cases 

                                                
15. Robert S. Cathcart, “Movements: Confrontation as Rhetorical Form,” Southern 
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discursive conflict may exist outside of violence, but violent actions may be understood 

as persuasive, when looking to particular cases.   

 Opening with Bryant’s clear exclusion of rhetoric as completely outside the realm 

of coercion or violence, we come to rest at a place on our disciplinary map where most 

movement scholars overturn Bryant’s intervention. For many in movement studies, from 

Scott and Smith to Andrews, violence can indeed be rhetorical though it may not be 

ethical or just in its use. Legitimacy is the primary question raised by many of these 

scholars in thinking about what counts as rhetoric, and for most, rhetors are expected to 

accept norms of decorum in planning their rhetorical interventions, which exclude 

violence. However, Scott and Smith use their intervention to argue that power dynamics 

are the key in understanding rhetorical acts that may be violent. Violence, in these narrow 

cases, may be defensible. Shifting from these first two topoi represented by the work of 

Bryant and movement scholars, a third theme of interdisciplinary communication and 

rhetoric scholarship appears that meaningfully contours the discussion of rhetoric’s 

relationship to violence. It is introduced in the work of Wayne Brockriede. 

Violence, Invitational Rhetoric, and Relationality as a Communicative Form 

 Wayne Brockriede offers a very basic assertion about the nature of 

communication in one part of his work on argumentation and rhetoric. Brockriede argues: 

 My focus in this essay is on the arguer. I do not deny that a study of logic, of 
 propositions, of symbols, of linguistic analysis, of the formats in which arguments 
 are presented, and of the situations in which they occur should be included in any 
 comprehensive study of argument. I say only that the arguer is also important and 
 that the relationships among the people who argue may afford one useful way of 
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 classifying argumentative transactions.16 
 
Here, shades of Bryant’s original essay on the scope and function of rhetoric peek out 

from Brockriede’s framing. Offering a humanist perspective of the arguer as a component 

of understanding social discourse on public problems is a necessary component for fully 

explicating why arguments are successful or not successful in situational contexts. 

Brockriede enters the conversation with a basic understanding of movement study, 

mirroring some of Haiman’s assertions that context, history, and power are formidable 

components of studying argument and rhetoric. 

 Brockriede also deploys a sexual metaphor to describe relational forms in which 

arguers might be understood as relational partners. In doing so, he suggests a relationship 

between rhetoric and violence. Brockriede compares a potential position an interlocutor 

or arguer can take to one of three relational roles: rapist, seducer, and lover. In argument, 

he suggests that some rhetors “function through power, through an ability to apply 

psychic and physical sanctions, through rewards and especially punishments, through 

commands and threats.”17 An act of persuasion can appear as violent, “manipulating the 

objects or violating the victims.” Here, rhetors would be akin to rapists. He next offers 

the metaphor of seduction, where he still characterizes the relationship between rhetors as 

a unilateral one (like that of his rape analogy), but rather than employing overt 

communicative force or power manipulation, a seductive approach employs charm or 

deceit. His third approach to the rhetorical exchange is the metaphor of arguers as lovers. 

                                                
16. Wayne Brockriede, “Arguers as Lovers,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 5, no. 1 (Winter 

1972): 2. 
17. Brockriede, “Arguers as Lovers,” 2-3. 
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This third approach imagines an argumentative encounter as a bilateral relationship 

among equals in a cooperative pursuit to find a solution to a problem.  

 Brockriede is notable because he carries readers through a metaphor in which 

rhetoric and argument are indexically understood as moving between extraordinary 

violence (e.g. rape) and the nonviolent (e.g. love). The distinctions are expressed clearly 

for Brockriede. While arguers as rapists maintain an “attitude toward co-arguers so as to 

see them either as objects or as inferior human beings,” seducers are “indifferent to the 

identity and integrity of the other person,” but a lover “looks at the other as if they are a 

person.”18 As if his term “argumentative rape” was not clear enough in building violence 

into Brockriede’s equation, the definitional work throughout the piece clarifies the 

gravity of his distinctions. Argumentative rape is akin to rejection of humanity itself, the 

rejection of another human as co-constituent of public culture or discussion. Seducers 

redeem themselves a notch above the rapist due to their mere indifference, which rarely 

would be associated with overt violence. Lovers, as the most bilateral and active 

participants, are equated with the least possibilities for violence. For Brockriede, there are 

different ways to communicate, and one should avoid violent means in favor of 

nonviolent means. 

 Brockriede’s categories are certainly not without troubling allusions, particularly 

from a feminist perspective. As a result, this particular discussion about rhetoric, 

argument, and communication’s relationship to violence does not stop with Brockriede. 

Feminist scholar Sally Miller Gearhart confronts violence and communication’s link by 
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employing an approach rooted in biological essentialism. In short, for Gearhart, the 

“womanization of rhetoric” is a worthy goal necessary to combat “a conquest model of 

human interaction” in which classic Aristotelian study of “finding the available means of 

persuasion [is akin to]…the task of educating others to violence.”19 In her overt claim 

that “any intent to persuade is an act of violence,” Gearhart enters the conversation 

alongside Brockriede, although she rejects the gendered language and sexual metaphor of 

his work. Rather, for Gearhart, all arguers with intent to persuade exist in a model of 

violence.  

 Brockriede and Gearhart share the fear that rhetoric, communication, and 

argument are sometimes violent exercises. However while Brockriede delegitimizes 

violence in favor of persuasion, Gearhart delegitimizes persuasion in favor of a feminist 

alternative represented by a dialogic communicative form. In reading the two scholars’ 

work into communication studies, we discover that violence and persuasion would both 

be rejected, understood as undesirable rhetorical options. As a result, the next significant 

turn in discussing the intersection of rhetoric and violence comes as a new theoretical 

approach to communicational interaction and an attempt to offer an alternative: 

invitational rhetoric. Invitational rhetoric is the most direct intervention into the 

problematic of rhetoric and violence in rhetorical studies. As a result, invitational 

rhetoric, first theorized by Sonja Foss and Cindy Griffin,20 has become a flashpoint for 
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International Quarterly 2, no. 2 (1979): 195. 
20. Sonja K. Foss and Cindy L. Griffin, “Beyond Persuasion: A Proposal for an 
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discussion in communication studies. They suggest, drawing heavily from Gearhart’s 

work, that “most traditional rhetorical theories reflect a patriarchal bias in the positive 

value they accord to changing and thus dominating others.”21 In this sense, Foss and 

Griffin theorize a shift in the definitional stakes of rhetoric itself, following from 

Gearhart’s observations in challenging notions of rhetoric as persuasion.  

 Gearhart’s piece on the womanization of rhetoric is referenced extensively in Foss 

and Griffin’s work. Gearhart posits, “those of us who have been studying the 

theory/practice/criticism of public discourse – from Plato to Aristotle to modern 

advertising’s motivational researchers – have been advocates and mentors of violence.” 22 

She further suggests “a female model of communication is not only the antidote to such 

violence but the necessary alternative to our self-destruction as a species.” From here, 

Gearhart’s claims expand to reveal a vacuum in interdisciplinary studies concerning 

rhetoric and violence. She argues that “any intent to persuade is an act of violence” and 

that “our [scholars of rhetoric] teaching, even if it were not the teaching of persuasion, is 

in itself an insidious form of violence” where a rhetorician’s approach turns “even the 

informative lecture into an oppressive act.”23 Her claim to species self-destruction points 

to her belief that the violence of the persuasive model replicates a logic of the Other that 

allows for humans to commit that same violence against the planet’s environment. For 

Gearhart, not only is changing others an act of violence, but it is the very intention to 

change another, or as she offers, “a conquest model of interaction.” As a means of 
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solution, she offers the following assessment: “When all we’ve done for centuries is to 

penetrate the environment with the truth we’ve been taught to believe is ours alone, then 

it is difficult to enjoy being just a listener, just a co-creator of an atmosphere. Yet that is 

precisely the task.”24 To some extent, Brockriede’s suggestion of the “lover” model of 

communicative interaction is just such a co-creation as both are dialogic forms of 

communicative interaction. 

 Foss and Griffin more directly offer a relational model as an alternative to 

persuasive rhetoric. An invitational rhetoric, as they theorize, is “an invitation to 

understanding as a means to create a relationship rooted in equality, immanent value, and 

self-determination.” The impacts of this new rhetoric are no less than “a nonhierarchical, 

nonjudgmental, nonadversarial framework” in which “an understanding of the 

participants themselves occurs” based in “appreciation, value, and a sense of equality.”25 

While Foss and Griffin avoid the word “violence” in a break from Gearhart’s use, their 

aim is clear: to avoid the violence inherent in rhetoric and rhetorical exchange, which for 

them is as basic as the intent to change another. The arc of Gearhart alongside Foss and 

Griffin’s work demonstrates a major theme of the problematic of rhetoric and violence. 

However, Foss and Griffin’s significant reliance on Gearhart’s conclusions damning 

persuasion alongside Brockriede’s offering of persuasion as the ultimate rhetorical model 

leave us in a substantial vacuum. Here, either all persuasive efforts are violent or merely 

some rhetorical dispositions are violent. As a result, this choice about the violence of 

rhetoric does not help us understand moments where violence is articulated to rhetoric or 
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where it appears and reconfigures subjects and rhetorical situations. We need a more 

historically grounded analysis to explore rhetoric’s relationship to violence instead of this 

resolution to the debate. 

 The theoretical map of the first three topoi concerning the relationship between 

rhetoric and violence thus reveal three common assumptions: a) rhetoric is a humanistic 

effort and practice; b) rhetoric is marked by intent – intent to change social 

circumstances, intent to persuade, intent to dominate; and finally c) rhetoric is marked by 

being contingent, in person, in time, and in context. For Scott and Smith, specific 

movements use a rhetoric of confrontation to create new power relationships between 

subjects. For Brockriede, human intent in particular moments and contexts can affect the 

level of violence implicated in the interaction. For Foss and Griffin, all persuasive efforts 

are implicated in violence. As a result, Foss and Griffin as well as Brockriede call for a 

shift in rhetorical practice, away from modes of persuasion and into dialogic modes of 

understanding rhetoric. Yet, the more rhetoric is understood as a relationship of power 

between speakers and audiences, it seems to follow that more room is created for the 

possibility of violence to be justified as an ethical option.  

 In this vein, the notion of invitational rhetoric has faced challenges, the most 

direct of which comes from Nina M. Lozano-Reich and Dana Cloud’s work. They argue, 

“The invitational paradigm presupposes conditions of economic, political, and social 

equality among interlocutors. However, such conditions of actual equality are rare in both 
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political controversy and interpersonal relations.”26 As a result, they theorize the “uncivil 

tongue” as an alternative approach to the invitational rhetoric paradigm. Lozano-Reich 

and Cloud’s work presses for violence and persuasion to be theorized differently, and for 

the move to civility as a defense of invitational rhetoric to be rejected since frequent 

conditions of inequality permeate the rhetorical situation. Lozano-Reich and Cloud argue 

that social standards of civility and decorum, advocated by Foss and Griffin and 

defenders of the invitational paradigm, have been used to silence disempowered groups 

and consequently, to deny them access to institutional social change, an argument found 

in Scott and Smith’s rhetoric of confrontation. At its heart, Lozano-Reich and Cloud’s 

argument returns to the rhetoric/violence problematic put in place by Scott and Smith’s 

claims that political confrontations have been critical in struggles for justice, and as a 

result, they are critical in rhetorical production. 

 With movement studies and the introduction of the invitational paradigm in mind, 

the contours of the background into which this dissertation inserts itself on the issue of 

rhetoric and violence become clearer. However, to adequately theorize the concept 

requires a foray into new territory. Specifically, a fourth topos is marked by a shift away 

from notions of intent into a posthumanist discussion of rhetoric that draws roots from 

psychoanalytic theory, arguing that no rhetorical subjects are possible without the 

inherent violence that comes with our entrance into the symbolic order.  
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Islands in the Stream? Psychoanalysis, Posthumanism, and the Death of Intent 

 Jacques Lacan is not a name that appears in rhetorical studies frequently 

throughout history. In short, the notion that a theory about human drives, behavior, and 

the unconscious could influence a rhetorical scholar’s work is predominantly a product of 

very recent developments in rhetorical theory.27 The work of Slavoj Žižek and 

subsequent Lacanian rhetorical scholars such as Joshua Gunn and Christian Lundberg28 

represent a new approach to explaining the relationship between rhetoric and violence. 

From their perspective, rhetoric’s relationship to violence is dependent on an 

understanding of human drives and the unconscious and in turn, human subjectivity. The 

most significant contribution of psychoanalytic work in rhetorical studies is the shift 

away from intent-based understandings of humanist rhetoric. Prominently featured here is 

an essay by Joshua Gunn that offers a theoretical approach to understanding love from a 

rhetorician’s perspective and draws heavily from two notable works, including 

Brockriede’s “arguers as lovers” discussion. 

 Gunn challenges “rhetoric as love” (leaning heavily on Lacan and psychoanalytic 

theory) and concludes: 

 The gulf or gap between two people or a rhetor and audience assumed by 
 rhetorical theory - indeed, the abyss central to the notion of ‘‘communication’’ 
 itself - simply does not exist, and consequently, the love of rhetoric - a good or 
 true love - would concern ‘an a priori affectability or persuadability’ that is 
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 23 

 previous to and in excess of any shared meaning.29 
 
Gunn offers to rethink the relationship between rhetors and audiences and at its 

argumentative core his essay suggests the relationship involves an intensification of 

distance, drawing heavily from Brockriede and Foss and Griffin.  

 Yet as Gunn argues, not only does Brockriede, in his notion of arguers as lovers, 

fail to account for the “gap” between speaker and audience, but invitational rhetoric also 

presupposes a bifurcation between speaker and audience. According to Gunn, 

“invitational rhetoric aims toward an impossible unification at the same time as it denies 

the ugliness of human existence.”30 In aiming to “to challenge the division or agonism 

central to the traditional rhetorical subject,” Foss and Griffin have offered a theory that 

Gunn describes as laden with kitsch and impossible to realize. In this way love, and 

rhetoric, offer a false promise of overcoming the split subject generated by entrance into 

the symbolic order. In contrast, Gunn closes the piece with the view that rhetoric cannot 

be characterized on a continuum from less to more violent because of its deep 

relationship to a larger symbolic order. He argues, “If one accepts that love makes up for 

a radical disjunction between two or more individuals who will never truly relate, then 

rhetoric is borne aloft by the promise of a coming relatability that never arrives, both the 

lie of invitation and persuasion and the screen from a terrible, horrible void that eludes 

symbolization.”31 Here, the impact of folding psychoanalysis into communication theory 

emerges. The promise of rhetoric as a promise of dialogic unity is a false promise that 
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fails to take seriously the violence inherent in the symbolic order. 

 As a result, Gunn’s intervention suggests that understanding the foundation of 

rhetoric implicitly requires a simultaneous commitment to reading rhetoric as already 

possessing structurally inherent qualities of violence. The “false promise” of rhetoric 

comes in part from its ever present relationship to the darker components of human 

failure. For Gunn, the notion of rhetoric is at its core one of subject orientation, and one 

in which the subject is born into the violence of the symbolic order. As a result, for Gunn, 

intent is dead. As a result, intent becomes unhelpful in assessing rhetoric’s relationship to 

anything. This shift is meaningful and necessary for understanding rhetorical studies’ 

explication of the relationship between rhetoric and violence. However, just as movement 

scholarship and invitational rhetoric left us to only debate the ethics of violence on the 

whole rather than taking up empirical moments when rhetoric and violence are bound up 

with one another, psychoanalytic approaches to rhetoric also prevent scholars from 

thinking about empirical acts of violence. From a psychoanalytic perspective, the 

rhetorical subject is always paired with the violence of the symbolic order and the 

violence of the symbolic order is replicated in all rhetoric. Again, we are forced into a 

circumstance that disallows us avenues to understand empirical moments where rhetoric 

and violence regenerate subjects and rhetorical situations. One either displaces the 

violence inherent in rhetoric or one accepts violence as always present in every rhetorical 

encounter. In hopes of finding a space outside this binary in rhetorical studies I lastly turn 

to the fifth topos I identify in tracing how rhetorical studies has sought to explicate the 

relationship between rhetoric and violence, found in textual criticism. 
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Textual Criticism: Scholars in Rhetorical Studies and Beyond Identifying Empirical 

Moments of Violence 

 Many rhetorical scholars have performed textual analysis, identifying violent 

rhetoric and drawing conclusions about its use. Central here, and a good starting point, is 

the work of Robert Ivie. Ivie examines metaphors found in pro-war rhetoric of the War of 

1812, arguing that the rhetorical framing used by the United States rhetoric involving 

particular actions as coercive and violent by the British through the use of metaphor was 

central to the pro-war movement in 1812. Ivie reads violence into the artifact textually, 

isolating parts of political speech where he argues discourse becomes “uncivil,” 

“coercive,” and invokes “threatening expectations” in an effort to persuade United States 

citizens into war against the British.32 He focuses on incivility, intentionality, and threats 

as a means to warrant his argument that United States rhetoric about the British was 

violent, and that the violent nature of the rhetoric was key in promoting a pro-war attitude 

in the intended audience. That attitude directly linked to a strategy of increased violence 

in the war effort. 

 Ivie’s tactic in his criticism is not unlike other rhetorical scholars who identify 

violent rhetoric in various artifacts. Glen McClish identifies the language of violence in 

the speeches of William Grant Allen, a prominent abolitionist. McClish argues that 

Allen’s portrayals of violence rhetorically were able to motivate his audience to the cause 
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of abolition.33 Here, Allen is characterized as rhetorically pushing the boundary of 

violence, yet never fully achieving appeals to violent acts by instead rhetorically 

maintaining a particular civility that made his speeches more palatable for his audience. 

More recently, Ellen Gorsevski and Michael Butterworth point to Muhammad Ali’s 

nonviolent rhetoric. They identify a number of threats of violence that they argue were 

unique to Ali’s background as a fighter as well as his rhetorical style, but Gorsevski and 

Butterworth stop short of theorizing threats of violence as a persuasive form of civil 

rights rhetoric that motivated radicalization of the movement. Rather, they settle for 

identifying the violent threats present in nonviolent rhetoric, such as the case of Ali, as a 

“paradox.”34 In other words, they point to the “violence” of “nonviolence,” which 

appears to exist predominantly in the realm of threats. The work of both McClish and of 

Gorsevski and Butterworth seem to follow Ivie’s lead in building this final topos of the 

rhetoric/violence problematic. Critics identify violence in the text and discuss the 

implications for its presence or absence. 

 Textual critics allow for rhetoric and violence to coexist in the spaces where the 

assumption remains that rhetors create “violent rhetoric” for particular purposes. This 

approach differs from the theoretical theme that takes on the question of whether rhetoric 

is inherently violent or whether it is not, instead leaving the question of how violence 

operates through rhetoric to the contingencies of the text. This notion of contingency is 
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important in building the arguments of this dissertation. Rhetorical actors operate from a 

space that is often based in contingency, and as a result, often employ strategies to 

determine which rhetoric is “appropriate” and which is not in particular situations. 

Further, the textual criticism approach to understanding rhetoric and violence does work 

to link rhetoric and violence. To do so, the work focuses on strategy and encounter as a 

way to understand how some rhetorical tropes justify violent acts or make violence more 

palatable for an audience, at times hinting at violence as an alternative. Here, I suggest 

that textual critique might be supplemented (as I find all of the cited criticism here 

helpful) by an approach that uncovers ways violence generates rhetorical situations and 

subjectivities rather than tactics or forms. 

 With this disciplinary map in mind, and the vacuum left by debates in the field of 

communication studies about the relationship between rhetoric and violence, I take up an 

object area to better (re)imagine this relationship in helpful, productive ways. In the same 

way as textual critics in communication studies looked to empirical moments to explicate 

and identify violence in rhetoric, scholars outside of the field of communication studies 

have put rhetoric and communication to work in an effort to explain moments of violence 

in and around the Middle East in the context on the global war on terror. Two examples 

are anthropologist William Beeman’s work and sociologist Scott Bonn’s recent work. 

Both scholars invoke rhetoric and communication theory as central for understanding the 

problematics they address. Beeman offers a chapter in his book titled “Discourse and 

Rhetoric” in which he catalogues the study of face-to-face communication between the 

United States and Iran as interpersonal communication, specifically as a series of speech 
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acts and speech events.35 Beeman’s depiction is closely related to the basis of rhetorical 

studies: “participants in communication belong to the same speech community and thus 

share a sense of common principles of appropriateness in their speech, and the ability to 

judge effectiveness in communication.”36  

 For Bonn, a sociologist, the introduction of new frameworks to interrogate 

communication’s role in generating moral panic are necessary. As a result he advances 

“critical communication theory - an integrated theoretical framework involving critical 

sociology, communication theory, and social constructionism”37 - in an effort to better 

illuminate the Bush administration’s creation of a moral panic through which to promote 

the Iraq War. Drawing heavily from communication media scholars McCombs and 

Shaw’s notion of agenda-setting, a Webster’s dictionary definition of “political rhetoric” 

as “the art of effectively using language to communicate, including the use of figures of 

speech,”38 and a seminal article from qualitative political communication scholar J.W. 

Koch on political rhetoric and political persuasion,39 Bonn proceeds to argue that his 

newly created critical communication theory explains the public’s induced moral panic 

over the war in Iraq, and hence, their support for deceptive Bush administration policies 

toward the Middle East and Iraq. 
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 In looking to the work of Bonn and Beeman, the need for an interdisciplinary 

contribution from rhetorical scholars is even more profound. Representing sociology and 

anthropology, both scholars italicize the same key points in their explication of rhetoric 

and communication: appropriateness, effectiveness, and community. Not unlike the 

central tenants of rhetoric for most rhetorical studies scholars, Bonn and Beeman have 

concerns similar to those Ivie raises in that they want to explore the rhetorical character 

of how we debate and how communication is deployed to justify war and violence. Yet, 

there is notable silence from this area of scholarship on the question of how violence 

produces, articulates, or reconfigures what rhetorical scholars call the rhetorical situation, 

or rhetorical subjectivities. One task of this dissertation is to produce an interdisciplinary 

rhetorical approach to thinking about violence that supplements not only rhetorical 

studies, but interdisciplinary approaches to social problems in and through the Middle 

East. It is to the question of how violence generates rhetorical situations and subjectivities 

that I turn in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Two 
The Birth of Rhetoricoviolence and the Evolution of the Rhetorical Situation 

 
 This chapter works to formulate the theoretical foundations of rhetoricoviolence, 

introduced as one way of extending the relationship between rhetoric and violence, 

particularly with regard to the Middle East and the global war on terror. It looks first to 

key moments in rhetorical studies in which the idea of the rhetorical situation emerges. 

Next, it explicates the term rhetoricoviolence in the context of the rhetorical situation. 

Finally, it previews the empirical moments the dissertation will trace in chapters three 

through five as a way to best understand the concept of rhetoricoviolence, and to embark 

on a rhetorical cartography that helps illuminate the way new subjectivities are generated 

by violence’s link to the rhetorical situation. 

The Death of the Rhetorical Situation? Beyond the Ghosts of Bitzer and Vatz 

 Many basic rhetorical theory courses rely on the “rhetorical situation” as a key 

component of understanding forms of rhetoric, criticism, and theory. Some use the 

distinction to highlight the importance of oratorical communication more generally. I 

argue that while debates over the rhetorical situation have not fully stagnated, they would 

benefit from reinvigoration, one task this dissertation attempts to take up. In thinking 

through the rhetorical situation and its potential for illuminating rhetoric’s relationship to 

violence, a few key theoretical moments emerge, the first of which comes from Marie 

Hochmuth, also known as Marie Hochmuth Nichols. 

 Hochmuth draws from Aristotle, I.A. Richards, and Kenneth Burke, positing that 

rhetoric “applies to verbal activity primarily concerned with affecting persuasion, 
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whether it be done by writing or speaking.”40 However, Hochmuth adds a few vitally 

important caveats to her concept of rhetoric. First, “rhetoric operates in the area of the 

contingent, where choice is to be made among alternative courses of action.” Second, 

although this might prompt an “arbitrary distinction,” rhetoric is concerned with 

“substance as well as form.” For Hochmuth, the assemblage of a “persuasive situation” 

revolves around a number of moving elements including “the speaker, audience, place, 

purpose, time, and form.”41 It is only in this “total organism” that we find the possibility 

for “persuasive efficacy as a whole.” The holistic conception expressed by Hochmuth 

follows through most subsequent discussions of the rhetorical situation and its use, as 

does the recognition that rhetorical situations always involve a speaker, an audience, and 

some amalgam of effects that compose a context. 

 Years later Lloyd Bitzer argues that the rhetorical situation is a “distinct subject in 

rhetorical theory.” He nuances rhetoric’s definition, acknowledging its persuasive 

foundations and pushing its limits:  

 A work of rhetoric is pragmatic; it comes into existence for the sake of something 
 beyond itself; it functions ultimately to produce action or change in the world; it 
 performs some task. In short, rhetoric is a mode of altering reality, not by the 
 direct application of energy to objects, but by the creation of discourse which 
 changes reality through the mediation of thought and action. The rhetor alters 
 reality by bringing into existence a discourse of such a character that the audience, 
 in thought and action, is so engaged that it becomes mediator of change.42  
 
Thus, for Bitzer, rhetoric is linked to a fundamental shift in motion, derived in action and 
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change. Rhetorical situations are central for Bitzer because they help us conceive of the 

conditions under which rhetors alter reality, or are altered by it. In short, the situation is 

the center of rhetorical activity. As a result, Bitzer offers seven new criteria to help 

extend theories of the rhetorical situation: 

 (1) Rhetorical discourse comes into existence as a response to a situation, in the 
 same sense that an answer comes into existence in response to a question, or a 
 solution in response to a problem; (2) a speech is given rhetorical significance by 
 the situation, just as a unit of discourse is given significance as answer or as 
 solution by the question or problem; (3) a rhetorical situation must exist as a 
 necessary condition of rhetorical discourse, just as a question must exist as a 
 necessary condition of an answer; (4) many questions go unanswered and many 
 problems remain unsolved; similarly, many rhetorical situations mature and decay 
 without giving birth to rhetorical utterance; (5) a situation is rhetorical insofar as 
 it needs and invites discourse capable of participating with the situation and 
 thereby altering its reality; (6) discourse is rhetorical insofar as it functions (or 
 seeks to function) as a fitting response to a situation which needs and invites it; 
 (7) finally, the situation controls the rhetorical response in the same sense that the 
 question controls the answer and the problem controls the solution.43  
 
Bitzer nuances Hochmuth’s rhetorical frame. Three observations from Bitzer are most 

pertinent here. First, rhetorical situations are necessary conditions for rhetorical 

discourse. In this sense, any objects, texts, or discourse centered for study generate out of 

a set of conditions, termed by Bitzer to be their “rhetorical situation.” Second, as an 

extension of this idea, discourse is not only generated by the conditions of the rhetorical 

situation but is also controlled by those very conditions. Discourse is inextricably linked 

to its particular rhetorical situation, and rhetoric is an impossibility without a situation 

from which to spawn. Finally, rhetorical situations alter the very reality into which they 

emerge. 

 Richard Vatz takes aim at much of Bitzer’s theorization of the rhetorical situation. 
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Indicting Bitzer’s foundational assumption that meaning lies in events, Vatz argues that 

meaning does not emanate from situations but rather is “created by rhetors.”44 Asserting 

an ethical stake between this and Bitzer’s view of meaning, Vatz argues that his own 

perspective of rhetorical generation allows a critic or theorist to “view meaning as a 

consequence of rhetorical creation, [their] paramount concern will be how and by whom 

symbols create the reality to which people react.” On the other hand, Bitzer allows 

rhetorical study to “become parasitic to philosophy, political science, and whatever other 

discipline can inform us as to what the ‘real’ situation is.”45 For Vatz, rhetoric and rhetors 

control situational responses. In this difference of theory, and the debates that follow, a 

slightly more sophisticated argument evolves than that of the chicken and the egg. In 

other words, they ask: which came first, the rhetoric or the situation? Some disciplinary 

scholars, avoiding the circular merry-go-around of whether situations produce rhetoric or 

whether rhetoric generates situations, sidestep discussions of rhetorical situation 

altogether. Yet, a resurgence of interest comes with some recent scholarship. 

 More than fifteen years after Vatz’s challenge to Bitzer, Barbara Biesecker calls 

for a rethinking of the rhetorical situation. Working from Jacques Derrida’s notion of 

différance, Biesecker argues for “a re-examination of symbolic action (the text) and the 

subject (audience)…enabling us to rethink the rhetorical situation as articulation.”46 

Biesecker sets out to achieve “a reading of the rhetorical situation from within the frame 
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of deconstructive practice in order to specify what can be produced that is useful for the 

analysis of rhetorical events.”  

 Central for Biesecker’s argument is the de-centering of the subject, drawing 

heavily from Derrida. Noting that most of rhetorical theory has defined the concept of 

audience as a wholly humanistic phenomenon, Biesecker instead points to an audience 

and the subject as “effect-structures.” Here, Derrida’s idea of différance is worth noting 

due to its centrality for Biesecker. Drawing from Saussure, Derrida argues for 

“conceiving language as a system of signs whose identity is the effect of différance and 

not of essence.” For Biesecker, the subject and audience are not essential identities. 

Rather, the new formulation functions by “showing us how the identity of any subject, 

what [Biesecker] earlier called the core of the human being, like the value of any element 

in any system is structured by différance. This forces us to think of subjectivity not as an 

essence but as an effect of the subject's place in an economy of differences.”47 This 

precise shift allows us think of the rhetorical situation not as rhetor-driven or situational 

but rather as articulation. 

 In thinking of the rhetorical situation as articulation, Biesecker supposes, “the 

rhetorical event may be seen as an incident that produces and reproduces the identities of 

subjects and constructs and reconstructs linkages between them.” In this sense, “we 

would see the rhetorical situation neither as an event that merely induces audiences to act 

one way or another nor as an incident that, in representing the interests of a particular 

collectivity, merely wrestles the probable within the realm of the actualizable. Rather, we 
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would see the rhetorical situation as an event that makes possible the production of 

identities and social relations.”48 For the purposes of the monograph that follows, this 

means that rhetorical situations involve production of constructed audiences, as well as a 

rethinking of events as sites that make visible the constructed category of audience, 

subject, and more holistically, meaning. This work “resituates the rhetorical situation on a 

trajectory of becoming rather than Being.”49  

 With this ontological shift in mind, the rhetorical situation can evolve once more, 

and possibly re-invigorate the foundational assumptions of interdisciplinary rhetorical 

studies. Heeding the call for this sort of re-invigoration, Catherine Chaput asserts 

Foucault’s notions of bio-power and governmentality as foundational avenues that “take 

us from the rhetorical situation as a temporally and spatially fixed site of exigency, 

constraints, and discourse to rhetorical circulation as a fluidity of everyday practices, 

affects, and uncertainties.”50 Chaput argues that Biesecker’s attachment to articulation as 

a theoretical baseline “remains a dichotomized conceptualization of relationships—

articulations cohere firmly between speakers and audiences even though the linkage is 

temporary and contingent.” In response, Chaput instead advocates for the inclusion of 

disarticulated entities and the recognition of neoliberalism’s effect on cultural practices 

within capitalism by theorizing the rhetorical situation as “rhetorical circulation.” Hailing 

Althusser’s concept of dialectical overdetemination, Chaput hopes we can create “a 
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conceptual model in which temporally and spatially diverse events, conditions, and 

rationalities are copresent and mutually bound to each other.”51  

 Chaput’s rhetorical circulation moves beyond a fixed notion of the rhetorical 

situation, even beyond binary models of articulation as understood either within 

subjectivities or wholly outside the subject. In this sense, the key for Chaput is the 

everyday practice, affect, and uncertainty she notes. Here, I take the arc of rhetorical 

situation theory, drawing from Chaput, and argue for an understanding of the assemblage 

of rhetorical situations via rhetorical circulation. Rather than the fixed notions offered by 

Bitzer and Vatz, “rhetorical situations” are moving, shifting everyday amalgams of 

meaning. Biesecker’s notion of articulation is not irrelevant but rather a step in assessing 

the rhetorical circulation of events and public life. The primary mode I use to understand 

rhetorical circulation and the assemblage of rhetorical situations is rhetorical cartography. 

 Offered as a concept in the work of Ronald Walter Greene, rhetorical cartography 

“helps to track the movement of [places of protest] into new maps of power.”52 For 

Greene’s essay with Kuswa on regional accents, places of protest ranging from Zuccotti 

Park in New York to Tahrir Square in Egypt and beyond become pinpoints for mapping 

movement in the service of understanding power relations based on regional accent. 

While the term “rhetorical cartography” is minimal in Greene’s work, the implication of 

the method is important. When Greene and Kuswa map the uprisings and occupations 
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that make up the “Year of the Protester” according to Time magazine,53 they point to 

ways in which each set of protests, from Moscow to Occupy, possess their own distinct 

regional accent. This project takes rhetorical cartography as its method predominantly 

because of cartography’s unique access to understanding issues of transnational 

circulation, and the possibilities it offers for rethinking binary logics of rhetoric as a 

speaker/audience distinction. A rhetorical cartography is thus concerned with mapping as 

a primary means to understand the composition of rhetorical situations and how they are 

constituted. In putting rhetorical cartography to work, I propose to map moments in the 

global war on terror with the goal of discovering the apparatus of power that allows 

rhetorical situations to emerge and subjects to occupy certain spaces within those 

situations. For some subjects this mapping is also precisely what facilitates and/or forces 

movement between different subject positions. In this sense, I wish to make visible 

subject positions on the map and reveal who, at any given moment, is allowed or 

disallowed to occupy them. With this final note in mind, I move to a more robust 

discussion of rhetoricoviolence. 

 My project creates a new contingent vocabulary through which to think about 

rhetoric and violence and their relationship to each other. The project invites the reader to 

understand the concepts of violence and rhetoric in perhaps the same way a relationship 

between two actors could be characterized. Here, I will introduce what I term 

rhetoricoviolence, and begin with the assertion that both rhetoric and violence participate 
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in the act of inflicting power. I refer predominantly to Foucauldian forms of power as 

productive. For Foucault, this meant turning previous notions of power inside out, and 

that “we must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it 

‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact power 

produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The 

individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production.”54  

 To further explain this notion that power is productive, Foucault went on to argue 

that “power is not an institution, and not a structure, neither is it a certain strength we are 

endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a 

particular society.”55 In this sense, rhetoric and violence both produce realities, and 

produce rituals of truth. The gap in existing theory about this intersection revolves around 

attempts to analyze phenomena as either rhetoric or violence, or to place phenomena on a 

continuum where rhetoric and violence are opposing forces. This limitation impedes our 

ability to learn about particular empirical moments, particularly with regard to the Middle 

East and the global war on terror. Rather, rhetoricoviolence as a new category works to 

define the complex strategic situations in particular societies when the binding of rhetoric 

and violence allow for the emergence, or destruction, of new subjectivities and rhetorical 

situations. 

 In short, this dissertation suggests a relationship between discourse and violence 

that is beyond a debate about whether or not rhetoric is violent. Instead, it will theorize 
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violence as a rhetorical form, using case studies as exemplars to map where violence and 

rhetoric circulate together. Rhetoricoviolence makes a space where rhetoric and violence 

travel together and create new rhetorical situations. The theorization’s end goals include 

creating a theoretical frame where productive power relations constituted in the space of 

rhetoricoviolence can be explored, examining questions of how bodies experience the act 

of violence as a rhetorical event, and investigating the discursive formations involving 

violence circulating through and with the Middle East, their operations, their power 

struggles, and how they shape modern conduct and discourse. Next, I will elaborate on 

how rhetoricoviolence interacts within the global war on terror. 

Rhetoricoviolence: Understanding Violence as Rhetorical Circulation 

 In an April 18, 2009 article for The New York Times, Scott Shane explored the 

different implications of various weapons used against bodies as part of the global war on 

terror, specifically drone attacks and torture. Confronting the Obama administration’s 

2009 release of four detailed legal opinions by the United States Justice Department 

justifying brutal interrogation tactics, Shane ponders:  

 In releasing the memos, Mr. Obama again denounced harsh interrogation as 
 unworthy of the United States and said the country “must reject the false choice 
 between our security and our ideals.” He and other critics have often stated their 
 objections: torture or near-torture can produce false information; it handicaps the 
 United States in a battle of ideas; it can be a recruiting tool for al-Qaeda.  
 At the same time, public opinion has shown less horror over the strikes carried out 
 by Hellfire missiles fired from Predator drones in the weeks since those deadly 
 missions have been embraced and even expanded to new territories under Mr. 
 Obama. This is presumably because the president’s implicit view of the relative 
 moral status of these two ways of responding to terrorists is widely shared.56  
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The tactics in the newly released memos are quite specific, including the use of 

waterboarding, wall slamming, temperature deprivation, and sleep deprivation of up to 

180 hours, all permissible among many techniques for use in “enhanced interrogation 

situations.” On the other hand, by many accounts around 830 civilians (individuals in no 

way affiliated with al-Qaeda or other “enemy networks”) have been killed in the Obama 

administration’s significant use of drone attacks against Middle Eastern targets in 

Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, and beyond.57  

 Anthropologist Talal Asad argues that the relative moral status assigned to torture 

in the West is not dissimilar from the relative moral outrage directed at suicide attack. As 

Asad notes, “unimaginable cruelties perpetuated in secret or openly, by dictatorships and 

democracies, criminals and prison systems, racially oriented immigration policies and 

ethnic cleansing”58 occur without substantial public outcry, yet the public evidences a 

disproportionate amount of horror when confronting suicide attack. Just as Shane wants 

to interrogate why certain forms of violence generate horrific reactions while others are 

neglected, or even supported, Asad suggests that the difference between the violence of 

military operations and the violence of suicide attack has more to do with the 

representation of the body than with any inherent quality of the acts. 

 However, the gap between an electoral politics that shifts strategy toward the 

promotion of drone attacks or torture, or a public’s horrific reactions to suicide attack in 

contrast with the silence and support they often rally for military operations, points to the 
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as yet un-negotiated contours in understanding rhetoric’s relationship to violence. The 

question for Shane still pushes at how words, language, and action become violent and 

centers its problematic on the effects that violence produces (e.g. audience reaction). I 

argue that rather than investigating the ways in which speech links to violence or the 

methods by which discourse produces violent effects, the question central here is rather 

how does violence function, or perhaps, how does it speak? For Greene, this is what 

precisely constitutes a rhetorical subject, “a subject that speaks and is spoken to.”59  

 This turn sets violence, rather than rhetoric, as the focal term of the thesis. 

Rhetoricoviolence, as a category, facilitates understanding the conditions of possibility 

necessary for violence to be rhetorical. Three classes of inclusion and exclusion bind the 

category of rhetoricoviolence. First, the acts that can be categorized within 

rhetoricoviolence are violent acts. While Jean Baudrillard, Slavoj Žižek, and others have 

noted the inherently violent qualities of naming, the act of naming alone would not fall to 

the space of rhetoricoviolence. Rather acts that are violent destroy property, bodies, 

human life, or risk any of the above. Second, rhetoricoviolence includes violent acts 

recognized as violent acts for rhetorical purposes, in the view of the dissertation, those 

recognized as acts of forcible persuasion concerned with a certain prefiguration of 

audience reception or timing. The distinction in this case between persuasion and 

coercion is less important than the recognition of expected reconfiguration of rhetorical 

situations and subjectivities. Here, rhetoricoviolence points us to moments in which 
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violent acts and rhetoric circulate together, and they are sealed by a particular approach to 

audience reception and subjectivity, irrespective of whether that prefiguration is realized. 

Chaput’s notion of rhetorical circulation allows a more robust idea of what these 

moments will look like in everyday practice. As a result, the category avoids focus on 

intent, making it applicable for much of critical rhetorical theory in its quest to 

understand power. The attempt in the violent act to regenerate the rhetorical situation and 

shift subjectivities places the act in a specific category, yet this category is considered 

throughout the monograph in the broadest way possible. Third, violent acts intended to 

change rhetorical situations in the global war on terror occur in several realms, ranging 

from torture to suicide attack, and from drone warfare to “boots on the ground” invasions. 

Antonio Negri is helpful in classifying the power produced via these violent acts. 

Following Carl Schmitt and parallel to the interventions made by Scott and Smith in 

movement study discussed in the first chapter, Negri theorizes a distinction between 

constituent and constituted forms of power. Constituent power is found in the democratic 

force of revolutionary innovations while constituted power is located in the fixed power 

apparatuses of central authority and formal constitutions. 

 Following Negri’s work, the final categorical distinction to be made within 

rhetoricoviolence is between constituent and constituted violence. In the same way that 

power is productive, explained previously by Foucault’s interventions, violence is also 

productive, and constituent violence occurs when revolutionary challenges in the form of 

violent acts are circulated against fixed power apparatuses of central authority. 

Constituted violence occurs when the central, fixed order commits violent acts, 
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specifically in the name of preserving its own status as dominant, central, and fixed. This 

third caveat is particularly helpful in mapping rhetoricoviolence as it allows for 

distinctions that center violence as the subjective term rather than the act of rhetoric. In 

this case, random acts of violence such as a street mugging or shooting could be 

understood as excluded from the space of rhetoricoviolence within this project. While 

violence and rhetoric may coalesce in these violent acts, there is rarely prefiguration of 

reception in the mugging, or as this dissertation would say, a quest to reconfigure larger 

rhetorical situations and subjectivities. Nor is a mugging best understood as either 

constituted or constituent violence. However, a street shooting of a specific figure with a 

potential outcome for refiguring subjectivities and situations (e.g. the attempted 

assassination of a nation’s leader) would be most ideally discussed in the category of 

rhetoricoviolence. This shifted form of inclusion and exclusion centers the question of 

rhetoric’s relationship to violence in the question of how violence speaks, and how it is 

understood as a rhetorical form rather then in how rhetoric can avoid or provoke 

violence. With this brief description in mind, three case studies will chart a rhetorical 

cartography of violence in the global war on terror, and its relationship to rhetoric via 

rhetoricoviolence. These include the case of suicide attack as a violent act by bodies, the 

case of the United States drone program and its technologies, and the occupation and 

revolutionary moment in the space of Egypt’s Tahrir Square in January 2011. Each of 

these will be discussed in the context of the ways violence functions to reconfigure 

rhetorical situations, and subjects, in the global war on terror. 
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Moving Forward: Exploring Rhetoricoviolence through Case Studies 

 By many accounts in some rhetorical criticism, political theory, and continental 

philosophy, the state is a central starting place for understanding violence. Antonio 

Gramsci theorized a binary not unlike Negri’s constituted versus constituent power 

forms. He argued for understanding coercive and consensual power, specifically in light 

of how capitalism gains power and inflicts violence within the confines of the nation 

state, or the hegemon. For Gramsci, consensual power is located in the moment when 

nation-states, or a comparable hegemon, convince(s) the working class that their interests 

align with capitalists. As a result, violence becomes less necessary for the state. For 

rhetorical critics, the state is central in understanding the political relationship formed 

between message, audience, timing, and context, as with Ivie’s analysis of American and 

British modes of violent interaction during the War of 1812 discussed in the first chapter, 

or countless other rhetorical analyses that center on understanding violence as inflicted by 

and upon state actors. 

 I argue that the nation state is no longer the most useful concept in understanding 

power and violence, or in employing the category of rhetoricoviolence. Rather, three 

elements of circulation become more beneficial: bodies, spaces/places, and technologies. 

Most often, when rhetoric and violence circulate together, they do so along these three 

regimes. Bodies can be understood as human or nonhuman, technologies are interpreted 

widely as varying forms of techno-social operation, and spaces/places mark both 

locational sites and abstract moments. In this wider understanding of regimes circulating 

through and binding rhetoric and violence, the category fully emerges, as does its 
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possibility for use. 

 With regard to the global war on terror, the discourse of the Bush presidency from 

September 11th, 2001 forward represents a particular turn in history regarding discourses 

about Muslims, Arab states, and Arab culture more generally. In this rhetoric, “it is 

assumed by both sides that ‘we’ are the good, ‘they’ are the wicked, an assertion Bush 

made in his incessant assurance that the ‘evil-doers’ of the ‘evil deeds’ will be 

punished.”60 This rhetoric can be found not only in Bush’s initial televised address on the 

evening of September 11, 2001, but also in future speeches regarding the war in Iraq and 

Middle East policy.61 Consider Bush’s address from the Cabinet Room early on 

September 12, 2001: 

 The deliberate and deadly attacks, which were carried out yesterday against our  
 country, were more than acts of terror. They were acts of war. This will require  
 our country to unite in steadfast determination and resolve. Freedom and 
 democracy are under attack.62 
 
The framing here is similar to the September 11th address, pitting good against evil and 

rhetorically constituting the acts of violence against the United States not only as acts of 
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terror, but also acts of war. Bush then goes on more specifically to develop what will 

become rhetorical foundations of his doctrine and his Middle East policy in the era of the 

global war on terrorism. He describes the enemy as follows: 

 This enemy hides in shadows and has no regard for human life. This is an enemy  
 who preys on innocent and unsuspecting people, then runs for cover, but it won't 
 be able to run for cover forever. This is an enemy that tries to hide, but it won't be 
 able to hide forever. This is an enemy that thinks its harbors are safe, but they 
 won't be safe forever. This enemy attacked not just our people but all freedom-
 loving people everywhere in the world.63 
 
On September 12th, no formal evidence had been isolated to determine that the hijackers 

of the planes on September 11th were Saudi Arabian, and almost no time had passed to 

identify the responsible party fully. However, Bush began to frame the enemy and the 

acts. To suggest that Bush represents the first president to construct an enemy rhetorically 

is inaccurate,64 but he does become the first president in history to use this rhetorical 

constitution before a named enemy is identified.   

 The distinctions generated in early Bush speeches about September 11th 

contribute to the Bush Doctrine’s framing of Islam, the Middle East, and Muslims in the 

launch of the global war on terror. Future rhetoric crafted the same notions, including the 

identification of Iran and Iraq as part of the “axis of evil” in Bush’s January 2002 State of 

the Union address. The power of the Bush Doctrine here functions in three ways. First, 
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the binary of the rhetoric leaves little room for interpretation of the enemy as anything 

but evil and the United States as anything but heroic and good. In the context of a global 

war on terror, these represent the “sides” at war. Second, the rhetoric of the Doctrine is 

deeply grounded in biblical foundation, reinforcing its power and subtly situating issues 

regarding the beginning of the war on terror in a religious context. Third, the Doctrine 

labels the conflict between the Middle East and the United States as ongoing, almost 

permanent, reaching far beyond Al-Qaeda and Afghanistan. 

 Even with these important rhetorical distinctions in mind, this dissertation begins 

from a point of departure in which the nature of the Bush Doctrine and the participation, 

cooperation, or rejection of its rhetoric and policy by the Obama administration become 

less central, though not unimportant, in interdisciplinary analysis of the post 9/11 

moment. What does emerge as increasingly central is a map of the specific violent acts 

committed by the Bush administration with a purposeful message (e.g. torture) against a 

map of the different violent acts perpetuated by the Obama administration intended to 

persuade in similar ways (e.g. drone attacks). The Bush Doctrine comes into focus as a 

set of violent acts, intended as both constituted violence to sustain central authority and 

against which constitutive acts of violence were directed in order to force governmental, 

electoral, and legal change in nations hostile to the Doctrine’s thesis. Suicide attacks 

specifically become central in the moment of the Bush administration’s launching of the 

war on terror (after the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks), but suicide attack also 

becomes one representation of deeply violent constituent power around which rhetorical 

situations and subjectivities become available to be refigured. Suicide attack remains a 
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highly contested discourse of the body, the state, and subjectivity, and an exploration of 

its rhetorical functions is necessary and helpful in explicating and thinking about its role 

in constituting new subjectivities in the global war on terror.  

 Obama’s administration marks the first opportunity to continue, shift, or abandon 

the Bush Doctrine. And while by many measures Obama’s rhetorics represent a 

discursive shift away from Bush rhetorics, by many examinations the Obama 

administration’s approach comes into focus as a set of different violent acts employed to 

maintain central forms of power and to impose change within non-cooperative regions. 

Here, the drone program is an extension of the global war on terror, and a move toward 

different mechanisms of constituted power and violence to preserve state power as part of 

the global war on terror. Finally, the occupation and violence of the revolutionary acts in 

Egypt’s Tahrir Square in January 2011 offer a way to understand and realize 

rhetoricoviolence as both productive and constituent. Additionally, the moment in Tahrir 

Square offers a case study for us to understand violence and rhetoric’s productive, and 

perhaps positive, potential.  

 Key in thinking about Egypt for this project will be the events in Tahrir Square 

considered alongside their implications for space and place. The protesters in Tahrir were 

almost universally (via international media, social media, and other discursive outlets) 

constituted as a nonviolent force against violent state interaction and policy, and the 

space of Tahrir was cited as central in that constitution. The nonviolent everyday Arab in 

the Square became a hero, committed to the positive tenets of nonviolent protest against a 

state committed to violent means of public enforcement. Yet, as the case study’s analysis 
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reveals, many bodies in the space of Tahrir engaged in violent acts within and through the 

space of Tahrir. Additionally, that violence was cited as central to the occupation, and the 

revolution, for its possibility to reconfigure subjects and power. I next proceed, through 

the following three chapters, to discuss each of the cases, beginning with suicide attack. 
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Chapter Three 
The Materiality of Body Rhetoric:  

Rhetoricity, Subjectivity, and Suicide Attack 
 
 This chapter will theorize a discussion of the relationship between rhetoric and 

violence, specifically making an effort to explore one way that subjects (predominantly 

Middle Eastern subjects) have been allowed to occupy new subject positions on a larger 

map within the global war on terror. This chapter takes as part of its mission Talal Asad’s 

call to “substitute the idea of a historical space in which violence circulates” for 

traditional understandings of suicide bombing through the West’s rhetorical reactions to 

“destructive terrorists from the Middle East.”65 While the West’s reaction to suicide 

attack is explored here as a means to understand the discursive constitution of bombers 

and the act of bombing, the more expansive goal is to interrogate the act through 

theoretical assertions regarding the relationship between rhetoric and violence. 

Particularly, I note the ways in which suicide attack discourses of the West often frame 

the state as a nonviolent actor, juxtaposed against the violent Arab body that engages in 

an unthinkable act of mayhem. I also explore suicide attack discourses in an effort to 

understand how these acts are oppositely framed in the discourse of social networks 

alongside the bombers themselves. By this, I mean to suggest that often bombers’ 

motives may be circumscribed in particular ways that constitute interpretation of their 

action, and as a result, new subjectivities for the individual bomber. The violence of 

suicide attack and its uptake as well as its possibilities for reconfiguring rhetorical 

situations and for reframing subjects (en masse) appear as the object of this chapter. In 
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the case of suicide attack, the act of violence and its circulation allow for subjects (in this 

case, attackers) to be moved from certain spaces to others within a larger cartography. 

Suicide attack, as a case study here, almost always reconfigures rhetorical situations with 

victim subjects juxtaposed against evil subjects who perpetrate unthinkable, horrific acts 

of violence. Additionally, those evil subjects (e.g. attackers) become marked as bodies 

against which violence is not only considered acceptable, but encouraged. 

 This chapter will first look briefly to a few key moments in rhetorical studies, 

stemming from the rhetorical turn and an exploration of the concept of rhetoricity as a 

way to constitute the discursive foundations for reading suicide attack. Then, the chapter 

theorizes suicide attack as a discursive practice inextricably linked with its violence and 

symbolic destruction. In so doing, I explicate the ways audiences understand violent 

action through the concept of “shrinking of the actor” (drawn from Jacques Lacan, and 

anthropologist Asad’s work on suicide attack). On the one hand, the actor is “shrunk” 

psychoanalytically, pushed onto a metaphoric couch to be interpreted psychologically 

and affectively. On the other hand, “shrinking” the actor’s attack functions to reduce 

larger, often systemic, complexities of the act. In this sense, actors are often over-

personalized to minimize political motives that might suggest a risk of radical change. 

These moves allow for terrorist bodies to become legitimated as subjects to be attacked or 

punished. Finally, in turning to an example, specifically 9/11 suicide attacker Mohammed 

Atta, the chapter examine the ways that “shrinking the actor” conceptually speaks to the 

ways subject positions and rhetorical situations move and shift as a result of suicide 

attack. Theorizing suicide attacks as a rhetorical form in this way promises new ways to 
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understand scholarly and political interventions with regard to violence within the global 

war on terror. 

Rhetoricity and the Material Rhetoric of the Body 

 Shifts in the concept of the rhetorical tradition and its mode of investigation have 

prompted a variety of changes in rhetorical scholarship. Predominantly these shifts can be 

traced to the 1960s. As Edward Schiappa describes the turn, “For better or for worse, 

these was a confluence of changing rhetorical practices, expanding rhetorical theories, 

and opportunities for rhetorical criticism…At about the same time, our understanding of 

rhetorical theory was being expanded.”66 Schiappa cites Richard Weaver and Kenneth 

Burke here. Burke explicitly builds an argument that via persuasion, all symbolic 

interactions, including language use, are rhetorical. Burke, in his Rhetoric of Motives, 

passes us the first golden ticket to begin theoretically mapping an expansion of rhetorical 

inquiry beyond the oratorical study of Herbert Wichelns’ 1925 “The Literary Criticism of 

Oratory” to a broader notion of “Big Rhetoric.” 

 Schiappa also points to an epistemological rationale as part of the expansion of 

rhetoric. Specifically, he turns to Robert L. Scott’s uptake of Stephen Toulmin’s 

argumentation model, molding an intervention in which “cultural knowledge is the 

product of rhetorical activity,”67 making it possible to be labeled epistemic. Schiappa is 

not the only scholar of rhetoric who describes the rhetorical turn this way. Dilip Gaonkar 

traces an increasingly difficult binary rhetoric has faced since its infamous critique by 

                                                
66. Edward Schiappa, “Second Thoughts on the Critiques of Big Rhetoric,” Philosophy 

and Rhetoric 34, no. 3 (2001): 261. 
67. Schiappa, “Second Thoughts,” 262. 
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Plato in the early classical tradition. For Gaonkar, a defense of rhetoric in the aftermath 

of the rhetorical turn involves recognition of the very rhetoricity of existence. In this 

sense, once we trace rhetoric’s history from Plato and Cicero through its confrontations 

by Burke, Thomas Kuhn, Lacan, and many others, “rhetoric lies embedded in the cultural 

practices of our time. It is always already there as a supplement, as an insert.”68  

 Nothing perhaps reflects Schiappa and Gaonkar’s assertion that rhetoric’s history 

has produced “Big Rhetoric”, or perhaps a sense of rhetoric as culturally embedded in 

action, better than the rush of dominant texts in this era. Chaim Perelman and Lucie 

Olbrechts-Tyteca published The New Rhetoric in 1958, followed by publication of an 

edited volume The Prospect of Rhetoric in 1971 which explored the new rhetoric and its 

implications. With inclusions by Perelman, Brockriede, McKeon, and many other 

rhetorical scholars of the 1960s, The Prospect of Rhetoric further thickened the concept 

of rhetorical inquiry, and broadened its scope. The consistent provocations prompted by 

the text, including a 2010 response volume titled Reengaging the Prospects of Rhetoric: 

Current Controversies and Contemporary Challenges in which contemporary rhetorical 

scholars revisit the original essays, locates The Prospect of Rhetoric as vital in an over 

forty year conversation on the definitional and disciplinary concept. 

 For this chapter, I depart from one insightful moment of this wave of rhetorical 

expansion. I trace the expansion in part to position the project of this dissertation’s case 

studies in the context of a history of how communication studies has discussed the object 
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domain of rhetoric. John Bender and David E. Wellbery have offered the notion of 

rhetoricality to help describe an important shift in contemporary rhetorical understanding. 

As they explain: 

 Modernism is an age not of rhetoric, but of rhetoricality, the age, that is, of a 
 generalized rhetoric that penetrates to the deepest levels of human experience. 
 The classical rhetorical tradition…was a rule-governed domain whose procedures 
 themselves were delimited by the institutions that organized interaction and 
 domination in traditional European society. Rhetoricality, by contrast, is bound to 
 no specific set of institutions. It manifests the groundless, infinitely ramifying 
 character of discourse in the modern world. For this  reason, it allows for no 
 explanatory metadiscourse that is not already itself rhetorical. Rhetoric is no 
 longer the title of a doctrine and a practice, nor a form of cultural memory; 
 it becomes instead something like the condition of our existence.69 
 
While their theoretical intervention frames the shift beyond classical rhetorical 

understanding, it simultaneously helps rhetorical inquiry move in a new direction, 

carrying the foundational assumptions of the early 1960s turn. In this sense, Bender and 

Wellbery describe the conditions in which rhetoricality replaces rhetoric, conditions in 

which the analysis of speeches and textual artifacts becomes supplemented by new 

rhetorical understandings of bodies, spaces, and other modes of existence. In Bender and 

Wellbery’s assessment, “rhetoricality names the new conditions of discourse in the 

modern world and, thus, the fundamental category of every inquiry that seeks to describe 

the nature of discursive action and exchange.”70  

 A number of trends in rhetorical scholarship since 1990 exemplify an embrace of 

Bender and Wellbery’s call. The emergence of visual rhetoric scholarship, marked 
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prominently by the work of rhetorical scholars such as Robert Hariman with John 

Lucaites71 and Cara Finnegan72 point to a move to adopt the rhetorical turn and 

assumptions of a culturally entrenched state of rhetoricality. Here, the concept of rhetoric 

as a condition of existence that permeates our senses, from hearing to sight, becomes an 

available model. Under the umbrella of this model, rhetorical scholars have extended 

analyses to acts, movement, and transitions concerning the body itself. Debra Hawhee73 

in her discussion of bodily arts in ancient Greek athletic culture and Catherine 

Palczewski74 in her analysis of postcard images and acts of women’s suffrage activists 

expand the very conditions of inquiry under which rhetoric can help us understand 

bodies. Palczewski extends visual rhetoric as a way to understand visual argumentative 

frames, noting that arguments can be derived from bodily positioning and form.  

 I embrace an extension of these understandings. If rhetoricality describes a state 

of being, a new condition of existence via the rhetorical turn in which rhetoric 

fundamentally permeates human existence, then rhetoricity is a necessary component of 

this development. Rhetoricity becomes the quality present in discourses that exemplifies 
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the state of rhetoricality in which we currently exist. In this sense, consider a series of 

Parent Teacher Association meetings in which a debate over the availability of crosswalk 

guards before and after school time emerges. In the state of classical rhetorical 

understanding, artifacts of value might include speeches delivered at meetings or the text 

of pamphlets written and distributed in communities. In the era of rhetoricality, these 

objects do not lose their value in a rhetorical understanding of the debate but rather 

understandings of the moment broaden. Now, the physical spaces of communities where 

pamphlets are distributed or the locations of PTA meetings and the bodies present in 

those meetings, and the ones not present, become available rhetorical technologies from 

which to think through the debate. Each of these components of the rhetorical analysis 

has its unique rhetoricity, that which reveals its place in a contemporary world of 

rhetoricality.  

 With this in mind, Hawhee’s work becomes a study of the rhetoricity of athletic 

bodies in ancient Greece while Palczewski’s argument about visual images and postcards 

becomes an analysis of the ways the rhetoricity of postcards functions to structure certain 

democratic spaces. The theoretical extension is minor, but vital in order to give rhetorical 

scholars the necessary tools to understand the ways bodies, visual images, and other 

domains are to be extended in future rhetorical scholarship. In short, we simply need new 

language to use when it comes to this chapter’s foundational questions concerning the 

relationship between rhetoric, discourse, and violence in the context of the body.  

 Here, the purpose of this chapter becomes in part to focus on the rhetoricity of 

suicide bombing as a means to understand and discuss the act, allowing us to consider the 
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implications of its presence during the global war on terror. To facilitate these inquiries, 

artifacts such as speeches and written texts can be understood as having a rhetoricity, a 

component of understanding that broadens our ability to map discursive technologies and 

assemblages in relation to institutional and social governance. Rather than a linear 

historical context, oratory and text possesses a circulatory system of influence, which we 

understand as their rhetoricity. Governmentality work can be extended by rhetorical 

scholars who offer discussions of the rhetoricity of the conduct of conduct, the ways that 

institutions function to generate disciplinary boundaries (in Foucauldian fashion), or the 

ways discourses work to assemble societies of control (in Deleuzian fashion). 

 As a term of scholarly significance, “rhetoricity” has been used before now, yet I 

argue it has not been adequately theorized. Two recent articles reflect the informal 

circulation of the term. Danielle Endres and Samantha Senda-Cook write about the 

“rhetoricity of place”;75 D. Robert DeChaine focuses on the “rhetoricity of contemporary 

bordering practices.”76 DeChaine uses the term in his abstract, then once more in his text, 

both times in a way that seems to suggest he simply means the rhetorical dimension of 

bordering practices. Outside of their abstract, Endres and Senda-Cook deploy the term 

three additional times in their text, two similarly to DeChaine. Yet in a third example, 

when introducing their work, they argue, “our heuristic also contributes to a general 

understanding of the rhetoricity of place by specifically attending to how bodies, words, 
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and places all interact in rhetoric.”77 For them, there is a small indication that the use of 

“rhetoricity” as a scholarly frame implies heuristic implications and attends to subjects, 

spaces, and texts in congruence. 

 Perhaps the most nuanced discussion of rhetoricity comes from Paul G. Cook, in 

his 2009 special forum response to E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy. Cook explains his use 

of the term: “I suggest that the rhetoricity of Cultural Literacy had a major effect on the 

book’s reception in that it tended to obscure the more engaging elements of Hirsch’s 

project. By rhetoricity, I mean simply those markers (both implicit and explicit, subtle 

and obvious) that prefigured how the book would be received, including the quality of its 

scholarship and the presentation of its conclusions.”78 Cook’s notion of rhetoricity places 

it in the realm of its theorizing potential, using it to include both Hirsch’s text and the 

broader notion of cultural literacy as a concept in writing and rhetorical studies. In this 

sense, fusing Cook with Endres and Senda-Cook, rhetoricity refers to the quality of 

discourses in an era of rhetoricality, their spaces, bodies, distributions, and relations to 

conceptual modes of understanding the world, and in turn, power.  

 The idea of rhetoricity, in this chapter, is closely tied to ways that material 

rhetorics explore the body as a component of new rhetorical situations. The discipline of 

rhetorical studies has taken up the question of the body more frequently in recent years. 

Barbara Dickson argues, “Material rhetoric is closely aligned with the corporeal body and 

seeks to know how texts are taken up and inscribed on human bodies that inhabit a web 

of cultural relationships…material rhetoric does not seek to overthrow the notion that 
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bodies are culturally produced; rather it seeks to know better how ordinary bodies can act 

within that web…material rhetoric, as a mode of interpretation, reads for the ways 

persons inscribe on their corporeal bodies the culture that produces them and that they 

mutually produce.”79 Similarly, Karyn Hollis points us to bell hooks’ work on a rhetoric 

of the body in which she argues, “There is a particular knowledge that comes from 

suffering. It is a way of knowing that is often expressed through the body, what it knows, 

what has been deeply inscribed on it through experience.”80 

 Here, I mean to suggest that in turning to acts of suicide bombing, the discourses 

of bodies associated with the act of suicide attack, and the reception and analysis of 

suicide bombing acts, new conditions of possibility for subjectivities in the rhetorical 

situation have been generated in which particular bodies are invited, or forced, to 

participate. Consider Deleuze’s explanation of the program shifts exhibited in moving 

from a Foucauldian disciplinary society to a society of control,81 in which discipline 

functions much more fluidly. He draws from Felix Guattari’s imagined experiment in 

which one would leave their apartment or home on any given day, armed with an 

identification card that allowed the sole access for their body to move about the city by 

raising any given barrier to any given space. This card would be accepted or rejected for 
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any reason on any day at any access point. The mechanism of importance here becomes 

the computer that tracks each body’s given position, not the barriers or spaces to which 

access is granted or denied. Subjectivities may then shift as a result of these entrances or 

exclusions. 

 In the same way that Deleuze suggests a historical shift in which the computer 

becomes the focus of analysis in a control society, rhetoricity as a concept suggests that 

the study of suicide bombing becomes not about the individualized acts but rather a quest 

to map the bodies through which suicide bombing circulates – as part of its rhetoricity. 

Anthropologist Talal Asad’s words fit well here, with his call to understand a space in 

which suicide bombing violence circulates. This new approach represents an important 

extension in the dynamism of study afforded suicide attack discourses as discourses of 

the body, and articulates the central, often underemphasized role of rhetorical studies in 

examining these discourses despite material rhetoric’s well-suited ability to do so.  

Shrinking the Actor: Understanding the Act of Suicide Attack 

 Communication scholarship has sought an exploration of the ways that suicide 

attacks are covered in the news media, to recognize dominant narratives that are released 

about attack participants. Here, Talal Asad has asserted that most coverage of bombers 

seeks to psychologize the actor. Asad notes, “Explanations of suicide fighters tend to 

focus on the origin of motivation. It is not the effect of the bombing (which is plain for 

anyone to see) that preoccupies most Western commentators but the bomber’s reason for 

doing what he or she does. That reason is often – not always – seen as being in some way 

pathological. Or a being alienated – that is, as not properly integrated into Western 
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civilization.”82 In this sense, the discourses offered by media, in Asad’s view, work to 

generate clinical or psychological explanations for the behavior of individuals who 

launch suicide attacks. These discourses are a turn inward, an analysis of the individual 

actor, constituting a foundation in which systemic, political, or radical spaces are absent 

in understanding the act of attack. 

 I argue that psychoanalytic scholar Jacques Lacan is useful in thinking through 

the questions of why suicide attack discourses are taken up alongside their motivational 

inclination. Lacan’s incorporation into discursive and rhetorical theory is not new. As a 

result, rhetorical studies has confronted the question of the imaginary alongside 

motivation and subjectivity, to a myriad of ends. Joshua Gunn points to Lawrence 

Grossberg’s call for communication and cultural investigations to begin “by describing 

events within human reality in their singularity and positivity; events are both themselves 

practices and the results of practices. A practice is a mode by which effects are produced 

and reality transformed. Its origin, whether biographical (in the intentions of the actor) or 

social (in the economic relations of its existence) is, to a large extent, irrelevant.”83  

 For Lacan, there exist three orders: the Real, the Symbolic, and the Imaginary. 

Drawing summary from Lacanian scholar Stijn Vanheule, the Imaginary is the realm of 

images and narcissism key in the formative notions of the subject, predominantly a 

product of the ego stage as described by Freud. The Symbolic realm opens access to the 

use and deployment of symbols, invoking language and its use as a social institution that 
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structures the subject. The Real, extended in the work of Slavoj Žižek, exists exterior to 

the symbolic order; it “fails to be articulated in terms of the Symbolic.”84 Its impossibility 

for integration into the symbolic order lends the Real its quality for accessing phantasmal 

forms of agency. With this threefold order in mind, Lacan hypothesizes that the subject 

must understand itself via its interaction with a symbolic other. 

 When the subject interacts with the Other, according to Lacan’s later works, two 

processes occur. First, the subject of the signifier (a subject arising out of concatenating 

signifiers) is defined in opposition to the subject of jouissance. The subject of jouissance 

“refers to the libidinous corporeality of being.”85 This subject does not exist, hence is 

imaginary, and its position in the world is not fully articulated as a result. Its actions 

however are clearer for Lacan - the subject is driven by particular attractions to pleasure 

yet “has to situate itself as determined by the signifier”.86 Here, I mean to argue that this 

drive works in part to explain the social process of what I will call “shrinking the actor” 

in this chapter, additionally keeping in mind that for Gunn, as for Lacan, the subject 

cannot escape the violence of the symbolic order.87 

 Second, as Vanheule describes, “in the operation of articulating S (the subject) via 

O (the other), something will continue to resist…The objet petit a refers to the element of 
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the living being that cannot be inserted into the order of the Symbolic; a component that 

remains inert in relation to the signifier.”88 The objet petit a in this sense becomes a 

leftover remainder from the dialectical meeting of the subject with the other, a remainder 

of the division between the two. Here, the objet petit a points us to a possibility for 

unfulfilled desire. In confronting the subject against the object, these two components of 

Lacan’s system (jouissance and the objet petit a) lend themselves to two implications in 

this chapter. 

 First, if the subject is understood as Western, striving to understand the act of 

suicide attack while the Other is understood as the “foreign” suicide attacker (in a 

simplistic mapping of the confrontational dialectic), then the subject of jouissance drives 

to situate itself in terms of signifiers within the violence of the symbolic order. The 

Western reception of suicide attack is then a desire, and a drive. The attack must be 

explainable in terms of the Symbolic, and the drive to generate signifiers for its 

encapsulation is one not only of necessity, but also one of pleasure. Audiences to suicide 

attack need and take pleasure in the signifying of the suicide attacker. Since the subject of 

jouissance is driven to define, the process of endless evaluation seeking is perpetual, 

ongoing. 

 Second, in the dialectic break between subject and other as indicated above, the 

objet petit a remainder emerges. In an effort to specify the nature of the remainder, Lacan 

uses the gaze as an example of the remainder of the scopic drive, oriented around sight. 

In the way that the gaze becomes the remainder for the scopic drive’s extension, I argue a 
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similar phenomenon emerges as the remainder of the subject of jouissance works to fit 

the suicide attacker into a set of signifiers. This drive cannot necessarily be termed the 

gaze, as it extends beyond the scopic drive alone. Rather, it may manifest itself in the 

myriad of gaze-like constitutions of suicide attackers, and the drive to explain their 

actions by individual motivational means.   

 As an understandable progression of these foundational acknowledgements, a 

trend that I call “shrinking the actor” emerges. This is evidenced in much of the recent 

tracking of discourses about suicide attack. Two essays in Journalism and Mass 

Communication Quarterly are notable here. Dan Berkowitz points to the ways news 

coverage of suicide bombers differs based on the sex of the bomber. As he notes, a 

typical news report of a suicide bombing would describe suicide attackers as “always a 

man, usually young, from late teens to 22, and often a shy, religious type.” The article 

does go on to state “there is a clear profile” of bombers.89 Another example: “most 

suicide bombers are single, aged between 18 and 24 and from poor homes. They tend to 

be fanatical in behaviour and belief.” For Berkowitz, the shift in coverage of women 

bombers involves a shift from assessment of background and psychological factors 

toward notations of physical appearance. Coverage of female bombers often included 

detailed or poetic descriptions of their bodily appearance. Consider a depiction of the first 

Palestinian female suicide bomber, Wafa Idris, in January of 2002: “she had chestnut hair 
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curling past her shoulders.”90 After another Palestinian suicide attack by a female actor, 

Hanadi Jaradat, a news organization described her as having “thick black hair pulled back 

in a ponytail. Dark wide-set eyes peered out from a striking, heart-shaped face. Her lips 

turned up at the corner, giving her the appearance of a perpetual smile.”91  

 While Berkowitz uses myth and archetype as a way to think about the depictions 

of female suicide bombers, he also argues that the approaches found in news coverage 

between male and female bombers share a constitution of the personal, a focus on the 

individual. While Berkowitz’s examples might prove implicit sexism in coverage, for my 

purpose I look to the consistent individualized discourse by the media. In every case of 

female attackers, the beautiful body of the woman is juxtaposed against the ugly act her 

body was able to perform. Here, in the case of male bombers, we are invited to think 

about their mental and religious states or their age and socio-economic background, 

ultimately in the goal of assessing where they “turned bad.” With the female narratives, 

we are invited to imagine the women, often physically, with an implied invitation to 

evaluate where and when she “turned ugly.” 

 Barbara Friedman, also in Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 

published a qualitative study in which she analyzed United States news discourses about 

female suicide bombers from 2002 (the year of the first Palestinian female bomber) 

onward. Friedman found 152 occurrences of a motive analysis for the female bombers, 
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scattered across 120 accounts of the bombings.92 In other words, motive analysis was the 

primary way of understanding the bodily act of suicide attack. Freidman’s findings 

bolster Asad’s notion, which I describe as the tendency to “shrink the actor.” Common 

discourses in media reports included arguments that suicide attackers acted due to 

revenge, insanity, or desperation. Frequently women were psychoanalyzed to have been 

overly influenced by men, and hence agreeing to participate in the attacks not entirely of 

their own free will. Like Berkowitz, Friedman’s research points to subtle, and not so 

subtle, sexism in news discourses on the subject. The same tendencies exist to point to a 

focus on individualized narratives as explanations for behavior. And, in Freidman’s 

analysis, the same drive to psychologically assess the actor is present that Berkowitz 

found in news coverage of male bombers.  

 The types of depictions described by Berkowitz and Friedman in United States 

news media are not limited to the United States but rather extended across the discourses 

of the global war on terror. In Australian coverage of the same female Palestinian suicide 

bombers, individual motives and psychologizing the subject also appeared. Katrina 

Jaworski notes, “the Australian news coverage of the suicide attacks involving female 

bombers raised questions concerning intent. To an extent the motivations of the four 

women were framed specifically by organizations claiming responsibility for sponsoring 
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the operations…Articles also tried to unveil more personal, individual motivations.”93 As 

Jaworski concludes from her reading of several prominent Australian newsprint sources, 

depictions of both male and female suicide bombers often focused on personality 

characteristics (e.g. they were quiet, or shy) or personal attributes (e.g. they were 

divorced, unable to have children, living with parents, or without a job).94 Terri Patkin 

argues that this sort of personal motivation seeking, while gendered, is equally found in 

news depictions of both male and female bombers. She notes, “Resentment and self-

righteousness are often considered to be the underlying motivators for engaging in 

terrorism. Perceiving themselves as victims, the terrorists hone a hypersensitive 

awareness of slights and humiliations inflicted upon themselves or their particular group, 

and picture themselves as part of an elite heroically struggling to right the injustices of an 

unfair world.”95 

 Whether it is the collective estimation of Patkin alongside Friedman, Berkowitz, 

and Jaworski or a reference back to Asad’s assertions about suicide attacks and the search 

for motivation, there are a multiplicity of ways that news and social discourses function 

to constitute stories of suicide attackers in a foundation of clinical, pathological, and 

psychological quandary. News discourses read female suicide bombers as highly physical 

entities, describing their beauty or looks in specific ways, while the same rhetorics depict 

male bombers’ life and social circumstances or religious and personal beliefs. Moves to 

                                                
93. Katrina Jaworski, “The Male Preserve of Martyrdom: Representations of Palestinian 

Female Suicide Bombers in Australian Newsprint Media,” Feminist Media 
Studies 10, no. 2 (2010): 124. 

94. Jaworski, “The Male Preserve of Martyrdom,” 123-124. 
95. Terri Toles Patkin, “Explosive Baggage: Female Palestinian Suicide Bombers and 
 the Rhetoric of Emotion,” Women and Language 27, no. 2 (2004): 80. 
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frame the bombers as individualized subjects, subjects that have strayed from the norm in 

ways that are evil or cruel, are grounded in the horror expressed at the attacks. 

 Asad describes this phenomenon: “Unimaginable cruelties perpetuated in secret 

or openly, by dictatorships and democracies, criminals and prison systems, racially 

oriented immigration policies and ethnic cleansing, torture and imperial wars are all 

evident in the world today. What leads liberal moralists to react to suicide bombings with 

such horror?...Suicide operations do not kill as many civilians as conventional warfare 

does, and yet people react to them with exceptional horror.”96 The most dramatic 

example comes from reaction to the suicide attacks on September 11, 2001 in the United 

States. President George W. Bush’s discourse in his address to the nation constitutes the 

horror expressed by the Western public: “Today, our nation saw evil -- the very worst of 

human nature…Tonight, I ask for your prayers for all those who grieve, for the children 

whose worlds have been shattered, for all whose sense of safety and security has been 

threatened.”97 The site www.september11news.com has taken as its mission the 

cataloguing of every United States city’s newspaper headline from the suicide attacks of 

September 11. It offers a number of headlines consistent with Bush’s sentiment of horror, 

including “Morning of Terror”, “America Savaged”, “Unthinkable”, “Who Did This?”, 

and “Evil Acts of Terror Shock the Nation.”98  

                                                
96. Asad, On Suicide Bombing, 65. 
97. George W. Bush, “Address to the Nation on September 11, 2001,” Public Papers of 

the Presidents of the United States. http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/WCPD-2001-
09-17/html/WCPD-2001-09-17-Pg1301-2.htm 

98. Photographic images of major city’s newspaper headlines, last accessed March 1, 
 2013 at http://www.september11news.com/USAPapers2.htm 
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 In short, the horror prominent in reactions to suicide bombing links to an 

immediate move in social and news discourses to shrink the actor. The drive to 

psychoanalyze the subject, assessing their individual motivations and intents, alongside 

detailed rhetoric of bombers’ backgrounds, histories, and personal attributes is precisely 

what drives our reactionary horror toward the event. Communication scholarship, along 

with the scholarship of other major disciplines writing about suicide attacks such as 

anthropology, sociology, psychology, and political science has been proactive in pointing 

us to these trends in news and social rhetoric. These discourses overlap, proliferate, and 

generate subjectivities. They become the normative manner by which social control and 

discipline emerge as central goals of naming (and shrinking) the actor. Yet, still absent is 

a move to understand the rhetoricity of the act of suicide attack. In shrinking the actor, 

and developing the assemblages and discourses that proliferate from that discursive move 

toward new, more individualized subjectivities, the state becomes absent in suicide 

bombing rhetoric. Systemic or political understandings of the act are silenced. The focus 

on individual bombers, their gender, their personal attributes and so on assembles the 

subjective understandings of suicide attacks. The state and collective institutions are able 

to become invisible in these formations. In the rare cases where these institutions are 

made evident, the healthy bodies of the state or collective institutions are juxtaposed 

against the violent, horrific, and often psychologically unstable body of the suicide 

bomber. Looking to the rhetoricity of suicide attacks rather allows the ability to traverse 

these discursive boundaries. In this extension of exploration, new formations can emerge 

and offer insight into the society of control or technologies of government that pervade 
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the global war on terror. Specifically, a turn away from this intent-based rhetoric and 

toward an understanding of material rhetoric of the body via rhetoricoviolence opens 

modes of investigation as to the ways suicide attack subjects are legitimated as targets. 

To better explicate these theoretical moves, it seems helpful to turn to a potential 

example. 

Steps to Die: The Rhetoricity of Suicide Attack Preparation Ritual on September 11 

 Much speculation exists regarding the last moments of a suicide bomber’s life, the 

days leading up to the attack, and the rituals the individual completes in preparation for 

the attack itself. The fascination with these rituals is another aspect of the media’s quest 

to shrink the actor, this time in scrutinizing small actions, words, or bodily changes as a 

way to psychoanalyze the subject. Juliet Lapidos, writing for Slate magazine, offers a 

flagship example in her article “Hair Today, Gone Tomorrow,” an article claiming to 

address the question: “Why do suicide bombers shave their bodies?”99 Or consider the 

CRS report for Congress, released by the Federation of American Scientists in 2003. Its 

author, Audrey Cronin, a “specialist in terrorism,” notes “there is often a sense of 

desperation or almost inhuman determination on the part of a suicide attacker. The rituals 

in which the prospective attacker typically engages are designed to make it virtually 

impossible to back out of an attack without losing honor and a place in society. 

Sometimes prospective attackers are encouraged to lie down in graves to have the feeling 

                                                
99. Juliet Lapidos, “Hair Today, Gone Tomorrow,” Slate Magazine (March 25, 2008) 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/explainer/2008/03/hair_today_g
one_tomorrow.html 
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of peace that they are told they will experience after death.”100  

 In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, a highly publicized set of suicide attacks 

against strategic targets in the United States, the drive in the Western news media to 

shrink the actor was satisfied in part by the release of a four-page document written by 

Mohammed Atta. Atta, a 33 year old man of Egyptian decent, is primarily remembered 

for his role as hijacker and pilot of American Airlines Flight 11 on September 11, the 

airplane that was flown into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in Manhattan, 

NY. News outlets around the world released the document after the attacks. The London 

based newspaper, The Guardian, released Atta’s letter as it was received by the Central 

Intelligence Agency and as Imad Musa, translator with the Washington, D.C. based firm 

Capital Communications Group, translated it.101  

 Atta’s letter102 seems to serve largely as a compilation of instructions for him and 

fellow attack planners. He opens with a clear set of rituals for the “last night” before the 

attack. A few sections from the opening of his letter are quoted at length here: 

 THE LAST NIGHT  
 1) Making an oath to die and renew your intentions. Shave excess hair from the 
 body and wear cologne. Shower…  
 3) Read al-Tawba and Anfal [traditional war chapters from the Qur'an] and reflect 
 on their meanings and remember all of the things God has promised for the 
 martyrs…  

                                                
100. Audrey Kurth Cronin, “CRS Report for Congress: Terrorism and Suicide Attacks,” 

Congressional Research Service, The Library of Congress (August 28, 2003), 11. 
www.fas.org/irp/crs/RL32058.pdf 

101. Translations of Arabic materials, spoken and written, are often contested by various 
translators. I use this translation of Atta’s letter as it was the only translation 
released to the news media by the United States Central Intelligence Agency. 

102. “Last Words of a Terrorist” published in The Guardian (September 30, 2001) 
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2001/sep/30/terrorism.september113 
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 5) Pray during the night and be persistent in asking God to give you victory, 
 control and conquest, and that He may make your task easier and not expose us…  
 7) Purify your soul from all unclean things. Completely forget something called 
 'this world' [or 'this life']. The time for play is over and the serious time is upon 
 us. How much time have we wasted in our lives? Shouldn't we take advantage of 
 these last hours to offer good deeds and obedience?...  
 11) Remind yourself of the supplications and of your brethren and ponder their 
 meanings. The morning and evening supplications, and the supplications of 
 [entering] a town, and the [unclear] supplications, and the supplications said 
 before meeting the enemy.  
 12) Bless your body with some verses of the Qur'an [done by reading verses into 
 one's hands and then rubbing the hands over whatever is to be blessed], the 
 luggage, clothes, the knife, your personal effects, your ID, passport, and all your 
 papers.  
 13) Check your weapon before you leave and long before you leave. (You must 
 make your knife sharp and must not discomfort your animal during the slaughter).  
 14) Tighten your clothes [a reference to making sure his clothes will cover his 
 private parts at all times], since this is the way of the pious generations after the 
 Prophet. They  would tighten their clothes before battle. Tighten your shoes well, 
 wear socks so that your feet will be solidly in your shoes. All of these are worldly 
 things [that humans can do to control their fate, although God decrees what will 
 work and what won't] and the rest is left to God, the best One to depend on.  
 15) Pray the morning prayer in a group and ponder the great rewards of that 
 prayer. Make supplications afterwards, and do not leave your apartment unless 
 you have performed ablution before leaving, because the angels will ask for your 
 forgiveness as long as you are in a state of ablution, and will pray for you.  
 
Rituals from Atta’s letter include shaving, showering, applying cologne, praying, reading 

aloud particular chapters and verses in the Koran and other religious texts, wearing tight 

clothes, and rubbing prayerful hands over luggage and other personal items. In Atta’s 

rhetoric of ritual, the discourses seized when audiences shrink the actor are activated. 

Each ritual Atta describes (e.g. shaving) becomes an act that is thought to carry particular 

meaning or significance to the larger suicide attack by recipients of his act. Shrinking the 

actor (in this case, Atta) emerges as a means to take these smaller details of meaning or 

significance and hold them up to the larger rhetorical constitution of the subject, in the 

ultimate quest of answering a highly rhetorical question like “Why did he commit this 
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horrific act?” 

 Yet, glimpses into Atta’s rhetorical mandate of pre-attack rituals can be 

understood as the first tools to reveal the rhetoricity that exists in his larger dedication. In 

the knowledge of these practices, but more vitally in the rhetorical analysis of the actions, 

the recording of the actions, the publishing of the recording of the actions, and so on, 

their rhetoricity becomes apparent. For example, Atta’s letter alongside images of his 

hotel room or sleeping quarters the night before the attack alongside assessments of his 

luggage, his clothes, and his weapon allow the possibility to assemble a more complete 

constitutive glance at the material rhetorics of the attack. Here, mapping the meaning 

present in Atta’s acts works in part to reveal their linkage to both the social trends to 

psychologize him and to generate a subjectivity in which he, and others like him, 

become(s) legitimated as targets after the attack. This move to constitute a more 

disciplinary mode of existence in the aftermath of the attack emerges. 

 In this sense, Atta’s references to not only physical actions and bodily movements 

but also to particular understandings of religious doctrine are important textual, but also 

material, clues particularly when considered against the physical actions, movements, and 

other rhetorical domains Atta creates. Some of the contradictions present point to ways 

Atta is later framed as psychologically unstable, such as the way his opening mandate for 

each bomber to engage in particular physical acts such as applying cologne [1] is read 

against his later edict that actors are to abandon all worldly things [14]. Or additionally, 

his reference to a sharp weapon (knife) in [13] because “you must not discomfort your 

animal during the slaughter.” The contradiction, constructed by audiences seeking to shift 
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Atta’s (and anyone in league with Atta) subjectivities within a larger map of the global 

war on terror point to his call to refrain from causing pain, yet acceptance of causing 

death via an attack.  

 In the common drive to shrink Atta, these contradictions might be (and often were 

in dominant news media coverage of the event) construed as signs of instability, 

madness, or pure evil. When psychoanalyzing the subject (or when identifying the 

psychoanalyzing present in readings of violent acts) becomes the prominent mode of 

meaning making with regard to Atta’s words, two implications ensue. First, 

individualization occurs in the pursuit to make sense of the larger social phenomena. 

Bombers motives are derived from highly individual descriptive means or first person 

artifacts like Atta’s letter. Their motives are then determined through the linking of the 

details of small acts like shaving to the larger act of perpetrating the horror of the suicide 

attack. These motives then can become both descriptive and more importantly, 

prescriptive in understanding suicide bombing and its subjects. We are expected to not 

only understand Atta by understanding the small rituals he details, but to understand his 

larger act of participation in the bombing – and to catalogue his subjectivity accordingly, 

as well as that of his accomplices, friends, and anyone who provided him comfort. 

Disciplinary modes of existence emerge from which control procedures then evolve to be 

wielded against these new subjectivities within the map of the global war on terror, from 

racial profiling to monitoring of mosques to surveillance of hotel and airport spaces. This 

explosion of social forms rests in the moment when Atta’s edict of applying cologne 

begins a domino effect of striving to “understand” his larger motives and hence, 
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regenerating new subject positions for him to occupy in the larger map of the global war 

on terror. 

 Second, and most importantly, this trend eliminates the space to understand the 

smaller actions’ rhetoricity, their place in a larger social stratum where rhetoricality has 

come to be a mode of human existence. In the urge to tip the first domino in the spiral of 

discipline and control described above, actions become rote and prescriptive in ways that 

disallow polysemy or alternative interpretation. This leads to a fundamental inability to 

conduct revealing analysis and it allows analysis that can be performed to suffer from an 

overly prescriptive mode of conduct and problem solving method. What results is a 

cyclical process in which the following order progresses: suicide attack occurs, shrinking 

of actors occurs, meaning is assessed and prescribed, new subjectivities are generated for 

actors, and disciplinary measures of control are employed.  

 Overall, a look at Atta’s case through an understanding of material rhetoric’s 

approach to the body allows this dissertation to map a point in the global war on terror in 

which a terrorist subject becomes legitimated as a subject to be attacked, along with any 

friends, family members, or anyone who provides comfort to that terrorist subject. In fact, 

based on the control mechanisms implemented after September 11th noted herein 

(including racial profiling, mosque attacks, etc.), any subject vaguely associated with a 

terrorist subject is at risk of corporeal violence. Rhetoricoviolence, and the rhetorical 

cartography at work in this dissertation, looks to suicide attack, and empirically the 

suicide attack of September 11th, as a moment when some subjects go from being allowed 

to occupy one space on the map to being forced into another space on the map. The latter 
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subject position means they are marked as a body upon which violence is not only 

possible, but encouraged, especially when committed against the terrorist body by the 

state. The next chapter of this dissertation will explore this component of 

rhetoricoviolence further, looking to an empirical way that state violence has developed 

against terrorist bodies in the war on terror: the technology of drone attacks. 
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Chapter Four: 
The Rise of United States Drone Culture: The State’s Campaign of Violence and Its 

Ceaseless Circulation 
 
 
 Bob Schieffer (to Mitt Romney): Let me ask you governor, because we know 
President Obama’s position on this, what is your position on the use of drones? 
 
 Mitt Romney: Well, I believe that we should use any and all means necessary to 
take out people who pose a threat to us and our friends around the world. And, its widely 
reported that drones are being used in drones strikes and I support that entirely and feel 
the president was right to up the usage of that technology and believe that we should 
continue to use it to continue go after people who pose a threat to this nation and to our 
friends. 
 

- From the third presidential debate, Lynn University103  
 
 
 Governments have to regularise and institutionalise the practice of war, especially 
when it appears likely to last for many years...The process of inducing consent – of 
normalising the practice of war – therefore requires more than just propaganda or ‘public 
diplomacy’: it actually requires the construction of a whole new language, or a kind of 
public narrative…it requires the remaking of the world and the creation of a new and 
unquestioned reality in which the application of state violence appears normal and 
reasonable.  
 

- Richard Jackson104  
 
 
"We must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented 
society. When machines and computers, profit motives and property rights are considered 
more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, militarism and economic 
exploitation are incapable of being conquered." 
 

Martin Luther King, Jr.105  

                                                
103. Presidential Debate Video and Transcript, October 22, 2012  

http://www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=50133689n.  
104. Richard Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism: Language, Politics, and Counter-

Terrorism (Manchester, United Kingdom: Manchester University Press, 2005): 1. 
Distributed in the United States by New York: Palgrave. 

105. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Why I Am Opposed to the War in Vietnam,” audio 
 recording accessed March 6, 2013 at 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b80Bsw0UG-U. 
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 Roughly four minutes into his seventeen minute address at the White House 

Correspondent’s Dinner on May 1, 2010, President Barack Obama scanned the room for 

VIP attendees, cracking jokes that would make big headlines the following Monday, 

including the concisely ironic claim: “Obama Kills at White House Correspondent’s 

Dinner.”106 First up in his line of jabs, Obama pointed a forefinger across the room, 

noting:  

 The Jonas Brothers are here. They’re out there somewhere. Sasha and Malia are 
 huge fans. But boys, don’t get any ideas. I have two words for you: Predator 
 drones. [laughter] You will never see it coming. You think I’m joking.107  
 
The crowd laughed heartily, and Obama moved on to other targets of his jovial ire, from 

Senator John McCain to House Majority Leader John Boehner to his own Chief of Staff 

Rahm Emmanuel. In the following weekly news cycle, Obama’s speech was lauded. The 

Huffington Post was but one of many news outlets citing the short address as a highlight 

of Obama’s embattled months after the passage of the Affordable Care Act. 

 Activist Medea Benjamin points to a more tempered reception of the speech 

abroad. “For people in Pakistan, where American drones have been dropping their 

Hellfire missiles, Obama’s joke lost something in translation.”108 According to Pakistani 

journalist Khawar Rizvi, few Pakistanis had heard of the Jonas Brothers, nor did they 

                                                
106. “Obama Kills at White House Correspondents’ Dinner,” Associated 

Press/Huffington Post, July 1, 2010 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/05/01/2010-white-house-
correspo_n_559901.html. 

107. “President Obama and Jay Leno at White House Correspondents’ Dinner,” video 
recording, White House Video & Audio http://www.whitehouse.gov/photos-and-
video/video/president-obama-and-jay-leno-white-house-correspondents-dinner.  

108. Medea Benjamin, Drone Warfare: Killing by Remote Control (New York: O/R 
Books, 2012), 12. 
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understand the romantic humor implied in the reference about President Obama’s two 

daughters. “But one thing we did understand: there’s nothing funny about Predator 

drones,” concluded Rizvi. This disconnect reveals a serious and glaring difference in the 

rhetorical uptake of United States participation in, and expansion of, a targeted drone 

program as part of its foreign policy in the Muslim world, especially in the context of the 

global war on terror. Yet, in terms of national debate on the subject of drone use, elite 

voices of dissent have been virtually nonexistent. 

 Take for example the third presidential debate of 2012 between Governor Mitt 

Romney and President Obama. In the midst of a campaign frequently labeled “one of the 

nastiest and most personal of modern times,”109 so bad that it will “take time and great 

effort for the winner to drain the poison from the system,”110 the candidates were able to 

find a moment of absolute agreement when Bob Schieffer introduced the topic of drones: 

 Bob Schieffer (to Mitt Romney): Let me ask you governor, because we know 
 President Obama’s position on this, what is your position on the use of drones? 
 
 Mitt Romney: Well, I believe that we should use any and all means necessary to 
 take out people who pose a threat to us and our friends around the world. And, its 
 widely reported that drones are being used in drones strikes and I support that 
 entirely and feel the president was right to up the usage of that technology and 
 believe that we should continue to use it to continue go after people who pose a 
 threat to this nation and to our friends. 
 
No nasty, personal attacks on this topic were to be found. 

                                                
109.  Nancy Cordes, “What Substance? Campaign Attacks Get Nastier Than Ever,” CBS 

Evening News, video August 15, 2012. http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-
18563_162-57494114/what-substance-campaign-attacks-get-nastier-than-ever/. 

110. Dan Balz, “President Obama, Mitt Romney Running a Most Poisonous Campaign,” 
Washington Post Politics, August 15, 2012. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/a-most-poisonous-
campaign/2012/08/15/16715a08-e6e7-11e1-8f62-58260e3940a0_story_1.html.  
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 The overt agreement between Romney and Obama, in the midst of a contentious 

presidential election cycle, indicates a trend articulated by political scientist Richard 

Jackson, who, as noted in the epigraph, argues: 

 Governments have to regularise and institutionalise the practice of war, especially 
 when it appears likely to last for many years...The process of inducing consent – 
 of normalising the practice of war – therefore requires more than just propaganda 
 or ‘public diplomacy’: it actually requires the construction of a whole new 
 language, or a kind of public narrative…it requires the remaking of the world and 
 the creation of a new and unquestioned reality in which the application of state 
 violence appears normal and reasonable.  
 
These side-by-side pieces of discourse open this chapter as a way to suggest that while 

President Obama’s crack at the White House Correspondent’s Dinner may reveal the 

administration’s more cavalier approach to the drone program, the moment between 

Romney and Obama solidifies Jackson’s claims in practice. The drone program has 

allowed the application of state violence, in the form of technological surveillance and 

targeted killing, to appear normal and reasonable against terrorist bodies, becoming so 

institutionalized that even the fiercest of political foes can agree on the program’s 

necessity and success. 

 In this chapter, I discuss the United States’ drone program, arguing that drones are 

a key exemplar of rhetoricoviolence insofar as they bundle violence and rhetoric together. 

Where Jackson notes the remaking of worlds necessary to normalize forms of state 

violence, material rhetorics help enact worldmaking that has normalized drone attacks 

upon targets throughout the Arab and Muslim world. In building these claims, this 

chapter will unfold in three parts. First, it will trace a history of the United States’ 

acquisition and enhancement of drone technologies, and their deployment in various 
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global conflicts, most recently as a keystone of the war on terror. Next, it will return to 

the theoretical conclusions drawn in the first chapter of this dissertation, arguing that the 

drone program is illuminated and nuanced by an understanding of rhetoricoviolence. 

Third, it will spend the remainder of its pages identifying three conclusions drawn from 

framing drone use as a component of rhetoricoviolence. First, in the cartography of 

drones, there exist paths of concealment, revelation, and normalization of the drone 

program that work to regenerate new space for subjectivity and rhetorical situations. 

Second, technological politics of warfare stemming from the drone program has 

significant implications for governance. Third, a variety of newly constituted rhetorical 

situations and subjectivities become materialized by the rhetoricoviolence of drones. 

The Development of Drone Culture: The United States, Israel, and the 

Technological Circulation of Personless Killing Tools 

 Chief Washington correspondent of the New York Times, David Sanger, writes 

that for the Obama administration, drones “are the perfect tools for an age of austerity – 

far cheaper than landing troops in remote deserts and mountains, and often more precise. 

Obama’s aides, when persuaded to talk about the subject, are the first to volunteer that 

these new tools are exactly that – tools, useful in some situations, useless in others.”111 

Even in its earliest incarnations, the technological tool now known as a drone was 

designed with personless warfare as its primary objective. As drone historians Medea 

                                                
111. David E. Sanger, Confront and Conceal: Obama’s Secret Wars and Surprising Use 

of American Power (New York: Crown Publishers, 2012), 243.  
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Benjamin and Nick Turse112 point out, the technology for flying remotely appeared in the 

United States’ military arsenal as early as World War I. The US, UK, and Germany all 

began using the earliest drones in anti-aircraft targeting exercises. 

 By the time the conflicts in World War II and Korea escalated, unmanned113 aerial 

crafts were being used as guided missiles, including the most infamous case forgotten by 

history: a World War II experimental mission gone awry in which President Kennedy’s 

older brother Joe was killed at age 29 in a secret drone operation over Germany. Termed 

Operation Aphrodite, Kennedy was a test pilot in the program where explosive laden B-

17 Flying Fortress bombers were designed to deliberately crash into German targets by 

remote control. However, since the planes were not equipped to take off remotely, a pilot 

would fly the plane above 2000 feet, aim the detonators toward a specified target, then 

parachute to safety from the aircraft before it catapulted into its target below. The 

operation was particularly deadly, killing over 70% of the pilots who undertook 

Aphrodite missions, and was halted by the U.S. Air Force in early 1945. 

                                                
112. Nick Turse and Tom Engelhardt, Terminator Planet: The First History of Drone 

Warfare, 2001-2050 (New York: Dispatch Books, 2012). 
113. This dissertation notes the gendered language of the military and political use of the 

term “unmanned aerial vehicle” and does not endorse it. Yet, as of now, no 
published critical scholarship has emerged confronting this particular gendered 
construction. 
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B-17 Flying Fortress Bomber114 

 However, it was Abraham Karem, chief designer for the Israeli Air Force in the 

1970s, who made, and continues to make, the most significant strides in drone 

technology. The Economist’s Technological Quarterly of December 2012, profiling 

Karem as the “dronefather”, notes that his aerial-unmanned planes “transformed the way 

modern warfare is waged—and continue to pioneer other airborne innovations.”115 After 

almost ten years building technologies for the Israeli Air Force, Karem decided to move 

to the United States, taking his technological invention to the free market for profit. 

Karem, helped by sizeable grants from the United States military’s Defense Advanced 

Research Projects Agency and the CIA, unveiled a powerful new flight-controlled 

computer called the Gnat 750 in his Southern California garage. Disappointed with the 

early financial gains from his labor, Karem sold his company, along with the Gnat 750 

technology, to Hughes Aircraft and then in turn to General Atomics, a private nuclear 

physics and defense contractor. They currently retain Karem as a consultant. 

                                                
114. All photographs in the chapter are licensed under the Creative Commons 

Attribution-ShareAlike license. This one taken from Wikipedia. 
115. “The Dronefather,” The Economist’s Technology Quarterly, December 1, 2012. 

http://www.economist.com/news/technology-quarterly/21567205-abe-karem-
created-robotic-plane-transformed-way-modern-warfare.  
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 During the conflict in Bosnia in 1993, CIA director James Woolsey turned to 

General Atomics and Karem. By 1994, the Gnat 750 was a prominent feature in the 

Bosnia conflict. Frustrated with the circuitous path the drone had to take in order to 

deliver its surveillance footage throughout the Balkans, Karem returned to the drawing 

board and reproduced the drone, adding the bulbous head now recognized as the 

prominent feature of the current Predator model most frequently deployed by the Obama 

administration. 

 

Gnat 750116 

 

RQ-1 Predator117 

                                                
116. Photo taken from FAS Intelligence Resource Program website. 

https://www.fas.org/irp/program/collect/gnat-750.htm. 
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After the redesign of the drone body to feature more direct access to surveillance 

capabilities, in 1999, Karem proposed the addition of missile capacity as the next logical 

addition to the technology. Missiles were attached to the fuselage, and the newest drone 

body was born. Armed drones were first tested in the Balkan regions in 1999 and then 

were advocated by George W. Bush’s administration as one mode of enhanced 

intelligence gathering in the aftermath of the attacks against prominent U.S. targets on 

September 11, 2001. Yet, the armed capacity of the drone was not deployed widely. 

 The hundreds of billions of dollars authorized for the wars against Afghanistan 

and Iraq in early 2002 gave birth to a new era of armed drone production. New drones 

were commissioned including the most powerful 40-foot long Reaper model. Production 

schedules were escalated for the two existing models deployed throughout the 2000s, the 

38-inch long Raven with only nearby surveillance capabilities and the 27-foot long 

Predator with its added missile capacity, introducing the newly coined “Hellfire” 

missiles. Hope flickered throughout the Pentagon for a newly designed, safer, more 

precise era of surveillance and killing tools. Then Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 

proclaimed that the newest generation of fighter jet, the F-35, would be the Pentagon’s 

last manned fighter aircraft. By 2003, drone technologies had assumed three significant 

roles in U.S. missions in Iraq and Afghanistan: 1) supplying air support when ground 

troops came under attack, 2) patrolling aerial positions to surveil suspicious activity, and 

3) conducting targeted killings of suspected terrorists. 

 The current drone program would not fully come into fruition until the 2008 

                                                                                                                                            
117. Photo taken from Wikipedia.  
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election of President Obama, largely as a result of the Bush administration’s legal 

misgivings about the technology. Richard A. Clarke, White House counterterrorism 

adviser to George W. Bush as well as Bill Clinton and George Bush, describes at length 

the resistance met upon suggesting expansion of drone use for targeted killings in the 

early 2000s: 

 In full disclosure, I should make clear that I was one of the first people in the 
 government to advocate the use of armed drones against terrorists. At the time, in 
 2000 and 2001, both the CIA and the Pentagon opposed the idea. 
 
 The CIA said its job was using spies, humans on the ground. Their spies, 
 however, had been unable to tell us where Osama Bin Laden was in real time. Nor 
 had they been able to carry out President Bill Clinton’s orders to use lethal force 
 against Bin Laden. The Pentagon said it preferred to fly aircraft with pilots in 
 them and that the Pentagon did not carry out covert operations. 
 
 Clinton, however, agreed with me and ordered the use of the Predator to find Bin 
 Laden.  We found him in October 2000 using a Predator. There was, however, no 
 such thing then as an armed Predator, so we saw him but could not kill him. 
 
 After that experience, orders were given to create an armed drone, quickly. When 
 President George W. Bush came into office, the CIA and DOD refused to fly the 
 armed Predator to get Bin Laden in Afghanistan, including balking at a cabinet 
 level meeting on Sept. 4, 2001. 
 
 A week later, the CIA and DOD were embracing the idea of an armed Predator as 
 their own. Within a few more weeks, the armed Predator had its first victim, 
 Muhammad Atef, the head of Al Qaeda’s military wing, in an attack in Kabul. 
 Bush remained reluctant throughout the next eight years to use drones often 
 against Al Qaeda in Pakistan. 
 
 Once in office, Obama had no such hesitation. Predator and its newer, larger 
 version, Reaper, have killed scores of Al Qaeda leaders in Pakistan, as well as in 
 Afghanistan and Yemen.118  
 
Thus, the era of what David Sanger has termed “Obama’s Secret Wars” began. Since 
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2008, the use of targeted drone operations has increased forty-fold, with most missions 

focused throughout Pakistan, Yemen, and northern Afghanistan. In Pakistan alone, nearly 

329 strikes have killed between 1,910 and 3,228 people in the region, an estimated 400 to 

900 of which were civilian causalities,119 though these numbers are contested among 

various U.S. intelligence agencies. 

 Once the Obama administration bought into drone technology, they were all-in on 

its outcomes. Their increased deployment began to register a more concise story about 

the drone experience, particularly for targets on the ground. As Sanger explains,  

 The Predator, a twenty-seven-foot-long misshapen plane, can spend a full day in 
 the air, so high it cannot be seen. The Reaper, a larger, more powerful, and 
 deadlier version of the Predator, can fly up to 50,000 feet. They are outfitted with 
 cameras and radar that allow them to spy on suspicious groups and hone in on 
 targets. While the Predator is  armed with two laser-guided Hellfire missiles, the 
 Reaper carries four, and two 500-pound ‘smart’ bombs that guide their way to a 
 target. Apart from the strange bee-like sound permeating the ear from drones 
 flying high above, there is little warning for the sudden explosion as a missile or 
 bomb launched from the drone reaches its unfortunate victim, leaving behind only 
 body parts.120  
 
The infrastructure of the drone program is global, traversing state borders, with drone 

pilots in Air Force bases from Nevada to Virginia “operating the Predators and Reapers 

with joysticks while viewing live images beamed back from the drones’ sophisticated 

camera systems”121 to mechanical crews working on drone bodies throughout 

Afghanistan, Somalia, Pakistan, and beyond.  

 All in all, the program’s rapid escalation, in deployment and infrastructure, 
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presents a confounding problem for members of the Obama administration, all of whom 

repeatedly refuse to officially discuss the technology and its use in any detail. In the late 

1970s, the Church Committee (named for Senator Frank Church of Idaho) decisively 

concluded that assassinations were a damning component of United States foreign policy 

prompting President Gerald Ford’s executive order prohibiting targeted assassinations, an 

order that remains in place today. Obama’s first Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, 

reiterated this message in January of 2012, well into the Obama administration’s 

enhanced use of drone technology, denouncing the targeted killing of Iranian nuclear 

scientist Mostafa Ahmadi Roshan. Stating that she “categorically denied any United 

States involvement” in the action, she played a role in formalizing an apparent U.S. 

commitment to oppose targeted killings. 

 Perhaps the newest chapter of drone technology’s history comes with Obama’s 

claims, in the context of the 2012 presidential election battle against Mitt Romney, that 

new rules of engagement must be invented for the continued use of drones. Appearing on 

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart in October of 2012, President Obama summarized his 

newly emerging requests for “clear standards” concerning the use of drones: “One of the 

things we’ve got to do is put a legal architecture in place, and we need Congressional 

help in order to do that, to make sure that not only am I reined in but any president’s 

reined in in terms of some of the decisions that we’re making.”122 A similar story 

surfaced from Obama’s interview with Mark Bowden, author of an upcoming book about 
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the killing of Osama bin Laden, when Obama argued that “creating a legal structure, 

processes, with oversight checks on how we use unmanned weapons, is going to be a 

challenge for me and my successors for some time to come.”123 

 Yet many news organizations, along with the American Civil Liberties Union, 

have tracked the administration’s development of clearer standards on the issue of drone 

deployment. As Scott Shane of The New York Times reported after Obama’s election 

day win over Republican Mitt Romney, “With a continuing debate about the proper limits 

of drone strikes, Mr. Obama did not want to leave an ‘amorphous’ program to his 

successor, the official said. The effort, which would have been rushed to completion by 

January had Mr. Romney won, will now be finished at a more leisurely pace, the official 

said.”124 With the election results outstanding, Obama pushed for clearer standards, 

perhaps because he feared the future of the program outside his own administration’s 

hands. Nonetheless, of note is the administration’s gradually deafening silence on the 

new rules of engagement involving drones since Obama’s November 2012 election 

victory. 

 Drone pilots express their own disturbing view of their participation in the 

program, voices often absent from public discourse on the subject of drones. In an 

interview for Sanger’s book on drones, one pilot expressed the experiences of many, 

arguing, “They feel they almost know too much about their targets. They watch them for 

days before a strike and have often seen them play with their children or drop them off at 
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school” and summarized his own experience by stating, “You feel less like a pilot than a 

sniper.”125 Elsewhere in his interview with Mark Bowden, President Obama offered 

perhaps his most illuminating statement on the power of the drone program: “There’s a 

remoteness to it that makes it tempting to think that somehow we can, without any mess 

on our hands, solve vexing security problems.” The future of drone development gestures 

toward Obama’s desires for a “clean” warfare revolution. At the Wright-Patterson Air 

Force Base in Ohio, a facility existing as part museum (dedicated to the Wright brother’s 

first manned aircraft) and part research and development testing ground, a “microaviary” 

room grows in size each year, with the next generation of unmanned drones buzzing 

around. The facility is spearheading development of the Switchblade drone, described as 

a “kamikaze” technology that can be launched from a soldier’s backpack on the ground, 

guided, and then dive directly at a specified target. According to Sanger, these new 

drones look nothing like their Predator and Reaper cousins. Rather, “they look like hawks 

and moths and bugs – if one of them went down [dysfunctional] in Iran…no one would 

notice.”126 With this notion of a mess-less war at the forefront of current military and 

political discourse, and keeping in mind the recent debates over clear standards of 

engagement (which this chapter will return to in its conclusion), I move on now to 

discuss rhetoricoviolence and its theoretical application in the case of the United States 

drone program.  

 

 

                                                
125. Sanger, Confront and Conceal, 257. 
126. Ibid., 269. 



 

 91 

Rhetorical Cartography of Drone Culture: Circulating Discourses of Power 

 In the first chapter of this monograph, I explored rhetoric and communication 

studies’ disciplinary relationship to violence. I now expand two vital moments in 

rhetorical studies that illuminate the explorations of this dissertation, material rhetoric 

and rhetorical circulation and cartography. Making an effort to avoid repetition of 

prefaced arguments, I return to those concepts here, extending them into the notion of 

rhetoricoviolence and using them as a frame to think about the United States drone 

program. 

 What is the relationship between rhetoric and violence with regard to the social, 

ethical, and political problems of drones? In many ways, the drone program historically 

represents one of the most significant political, ethical, and social problems of the public 

sphere in modern times. As Amy Davidson writes in The New Yorker: 

 There is still no consensus about what the limits should be—how much 
 “flexibility” a President gets. The Obama Administration has already approved 
 the killing of an American citizen living abroad without any judicial proceedings. 
 That was in Yemen, but why couldn’t it have been in Paris? The targets of the 
 assassination are referred to as terrorists, but what’s often meant by that is alleged 
 terrorists, or alleged terrorist associates, or alleged by some other government to 
 be dangerous in ways more or less defined. Since in some so-called signature 
 strikes, carried out by drones, we are not killing people whose names we even 
 know, but ones who are behaving in ways that fit a certain profile, the right phrase 
 might be “suspected bad-guy character.” Or something—our targets are 
 frequently no clearer than our standards. Meanwhile, the strikes kill and 
 displace civilians, and earn us enemies and distrust.127  
 
Davidson’s concerns are perhaps better grounded in Shazhad Bashir and Robert D. 

Crews’ more recent treatment of the manner in which drones have generated problems of 
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conflict, throughout the spaces of the global war on terror: 

 People who live there [Afghanistan or Pakistan] would seem to become historical 
 subjects only when acted upon by outsiders, most recently by Americans and 
 their NATO allies. The most striking image of this engagement with the 
 inhabitants of the region is that of the drone aircraft, piloted from Nevada or 
 Florida, conducting high-altitude aerial surveillance of this rugged borderland and 
 periodically unleashing lethal fire on suspected militants below in what many 
 commentators have understood as a contest between the sophisticated technology 
 of the modern, civilized West and the savagery of a backward foe. In the absence 
 of such intervention [drones], these populations are portrayed as living without 
 any sense of change, eternally wallowing in a world of barbarity, which if left to 
 itself would ultimately strike out against the security of the West.128  
 
 For scholars of discourse, Greene discerns these problems of publics, subjects, 

and rhetoric’s role in public life through rhetorical materialism. Tracing the history of 

materialist claims to rhetoric, Greene carefully reads work from thinkers concerned with 

a materialist rhetoric including Michael Calvin McGee, Dana Cloud, Raymie McKerrow, 

and Maurice Charland. Drawing from both the insights of these works and their 

limitations, Greene offers a perspective on the way “rhetorical practices function as a 

technology of deliberation by distributing discourses, institutions, and populations into a 

field of action. In so doing, rhetoric allows for a governing apparatus to make judgments 

about what it should govern, how it should govern, as well as offering mechanisms for 

evaluating the success of failure of governing.”129 In this vein, Greene suggests that the 

task of the rhetorical scholar or critic is rather to “focus on how rhetorical practices create 

the conditions of possibility for a governing apparatus to judge and program reality.”130  
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 Greene owes his intellectual forerunners much in terms of generating the 

parameters of rhetorical materialism, particularly McGee, whose 1982 argument opened 

rhetoric’s expanse into the study of materialism in claiming that discourse should be 

understood as “material rather than merely representational of mental and empirical 

phenomena.”131 In addition, his juxtaposition to the work of Dana Cloud on the issue of 

how rhetorical materialism comes to be best understood in rhetorical studies provides 

much of the groundwork for rhetorical materialism’s emergence. Where Cloud prefers to 

vest her argument in the persuasive force of protest rhetoric to mediate between 

essentialized ruling and working classes, Greene pushes for an understanding that nothing 

can be clear about particular sets of rhetorical practices as a result of their 

interconnectivity and position within larger networks of power and governance. In 

thinking about the need for and structure of rhetoricoviolence, Greene’s assertions 

strikingly overlap with Richard Jackson’s claim that new narratives are necessary in the 

“remaking of the world and the creation of a new and unquestioned reality in which the 

application of state violence appears normal and reasonable.” These material rhetorics 

serve as new apparatuses of power, and in this case, of governance. 

 In putting Greene’s claims to work, I argue that rhetorical cartography and 

circulation are vital tools for thinking through instances of rhetoricoviolence. Adding to 

this insight, Catherine Chaput shifts the boundaries and purpose of understanding the 

rhetorical situation as material: 
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 From [the rhetorical situation] as a temporally and spatially fixed site of exigency, 
 constraints, and discourse to rhetorical circulation as a fluidity of everyday 
 practices, affects, and uncertainties. Unhinged from its role in negotiating political 
 agency, rhetoric bursts through its site-specific bounds, circulates, and gives value 
 to everyday practices, just as the constant circulation of production and 
 consumption generates political economic values. While money mediates the 
 latter, rhetoric mediates the former and both  need to be theorized if we wish to 
 engage the neoliberal structures of late capitalism more completely. This means 
 turning away from closed situations in which specific problems are deliberated by 
 identifiable subjects who hold clear ideologies and turning toward transsituated 
 circuits that include ordinary spaces and subjects who have fluctuating 
 identities.132 
 
Chaput points to circulation as an escape from the problem of fixed sites in rhetoric. 

Herein lies the first real impact for studying drones through rhetoricoviolence. Not only 

does the drone body itself circulate from its point of creation to the varied high-altitude 

positions around the Middle East (and increasingly, we suspect, domestic spaces as 

well)133, but the missiles also circulate through advanced technological networks of 

directionality in order to find their targets. Drone targets, referred to anything from 

“insurgents” to “alleged terrorist associates” and much in between, circulate between 

their homes, places of work, their children’s schools, and beyond. Drone pilots circulate 

through systemic training programs and move between screens of surveillance data that 

eventually lead to a drone launch and detonation. The technology itself can be mapped in 

its development and use from Israel through most of Western and Eastern Europe to the 
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United States and beyond. Chaput’s everyday practices, uncertainties, and affects 

permeate each of these spaces, in addition to each network being its own set of 

transsituated circuits through which rhetoric and violence travel together, often 

indistinguishable from one another. While the exigence of September 11th may have 

generated the rhetorical situation termed “the global war on terror,” a number of moments 

have shifted the possibilities for subjectivity within the rhetorical cartography of this war. 

Drone development, and use, marks a point on this map. And, the circulation of drone 

technologies, training, and deployment provides a scatter plot of points that supplement 

this mapping function. 

 Cartography brings a rich methodological history to this understanding, from the 

disciplines and praxis of geography, anthropology, and history. At its earliest inception, 

cartography is understood as little more than making maps, and this simple distinction 

holds true in the context of rhetoricoviolence as well. For Greene and Kuswa, rhetorical 

cartography becomes useful in the case of understanding “regional accents” of protest 

surrounding encampments and occupations associated with Occupy Wall Street, Tahrir 

Square, and beyond. As they argue, “A rhetoric of protest re-draws these maps of power 

by exposing their present configuration to the potential that another world (another map) 

is possible. As a materialist rhetoric, a rhetorical cartography of these maps of power 

forms the object and method [of their work].”134 In short, rhetorical cartography tracks 

movement, discourse, and places of power.  

 In my clarification of rhetoricoviolence, I offer three categories for its 
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establishment in my opening two chapters: 1) it is characterized by acts of violence, 2) 

the violent moments within this characterization are rhetorical, and 3) these violent 

moments can be understood as either constituent or constituted modes of violence. In 

their dissemination of both human and nonhuman bodies, drones fit the bill. Their 

deployment, as noted by U.S. officials from Obama to Richard Clarke and anonymous 

drone pilots themselves comes with an effort at context, an audience, a prefigured hope 

for reception, and certainly contingency, all elements of the rhetorical. Their deployment 

destroys human bodies and surrounding infrastructure. Technologically, this destruction 

makes no significant distinction between bodies, buildings, or other pieces of social 

infrastructure, though the human pilots who guide the attacks claim that task. Drone 

attacks are designed not only to kill suspected terrorists as part of the global war on 

terror, but also to further discourage particular types of behavior. Finally, Negri, whose 

distinctions among constituent and constituted violence permeate this work, would find it 

difficult to distinguish drones as anything other than firmly constituted violence of and by 

the state. 

 In addition, the drone program and its deployment demonstrate how material 

rhetoric and rhetorical circulation plus cartography thicken the concept of 

rhetoricoviolence. From their earliest creation as Israeli surveillance machines, to their 

use in World War II and their bodily redesign to better hone observational capabilities, all 

the way through current incarnations of research occurring in Wright-Anderson’s 

microaviary, drone development and use create the very conditions of possibility for a 

governing apparatus to judge and program reality both with regard to those who build 
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drones (e.g. Western military trends toward unmanned vehicles) and those who 

experience drones (e.g. Pakistani, Yemeni, and Afghani populations who live under the 

“buzzing” of the technology). This new governing apparatus is best able to additionally 

create stable sites of judgment concerning the use of the new technology, specifically in 

rhetorical forms like the disposition matrix and Obama’s “playbook” of rules in addition 

to the barrage of currently classified Department of Justice “white papers” and 

Department of Defense documents on the topic of how unmanned aerial vehicles can 

legally be used.  

 The drone program offers full cartographic capabilities in the possibility for 

mapping the areas of strike zones around the world, as well as regions under continual 

surveillance. That cartography reveals the excess of drones found in Middle Eastern and 

Islamic regions as well as the mapping of drone technology’s innovation through Israel, 

to the United States, and back through Israel. Not only does rhetorical cartography assist 

in drawing basic maps of power and violence, here compiling drone history, deployment, 

development, and the possibility of oversight for the program, but that mapping is central 

in offering the conditions of possibility for re-drawing and/or revealing and concealing 

other maps that are possible. This brings me to the foundational conclusions made by this 

dissertation’s application of rhetoricoviolence to the drone program. 

 First, current socio-political discourses of drones focus on a) their 

processual/judicial nature and/or b) judge the possible and realized “effectiveness” of 

drone warfare. In this rhetorical model, particular forms of dissent are concealed and 

others are normalized. Second, circulating automation and technological politics of 
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warfare have changed forms of governance in fundamental ways that entrench neoliberal 

and institutional control. Third, there exist newly constituted rhetorical situations 

embedded in the circulation of drones, seen in the rhetorical forms of the kill and capture 

list and the disposition matrix. The remainder of this chapter will be concerned with 

further explication of each conclusion. 

Socio-Political Discourse of Drones and Cartography of Dissent 

 In the United States, the use of unmanned aerial vehicles has not gone without 

critique or thoughtful discussion. In an article for CNN’s legal and judicial opinion 

section, Mary Ellen O’Connell wrote, “To make the legal argument against targeted 

killing requires sophisticated knowledge of a broader range of international law than is 

involved in defending a human right such as the right to be free from torture.” O’Connell, 

a research professor of international dispute resolution at the Kroc Institute for Peace 

Studies at the University of Notre Dame, went on to use this analogy between targeted 

killing occurring in the unmanned aerial vehicle and torture as the binary exemplar of 

how difficult it proves to classify drone deaths as outside of the law. As she concludes, 

“The question might be answered in terms of international law. When the United States 

kills people in foreign, sovereign states, the world looks to international law for the 

standard of justification…The scrutiny [of the drone program] is welcome. Yet it fails to 

critically assess the essential question: Is this killing occurring during war?”135 

 These debates have led to a standard by which the unmanned aerial vehicle 

program should be articulated, best offered by Avery Plaw, political science professor at 
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the University of Massachusetts: “Drone strikes have done more good than harm and 

should be continued, provided the Obama administration can offer more clarity on what’s 

being done and can provide a legal justification for doing it.”136 In the same forum on 

drones, published in the The New York Times in late September of 2012, law professors 

James Cavallaro and Sarah Knuckey argue that drones are problematic as a U.S. foreign 

policy tool because “U.S. practices undermine respect for the rule of law and 

international legal protections, and may set dangerous precedents for other 

governments.”137 C. Christine Fair, a professor of Peace and Security Studies, singles out 

Pakistan’s tribal regions (with which the United States does not have a declared, active 

conflict as they do in Afghanistan) as a most effective place for drone use. As she 

concludes, “Most [anti-drone] journalism relies on dubious Pakistani reports that 

exaggerate innocent civilian casualties and discount terrorist fatalities…Drones may not 

be desirable but they are the best option, at least in the tribal areas.”138 

 Another line of argument over drone production and use centers around whether 

or not U.S. drone strikes are counterproductive in terms of diminishing adherence to and 

recruitment for militant groups in the Pakistani and Afghani regions. As Owen Bowcott, 
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a legal affairs correspondent with The Guardian explains, “the CIA’s programme of 

‘targeted’ drone killings in Pakistan’s tribal heartlands is counterproductive, kills large 

numbers of civilians, and undermines respect for international law.”139 He goes on to note 

that the research he cites is particularly powerful, namely because “coming from 

American lawyers rather than overseas human rights groups, the criticisms are likely to 

be more influential in U.S. domestic debates over the legality of drone warfare.” 

Additionally, Leila Hudson, Colin S. Owens, and Matt Flannes, all affiliated with the 

School of Middle Eastern and North African Studies at the University of Arizona note 

that drone use can be critiqued in another realm: military efficiency. As they note, “the 

erosion of trust and lack of clarity in U.S. drone policy produces strategic and tactical 

confusion within U.S. defense and intelligence agencies. This confusion proves unhelpful 

as exit strategies for the Afghan war are debated and continuing evaluation of U.S.-

Pakistani relations are assessed behind closed doors.”140 

 Yet another interesting approach to drone critique comes from Daniel Klaidman, 

former Newsweek journalist and author, who, in June of 2012, gave an account of how 

President Barack Obama was first informed of a newly emerging (and now common) 

practice of “signature striking.” Signature strikes target groups of suspected militants, 

without determining identity. These stem from different procedural norms than targeted 
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strikes, which identify individuals with ties to militant organizations and aim for a 

surgical missile launch against the individual rather than the group. Klaidman recounts 

the moment that the president was informed about the nature of signature strikes: 

 Sometimes called “crowd killing,” signature strikes are deeply unpopular in 
 Pakistan. Obama struggled to understand the concept. Steve Kappes, the CIA’s 
 deputy director, offered a blunt explanation. “Mr. President, we can see that there 
 are a lot of military-age males down there, men associated with terrorist activity, 
 but we don’t always know who they are.” Obama reacted sharply. “That’s not 
 good enough for me,” he said. But he was still listening. Hayden forcefully 
 defended the signature approach. You could take out a lot more bad guys when 
 you targeted groups instead of individuals, he said. And there was another benefit: 
 the more afraid militants were to congregate, the harder it would be for them to 
 plot, plan, or train for attacks against America and its interests…Obama remained 
 unsettled. “The president’s view was ‘OK, but what assurances do I have that 
 there aren’t women and children there?” according to a source familiar with his 
 thinking. “How do I know that this is working? Who makes these decisions? 
 Where do they make them, and where’s my opportunity to intervene?”141 
 
As per Klaidman’s depiction, further developed in his recent book-length treatment of the 

subject,142 President Obama remained the voice of concern and dissent in many of the 

discussions about unmanned aerial vehicles and their deployment, particularly over the 

killing of women and children and over the legal and procedural mandates necessary for 

the program to “be legal”. This is a sharply contrasted position to Obama’s chief 

counterterrorism advisor, now CIA Director, John Brennan, quoted as replying to 

Obama’s misgivings about the program: “We’re killing these sons of bitches faster than 

they can grow them.”143 Additionally, this new discourse supplements the growing idea 
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of legal drone processes by making a distinction among various genres of strikes. 

 Overall, dissent and critique around the program has come from many sites, 

ranging from Obama’s own concerns about legality and particular “innocent bodies” (i.e. 

women and children) to academic qualms with international law and United States 

military efficiency. Yet few, if any, voices indict the program beyond its legality and its 

judicial and processual implications. Even in Obama’s concern over signature strike 

action, innocent life is reconfigured as young in the body of a child and feminine in the 

body of a woman. His own authority as president in making decisions is a primary 

rationale for interrogating strike deployment. A discourse of reasonability is normalized, 

even in dissent. Journalists, politicians, and academics harp on the drone program’s 

effectiveness in targeting the terrorists it is supposed to target and its legality in adhering 

to an always already established system of transnational legal norms. When leading 

American news outlets publish forums on the topic (e.g. The New York Times forum of 

September 2012, cited above) these mechanisms for objection are further embedded in 

the circulation of knowledges and practices with regard to drones. The January 2013 

announcement of John Brennan’s transition from counterterrorism advisor into a more 

legally articulated role of CIA Director points to the very practices of this normalization. 

 Yet, while forms of dissent against drones become normalized in particular 

discourses and practices, others evaporate from view. Circulatory exploration, with a look 

to the rhetoricoviolence of the space of drone warfare, allows several longtime drone 

activists to emerge, who are/have been organizing in the regions most affected by 

unmanned aerial vehicle attack. Among these activists is Pakistani politician and former 
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cricketer Imran Khan. 

 

Pakistani drone activist and leader of the Tehreek-e-Insaf party (Pakistan Movement for 
Justice), Imran Khan, leading a drone protest in Pashtun Tribal Lands of Pakistan, 

2012144 
 

Khan has remained mostly ignored by Western media, politicians, and academics 

discussing the implication of drone attacks, despite being an ardent opponent of drone use 

since 1998, before the American election of George W. Bush and before the September 

11, 2001 attacks by al-Qaeda against U.S. targets. His only mentions in U.S. and British 

media came after Khan led a protest against drone use in the tribal region of Pakistan in 

October of 2012. While Khan had led more than a hundred similar protests in the same 

region since 2002, this one was halted by the Pakistani government, due to the fact that 

Khan allowed leaders from the United States anti-war organization Code Pink to be a part 

of the protest, namely vocal anti-drone activist Medea Benjamin. Expressing fear that a 
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large rally featuring American protesters could safely be held in the South Waziristan 

region, the Pakistani government blocked access to the protest, and shut it down. 

Benjamin, Code Pink’s founder, hailed the trip as a success directly as a result of 

American involvement rather than Khan’s organizing efforts, noting the value as: “to 

show the face of the American people that believe that the lives of Pakistanis are as 

valuable as the lives of any American.”145  

 Khan becomes an even more fascinating case study in the normalizing power of 

everyday practice and discourse over drones when looking to his few remarks in English 

on the drone program. In two interviews with American media (one on a CNN video 

logged program and one on a CNN program airing at 8am EST), Khan offered powerful 

critiques of the unmanned aerial vehicle program that differ from the normalized 

discourses I have discussed. In an interview with Jim Clancey on CNN’s News Stream 

(now cancelled due to low ratings), Khan remarked, “According to many international 

reports, only 2% of high level targets are killed. So who are these 98%?...I just do not 

understand how anyone can sit in front of a computer screen, press some buttons, and kill 

people...this is inhuman.”146 Khan went on to expand his position on drones in an 

interview with Elliot Spitzer on CNN’s In the Arena (also cancelled in late 2011 due to 

                                                
145. “Imran Khan leads drone protesters into volatile Pakistan region,” Los Angeles 

Times (October 6, 2012). 
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146. Imran Khan, interview with Jim Clancey, CNN’s NewsStream (October 2011), no 
longer accessible due to News Stream’s reconfiguration as a media blog. Khan’s 
language of drones as “inhuman” has been also covered by al Jazeera. See, for 
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low ratings): “Look, I’m sitting in Pakistan. I’m telling you the impact drone attacks are 

having in this country. And I’m telling you that the more drone attacks the more anti-

Americanism, the more anti-Americanism the more radicalization. The more 

radicalization, there is only one beneficiary, and that’s al-Qaeda.”147  

 While Khan adheres to the discourse of effectiveness in his comments about 

drone attack’s ability to boost membership in militant Islamic organizations found in 

some Western sources, he also cites his positional authority as a member of the Pakistani 

population as a primary vantage point. And, the differences in his tone between 2011 and 

2012 are notable, where he grows much more hostile to drones from a human, rather than 

legal, perspective, venturing to call their very use inhuman. Additionally, Khan’s political 

efforts in Pakistan have been in the name of an Islamist republic. Throughout the 2000s, 

while protesting the increasing use and development of U.S. drone technology, Khan also 

sided with Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal, a coalition of theocratic parties in Pakistan, on a 

number of controversial anti-American positions. These included strong opposition of 

U.S. military presence in Pakistan and the abolition of corporate use of any Pakistani 

lands so that there could be a redistribution of that wealth back to peasant populations of 

the tribal regions. For all practical purposes, his prominent disagreement with al-Qaeda 

appears to be over their mass scale violence, not over violence more generally. In fact, in 

May of 2005, when Khan learned of a case of Qur’an desecration at the United States’ 

Guantánamo Bay’s detention facility, he made a sweeping appeal to Islamic journalists 

that Islam was “under attack” by the United States, a claim which has been credited with 
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the deaths of over 16 people in anti-American riots in the neighboring Afghanistan. Khan 

defends the violence, arguing “To throw the Qur'an in the toilet is the greatest violation 

of a Muslim's human rights…When you speak out, people react. Violence is regrettable, 

but that's not the point.”148 In this sense, it is clear that the violence of the drone attacks 

are not what Khan necessarily opposes but rather the particular type of constituted 

violence against human beings. In this case, the violence is perpetrated against Pakistani 

citizens.  

 With both Western critique of drone attacks and Khan’s position in mind, what 

does this normalization of some and exclusion of other forms of protest and dissent mean 

for understanding the circulation of drone warfare and its relationship to 

rhetoricoviolence? Judith Butler has offered one frame for consideration here, in her 

fundamental question about what human life is grievable. As she argues, “lives are 

supported and maintained differently, and there are radically different ways in which 

human vulnerability is distributed across the globe. Certain lives will be highly protected, 

and the abrogation of their claims to sanctity will be sufficient to mobilize the forces of 

war. Other lives will not find such fast and furious support and will not even qualify as 

‘grievable’.”149 To return to Jackson’s opening arguments about remaking the world in 

particular ways, Butler’s claims are realized in the circulation and culture of drone 

warfare through the United States. Khan finds the lives lost in drone strikes highly 

grievable, and a compelling piece of the map that should operate to end their use in his 
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149. Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London: 
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view. Most Western critics of the program find the same lives lost grievable only insofar 

as they represent violations of international law and/or the standards of military 

operational efficiency. 

 I argue that more than being a materialist rhetoric, the U.S. drone program has 

generated a new set of everyday practices, institutions, and subjects that flow through a 

larger network of power within the global war on terror. This flow has endless directions 

and functions to not only open up available spigots but also to close some of them off. In 

other words, the program allows for subject positions to appear on a map in one place, 

while simultaneously possessing the power to move those subject positions into other 

available spaces. In this case, the two available subject positions could be understood as 

grievable or not grievable. The drone program demonstrates the falsity and impotence an 

oppositional binary between rhetoric and violence offers in helping explicate increasingly 

complex problems of the global war on terror, particularly in transnational contexts. As a 

materialist rhetoric, rhetoricoviolence lends itself to working outside of the bounds of this 

binary, particularly in its assumptions that rhetoric and violence are most potent when 

they travel together, indistinguishable from one another. 

 So if Butler’s precarity of life is well reflected in the revelations and 

concealments within the circulation of the drone program, how does that precarity get 

extended to the technological politics of governance in which the U.S. drone program is 

steeped? As she notes, “when we think that others have taken themselves out of the 

human community as we know it, is a test of our very humanity.”150 This test of humanity 
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strikes at the heart of many discursive moves about drones’ legality and processual 

articulation, and echoes another argument by Martin Luther King, Jr. In discussing the 

Vietnam War, King predicted, “When machines and computers, profit motives and 

property rights are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, 

militarism and economic exploitation are incapable of being conquered.” While the 

concealing capability found in the rhetoricoviolence of drones begins to articulate one 

possible realization of King’s claims in practice, next I look to the ways technological 

warfare (in this case, the drone program) uses these revelations and concealments to 

reconfigure modes of governance. 

Circulating Automation, Technological Politics of Warfare, and Changed 

Governmentalities 

 As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, the recent appointment of 

John Brennan as director of the United States Central Intelligence Agency points to one 

aspect of the normalization of everyday practices and modes of governance stemming 

from the drone program. Daniel Klaidman has recently argued that Brennan is 

“misunderstood” as a result of a “grim reputation…in the darkest corners of the terror 

wars.” He goes on to note Brennan’s role in the last twelve years of aiding the White 

House in the terror wars, specifically once Obama took office in 2008, arguing that, 

“Obama and Brennan inherited a program of targeted killing with fuzzy criteria and 

shifting procedures. Together, they have groped toward a clearer framework for when the 

United States should carry out targeted killings—‘rules of the road,’ as one White House 

official put it. Their partnership—arguably unique in the annals of American war—
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recently culminated in the production of a highly classified document known as ‘the 

playbook,’ which Obama hopes will guide his administration as well as those of future 

presidents.”151 As Klaidman suggests, Brennan should be understood not as the architect 

of an inhuman drone program (a claim from Imran Khan) but rather as a more legitimate 

legal architect of war. In fact, much of Brennan’s relationship to his job, as per Klaidman, 

stems from the way in which “Brennan’s views were shaped by his Roman Catholic 

upbringing and occasional forays into just war theory. He…has a legal bent of mind, 

perhaps the product of his Jesuit education and the many years he spent as a CIA 

analyst.” 

 Klaidman goes on to note Brennan’s authenticity as a situated part of Islamic 

communities in revealing his fluency in Arabic and his time as a CIA station chief in 

Saudi Arabia. Klaidman elegantly points to the way “Brennan pronounces ‘al-Qaeda’ 

with the soft guttural of the Arabic he learned as a student at the American University in 

Cairo” and the fact that Brennan has a “soft feel for Muslim societies.” In this discourse 

of authenticity, Brennan’s normalization into the institutional system of governance, 

shifting from an amorphous “counterterrorism advisor” into a more formal role as CIA 

Director, allows him to move from a subject who can be called to account for the drone 

program’s failures into a subject who is integral to the program’s structural possibilities. 

Not only does this point to Chaput’s claim about subjectivity in which she argues subjects 

are best understood to have fluctuating rather than fixed identities, but also it begins to 
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put rhetoricoviolence to work in discussing how discourse and violence, when 

inextricably linked, function to reconfigure subject positions. In other words, how does 

the technological and automated approach to the drone program allow the governing 

apparatus to control and normalize power relations by shifting positions for subjects to 

occupy? 

 This effort at (re)normalizing power relations occurs not just at the macro-levels 

of elite governance (e.g. reconfiguring the subjectivity of Brennan as director of a 

prominent governmental agency involved in the drone program) but also at micro-levels 

of governance. Sixteen-year-old Abdulrahman Anwar al-‘Awlaqī, an American citizen 

and son of suspected al-Qaeda operative Anwar al-‘Awlaqī, was killed in a United States 

drone strike over Pakistan on October 14, 2011. Nine other people were killed in the 

strike, including his 17-year-old cousin. The incident added fuel to many Western 

journalistic and political claims that the drone program was overreaching its legal and 

judicial bounds, particularly reflected in the death of an American citizen without due 

process of law.  

 In October of 2011 before the young 16-year-old American citizen was killed near 

his school, it was widely known that his father had been killed nearly two weeks before. 

Anwar al-‘Awlaqī was confirmed dead in a Predator drone strike on September 30, 2011 

in Yemen’s al-Jawf province. In that strike, another American citizen, Samir Khan, was 

also killed. Khan was the editor of an English language al-Qaeda magazine. Not only did 

Khan’s death never spark a debate over the possible extrajudicial nature of drone 

deployment and attack, but President Obama also issued a statement hailing the strike 
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that killed Khan and father al-‘Awlaqī a model success of the drone program. He 

claimed: “The death of Awlaqī is a major blow to al-Qaeda's most active operational 

affiliate. He took the lead in planning and directing efforts to murder innocent 

Americans…and he repeatedly called on individuals in the United States and around the 

globe to kill innocent men, women and children to advance a murderous agenda…The 

strike is further proof that al-Qaeda and its affiliates will find no safe haven anywhere in 

the world.”152 This language reflects word choice of murderous intent, innocent lives, and 

global scope, all distinguishing characteristics of the administration’s discourse 

concerning legal and processual defense of the drone program. 

 Almost a year later, once debates over young al-‘Awlaqī’s death were being 

featured heavily by many left-wing journalist organizations in the United States, Robert 

Gibbs, former White house press secretary and chief Obama campaign strategist, was 

asked about the attack backstage before the October 2012 presidential debate between 

Governor Mitt Romney and President Obama at Hofstra University:  

 Think Progress Reporter: Do you think that the killing of Anwar al-‘Awlaqī’s 16 
 year old son who was an American citizen is justifiable? 
 
 Gibbs: I’m not going to get into Anwar al-‘Awlaqī’s son. I know that Anwar al-
 ‘Awlaqī renounced his citizenship,… 
 
 Think Progress Reporter: His son was still an American citizen. 
 
 Gibbs: …did great harm to people in this country and was a regional al-Qaeda 
 commander hoping to inflict harm and destruction on people that share his 
 religion and others in this country. 
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 TP Reporter: But it’s an American citizen that’s being targeted without due 
 process of law, without trial, and he’s underage, he’s a minor. 
 
 Gibbs: I would suggest that you should have a far more responsible father if 
 they’re truly concerned about the well being of their children. I don’t think 
 becoming an al-Qaeda jihadist terrorist is the best way to go about doing your 
 business. 
 
Gibbs’ claim that the parenting skills of Anwar al-‘Awlaqī reflect a lack of ability to 

properly fit into modes of family governance and as a result, the death of a child is 

understandable if not justified, points to one micro-level implication of the drone 

program on technologies of governance. For Gibbs, and the Obama administration (who 

did not, despite an opportunity in the following day’s press briefing, deny or counteract 

Gibbs’ statement), governing now circulates from the state body to the familial body in 

terms of responsibility, and to the individual human body in terms of justifiable scopes of 

violence and elimination. 

 Yet, in the circulation of drone development, the Think Progress reporter’s 

questions are almost as revealing as Gibbs’ statement. As with Obama, the body of the 

innocent is valuable for two reasons: primarily because a processual legal approach was 

subverted and secondarily because that body is young, in this case, a child. For Gibbs 

(and Obama), the strikes are successes specifically because they function in part to 

reconfigure the family unit by allowing the government apparatus to shape everyday life 

with regard to parenting. This newly-minted society of control operates on the premise 

that when families properly govern their children, the hierarchies of power within the 

family unit discipline possible terrorist sympathizers out of disorderly behaviors. In short, 

when fathers care about their children, they avoid links to al-Qaeda and other terrorist 
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networks throughout the world. Drone strikes, in this newly configured governmentality, 

serve as a reminder for parents as to the appropriate means of raising their children. In 

this case, the penalty for violating these governmental norms of child rearing is the 

looming possibility of death, the constant threat of which is brought into the home by the 

buzzing murmur of technological bodies flying overhead. 

 Michel Foucault has discussed governmentality in his landmark 1978 Collège de 

France lecture on the subject. In gesturing to governmentality’s meaning, he argues that 

governmentality can best be understood as “the ensemble formed by the institutions, 

procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of 

this very specific albeit complex form of power, which has at its target population, as its 

principle form of knowledge political economy, and as its essential technical means 

apparatuses of security.”153 A number of scholars have extended Foucault’s work on 

governmentality into the realm of liberal democracies. In his essay on the subject, 

Nikolas Rose has expressed the function of power precisely as articulated in the Gibbs 

and Obama cases above: “The strategies of regulation that have made up our modern 

existence of ‘power’ are thus assembled into complexes that connect up forces and 

institutions deemed ‘political’ with apparatuses that shape and manage individual and 

collective conduct in relation to norms and objectives but yet are constituted as ‘non-
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political’.”154  

 Rose articulates the importance of governmentalizing particular discourses of the 

“non-political”, in this case, the family. The drone program itself serves as a most 

powerful strategy of articulation of an American global power that shapes and manages 

both individual and collective conduct within the global war on terror. Often this 

particular apparatus of power circulates within the Islamic world with “terrorism” as its 

primary signifier. Rose elaborates on this power regulation: “Power is not so much a 

matter of imposing constraints upon citizens as of ‘making up’ citizens capable of 

bearing a kind of regulated freedom.”155 Gilles Deleuze articulates this historical 

transition in his essay on societies of control, specifically with regard to the ways in 

which technologies, in this case drones, are reconfigured to fit the assemblage of 

governance. He notes, “Types of machines are easily matched up with each type of 

society…they express those social forms capable of generating them and using 

them…the societies of control operate with machines of a third type, computers, whose 

passive danger is jamming and whose active one is piracy and the introduction of 

viruses.”156  

 Here, rhetoricoviolence helps frame the introduction of drone warfare by the 

United States and other Western powers into the newer, cleaner war on terror. The drone 

bodies themselves stem from the computerized technologies of the society of control, 
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both in their laser guided killing capacities and in their surveillance project. Their 

circulation of development through Israel, the United States, and much of Europe reflects 

an evolution of ways that institutions of governance reconfigure themselves into more 

effective strategies of global regulation. The discourses of Obama and Gibbs provide 

further scaffolding for a deep integration of the drone program into everyday modes of 

living, in the smallest of governable, hierarchical units: the family. By inextricably 

linking the computer, modes of killing tools, and discourse, the fruition of 

rhetoricoviolence’s possibilities are prominent in the case of drone development, 

deployment, and most prominently, circulation. Perhaps the U.S. military complex, in 

developing and circulating the drone program, has inverted Delueze’s call to throw off 

societies of control; as he argues, “There is no need to fear or hope, only to look for new 

weapons.”157 As such, the final observation of this chapter turns to the newly constituted 

rhetorical forms of the drone program and their power to (re)generate subjectivities 

within the rhetorical situation. 

The Rhetorical Forms of Drones and The Generation of New Rhetorical Situations 

 In 2001, after the September 11 attacks on United States targets, President George 

W. Bush and his security team adopted a strategy to deal with suspected terrorist threats. 

Termed “catch and release,” the strategy was based in gaining more information about 

the global enemy represented by al-Qaeda and others in the newly minted context of a 

“war on terror”. The catch and release doctrine, heavily integrated into the more complex 

National Security Strategy of 2002, now termed the Bush Doctrine, was central in the 
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Bush administration’s management of global relations post 9/11. In January 2002, the 

catch and release strategy materialized in the form of the detention camp within the 

United States Naval Base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Manifested in the wings called 

Camp Delta, Camp Echo, Camp Iguana, and the most infamous Camp X-Ray, the 

detainment program became a significant controversy of the Bush administration’s war 

on terror strategy. 

 When the first detainees arrived at Guantanamo in late January of 2002, the Bush 

administration clearly articulated three foundational reasons for the camp’s role in the 

catch and release strategy: 1) detainees were captured because of their affiliation with 

known terrorist organizations, and as such, had possible information about those 

organizations; 2) the Guantanamo camp was considered outside of United States legal 

jurisdiction due to its location in Cuba, and 3) the detainees brought to Guantanamo, as a 

result, were not entitled to any protections of the Geneva Conventions.158 The catch and 

release strategy, and its manifestation in the detainment of over 775 suspected 

terrorists159 at Guantanamo during Bush’s tenure in office, proved a sticking point with 

many concerned about the legality of the camp throughout Bush’s presidency. In the end, 

the U.S. Supreme Court overruled the Bush administration in the 2006 decision in 

Hamdan v. Rumsfeld, extending minimal protections of Common Article 3 of the Geneva 
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Conventions to the detainees still serving time in Guantanamo. The controversy over 

Guantanamo’s detainment practices permeated much of the second term of the Bush 

administration and arguably led to Donald Rumsfeld’s resignation as Secretary of 

Defense in December of 2006. It also became a prominent fixture of the 2008 presidential 

campaign. 

 Candidate Barack Obama, repeatedly throughout 2007 and 2008, reinforced his 

position on Guantanamo and the detainee controversy. A prominent voice for closing the 

detainment facility, when Obama won the 2008 election, he announced one of his first 

initiatives as a review of classified files on the camp’s remaining 250 or so prisoners with 

an eye toward rapid closure of the facility.160 Along with his repeated promises and 

commitments to close Guantanamo came the prospect and need for a new national 

security strategy, a move away from the Bush policy of catch and release. Without a 

holding pen like Guantanamo for the time between catching and releasing detainees, the 

Obama administration went to the drawing board to produce their own approach to the 

ongoing war on terror and its subjects. By January of 2008, drones were central in this 

strategy. Not only did Obama increase drone use and production immensely once in 

office, but his administration coined a new term to replace the catch and release approach 

of the Bush years, one more fitting to the use of drone technology: capture and kill. The 

capture and kill strategy is premised on drones as its operative center. Yet, taking the 

Bush administration’s continual legal, political, and social battles over Guantanamo as a 
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guide, the Obama administration rapidly moved to create legal frameworks to support the 

capture and kill strategy. These came in the rhetorical forms of the capture and kill list 

and the disposition matrix. These rhetorical forms, and their possibility to demonstrate 

the rhetoricoviolence of drones and its ability to remake institutional governance, are the 

focus of this chapter’s conclusion. 

 As traced in a three-part exposé on the subject by Washington Post national 

security journalist Greg Miller, the capture and kill list was the first document generated 

by the Obama administration in order to catalogue possible terrorist targets around the 

world. The list was just that, a physical list, to which names would be added and removed 

as deemed appropriate in security strategy meetings. Yet, as result of the increasing 

technological burden of integrating drone body maintenance, drone pilot readiness, and 

administrative tracking and oversight, the capture and kill list evolved between 2008 and 

2010 into something more complex, now known as a disposition matrix. Of first note in 

discussing this rhetorical form is the fact that almost no information about the form has 

been declassified, so best intelligence about the documents stems often from exposé style 

journalism like Miller’s or from prominent news organizations who are currently 

engaging legal avenues to force the administration to release documents.161  

 The disposition matrix is understood to contain “the names of terrorism suspects 
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arrayed against an accounting of the resources being marshaled to track them down, 

including sealed indictments and clandestine operations.”162 Now described as a database 

rather than a list, administration officials have argued, “The database is designed to go 

beyond existing kill lists, mapping plans for the “disposition” of suspects beyond the 

reach of American drones.” This disposition matrix, and a mapping of its features, further 

reinforces the arrival of a control society in which certain subjectivities become marked 

for legitimate attack by the state. Additionally, not only is the matrix a work-in-progress, 

but its development is considered precisely important because current global drone 

operations by the U.S. military are expected to be nearly endless. As Miller reports: 

 Among senior Obama administration officials, there is a broad consensus that 
 such operations are likely to be extended at least another decade. Given the way 
 al-Qaeda continues to metastasize, some officials said no clear end is in sight. 
 “We can’t possibly kill everyone who wants to harm us,” a senior administration 
 official said. “It’s a necessary part of what we do…We’re not going to wind up in 
 10 years in a world of everybody holding hands and saying, ‘We love America.’ ” 
 That timeline suggests that the United States has reached only the midpoint of 
 what was once known as the global war on terrorism. Targeting lists that were 
 regarded as finite emergency measures after the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, are now 
 fixtures of the national security apparatus. The rosters expand and contract with 
 the pace of drone strikes but never go to zero.163 
 
Now known as the “next generation capture and kill list,” the matrix has been described 

as the lynchpin in the drone program “playbook,” as created by Obama’s CIA Director 

John Brennan.  
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 As Karen DeYoung describes, “The ‘playbook,’ as Brennan calls it, will lay out 

the administration’s evolving procedures for the targeted killings that have come to 

define its fight against al-Qaeda and its affiliates. It will cover the selection and approval 

of targets from the ‘disposition matrix,’ the designation of who should pull the trigger 

when a killing is warranted, and the legal authorities the administration thinks sanction its 

actions in Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia and beyond.”164 DeYoung goes on to note that 

decisions regarding strikes, while informed by the matrix, have predominantly been made 

by Brennan and Obama alone, at times while the president is eating dinner with his 

family. Miller summarizes the process of integrating the disposition matrix into these 

decisions succinctly: “White House counterterrorism adviser John O Brennan is seeking 

to codify the administration's approach to generating capture/kill lists, part of a broader 

effort to guide future administrations through the counterterrorism processes that Obama 

has embraced.”165 

 Legal scholars have repeatedly described the matrix itself as a helpful managerial 

tool for the Obama administration, enhancing its ability to legitimately deliberate over the 

use of drones in any given situation. As University of Texas Law professor Robert 

Chesney argues, “The matrix appears to be a management tool to improve the efficiency 

of how existing policy gets implemented, not a substantive policy change in its own 

                                                
164. Karen DeYoung, “A CIA veteran transforms U.S. policy,” The Washington Post, 

National Security (October 24, 2012). 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/cia-veteran-john-
brennan-has-transformed-us-counterterrorism-policy/2012/10/24/318b8eec-1c7c-
11e2-ad90-ba5920e56eb3_story.html. 
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right…It certainly is a good thing to create an information management tool that makes 

certain that officials across agencies and departments can have real-time, comprehensive 

understanding of the options available (practically, legally, diplomatically, etc.) in the 

event specific persons turn up in specific places. A critical thing, in fact.”166 Chesney’s 

argument speaks to the nature of the disposition matrix as a rhetorical tool, as do 

arguments from critics of the matrix. Glenn Greenwald, writing for The Guardian, has 

argued that:  

 What has been created here - permanently institutionalized - is a highly secretive 
 executive branch agency that simultaneously engages in two functions: (1) it 
 collects and analyzes massive amounts of surveillance data about all Americans 
 without any judicial review let alone search warrants, and (2) creates and 
 implements a "matrix" that determines the "disposition" of suspects, up to and 
 including execution, without a whiff  of due process or oversight. It is 
 simultaneously a surveillance state and a secretive, unaccountable judicial body 
 that analyzes who you are and then decrees what should be  done with you, how 
 you should be "disposed" of, beyond the reach of any minimal accountability or 
 transparency.167  
 
While Greenwald’s argument focuses on the inclusion of American citizens in the 

database, his implications are global. And these implications for governance become 

even more transparent in the February 2013 release of a Department of Justice (DOJ) 

“white paper” associated with the disposition matrix. 

 NBC News released the white paper on February 5, 2013 and within hours the 

document’s release was viral across the Internet. Intended as a supplement for the 

                                                
166. Robert Chesney, “Kill Lists, the Disposition Matrix, and the Permanent War: 

Thoughts on the Post Article,” Lawfare (October 24, 2012). 
http://www.lawfareblog.com/2012/10/kill-lists-the-disposition-matrix-and-the-
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disposition matrix, the document details the circumstances under which the U.S. 

government can target American citizens around the world as a part of the drone 

program. The document claims: 

 The President has the authority to respond to the imminent threat posed by al-
 Qa’ida and its associated forces, arising from the constitutional responsibility to 
 protect the country, the inherent right of the United States to national self defense 
 under international law, Congress’s authorization of the use of all necessary and 
 appropriate military force against this enemy, and the existence of an armed 
 conflict with al-Qa’ida under international law. Based on these authorities, the 
 President may use force against al-Qa’ida and its associated forces. As detailed in 
 this white paper, in defined circumstances, a targeted killing of a U.S. citizen who 
 has joined al-Qa’ida or its associated forces would be lawful under U.S. and 
 international law…Were the target of a lethal operation a U.S. citizen who may 
 have rights under the Due Process Clause and the Fourth Amendment, that 
 individual’s citizenship would not immunize him from a lethal operation.168  
 
While specific names from the disposition matrix such as Anwar al-‘Awlaqī are not 

noted, the white paper casts a broad net in articulating the legality and process for 

targeting killings and the use of the disposition matrix in global contexts. Additionally, it 

further reinforces the subject position into which terrorist suspects are inscribed, as well 

as their “associated forces.” 

 The disposition matrix functions as a component of the rhetoricoviolence of 

drones, not just in its attempt to streamline and justify a legal cause for drone operation 

and deployment, but in its ability (as a rhetorical form) to materially adjust circumstances 

of violence and in doing so, (re)generate rhetorical situations. Here, Chaput’s position on 

the rhetorical situation is helpful only insofar as it is understood materially as a fluid and 

dynamic space for the merging of two key elements of rhetoric: timing and contingency. 

                                                
168. DOJ released white paper, NBS News, accessed March 7, 2013 at 
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Kairos has long been understood in rhetorical circles as the intersection of time, moment, 

and event, and as a key component of even the earliest incarnations of rhetorical studies. 

Edward Schiappa notes, “kairos is a term that can safely be identified as belonging to the 

early conceptual development of rhetorical theory.”169 E.C. White describes kairos as “a 

passing instant when an opening appears which must be driven through with force if 

success is to be achieved.”170 Perhaps no better description could be made of precisely 

what the Obama administration seeks to achieve in the rhetorical form of the disposition 

matrix. Here, the matrix plots the appearance of openings through which the force of 

lethal violence via drone strike aim for success to be achieved, in this case a subject to be 

disposed. Its presence as a rhetorical form within the circulation of the drone program is 

truly an exemplar of kairos at work. 

 Contingency is best represented in the new release of DOJ white papers. 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric argued early on that rhetoric’s realm operated solely on the 

contingent, as he noted the “unavoidable and potentially unmanageable presence of 

multiple possibilities.” Since deliberation would be useless in cases of the impossible or 

pre-determined, it was the very presence of contingency that prompted Aristotle to turn 

his focus to studying rhetoric. Lloyd Bitzer extends Aristotle’s claims in his work on 

rhetoric and situation, arguing that one assumption that can always be made about 

rhetoric is that it is “is a method for inquiring into and communicating about the 

                                                
169. Edward Schiappa, Protagoras and Logos: A Study in Greek Philosophy and 
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170.  E.C.White, Karionamos: On the Will to Invent (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
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contingent.”171 The rising uncertainty expressed in Western journalism about the legality 

and process of the drone program had at its center one of several prominent arguments, in 

this case about the potential killing of American citizens in drone strikes without due 

process of law guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution. The DOJ’s white paper, as a 

rhetorical form, points to the manner in which rhetoricoviolence constructs a contingent 

space. When discourse and violence travel together, in the space that is rhetoricoviolence, 

and in the case of the U.S. drone program, the institutional system will take measures to 

re(generate) and normalize ongoing forms of technological warfare. This normalization 

will serve to create reasonable, contingent ways of documenting subjects legitimated as 

killable, surveilling them, and ultimately disposing of them in a kairotic fashion. Using 

rhetorical cartography, we can begin to map the dynamic process by which productive 

work may occur in understanding problems of social publics such as drone use in the war 

on terror. This work bears fruit already in the three conclusions herein, but requires 

continual and vigilant mapping of the remainder of the Obama administration’s term and 

beyond with regard to unmanned aerial warfare. 

 At this point in our map, we understand suicide attack and specifically, the 

moment following the September 11th suicide attacks against the United States, as 

representing a point on our map where a subject can now be read as a terrorist subject due 

to their participation in acts of constituent violence. This terrorist subject is then able to 

be legitimated as a subject to be attacked by the state apparatus. Additionally, this 

                                                
171. Lloyd Bitzer, “Rhetoric and Public Knowledge,” in Don Burks ed., Rhetoric, 

Philosophy, and Literature (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1978), 
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reconfigured subject threatens all associated parties around them, reconfiguring them as 

subjects legitimized as dangerous, and by extension, disposable. The U.S. drone program 

and its circulation of technologies becomes a point on the map that represents the state 

form of constituted violence enacted to attack terrorist bodies in the context of the global 

war on terror. To close this rhetorical cartography of the global war on terror, we will 

next turn to a moment when constituent violence allowed for a reconfiguration of 

subjects into acceptable revolutionary bodies, the events of January 2011 in Egypt’s 

Tahrir Square. This last stop on our map exposes a moment when rhetoricoviolence 

reveals not only a constituent power, like suicide attack, but rather a constituent power in 

the service of delinked productive change within the global war on terror. 
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Chapter Five 
Subjectivity and Constituent Violence: 

Tahrir Square and the Arab Spring, January 2011 
 
 
 
 
 

We do not forgive. 
We do not forget. 
Government of Egypt: Expect us!172 
 

- Closing lines of Internet hacktivist group Anonymous’s press release on the second 
anniversary of the uprising in Tahrir Square, February 4, 2013 

 
 
 
 
 
History teaches us that change simply doesn’t come with flowers. It doesn’t work. If they 
say I’m a criminal, then…well…I will be one.173 
 

- “HomoCarnula” 
Member of Internet hacktivist group Anonymous 

Participant in #OpTunisia and #OpEgypt 
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In many ways, the occupation of and revolutionary force within Egypt’s Tahrir Square in 

January of 2011 was the cornerstone of the Arab Spring. Yet, long and significant 

histories contribute to the space of the Square, and its relationship to the global war on 

terror. We return to the words of President George W. Bush, delivered immediately after 

the events of September 11, 2001, an unqualified message concerning what would 

become his administration’s rhetorical framing of the global war on terror:   

Thousands of lives were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror…These  
acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our nation into chaos and retreat… 
America was targeted for attack because we’re the brightest beacon for freedom  
and opportunity around the world.  Today, our nation saw evil – the very worst of  
human nature.174 
 

The binary constituted in Bush’s rhetoric marked a particular approach to foreign policy, 

terror policy, and domestic response policy termed the Bush Doctrine. At the foundation 

of this response rhetoric is the claim that 9/11 represented a “unique challenge in the 

nation’s history.”175 Whether the event posed a distinctive challenge or not 

(communication scholar Carol Winkler argues it was not particularly unique), this 

labeling strategy allowed the administration to introduce a number of approaches to 

subjects and states within the global war on terror that framed the Bush doctrine. Laden 

with clearly demarcated spaces of good and evil, this doctrine prescribed the post-

September 11th foreign policy of the administration. 

                                                
174. George W. Bush, “Address to the Nation on the Terrorist Attacks,” (September 11, 
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 Nearly nine years later, the legacy of the Bush doctrine still prompts significant 

questions. Barack Obama, the first post-Bush president, had the first presidential 

opportunity to address the rhetoric and policy of the Bush administration on issues of the 

global war on terror. In this chapter, I employ the frame of rhetoricoviolence to explore 

the events of the January 2011 revolution in the space of Egypt’s Tahrir Square as a mode 

of constituent violence constitutive of revolutionary subjects. First, in building a map of 

Egypt’s role in the global war on terror, I review Bush constructions of the global war on 

terror before turning to Obama’s first major address on issues of Middle East policy and 

the global war on terrorism, his June 4, 2009 remarks at Cairo University in Egypt. 

Obama’s rhetorical constructions of the Middle East function in part to replicate binaries 

found in the post-9/11 rhetoric of George W. Bush, a feature that serves to frame the 

Obama presidency’s approach toward Middle Eastern Islam and the global war on terror. 

This chapter will look to Obama’s address in an effort to historically place Obama’s 

global war on terror in juxtaposition to Bush’s, and specifically to lay the groundwork for 

Obama’s relationship to Egypt, in spaces very close to Tahrir Square. Then, the chapter 

traces discussions of subjectivity to ascertain what a revolutionary subjectivity may look 

like in the theoretical framework I have outlined so far. Finally, it moves on to explore 

the events of the January 2011 occupation and revolutionary action in Tahrir Square in 

order to map the subject positions opened up in the space of the Sqaure. 
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Before Obama: Bush Constructions of the Middle East after September 11th, 2001 

 There is a sense in which the statements found in George W. Bush’s early rhetoric 

about September 11, 2001176 became the primer through which his audience was to 

understand the enemy, and the scope of the global war on terror. The only task that 

remained after constituting the enemy in this way was to name one. In a speech delivered 

at the Islamic Center of D.C. on September 17, Bush extended his rhetoric of the enemy, 

now distinguishing peaceful Islam from the Islam that attacked the United States, 

beginning his open naming of the enemy as Islamic.177 In his address to Congress on 

September 20, Bush fully explained: 

The evidence we have gathered all points to a collection of loosely affiliated 
terrorist organizations known as al Qaida. They are some of the murderers 
indicted for bombing American embassies in Tanzania and Kenya, and 
responsible for bombing the USS Cole. Al Qaida is to terror what the mafia is to 
crime…its goal is remaking the world -- and imposing its radical beliefs on 
people everywhere. 

The terrorists' directive commands them to kill Christians and Jews, to kill all 
Americans, and make no distinctions among military and civilians, including 
women and children…The leadership of al Qaida has great influence in 
Afghanistan and supports the Taliban regime in controlling most of that 
country. In Afghanistan, we see al Qaida's vision for the world. Afghanistan's 
people have been brutalized; many are starving and many have fled. Women are 
not allowed to attend school. You can be jailed for owning a television. Religion 
can be practiced only as their leaders dictate. A man can be jailed in Afghanistan 
if his beard is not long enough.178 

                                                
176. These include the September 11, 2001 speech on the attacks as well as the 

September 12, 2001 Cabinet Room remarks. These are traced in the first chapter 
of this monograph and as such, are not repeated here.  

177. George W. Bush, “Remarks at the Islamic Center of Washington,” (September 17, 
2001) Public Papers of the U.S. Presidency. http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PPP-
2001-book2/pdf/PPP-2001-book2-doc-pg1121.pdf. 

178. George W. Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on the United States 
Response to the Terrorist Attacks of September 11,” (September 20, 2001) Public 
Papers of the U.S. Presidency. http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PPP-2001-
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Bush’s claims about evil have now been realized, not just in naming the enemy and 

linking them to the September 11 attacks, but also in rooting the global war on terror as 

an indict of particular aspects of Islamic cultural practice (e.g., rejection of television, 

wearing of beards). Here, Bush displays no reluctance in constituting United States 

interaction with terrorists as ideological warfare on a global scale.179  

 The Bush rhetoric faced its first major challenge in the United States presidential 

election of 2008. Washington Monthly editor Steve Benan pointed to moments in the 

election of 2008 as evidence of United States American sentiment regarding Islam in the 

aftermath of the Bush Doctrine. Confronted by a supporter in a town hall forum during 

the campaign of 2008, Republican presidential candidate and Arizona senator John 

McCain was told, “Barack Obama is a danger to America – he is an Arab Muslim.”180 

McCain grew angry, immediately responding, “No ma’am!  He is a family man!” 

McCain’s response stems from the binaries created by Bush with regard to United States 

sentiment toward the Middle Eastern world. In both the prevalent concern about Obama’s 

religious background and in McCain’s dissociation of “family men” and Arab Muslims, 

the subjectivities generated for followers of Islam within Bush’s global war on terror 

emerge.  

 Once Obama won the election of 2008, it was announced that his first major 

presidential address would occur in Cairo, Egypt. The speech was delivered in an 

auditorium to a physical audience primarily of diplomats and university students, faculty, 
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and personnel, but his desired reach was much larger. An editorial in The Guardian 

argued, “Typically for a man with unbounded ambition, Mr. Obama has made little secret 

about the size of the audience he seeks to address - one billion Muslims. But surely just 

as important as the numbers is the issue of who among them will listen.”181 As the paper 

concluded, the effect of the Bush Doctrine in the Middle East had been vast: 

Mr. Obama has to start talking to those who have lost their faith in America  
and every policy it promotes, be they Palestinian, Arab, Sunni or Shia. Forget 
westernized Arab elites, with whom the US works anyway, and who are deeply 
unpopular in their own countries. Of immeasurably greater consequence is to have  
the ear of Gazans who say that resistance is the only way, or the ear of Egyptians  
who flock to the brotherhood, or of the third or fourth generation of Palestinians 
in the refugee camps.182   
 

The Possibility for an Emerging Obama Doctrine: Understanding “Good” Muslims 

 Obama delivered the Cairo University address on June 4, 2009 in the auditorium 

at Cairo University. The moment represented a joint hosting effort by Cairo University 

and Al-Azhar University. These joint hosting duties are notable considering the 

background of each institution. Predominantly a religious university, Al-Azhar was 

founded around 970 and remains one of the most influential centers of Sunni Islamic 

learning in the world. Cairo University, in contrast, is a public university founded as a 

Western-inspired secular institution. As Obama discussed the joint hosting duties in his 

address, the cooperative effort is characterized as a “harmony between tradition and 

progress.”  

 In preparation for the speech, White House officials stressed the importance of the 
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visit. White House spokesperson Robert Gibbs described the United States’ relationship 

with the Middle East as “in need of substantial improvement,” while Deputy National 

Security Adviser Denis McDonough described Obama’s visit as a way to “get back on 

[sic] a shared partnership, back in a conversation that focuses on our shared values.”183  

These pre-speech statements reflect the White House’s desire for the address to represent 

both a shift in policy toward the Muslim world as well as a significant alteration in the 

tone of discourse within the context of the global war on terror.   

 The most prominent message of Obama’s Cairo address surfaced in the claim that 

the United States would seek a new relationship with Muslim countries in the world after 

the Bush presidency. As he notes: 

I’ve come to Cairo to seek a new beginning between the United States and  
the Muslims around the world, one based on mutual interest and mutual respect,  
and one based upon truth that America and Islam are not exclusive and need not  
be in competition.  Instead, they overlap, and share common principles –  
principles of justice and progress, tolerance and the dignity of all human  
beings. (Page 1, paragraph 5)184 
 

While his primary instrumental purpose is to bridge the gap between the United States 

and Muslim nations around the world, his consummatory purpose is evident in his 

honoring of Muslim life, history, and practice. Obama’s honoring of Muslim life and 

history can be found throughout his remarks; they represent clear attempts to create a 

sense of unity with his Muslim listeners. In his statement, he cites shared values of 
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http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/5413790/President
-Barack-Obama-will-try-to-win-over-Muslims-on-trip-to-Egypt.html. 
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justice, progress, tolerance, and the dignity of all human beings (page 1, paragraph 5). He 

notes prominent parts of Muslim history including innovations and artistic contributions 

(page 1-2, paragraph 8) and lauds the role of American Muslims in the United States 

(page 2, paragraph 9).  

 The Cairo address predominantly reflects an effort by Obama to constitute an 

audience with a set of shared goals and shared values through this rhetoric of unity. His 

immediate audience includes those in attendance at Cairo University for the remarks, and 

he acknowledges this audience in the opening of the speech: “I am honored to be in the 

timeless city of Cairo, and to be hosted by two remarkable institutions” (page 1, 

paragraph 1). He uses his remarks to constitute an audience of cooperation within the 

global war on terror, working deliberately to resolve and distance that audience from a 

history of conflict between the United States and the Muslim world. Shared values 

between Americans and Muslims include “to live in peace and security; to get an 

education and to work with dignity; to love our families, our communities, and our God” 

(page 1, paragraph 14). He stresses the importance of moving beyond difference to 

embrace these shared values when arguing, “Whatever we think of the past, we must not 

be prisoners to it…our progress must be shared” (page 2, paragraph 17).   

 In a further effort to constitute a unified audience of shared values, Obama spends 

a significant portion of the speech “speaking plainly and clearly” about “some specific 

issues [he] believes we must finally confront together” (page 2, paragraph 18).  He 

proceeds in the next four and a half pages of the speech to define six major issues that 

divide the United States and the Muslim world, including “violent extremism” (page 3, 
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paragraphs 19-28), “the situation between the Israelis, Palestinians, and the Arab world” 

(page 4, paragraphs 29-41), “the shared interest in rights and responsibilities of nations 

on nuclear weapons” (page 5, paragraphs 42-44), “democracy” (page 5, paragraphs 45-

50), “religious freedom” (page 6, paragraphs 51-56), “women’s rights” (page 6, 

paragraphs 57-59), and “development and opportunity” (page 6-7, paragraphs 60-67).  

 Through each of his six topoi, Obama speaks primarily as an expert, a historian, 

and an informed political leader regarding issues that confront the Arab world in the 

wake of the global war on terror. He builds a tone of conciliation and friendship in his 

opening paragraph; “I’m also proud to carry with me the goodwill of the American 

people, and a greeting of peace from Muslim communities in my country: Assalaamu 

alaykum.”185 Yet, he also sets the tone as unique and solemn. He says, “We meet at a 

time of great tension between the United States and Muslims around the world – tension 

rooted in historical forces that go beyond current policy debate” (page 1, paragraph 2). 

This tone expresses two key ideas for the speech. First, the solemnity that comes with 

tension is referenced, a tension established primarily by various entities in the global war 

on terror. Second, Obama’s tone shift from tensions rooted in current policy issues to 

tension rooted in historical forces moves the space of conflict between United States 

Americans and Muslims out of current debates and into a past from which many in the 

current audience are largely removed. Centering the solemn tone of tension around 

                                                
185. In English, this translation would more commonly be written “As-salamu alaykum”. 
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centuries of conflict, religious wars, and colonialism (page 1, paragraph 2) creates a space 

in which neither Obama nor his audience can be primarily responsible for current 

tensions. 

 Aside from the initial allusion to shared values and themes of unification, Obama 

additionally spends a portion of time confronting the violence of the global war on terror 

directly. He notes a commitment to “relentlessly confront violent extremists who pose a 

threat to our security” (page 3, paragraph 20); “invest $1.5 billion each year over the next 

five years to partners with Pakistanis to build schools and hospitals, roads and businesses, 

and hundreds of millions to help those who’ve been displaced” and “$2.8 billion to help 

Afghans develop their economy and deliver services that people depend on” (page 3, 

paragraph 24). He makes other commitments to scale back state forms of violence in the 

Islamic world throughout the speech, including a desire to “remove all of our troops from 

Iraq by 2012” and “help Iraq train its security forces and develop its economy” (page 3, 

paragraph 26). 

 Obama’s references to violence in the speech do not end here. He also discusses 

his intention to “personally pursue this outcome [peace between Israel and Palestine] with 

all the patience and dedication the task requires” (page 4, paragraph 34). Obama also 

notes that he strongly reaffirms “America’s commitment to seek a world in which no 

nations hold nuclear weapons…and any nation should have the right to access peaceful 

nuclear weapons if it complies with its responsibilities under the nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty” (page 5, paragraph 44). He advocates welcoming “all elected, 

peaceful governments – provided they govern with respect for all their people” (page 5, 
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paragraph 48). 

 In each of these sections as he addresses violence in the global war on terror, and 

a quest for peace, Obama’s rhetoric of responsibility is revealed. While unity is an 

overriding topos, each of Obama’s policy initiatives here suggest a level of responsibility, 

typically through a binary identification of praise and blame. In the above referenced 

initiatives, those who bear responsibility for acts of violent extremism are juxtaposed 

against those who do not, those who comply with the Non-Proliferation Treaty are 

responsible actors juxtaposed against those who do not. He builds a frame in which 

particular subjects bear responsibility for generating and maintaining the unity of shared 

values fundamentally at the core of the United States/Middle Eastern relationship. 

Through the policy proposals he advocates, Obama constitutes a place for his audience as 

subjects within the global war on terror, arguing that to dedicate themselves to these 

policy initiatives proves them a responsible subject. The binary of responsible versus 

irresponsible behavior fully emerges, and a “good Muslim” versus “bad Muslim” 

distinction comes to fruition. The stated actions depicted by Obama are necessary and 

valued in the process of achieving a more lasting, unified relationship between the United 

States and the Muslim world. If you agree, you are marked as a good Muslim citizen. 

These actions are also valued as the path to being a productive, legitimate subject in such 

a way that you cannot be marked as an enemy or attacked as such. If his audience 

members are to become unified agents for “positive” change (e.g. good Muslims), they 

bear the responsibility, he implies, to support particular policy initiatives. Those who 

reject Obama’s calls for actions within the global war on terror such as nonviolence and 
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peaceful elections monitored by the United States are marked by the rhetoric as possible 

enemies (e.g. bad Muslims).   

 Two additional discourses are important to note when assessing Obama’s strategy 

in the Cairo address. First, Obama uses Arabic language in parts of the speech. The 

following terms are used: hijab (in a discussion of rights of women to wear the 

ceremonial head scarf in the United States – page 2, paragraph 13), zakat (in a discussion 

of the freedom of religion associated with the ability to donate to charity – page 6, 

paragraph 54), and azaan (in Obama’s personal narrative about witnessing the religious 

practice when he lived as a young boy in Indonesia – page 1, paragraph 7). His 

willingness to use this language is a deliberate strategy by Obama that reflects an effort to 

identify with and constitute an audience. Obama could have spoken the three passages he 

cites from the Qur’an (page 1, paragraph 6; page 3, paragraph 23; page 7, paragraph 72) 

in their original Arabic as well, but those were instead translated into English. This 

choice, while subtle, is deliberate and helps illuminate a strategy to connect with Islamic 

audience members while maintaining a form of English linguistic hegemony. 

 Second, Obama makes strategic choices in his selection of topics to discuss. He 

chooses six specific areas of tension to focus upon: violent extremism, Israeli/Palestinian 

relations, nuclear weapon policy, democracy, religious freedom, women’s rights, and 

development and opportunity. These topical designations are of his own making, and 

reflect his strategy for framing the relationship between the United States and the Islamic 

world, and the ongoing war on terror, in regard to a particular set of priorities. Many 

issues are missing from these structured topics of discussion, such as United States state 
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instituted violence in Middle Eastern countries or the histories of United States’ efforts at 

hegemony in autonomous Middle Eastern and North African nations. There are also 

notable omissions within each topic area. For example, neither the section of Obama’s 

speech about nuclear weapons nor the section about the Israeli/Palestinian relationship 

acknowledges or confronts United States support for Israeli nuclear weapon possession. 

These topoi are framed in such a way as to exhibit the ideas that ethical, reasonable 

subjects (e.g. good Muslims) should be thinking about.  

 While Obama’s approach represents a shift from rhetoric of “evil doers” and an 

“axis of evil”, he does make specific choices that frame the good versus evil binary in 

Islam, and chooses to do so in Egypt, very close to Tahrir Square, the site of the 

revolutionary action of January 2011. Like Bush, he draws distinctions between the true 

Islam, one of peace and one occupied by the good Muslim subject, and its violent double, 

occupied by bad Muslims – using the Koran as evidence of the existence of a peaceful 

Islam. In this sense, for both Bush and Obama, acts of violence and civil disobedience are 

limited to inaccurate or incorrect interpretations of Islam and the Koran, bad Muslims 

who practice a fringe approach to the faith. Nonviolence is the only legitimate form of 

constituent power as a result. In Obama’s summary call in the Cairo address, he says, “we 

have a responsibility to join together on behalf of the world that we seek – a world where 

extremists no longer threaten our people, and American troops have come home…the 

rights of all God’s children are respected” (paragraph 68). Muslims who ground political 

intervention or ideology in the historical foundations of U.S. oppression or violence 

toward Islam defy Obama’s call, as do Muslims who seek a relationship with political 
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partners outside of the Western, United States-led world. In short, they mark themselves 

as bad Muslims. A clear binary is maintained between the good, cooperative Muslim and 

the feared Islamic subject. Additionally, the good Muslim is marked as an ally, while the 

bad Muslim is marked as a threat.  

 Obama’s address is a necessary starting point on the map of the global war on 

terror when considering the events of Tahrir Square in January of 2011. Specifically, 

many Western voices hailed the speech as the cause of the Arab Spring nearly two years 

later. Time magazine’s Tony Karon summarizes this claim on behalf of many Western 

media outlets: “The central themes of Obama’s Cairo speech — dignity, justice and 

progress — were also those of the Arab rebellion.”186 Some, however, resisted the notion 

that Obama singlehandedly motivated the Arab Spring instead taking credit for the 

Obama administration’s keen handling of U.S./Middle Eastern relations in the moment. 

As Robert Singh notes, “Although Obama's Cairo address of June 2009 had walked a 

difficult tightrope between reaffirming American ideals and sustaining a hard-headed 

realpolitik calculation of U.S. interests in the region, the events of 2011 [uprising in 

Tunisia and Cairo] posed a fundamental challenge to Washington's traditional approach 

to the Middle East.”187 With this framing by the Obama administration via the Cairo 

speech in 2009 in mind, and the contention over the speech’s relationship to the events of 

                                                
186. Tony Karon, “Why Obama’s Mideast Speech is for Domestic, not Arab 
 Consumption,” Time Magazine, World (May 18, 2001). 
 http://world.time.com/2011/05/18/why-obamas-mideast-speech-is-for-domestic-
 not-arab-consumption/#ixzz2MzLLDZE7. 
187. Robert Singh, Barack Obama’s Post-American Foreign Policy: The Limits of 

Engagement,” Bloomsbury Academic (2012). 
http://www.bloomsburyacademic.com/view/Barack-Obama-Foreign-
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the Arab Spring, a small hint at an “Obama doctrine” becomes possible to understand in 

terms of a rhetorical cartography of the global war on terror.  

 Focusing on “good Muslims” and the shared possibilities for cooperation on key 

issues of United States interest, Obama’s message to the people of Egypt, and to all 

subjects of the war on terror, is marked by the fear on behalf of the administration that 

terrorism threatens the fabric of transnational relations. The response required by the new 

administration is one in which overt respect for the Muslim world is performed (via the 

2009 Cairo speech), but subjects are continually monitored for their possible participation 

in networks of terror. One monitoring apparatus becomes apparent in the drone program. 

A subject can be moved from a protected status within the larger map of the war on terror 

in which they will not be subjected to violent acts to a doomed space on the map where 

they have become articulated as a threat, and as a result, can be attacked. These moves 

can happen in both the Bush doctrine and the Obama doctrine, yet the impetus for the 

move is different, changing the map of the global war on terror substantially. 

Additionally, the tools used to cope with the threat are varied between the Bush and 

Obama administrations, a shift from threats of torture and detainment in the catch and 

release policy of the Bush administration to the threat of surveillance and death in the 

capture and kill strategy of the Obama administration. With this new landscape in mind, I 

next introduce some key ideas about subjectivity and delinking relevant for this chapter’s 

insights. 

Introducing Delinking and the Possibility for Shifting Subjectivities 
 

 In their 2012 short pamphlet declaration, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
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explore the ways in which multitudes declare new sets of principles and truths, focusing 

on the occupations of public spaces from 2010 through 2012 in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, 

Yemen, Liberia, Syria, Wisconsin, Madrid, Barcelona, Athens, Tel Aviv, and Zuccotti 

Park in New York as a universal opportunity to rethink modes of subjectivity in relation 

to struggle. They argue, “Movements of revolt and rebellion, we find, provide us the 

means not only to refuse the repressive regimes under which these subjective figures 

suffer but also to invert these subjectivities in figures of power. They discover, in other 

words, new forms of independence and security on economic as well as social and 

communicational terrains, and which together create the potential to throw off systems of 

political representation and assert their own powers of democratic action.”188  

 Hardt and Negri’s focus in declaration is on the subjects at the center of 

revolutionary action in these cities, with a heavy emphasis on their notion of the 

multitude as a means to understand the linkages that exist between struggles across the 

globe. In justifying their merge of various locations of struggle between 2010 and 2012, 

they argue that all the struggles they cite share three components: first, the strategy of 

encampment or occupation. Second, they share an internal organization as a multitude, 

resisting pressure to have master figure “leaders.” Third, they all exhibit a struggle for the 

common. With these caveats in mind, they go on to investigate “the general social and 

political conditions in which they [the various movements and revolutionary actions] 

arise…and the dominant forms of subjectivity produced in the context of current social 
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book. 
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and political crisis.”189 At the heart of their newly formed analysis of subjectivity is the 

notion that social and political crises generate subjects that tend toward rebellious or 

revolutionary action, and the events leading up to 2010 in Tunisia represent this precise 

moment of global social and political crisis. 

 Kenneth Surin has theorized the heart of this notion of crisis as a shift in global 

capital as a transformation in the fabric of accumulation regimes. Moving away from a 

mode of production where money invested in commodities produces more money, Surin 

argues that, at some level, the commodities link has been removed from the system. A 

bifurcation is produced in which both a system of production and system of regulation 

operate. In this sense, money becomes valuable for its ability to make more money rather 

than its ability to make goods. This drive is reflected in a financial capitalist sub-regime 

of accumulation that has tilted global capital away from its focus on the worker and 

commodity exchange. In the shift, Surin argues the primary citizen subject becomes not a 

thinking and debating citizen subject of modernity, but rather the market itself becomes 

the master subject of socio-political relations. This market sovereignty destabilizes the 

possibility of a revolutionary subjectivity, as even if a rhetorical citizen subject still could 

find a voice, it would only be able to express itself in terms of the market.190 

 With these evolutions in mind, Surin, drawing from the work of Samir Amin, 
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assessment of the financial capitalist sub-regime nor to interrogate his discussion 
of the post-political moment. A number of other scholars discuss the nature of the 
post-political (e.g. Colin Crouch in Post Democracy). This chapter rather takes 
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alternatives (via Samir Amin’s delinking) in light of the events of Tahrir Square. 
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proposes delinking191 as a means to conceive a politics of liberation from this system of 

market sovereignty and as a means to revitalize a revolutionary subject. Hardt and Negri 

never use the term “delinking”, yet propose a series of what can be categorized as 

delinked measures as a means to rebel against the crisis, constituting the common. In this 

chapter, I focus specifically on the moment of revolution in Egypt’s Tahrir Square 

occurring in January 2011, commonly now referred to as the impetus for the “Arab 

Spring” alongside the events of Tunisia in late 2010. I argue that this moment reflects a 

desire for liberation that demonstrates a delinking between the Middle East and the West 

in the context of the global war on terror. Egypt provides a lens through which to think 

about the possibilities for revolutionary subjectivity that can reconstitute norms of global 

interaction within the war on terror, and open a space for the Islamic subject to 

reassemble itself as a revolutionary subject. Additionally, the specific space of Tahrir 

Square, in both its historical and political state in January of 2011, becomes a measure for 

understanding the ways subjects can come to occupy new places within the rhetorical 

cartography of the global war on terror. This process can be increasingly understood as 

occurring in the space of rhetoricoviolence. 

 The relationships between discourse and violence, commonly framed 

disciplinarily as described in the opening salvo of this dissertation, teeter between 

collapsing categories of discourse and violence (e.g. all discourse is violent and intent is 

gone, as per our psychoanalytic friends) and the opposite counter-interpretation, one in 

which discourse is completely outside of violence in such a way as to produce a counter-
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effect to violent potential (e.g. invitational rhetoric counters persuasion, an act that 

inscribes violent power norms). This chapter, along with this monograph’s project 

overall, articulates a new space for this relationship, a space in which discourse and 

violence are immanently linked to one another and play an inextricable role in 

reconfiguring new rhetorical situations and subjectivities in the post-9/11 landscape, 

known predominantly as the global war on terror. In short, violence is always already 

present in post-9/11 moments and possibilities for liberation from social and political 

crisis, as is discourse. Their connection deserves further exploration in light of the 

revolutionary potential emerging from Tunisia in late 2010 and continuing through many 

more encampments, revolutions, and occupations across the globe that follow, including 

the powerful moment in Tahrir Square in January 2011 that led to the end of Hosni 

Mubarak’s reign. To commence part of this exploration, I now turn to the context of 

Egypt and Tahrir Square. 

Egypt’s Historical Relation to Revolutionary Subjectivity 

 “Massive and effective street protest’ was a global oxymoron until — suddenly, 

shockingly — starting exactly a year ago, it became the defining trope of our times. And 

the protester once again became a maker of history.”192 Time magazine hails the protester 

as their 2011 “person of the year” in a long, complex narrative in which author Kurt 

Andersen conflates Tunisia with Cairo, Madrid with London, and Occupy Wall Street 

with Russian citizens’ resistance toward particular forms of government authority, all of 

which share only the timeline of occurring in or around 2011. While the proclamation of 
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protest as “once again the maker of history” stands all-inclusive and enveloping, 

Andersen’s suggestion that moments within particular spaces and places can activate 

revolutionary tendencies is significant. 

 When it comes to mapping a constellation of relationships that assemble 

revolutionary subjectivities, a slightly more nuanced treatment of Egyptian history, 

politics, and Islamic socio-political participation is relevant. Andersen points to the 2010 

Egyptian elections as “incitement” for Egypt’s January 2011 events of Tahrir Square; the 

January 2011 moment was surely spurred in part by widespread discontent with Hosni 

Mubarak’s National Democratic Party taking 83% of the parliamentary seats in the 

December elections of 2010. In fact, after late November primary returns, the most 

prominent opposition parties to Mubarak - the Muslim Brotherhood and Wadf - 

boycotted the elections, helping propel the NDP to electoral success in December. By 

many estimates, including that of Amnesty International, active Brotherhood members 

were rounded up, jailed, and violently accosted by Mubarak’s police forces in an effort to 

crack down on the party prior to the first November parliamentary elections.193  

 Susan Buck-Morss has specifically related the struggle of Islamic nations to 

govern their own elections and political outcomes, free from Western interference, to the 

groundwork of the global war on terror. As she notes, “By attempting to silence Islam as 

a political discourse, by reducing it to religious practice, Bush is in effect closing off 
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public discussion of how many varieties of Islamism are challenging and extending the 

discursive field of political resistance.”194 Obama cannot be said to operate differently in 

this sense. On the issue of the Egyptian elections of 2010 that reinforced Mubarak’s 

power, Obama was largely silent. Expressing “disappointment with the conduct” of the 

elections, the administration went on to “commend those Egyptians who participated in 

the elections – as candidates, campaigners, voters, and election monitors.”195 Buck-Morss 

has turned to moments in Egyptian history that set the stage for the Egyptian elections of 

2010, directing attention to the 1950s and 1960s, particular 1964, when Islamic activist 

and leading member of the Muslim Brotherhood Sayyid Qutb published Milestones.196 In 

the text, Qutb outlined Marxist economic policies and a politics of Islam, one that would 

permeate the early Muslim Brotherhood’s founding principles. After Mubarak’s fall, 

Buck-Morss related Egypt’s history, and the founding ideals of the Brotherhood, in part 

to the success of the revolution in Tahrir Square:  

 I would say that Egypt is now in the vanguard of socialist democracy...from Tunis 
 to Iran, Lebanon, and Syria, we already have international solidarity with what is 
 happening in Egypt, but it centers on national goals—protesting the policies of 
 their own, specific governments. That, to me, seems right, because you have to 
 deal politically with your own country. What Egypt represents globally—
 international solidarity producing national political goals—is a better and 
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 potentially more successful model than the Second International. With Egypt we 
 are talking about the autonomy of particular states and the universality or 
 globality of the protest movement. This, in particular, is exciting.197 
 
In this sense, the connection of moments from Egypt’s history, specifically in this case, 

the founding of the Muslim Brotherhood and its early connection to thinkers like Qutb, 

emerges as a preface to the global war on terror. This preface helps nuance a look into the 

subjectivity of Egyptians acting within the Square in January of 2011 as revolutionaries, 

in particular their relationship to violence. I now turn to the idea of revolutionary 

subjectivities as rhetorical and their articulation within the larger global war on terror. 

Revolutionary Subjectivities as Rhetorical 

 Conceptually, rhetorical subjectivity has roots in rhetorical and discursive history. 

Often these roots involve understanding the subject as a constituted effect of rhetorical 

practices, as Maurice Charland might conclude.198 However, this notion of subjectivity is 

limited in the ways it allows for exploration of revolutionary understanding. As Greene 

notes, “we should pay closer attention to the emergence of a more concrete rhetorical 

subject, a subject that speaks and is spoken to, and the different techniques and 

technologies organized into transforming individuals into a communicating subject.”199 

Thus for Greene, “the revolutionary potential of the rhetorical subject is materialized in 

the antagonism and struggle over the value of the general intellect.”200 

 For this chapter and its arguments about the global war on terror, it is vital to 
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unpack the difference in Greene’s interpretation of the rhetorical subject against other 

prominent notions of subjectivity in relation to discursive action and revolutionary spirit. 

Greene traces the history of many thinkers with regard to discursive subjectivity in 

articulating his argument about materialist rhetoric; here, I fold this history into what I 

take as its two primary implications. First, a binary ontology that separates speech from 

materiality is rejected. Second, subject positions become the site for understanding 

cultural value and antagonism over political struggle.  

 If this chapter’s purpose is to suggest that the events of Egypt’s Tahrir Square in 

January of 2011 provide a site for delinking, and, as a result, reconfigured revolutionary 

subjectivities, then Greene’s foundational assumptions about revolutionary subjectivity 

are central. A binary ontology that promotes an epistemic break between speech/rhetoric 

and materiality/action needs to be dismantled in order to explore the revolutionary 

potential of the subject. The binary stems from significant moves in rhetorical theory and 

cultural studies where subjects might be understood to be “hailed” by particular 

discourses, as articulated by Louis Althusser. In short, speech acts, when considered 

alongside their ideological grounding, often work to interpellate subjects. Greene points 

to Althusser here: “The subject acts insofar as he [or she] is acted upon by the following 

system (set out in order of its real determination): ideology existing in a material 

ideological apparatus, prescribing material practices governed by a material ritual, which 

practices exist in the material actions of a subject acting in all consciousness according to 
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his [or her] belief.”201 The material and the rhetorical are not distinct from one another, in 

the same way this dissertation argues for empirical looks at moments in which violence 

and the rhetorical are not separate from one another. As a result, understanding “rhetoric” 

in opposition to action is unhelpful in understanding subjectivity. This is a key 

observation for exploring rhetorical subjectivity, and the constellation of relationships 

that allow it to be spoken to, and to speak, as a revolutionary subject.  

 The problem with Althusser’s notion of interpellation as a means of 

understanding the subject in relation to revolutionary subjectivity comes from Judith 

Butler’s indictment that sometimes interpellations of subjects are not successful, the 

subject refuses to recognize itself in the terms of the speech that hails them.202 In 

addition, to Greene’s point, this notion of the speech act as distinct from subjectivity and 

materiality tends to shift a critic’s focus to “the stylistic tokens” (e.g. symbols, language, 

etc.) that “bring forth an ideal audience (or persona).” For example, understanding the 

Defense of Marriage Act as a simplistic speech act (e.g. rhetoric) that exists to hail gay, 

lesbian, queer, and transgender soldiers in a particular way leaves behind exploration of 

an institutional system through which subjects created and enforced DOMA, as well as 

the cultural value and political antagonism associated with the way subjects are/were/will 

be always already present in the process of legislative acts. In short, DOMA reconfigures 

the spaces that subjects are allowed to occupy on a larger map, if we were to perform a 
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rhetorical cartography of military discourses. The speech act (DOMA) and the material 

effects (e.g. gay and lesbian soldiers facing violent attack while serving) should not be 

best understood as separate from one another but rather as circulating in, with, and 

through contexts, texts, and subjects. This is also central for this project’s understanding 

of rhetoricoviolence. 

 Furthermore, in Greene’s reading of the rhetorical subject, in addition to avoiding 

the duality of speech against materiality, notions of cultural value and political struggle 

emerge as central questions of subjectivity. As he argues, “I suggest that a rhetorical 

subject refers to a subject that speaks and is spoken to. The history of being able to claim 

the ‘right’ to speak and be spoken to is a history of cultural value and political struggle. 

The question that should guide rhetorical scholars concerning the production of 

subjectivity is how concrete individuals come to understand themselves as subjects who 

communicate rhetorically.” This understanding allows for an interrogation of subjectivity 

“ethically, politically, economically, and culturally produced and valued for the work it 

can and cannot accomplish.”203 Drawing from these ideas, this chapter holds that 

subjectivity is 1) discursive, 2) bound to its histories and the circulation of its contextual 

participation, and 3) capable of revolutionary dissent and action, if given a space on our 

larger map in which those actions are possible. The actions of subjects in Egypt’s Tahrir 

Square represent a form of revolutionary subjectivity working to delink from Western 

modes of being. In other words, subjects in the Square in January of 2011 used their 

actions (in this case I will argue, violence) to reconfigure the available subject positions 
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they could occupy within the map of the global war on terror in productive ways. Next, I 

further examine one way revolutionary subjects express themselves: delinking. 

Delinking as a Practice of Revolutionary Subjects: Decolonial and Materialist 

Approaches 

 One challenge in discussing whether delinking is a viable means to revolutionary 

subjectivity lies in determining how Kenneth Surin’s concept of delinking functions, 

particularly when looking to a revolutionary moment such as Tahrir Square. In 

assembling a notion of delinking, the decolonial turn in delinking scholarship, associated 

with cultural studies and what might be termed the cultural turn itself, offers a formidably 

different interpretation from Surin, and one worth noting. As a result, I will trace both the 

decolonial approach of Walter Mignolo and the materialist approach of Samir Amin, 

arguing that we should draw from the small space of commonality between these authors 

as the space in which this chapter’s arguments might be located. 

 Mignolo offers a reading of delinking that stems from the opportunity for 

delinking to create conditions of possibility for decolonial resistance on behalf of 

oppressed subjects. As he summarizes:  

 First, epistemic de-colonization runs parallel to Amin’s delinking. A delinking 
 that leads to de-colonial epistemic shift and brings to the foreground other 
 epistemologies, other principles of knowledge and understanding and, 
 consequently, other economy, other politics, other ethics…Furthermore, de-
 linking presupposes to move toward a geo- and body politics of knowledge that 
 on the one hand denounces the pretended universality of a particular ethnicity 
 (body politics), located in a specific part of the planet (geo-politics), that is, 
 Europe where capitalism accumulated as a consequence of colonialism. De-
 linking then shall be understood as a de-colonial epistemic shift leading to other-
 universality, that is, to pluri-versality as a universal project.204 
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Two observations about Mignolo’s delinking are important here. First, Mignolo finds a 

parallel between his project and the work of Samir Amin on delinking, which are not 

terribly different from Robert L. Scott and Donald K. Smith’s assumptions about when 

rhetorics of confrontation might be justified. Laying a groundwork for how these 

confrontations could occur, Amin sets up delinking as a moment of political restructuring 

that would occur along four axes, including, “1) a model of ‘alternative development’ 

based on expanding the scope for non-commodity and self-management activities; 2) 

rejection of blind surrender to the demands of international competitiveness (in short, 

delinking to restore the lost autonomy to the national state); 3) revision, albeit by regions, 

of North-South relations intended to strengthen the national autonomy of partners and 

widen the scope for the popular movement, the foundation of a new internationalism; and 

4) a pacifist approach to East-West relations, especially to broaden the interaction of the 

two Europes and provide scope to the East for liberalization and progress.”205  

 Amin acknowledges, “there is no sign of this structuring in the foreseeable future” 

yet he argues that “there are admittedly some apparent moments of delinking” before the 

19th century. With this in mind, he becomes more specific about the project, noting that 

delinking “is in fact voluntary and positive, even if it is also imposed by a strategy of 

imperialist counter-attack that fails over the long term…it is associated with strong 

social and ideological changes…it is one of the indispensible aspects of the emergence of 

a new social mode – whether socialist or not…delinking is associated with a ‘transition’ – 
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outside capitalism and over a long time – towards socialism.”206 The implication of 

Amin’s foundational approach to delinking becomes one way to assemble a theory of the 

subject, and its possibilities for new subjectivity, more broadly. 

 Second, Mignolo’s delinking is inclusive of a project of decolonialization for 

which material rhetoric is central. Darrel Wanzer has located Mignolo in a delinking 

project with rhetorical implications. Looking to the South Central Farmers of Los 

Angeles, Wanzer argues, “delinking (Mignolo, 2007) themselves from the modern-

colonial imaginary, I argue, the South Central Farmers enact a geo-body politics of 

knowledge that is consistently subverted, even by supporters, vis-a`-vis modern-colonial 

rationality.”207 Wanzer’s uptake of Mignolo points to the rhetorical modes of 

confrontational delinking possible in larger moments of political revolution and 

resistance where revolutionary subjectivity is realized.  

 Wanzer’s work additionally extends the decolonial approach to delinking as a 

way to understand the ideograph of “the people”. Michael Calvin McGee introduced the 

notion of the ideograph in 1980, defining it as “an ordinary-language term found in 

political discourse. It is a high order abstraction representing commitment to a particular 

but equivocal and ill-defined normative goal.”208 For Wanzer, in an exploration of the 

rhetoric of the Young Lords Organization, he finds that the group “engaged in an ‘other 

thinking’ that delinked the ideograph ‘the people’ from modern rationality and 
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enunciated a pluriversal alternative to the modern social imaginary. The Young Lords 

crafted a ‘people’ who had been (and continues to be) excluded from ethico-/theo-

political culture; whose lived experience of coloniality has been silenced.”209 Here 

delinking is bound up in a larger project of decolonialism with the ability to shift 

ideographic representations away from colonial understandings of political subjectivities, 

just as Scott and Smith argued was possible in rhetorics of confrontation. This 

understanding of delinking just as easily helps us explore moments where violent actions 

generate revolutionary subjects in particular moments, in this case in the cartography of 

the global war on terror.  

 With this in mind, even the most economically oriented of delinking theorists, 

Kenneth Surin, acknowledges that delinking is not only an economic process, but also 

“extends into the spheres of social and cultural recognition for those who are 

exploited.”210 In assembling a theory of delinking for this chapter as it might relate to 

revolutionary subjectivities, it becomes necessary to envision the types of structural 

change Amin suggests in this context. I offer a few notes to enhance the discussion of 

delinking. Since Surin himself acknowledges that delinking extends beyond economics 

and into social and cultural spheres, delinking steps are possible that operate in those 

same spheres. For example, if oppressed peoples in the Global South began to reject 

linkages to Western/Northern modes of news acquisition, social media, or entertainment, 

steps toward delinking seem to be occurring, a move that Wanzer and Mignolo hail in 
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their work on decolonial modes of delinking. If these same subjects severed ties with 

Western/Northern universities as a means of higher education standards for their citizens, 

it seems possible this is a move toward delinking for both Mignolo and Surin. In short, 

for Surin’s theory to be useful in assessing conditions of possibility for resistance, its full 

scope should be articulated with regard to its potential for generating new subjectivities. 

A discussion of delinking in relation to Egypt’s January 2011 protests and power shifts 

closes this chapter; however, one final note is crucial in a discussion of delinking with 

regard to revolutionary subjectivity. In the final chapter of Freedom Not Yet, Surin 

tackles the question of a new political subjectivity with regard to delinking. He frames 

the discussion in terms of power, noting Michael Mann’s typology for classifying 

primary modes of power as economic, political, military, and ideological.211 Here, his 

suggestions become more concrete, and he advocates both a scaling back of United States 

military power (in the context of this dissertation we might assume he’d scale back or end 

drone strikes) and an exclusion of United States and Western influence in determining 

political policy in less-developed countries. He cites Muslim nations’ rejection of United 

States ideologies of individual freedom, material abundance, and democracy as a possible 

model here. It is in this concluding point of Surin’s work that he offers the suggestion 

that perhaps Muslim nationalisms posit a “countersovereignty” to United States’ global 

hegemony.212 Quite quickly, however, Surin dismisses this possibility for true Muslim 

countersovereignty, pointing to botched Western occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan as 

creating failed states impotent in generating the type of revolutionary state sovereignty 
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that delinking would require. It is precisely here where I wish to expand ideas about 

delinking to January 2011’s revolutionary events in Egypt, and assess the possibilities for 

violence in that context to generate new rhetorical situations and allow the appearance of 

revolutionary subjectivities that can be articulated into the map of the global war on 

terror.  

Revolutionary, Violent Subjects in Tahrir Square, January 2011 

 While this chapter can neither fully explicate the events of Egypt’s revolutionary 

movement that began in 2011 nor hypothesize the future possibilities for governance in 

the post-Mubarak leadership of Egypt, I do hope to assess whether the January 2011 

moment in Tahrir Square in Egypt exemplifies the power of rhetoricoviolence in 

generating possibilities for new subjectivities in a rhetorical cartography of the global war 

on terror. Here, I mean to suggest that, broadly considered, Egypt (perhaps along with 

Tunisia and other resistance movements) reflects a possibility for transnational 

opportunity of a countersovereignty to Western hegemony, both economically and 

culturally, and depends upon constituent violence to do so. In addition, the discursive 

nature of delinking is pivotal in understanding moments of the Arab Spring, such as 

Egypt. First, however, it is necessary to defend the claim I make that Egypt’s revolution 

was violent. 

 Almost universally in the West, the moment in Tahrir Square in January of 2011 – 

that which ousted President Hosni Mubarak from power – was, and continues to be, 

articulated as a nonviolent occupation and protest. President Obama, in his address after 

Mubarak’s fall, hailed the nonviolent actions of the protesters: “Egyptians have inspired 
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us, and they’ve done so by putting the lie to the idea that justice is best gained through 

violence. For in Egypt, it was the moral force of nonviolence -- not terrorism, not 

mindless killing -- but nonviolence, moral force that bent the arc of history toward justice 

once more.”213 Prominent media outlets echoed Obama’s call, citing influential American 

advocates of nonviolence as the central inspiration for Egypt’s revolutionaries, from 

Gene Sharp214 to Martin Luther King, Jr.215 Yet when Egyptian activists articulate their 

own actions and struggle, competing narratives arise. 

 In October of 2011, approximately one month after Occupy Wall Street 

encampments of prominent American cities began, a solidarity letter was written (in 

English) from Egyptian activists, published widely across British and American media 

outlets. The letter told a tale of Tahrir Square in January 2011 and the subsequent 

revolution in which violence was central in the struggle, quoted at length here: 

 We faced such direct and indirect violence, and continue to face it. Those who 
 said that the Egyptian revolution was peaceful did not see the horrors that police 
 visited upon us, nor did they see the resistance and even force that revolutionaries 
 used against the police to defend their tentative occupations and spaces: by the 
 government's own admission, 99 police stations were put to the torch, thousands 
 of police cars were destroyed and all of the ruling party's offices around Egypt 
 were burned down. Barricades were erected, officers were beaten back and pelted 
 with rocks even as they fired tear gas and live ammunition on us. But at the end of 
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 the day on 28 January they retreated, and we had won our cities…It is not our 
 desire to participate in violence, but it is even less our desire to lose. If we do not 
 resist, actively, when they come to take what we have won back, then we will 
 surely lose. Do not confuse the tactics that we used when we shouted "peaceful" 
 with fetishising nonviolence; if the state had given up immediately we would have 
 been overjoyed, but as they sought to abuse us, beat us, kill us, we  knew that 
 there was no other option than to fight back. Had we laid down and 
 allowed ourselves to be arrested, tortured and martyred to "make a point", we 
 would be no less bloodied, beaten and dead. Be prepared to defend these things 
 you have occupied, that you are building, because, after everything else has been 
 taken from us, these reclaimed spaces are so very precious.216 
 
Despite continued efforts on behalf of Western discourses to re-form the moment in 

Tahrir Square in January of 2011 as one of nonviolence, I argue that the Egyptian claims 

to constituent violence are quite clear, and offer insight into Egyptian subjectivity in the 

moment of the revolutionary action of January 2011. Accepting this claim to violence by 

the subjects in Tahrir, I will focus on two components of Tahrir Square’s moment and 

their relationship to the generation of new subjectivities: the rebuilding of access to social 

media as part of the revolution and the discourses of Islamist revolutionaries who 

replaced Hosni Mubarak after the occupation of Tahrir Square.  

 In exploring the first component of Tahrir Square’s moment, I assert that social 

media such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are tools spawned and governed 

predominantly by Western regimes. For my purposes, it is important that both Twitter 

and Facebook, despite levels of global accessibility, were founded in the United States, 
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both generate revenues of over $150 million per year (Facebook is near $1 billion),217 and 

both are steeped in a financial capitalist sub-regime where they cater to board members 

and articulate the subjectivity of their participants in terms of profitability and growth 

margins. By this account, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube can be read as the types of 

linkages to the North/West that Surin has argued less-developed countries must 

reevaluate through the steps toward a delinking. 

 With this in mind, the role of Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube in the Egyptian 

moment becomes more difficult to assess. Self-proclaimed Egyptian activist (and notably, 

head of marketing for Google Middle East and North Africa) Wael Ghonim infamously 

noted “the revolution (in Egypt) started online. The revolution started on Facebook.”218 

Alfred Hermida acknowledges that revolutions are spurred by people and not by 

websites, yet notes “social media services have been a catalyst, helping to spread 

information about the protests and providing a way to share details about what is 

happening where.”219 Here, I would ask: if the increased technological fetishism of these 

social media has indeed led to new understanding of protest as “online only” (which 

Facebook or Twitter could hardly be said to escape) has led to a decrease in systemic 
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resistance, as Jodi Dean and others suppose,220 what can be made of Facebook, Twitter, 

and YouTube’s utilization by revolutionary subjects in Tahrir Square to coordinate 

widespread material spaces of resistance? Here, I mean to suggest that while Ghonim’s 

claims are shortsighted in thinking through the complexities of the political climate in 

Egypt, it does seem probable that the discursive component of social media outlets 

enhanced the conditions of possibility for Mubarak’s overthrow. This claim is manifested 

in the accounts of the outlets’ organizing power but also in the Egyptian government’s 

restrictions placed upon the media forums, often blocking access as a means to 

disempower protesters.221 

 Specifically, use of YouTube by Egyptian revolutionaries moved beyond efforts 

at organizing. Instead, subjects in the Square during the occupation seized moments when 

violence was occurring, used social media as a means of documenting the violence, and 

made every attempt to distribute the documented violence as widely as possible. 

Examples include security officers who were opening fire on protesters and their 

retaliatory use of Molotov cocktails as well as lasers mounted on guns by police in an 

effort to gain better aim at protesters throughout the Square. Al Jazeera’s Omar al-Saleh 

offered one such summary of the makeshift camera recordings captured by protesters.222 
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These documented moments additionally became a key component of the Facebook page 

established by protesters in Tahrir Square in early January of 2011.223 Streaming video 

and photographs were uploaded to social media sites as fast as protesters could work 

around early government restrictions on URL access. Subjects of Tahrir Square not only 

resisted the constituted violence of the state, they enacted constituent violence against the 

state, and simultaneously used Western-established social media networks in order to 

document their actions throughout the world. 

 However, the most clear evidence of delinking strategy and the rise of a new 

revolutionary subjectivity comes in the way subjects within the global war on terror 

responded to the shutting down of Internet technologies by the Egyptian government in 

an effort to quash protests. Beginning the evening of Thursday, January 28, 2011, it 

became clear from Internet traffic graphing224 that a vast majority – if not all - of Internet 

service providers (ISPs) within Egypt had been ordered shut down in an effort to block 

international distribution of the occupation and protest’s scope. Hailed as “unprecedented 

in the history of the Internet,” the action represents the first time in history that all online 

communication within and coming out of a country was disabled.225 Protesters in Tahrir 

                                                
223. “Tahrir Square: م�ي�د�ا�ن �ا�ل�ت�ح�ر�ي�ر�” Community Facebook page, accessed March 8, 
 2013 at https://www.facebook.com/midan.alta7rir?fref=ts. Login necessary to 
 view. 
224. The graph, widely distributed across media outlets throughout January and February 

of 2011, can be found at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/01/28/this-is-
what-egypts-cutoff-from-the-net-looks-like_n_815335.html. 

225. Christopher Williams, “How Egypt Shut Down the Internet,” The Telegraph UK 
(January 28, 2011).  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/egypt/828816
3/How-Egypt-shut-down-the-



 

 162 

Square rearticulated themselves as violent subjects by demanding access to the 

technologies of the Internet as a means of resistance, specifically as a means of 

distributing photographic and descriptive evidence of the violence in the Square 

throughout the world. Their call created yet another set of subjects within the global war 

on terror, represented in part by the Internet hacktivist group Anonymous. 

  Once Internet access was crippled by the Mubarak regime, protesters both in the 

Square and around the world sprang into action. Internet activist and hacker Mercedes 

Haefer, currently facing up to a fifteen year prison sentence for her role in Anonymous 

operations to hack PayPal, Visa, and MasterCard over their rejection of donations for 

Wikileaks, argued that when Egypt shut the Internet down, “We stood up and said, ‘Go 

fuck yourself.’ You wanna shut down their Internet, fine. The people of the Internet will 

show them how to turn it back on.”226 Fellow hacktivist and participant in Anonymous 

Freedom Operation #opEgypt, “Anon2world,” argued that Mubarak “wiped out 

everything, creating a desert of nothingness.”227 Internet activists within the Square itself, 

and around the world, began constituting new ways to reinstate Internet service within the 

borders of Egypt and the Square, often delinked from any formal, governmental, or legal 

modes of Internet service and regulation.  

 Peter Fein, founder of open Internet advocacy organization Telecomix, describes 

the predominantly illegal efforts to reinstate working Internet connections in Egypt. For 
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the events of January 2011, according to Fein, “the care package everyone put together 

included some kind of comms information [about illegally constituted connection lines 

outside of the Egyptian government’s blackout], a ham radio and dial up modem….we 

also googled treatments for tear gas and other kind of basic medical treatment and found 

folks who could translate that into Arabic in the Square.”228 Within two days, Internet 

activity was vibrant throughout the Square and other parts of Egypt, and over 97% of the 

technological activity from within the Square occurred through the over 500 modem lines 

set up by Anonymous hackers and Telecomix.229 Streaming, live, and photographic 

evidence of the violence of the revolution in the Square, by both protesters and the state, 

was again accessible across the world. 

 Once Internet access was almost completely restored through the institutionally 

delinked actions of hackers across the world, revolutionary subjects in Tahrir Square 

continued their plight. The revolutionary occupation would continue for a little less than 

two weeks more before President Hosni Mubarak would announce his departure from the 

presidency. As hacktivist and participant in Anonymous’ “#opEgypt”, “Anonyops” 

argued, the victory of the new revolutionary subject in Egypt, having also constituted a 

global technological effort to reinstate the Internet as part of the revolution, represented a 

moment when, “For a lot people in America it was the first time they had seen people rise 

up and take down their government and say we’re sick of this shit. We’re sick of the 

oppression. We’re sick of living as slaves to your power.” Additionally, the narrative of 
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Anonymous’ impact on rebuilding illegal Internet connectivity for the purpose of 

revolutionary subjects documenting and participating in constituent violence has been 

widely hailed by occupants and protesters. A 2011 video from Tunisia captures activists 

from both the Tunisian and Egyptian Tahrir occupations saying, “Thank you 

Anonymous…We want to let you know you have found new allies.”230 

 The Egyptian moment and its subjects might be said to have assessed certain 

linkages to the West (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube) and rather than severing 

these attachments, violently rebuilding them outside of the institutional frameworks in 

which they typically existed and then amplifying them in service of the revolution. This 

global approach allowed for the subjects of Tahrir to disrupt significant mapping of the 

global war on terror produced by dominant discourses and instead to (re)map the terrain 

of possibility for resistance. In addition, new subject positions revealed by Egyptians in 

Tahrir in January of 2011 are positions of constituent violence, using the Square to 

spatially delink from previous Western support of the Mubarak regime and using hacked 

Internet connections to technologically delink from dominant discourses of the global 

war on terror, distributing images of violence (both their own and the state’s) to mobilize 

support for their cause. Here, the new subject positions on our map of the global war on 

terror introduce a claim that cuts to the most prominent claims of this dissertation. Their 

newly constituted subject positions suggest that in certain cases, we can no longer 

envision nonviolent, rhetorical resistance as King or Sharp would have articulated as a 

primary way of understanding revolutionary subjectivity. Rather, in this newly formed 
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subjectivity, the only path to resisting the constituted violence of the state against bodies 

is the constituent violence of those same bodies back against the state - physically, 

spatially, and technologically.   

 After the fall of Mubarak, another moment points to the delinking of newly 

formed revolutionary subjects in Egypt. In this case, the subjects became the initial wave 

of replacement governance after Mubarak’s fall. In early rhetoric concerning his own 

country’s opposition to his reign, Hosni Mubarak focused on one consistent message, 

presumably because it aligned him as closely as he could remain with the West and the 

United States: the “Islamists” of the Muslim Brotherhood were to be feared. While the 

West remained skeptical of the Egyptian revolution (and hesitant in early stages to decry 

Mubarak’s leadership), the Muslim Brotherhood developed a substantial network of 

protesters throughout Egypt, and mobilized thousands of young Egyptians as a central 

part of the protests and occupation of Tahrir Square in January of 2011. Even Obama had 

been a quiet supporter of Mubarak, and was reticent to call for the leader’s abdication, 

even into late January of 2011.231 This United States resistance to new leadership in 

Egypt was presumably based less in the stated discourse of individual freedom and more 

in a resistance against Egypt revolutionizing into an Islamist state, much like opposition 

that mounted against the Iranian revolution of 1979. 

 It is vital to note a few tenets of the Muslim Brotherhood’s ideology here, 

extending the thoughts of Susan Buck-Morss noted earlier in this chapter. First, the group 
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calls for a restoration of an Islamic caliphate. While the caliphate is a complicated notion 

within various sects of Islam, suffice it to say that this restoration would involve a full 

endorsement of Islamic law (often referred to as sharia law), with primary leadership 

emerging from imams and mullahs of local communities. Legal decisions become largely 

inextricable from religious edicts in this system, one that permeates much of the 

discourse of Muslim nationalism. These tenets actively make the Muslim Brotherhood a 

target of Western and United States ire regarding the potential for Islamic revolution and 

Muslim nationalism, despite overwhelming academic and political assessments of the 

group as mostly, though not entirely, politically and globally moderate.232 Here, a central 

foundation of Islam is worth noting. In a commitment to zakat, or charity, almost all of 

the various approaches to Islam (including both Shi’a and Sunni Islam) reject many 

traditional capitalist accumulation patterns in local economies, including interest 

collection on loans. In addition, the same foundational laws prohibit Islamist leadership 

from investing in any business that provide goods or services deemed haraam, or 

forbidden by the Qur’an or Hadith (sayings of the prophet Mohammed derived from 

outside the Qur’an and used to guide Muslim life). These might include, for example, 

rejection of capitalist enterprises linked to the consumption of alcohol. In this way, some 

central tenets of Islam already present themselves in opposition, and as a result, delinked 

from Western global norms. 
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 In addition, other developments in Egypt reflect new subjectivities continuing to 

push away from the North/West, on several fronts. In his discussion of the complication 

of governmental restructuring in Egypt with regard to cooperation with the West, NPR’s 

Steven Cook notes that both former Prime Minister Essam Sharif and former Foreign 

Minister Nabil al-Arabi gestured toward a break from the West on issues concerning the 

Israeli blockade of Gaza and Egypt’s relationship with Iran.233 Sharif, despite receiving 

advanced degrees in the United States, has been vigilant since his return to Egypt in his 

refusal of normalization with Israel and his commitment to bolstering the rights of 

Egyptian workers globally. According to many sources, Hamas endorsed al-Arabi upon 

his new appointment in early post-Mubarak Egypt. These tendencies seem to indicate the 

continued conditions of possibility for Egypt to empower subjects who resist, sometimes 

violently, the dominance of power structures grounded in the North/West. These subjects 

also accept the possibility of facing constituted violence from the U.S. or Israeli state as a 

result of their failure to adhere to particular discourses of the Obama doctrine requiring 

responsible, good Muslims to interact globally in particular ways, one of which includes 

the full acceptance of Israeli statehood and dominance. 

 In a final consideration of Tahrir Square, noting the uses of social media and the 

reconstitution of Internet connectivity as a means of exposing constituent violence for 

revolutionary purposes and the discourse of early post-Mubarak revolutionary leaders 

that still persists in Egypt’s restructuring under Mohammed Morsi, I argue that the 

moment of January 2011 demonstrates new subject positions on the map of the global 
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war on terror. These subject positions stake claims for themselves that expand their 

subjectivities, often in sharp contrast to the shrinking of the actor that occurs within the 

global war on terror via acts of suicide attack. Additionally, the protesters in Tahrir 

Square in January 2011 threw off Obama’s calls to support Mubarak in October of 2010, 

shunned the Western systems of Internet regulation that effect global connectivity, and 

ignored Obama’s attempt to hail their participation in the Square as nonviolent. They do 

so at the risk of defying the Obama doctrine’s call for responsible Muslim citizenship 

against Western-oriented calls to be a particular kind of “good Muslim.” They do so in 

the face of an ever-expanding drone program that functions to offer a precise form of 

constituted violence the United States is willing to enact against those subjects who 

occupy positions outside of the expected obedience to the “good Muslim” form. A 

continued analysis of Egypt’s political, social, and economic trends will be necessary in 

order to generate a final conclusion about the nature of Egypt’s role in generating new 

subjectivities, as the Square continues to be occupied in the dispute over Morsi’s rule and 

the constitutional provisions that will propel Egypt’s government. However, I argue that 

even if Egypt’s future includes cooperation with the West, or a (re)uptake of subject 

positions available to Muslims before the January 2011 moment in Tahrir Square, the fact 

that Egypt’s revolutionary moment represented a type of delinking and revealed the 

possibility for new subjectivities, and perhaps for a Muslim nationalism, is noteworthy. 

This moment does significant work to further expand our map of the global war on terror. 

The future of the revolutions and occupations in Egypt, Tunisia, and Bahrain may be 

uncertain moving forward, but as I have argued, these moments are hopeful in their 
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ability to offer productive forms of constituent violence in the service of regenerating 

subjectivities and rhetorical situations within the cartography of the global war on terror.  
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Chapter Six 
Some Conclusions on Rhetoricoviolence: New Possibilities for Violent Subjects in 

the Global War on Terror 
 
 This work closes with a few conclusions on rhetoricoviolence as a newly formed 

category for rhetorical studies. This chapter will unpack these conclusions through three 

related insights. First, it will explore the insights this project offers for the discipline of 

rhetorical studies based on its methodological and conceptual observations about the 

rhetorical situation. Second, it will address the interdisciplinary possibility the 

dissertation suggests and examine the ways in which the monograph’s insights help us 

think about mapping modes of materiality, specifically as they relate to our 

understandings of how subjects are articulated in political, social, and deliberative 

situations. Finally, it will examine the political and cultural insights of the project for the 

conjuncture of the global war on terror.   

 The cartography of the global war on terror performed in this project reveals that 

the rhetorical situation needs to be reconfigured. Scholars in rhetorical studies have 

previously relied on a model of rhetorical situation in which audience/speaker, 

constraints, and exigence are central components of understanding rhetorical situations. 

For prominent rhetorical situation scholars Lloyd Bitzer and Richard Vatz, these elements 

are vital in determining how rhetorical situations emerge and develop. Bitzer first 

suggests that rhetorical situations consist of an exigence (a problem existing in the world 

that must be addressed), an audience, and constraints (objects, persons, events, etc. that 

limit a rhetor’s choices and actions in any given moment). Vatz’s intervention is designed 

to suggest that rather than an exigence or historical moment creating a situation for 
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rhetoric to emerge, rhetoric instead determines what situation will appear as a result 

choices made by the rhetor. I have argued earlier in this monograph that Bitzer and Vatz 

create a “chicken and egg” dilemma. For them the question has predominantly been: what 

came first, the rhetoric or the situation? 

 Barbara Biesecker and Catherine Chaput offer interesting interventions in 

thinking about the rhetorical situation, pushing past the Bitzer/Vatz debate. For 

Biesecker, the rhetorical situation should be rethought of as articulation, an insight 

valuable for this project’s conclusions. In this sense, Biesecker suggests that 

understanding the rhetorical situations as articulation involves the production of 

constructed audiences as well as an understanding of events as sites that make visible (or 

invisible) the constructed categories of audience, subject, and in the end, meaning. 

Chaput draws from Biesecker as well as the earlier rhetorical situation literature to 

generate an understanding of the rhetorical situation as circulation. Here, Chaput argues 

against any concept of the rhetorical situation as “a temporally and spatially fixed site of 

exigency, constraints, and discourse” and rather embraces rhetorical circulation in an 

overlap with Greene’s materialism insofar as it represents “a fluidity of everyday 

practices, affects, and uncertainties.”234 

 I posit that following the interventions of Biesecker and Chaput, an additional 

insight is helpful regarding the rhetorical situation in order for it to better explicate 

empirical moments of rhetoric in the age of rhetoricality. Here, the cartography of the 

global war on terror presented in this project points to three parts of a transsituated circuit 
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we now would call the rhetorical situation: bodies, technologies, and spaces/places. This 

transsituated circuit takes the place of our previous understandings of the rhetorical 

situation based upon exigence/context, audience/rhetor, and constraint. In this sense, I 

agree with Chaput that new insights about the rhetorical situation need to “give up the 

causal relationship between rhetoric and materiality,” especially as this dissertation’s 

work continues to suggest the extension of material rhetoric as a productive enterprise. 

This dissertation’s demonstration of Chaput’s additional suggestion that “rhetoric 

circulates through our everyday, situated activities and does not exist in one place”235 

further proves the material character of rhetoric. As this project demonstrates, even when 

situations are assumed to be fixed sites of meaning, subject positions move fluidly 

throughout them, as do technologies and spaces/places. However, Chaput’s call to 

understand rhetorical situations as circulation still falls a bit short of this project’s 

intervention, because it actually relies on the exigence/audience/constraint model 

introduced by Bitzer. Chaput demonstrates her reliance on the exigence/audience/context 

model in a comparative chart236 where she offers the same categories drawn from Bitzer, 

yet suggests new forms for each classification. For example, she argues that an exigency 

is derived from “everyday activities” rather than an “urgent problem.”  

 I instead propose the categories of exigence, audience, and constraint can be 

abandoned in favor of bodies, technologies, and spaces/places. This intervention responds 

to the significant shift in rhetorical studies to discuss rhetoric as material, drawn from the 

work of not only McGee and Greene, but from rhetorical studies scholars doing work in 

                                                
235. Ibid., 20.  
236. Ibid., 19-20.  



 

 173 

queer studies, feminist and gender studies, labor studies, critical race studies, cultural 

studies, Internet studies, and more. In addition, if the categories of exigence, audience, 

and constraint are to mean something useful in this new era of rhetoricality in which 

rhetoric is understood primarily as material, then the transsituational link between bodies, 

technologies, and spaces/places addresses this turn. Exigency is rarely thought of as a 

single moment in the era of rhetoricality. Rather, rhetorical situations are understood not 

as a result of single speech acts but instead as a result of fluid sets of processes that effect 

everyday interactions. Even for moments such as January 2011 in Egypt’s Tahrir Square, 

any effort to cite the exigence, either as an urgent problem or as an everyday activity 

becomes complicated, and nearly impossible without the categories of body, technology, 

and space/place. Trying to isolate an “audience” for the material rhetoric of the Square 

presents the same problem. Specifically, who were messages “designed” for and who was 

crafting them? What steps were taken in the crafting of rhetorics to determine a unified or 

ambiguous audience before rhetors invoked action? These questions, while not wholly 

useless, are less helpful in thinking about the Square than another set of inquiries. In this 

case we should ask: what bodies occupied the Square and why? What technologies were 

deployed by bodies both inside and outside the Square in an effort to effect change? How 

did the space of the Square, and the place of Cairo, Egypt become articulated to a 

particular set of timely goals that were contingent on rhetorical practice? In the case of 

the global war on terror, perhaps this includes the rhetorical practice of constituent 

violence. 

 With this conclusion in mind, the empirical moments of the global war on terror 
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explicated in this dissertation’s scope can be slightly reframed. Acts of suicide attack rest 

primarily on understandings of the body, but not without an examination of technologies 

employed in the service of the attacks. This examination of technologies would account 

for the frantic waves of information dissemination opened up, and closed off, by suicide 

attack acts. We see this in news discourses about new forms of bombs (e.g. the 

“underwear bomber” and the emergence of compact technologies used in suicide 

missions). Additionally, in parsing out a rhetorical situation for the suicide attacks of 

9/11, the place of Washington, D.C. is certainly vital as are the places of the World Trade 

Center (a bastion of American financial dominance) or the Pentagon (the pillar of 

American military power). The same can be said for the study of the U.S. drone program, 

in which various bodies are activated through the program’s expansion as new 

technologies (e.g. “switchblade” backpack drones) emerge. The places and spaces of 

attack and catastrophe affected by the unmanned aerial vehicle program are important in 

reading the rhetorical situations created by the program’s rhetoricoviolence, most all of 

which are currently in the Middle East and North Africa. In the new model of the 

rhetorical situation proposed here, the drone program can be understood as a rhetorical 

situation in which particular bodies are targeting other bodies using specific technologies 

aimed at exact places and spaces. These three elements, all of which would be 

undertreated by previous understandings of the rhetorical situation, create new ways to 

think about drone use. 

 The second insight of this monograph’s work comes in the form of an 

intervention into the interdisciplinary frame of thinking about moments like the global 
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war on terror. Here, the project’s use of rhetorical cartography is a contribution to new 

articulations of interdisciplinary study that integrate rhetorical perspicacity. The necessity 

of rhetoric as an integrated part of critical social scientific and humanities based study 

evolves as the second conclusion of this chapter. Specifically, in articulating rhetorical 

cartography as a method for scholars of rhetoric, anthropology, geography, cultural 

studies, and more, this dissertation’s interventions emerge. In explaining this turn, it is 

helpful to look to an early voice in critical cartography, geographer J.B. Harley, and his 

remarks in a 1989 essay, “Deconstructing the Map”: 

     The issue in contention is not whether some maps are rhetorical, or whether other 
 maps are partly rhetorical, but the extent to which rhetoric is a universal aspect of 
 all cartographic texts. Thus for some cartographers the notion of 'rhetoric' would 
 remain a pejorative term. It would be an 'empty rhetoric' which was 
 unsubstantiated in the scientific content of a map…My position is to accept that 
 rhetoric is part of the way all texts work and that all maps are rhetorical texts.  
 The steps in making a map - selection, omission, simplification, classification, the 
 creation of hierarchies, and 'symbolization' - are all inherently rhetorical. In their 
 intentions as much as in their applications they signify subjective human purposes 
 rather than reciprocating the workings of some "fundamental law of cartographic 
 generalisation." Indeed, the freedom of rhetorical manoeuvre in cartography is 
 considerable: the mapmaker merely omits those features of the world that lie 
 outside the purpose of the immediate discourse….Instead of thinking in terms of 
 rhetorical versus nonrhetorical maps it may be more helpful to think in terms of a 
 theory of cartographic rhetoric which accommodated this fundamental aspect of 
 representation in all types of cartographic text.237  
 
Reading Harley alongside Greene and Kuswa produces a fusion in understanding the 

importance of cultural mapping. For Greene and Kuswa, rhetorical cartography helps 

“draw a map of how [regional accents] articulate regions into, and out of, maps of 

                                                
237. J.B. Harley, “Deconstructing the Map,” Cartographica 26, no. 2 (Summer 1989): 

11. Open source access available at:  
http://www.unigis.at/fernstudien/UNIGIS_professional/Lehrgangs_CD_2/module/
modul5/media/pdf/Deconstructing%20the%20map.pdf. 
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power.”238 Greene and Kuswa are not the first to point to mapping as a process for 

helping explicate questions in communication studies. 

 Lawrence Grossberg has articulated this idea as “spatial materialism.” For 

Grossberg, spatial materialism is an ontology in which “cultural practices are complex 

technologies and organizations that produce the real maps of power.” James Hay has 

articulated this idea to media studies in communication, claiming, “a spatial materialism 

of communication…seeks to understand communication/media, and their power, in terms 

of how and where these technologies matter within and are made productive of orderings 

of time and space.” Greene heeds the calls of Grossberg and Hay in his early extension of 

spatial materialism as a way to perform a “geographical project of mapping the 

multidimensional effectivity of reading, writing, and speaking.” Greene additionally 

highlights a specific concern from Reka Shome, as she asks, “In what ways are maps of 

America written into our theories and how do we remap those maps so as to see the lines 

of other maps on, over, under, against and across them?”239 

  Additionally, anthropologists express similar concerns over the idea of cultural 

mapping and power. Gabriella Coleman’s work on the socio-political mapping of 

Anonymous and hacker culture, implying its impact in Egypt and Tunisia, represents one 

                                                
238. Greene and Kuswa, “From the Arab Spring to Athens, From Occupy Wall Street to 

Moscow,” 271.  
239. This tracing of spatial materialism is provided by Ronald Walter Greene in “Spatial 

Materialism: Labor, Location, and Transnational Literacy,” Critical Studies in 
Media Communication, 27, no. 1 (March 2010): 105. He draws the selections I’ve 
included from essays by James Hay, Lawrence Grossberg, and Reka Shome, each 
of which are individually cited in the bibliographic work at the end of this project.  
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such voice.240 Additionally, Talal Asad makes efforts to map “cultures of death” and the 

ways those cultures have contributed to understandings of suicide bombing both in its 

uptake and in its articulation. I argue that the commonality across the work of these 

scholars should be taken as an interdisciplinary call for enhanced methodological 

approaches for scholars doing work on conjunctures like the global war on terror. The 

insights of Greene, Hay, and Grossberg as well as Coleman, Asad, and Harley share 

similar interventions, with their most prominent slippage coming from the language they 

use in their interventions. The spatial materialism turn from communication and cultural 

studies scholars overlaps fairly closely with Harley’s call to “think in terms of a theory of 

cartographic rhetoric which accommodate(s) [power] in all types of cartographic text.” 

As a form of answer to this call, this dissertation offers and performs rhetorical 

cartography as a methodological approach for interdisciplinary scholars, particularly in 

drawing conclusions about the global war on terror. 

 Here, rhetorical cartography gains nuance and becomes a more clearly articulated 

methodological process in the context of this dissertation’s assertions. In performing a 

geographic project in which I look to the pinpoints occupied by various bodies, 

technologies, and places/spaces within a larger map of contemporary global power, the 

work of this monograph is able to fuse central questions of geographers, anthropologists, 

and rhetoricians from the materialist tradition concerned with the global war on terror. In 

the same way, Greene and Kuswa use their essay to place various pins on a global map of 

protest emerging in the 2010/2011 moment as a way to think about regional articulations 

                                                
240. Gabriella Coleman, Coding Freedom: The Ethics and Aesthetics of Hacking. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press (2012).  
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of power, this dissertation places various pins on a larger map of the world, and of the 

global war on terror, as a way to unpack how violence interacts with global articulations 

of subjectivity, power, and ultimately resistance. The hope moving forward from this 

work would be not to close off other methods of mapping power in the global war on 

terror, but rather to open up an interdisciplinary context into which these (re)articulated 

maps can be produced and reproduced in the service of examining power and violence. In 

these maps, rhetoric and discourse matter. Their articulation allows us to map power and 

think about new modes of materiality. These include the body, technology, and 

space/place, but also would encompass future extrapolations of the modes of materiality. 

 Finally, this dissertation draws a political and cultural insight about power and 

violence in the global war on terror. Rhetoricoviolence, as a category, allows for a 

rhetorical cartography of violent subjects within the global war on terror, which is in part 

what this dissertation performs. This cartography reveals some possible locations that 

subjects come to occupy on a larger map of power within the global war on terror. The 

production, elimination, and (re)articulation of these subject positions have been, and 

continue to be, demonstrated on a weekly basis in transnational discourse, making this 

project’s insights pivotal for thinking about political and cultural implications of the 

conjuncture of the global war on terror. 

 Consider the move by Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky to embark on a talking 

filibuster of the nomination of John Brennan as director of the Central Intelligence 

Agency. Republican Senators Mike Lee (Utah), Ted Cruz (Texas), Jerry Moran (Kansas), 

Marco Rubio (Florida), Saxby Chambliss (Georgia) and Pat Toomey (Pennsylvania) as 
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well as Democratic Senator Ron Wyden (Oregon) joined Paul in his thirteen-hour 

filibuster from the Senate floor. His message was singular in its opposition to Brennan on 

the topic of unmanned aerial vehicles. He warned, “I will speak as long as it takes, until 

the alarm is sounded from coast to coast that our Constitution is important, that your 

rights to trial by jury are precious, that no American should be killed by a drone on 

American soil without first being charged with a crime, without first being found to be 

guilty by a court.”241  

 Paul’s filibuster seemingly bore fruit when sometime during hour twelve of his 

plight, his aides received a memo from Attorney General Eric Holder. Holder stated 

clearly, “It has come to my attention that you now have asked an additional question: 

‘Does the President have legal authority to use a weaponized drone to kill an American 

not engaged in combat on American soil?’ The answer to that question is no.”242 Paul 

hailed the filibuster as a success, stating in a press release, “This is a major victory for 

American civil liberties and ensures the protection of our basic Constitutional rights. We 

have Separation of Powers to protect our rights. That's what government was organized 

to do and that's what the Constitution was put in place to do.”243 A number of subjects are 

                                                
241. Ed O’Keefe and Aaron Blake, “Rand Paul launches taking filibuster against John 

Brennan,” The Washington Post (March 6, 2013). 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-politics/wp/2013/03/06/rand-paul-
begins-talking-filibuster-against-john-brennan/ 

242. Eric Holder quoted in original scan of US Attorney General memo to Rand Paul in 
Townhall.com (March 7, 2013). 
http://townhall.com/tipsheet/kevinglass/2013/03/07/rand-paul-is-satisfied-with-
eric-holders-slippery-answer--you-shouldnt-be-n1528424 

243. Office of Senator Rand Paul press release. “White House issues answer after 
Senator’s 13-hour speech,” (March 7, 2013). 
http://www.paul.senate.gov/?p=press_release&id=735 
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articulated and moved across various subject positions via Paul’s actions. At a basic 

level, Paul himself moves into position to be one of the first United States senators to 

engage a “talking filibuster” since the late Strom Thurmond, bringing other senators 

along with him including Marco Rubio, widely considered a contender for the 

Republican nomination for president in 2016. However, Paul’s discourse additionally 

forces a shift for Holder. When previously questioned by Paul on the issue of drone 

attacks against U.S. citizens, Holder had posited, “it is possible, I suppose, to imagine an 

extraordinary circumstance in which it would be necessary and appropriate under the 

Constitution and applicable laws of the United States for the President to authorize the 

military to use lethal force within the territory of the United States.”244 While one might 

argue these are simple changes in political position, this project suggests that these are 

actual moves in subjectivity that allow, or disallow, the newly formed subjects particular 

articulations to power in the global war on terror. 

 Perhaps more indicative of the ways subjects move in the global war on terror in 

the case of Paul’s filibuster is the rhetorical situation generated by Paul via his discourse 

and Holder’s response. In his discursive move, the bodies in question are American, the 

place/space in question is American soil, and the technology is limited to current 

understandings of the “weaponized drone” (Holder’s designation). Not only does this 

generate a rhetorical situation in which the political and legal implications of Paul and 

Holder’s agreement are pointedly specific to a vastly small number of empirical cases 

                                                
244. Eric Holder quoted in original scan of Attorney General memo to Rand Paul on 

Paul’s website (March 4, 2013). 
http://www.paul.senate.gov/files/documents/BrennanHolderResponse.pdf 
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where drones attack human bodies, but the rhetorical situation they generate functions 

additionally to close off other subject positions in the global war on terror. Take the case 

of Abdulrahman Anwar al-‘Awlaqī, the 16-year-old American citizen killed in a drone 

attack in Pakistan whose case is discussed in chapter four of this monograph. Young al-

‘Awlaqī’s subjectivity as an American killed by drones without the constitutional 

protections Paul advocates in his filibuster attempt is refigured outside of Paul and 

Holder’s distinctions. In sum, Paul and Holder’s construction of a rhetorical situation in 

which, as Paul would argue, constitutional protections have been enhanced is limited to 

only particular American bodies, on American soil. It seems clear through most of Paul’s 

rhetoric that this maps onto a white, non-Muslim American body, especially when 

considering some of his exemplar cases of concern articulated during his filibuster 

speeches (e.g. Jane Fonda). 

 Precisely the same type of subjectivity shifting occurs toward the conclusion of 

John Brennan’s confirmation hearings. Diane Feinstein, long hailed as a defender of civil 

rights and liberties in the U.S. Senate, made an effort to assist Brennan through the 

process of discussing the death of Abdulrahman al-‘Awlaqī’s father, Anwar al-‘Awlaqī, 

also an American citizen. When Feinstein initially asked Brennan about the case of elder 

al-‘Awlaqī specifically, Brennan remained largely silent on the question, responding, 

“I’m not going to talk about any particular operation or responsibility on the part of the 

U.S. government for anything…” Feinstein interrupted with an immediate objection, in 

which she argued, “That's the problem. I think when people hear ‘American citizen,’ they 

think somebody who's upstanding; this man was not upstanding, by a longshot.” Brennan 
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made a brief statement about the elder al-‘Awlaqī’s case, summarizing that he had been 

“intimately involved in activities that were designed to kill innocent men, women, and 

children, and mostly Americans.” Feinstein was not satisfied. She asked Brennan if she 

would be allowed to “ask [Brennan] some questions about [the elder al-‘Awlaqī]” to 

which he responded, “You’re the Chairman.” Feinstein’s questions went on for the entire 

ten minutes of her allotted speech time and included several mission specific queries 

about senior al-‘Awlaqī in which she linked him with terrorist efforts across the global 

war on terror. Then, she summarized her thoughts to Brennan: “So, Mr. al-‘Awlaqī is not, 

by far, an American citizen of whom anyone in America would be proud?” Brennan 

restated his position: “It was his strong determination to kill Americans on behalf of al-

Qa’ida.”245 

 Feinstein’s interaction with Brennan creates a new rhetorical situation that 

functions in two ways. First, subjects who engage in particular types of violent acts (e.g. 

“terrorist activity”) reveal themselves as occupying a new subject space (e.g. a target for 

drone attack) regardless of national citizenship. The body of the elder al-‘Awlaqī, despite 

its clear marker of American citizenship via the articulated technologies of citizenship 

created by the [American] state (in this case, al-‘Awlaqī was born in the U.S.), is now 

marked as a target of attack without constitutional protections because he is not an 

American citizen of whom anyone in America would be proud. This move echoes 

discourses from Robert Gibbs on the death of young al-‘Awlaqī discussed in chapter four. 

                                                
245. All quotes from the Brenna confirmation hearing in this chapter are taken from the 

official posted transcript compiled by the U.S. Senate Intelligence Committee 
(February 7, 2013). http://intelligence.senate.gov/130207/transcript.pdf 
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In the newly configured rhetorical situation, being a bad father or a dishonorable person 

are now markers for targeting subjects for violence. This is in sharp contrast to the 

marker of protection the same subjects were previously provided based on their claim to 

national citizenship. 

 Second, revealed in Feinstein’s interaction with Brennan, as with Paul’s filibuster, 

a number of new subject positions emerge specifically linked to the technology of drones. 

Bodies are sorted and mapped according to a variety of indicators ranging from the 

spaces they occupy (e.g. American soil) to the personal, familial, or private relations they 

engage with those around them. Drone targets now can fall into a range of subject 

positions, each position with its own implication for the violence that can be committed 

against it. Non-American, Muslim bodies roaming the spaces of the Middle East and 

North Africa occupy different categories than American, non-Muslim bodies moving 

within the United States, and these represent just two of the possible subject positions 

created by the rhetoricoviolence of the U.S. drone program. The body of the younger al-

‘Awlaqī becomes completely invisible in this new rhetorical situation, and as such, is 

never addressed by Paul, Feinstein, or Brennan. The rhetorical cartography performed 

herein, and one that would further expand upon the foundational insights of this 

monograph, becomes a helpful way of making these insights into the scope of political, 

legal, and cultural life for all subjects within the global war on terror. 

 With these political and cultural insights in mind, this dissertation’s work on 

Egypt’s violent protests in Tahrir Square of January 2011 reveals ways in which subjects 

not only occupy new spaces that are marked by the violence they can be subjected to, but 
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also delink themselves from constituted forms of violence via the constituent violence of 

a newly formed revolutionary subjectivity. Additionally, the moment in Tahrir points to 

ways that revolutionary subjectivity can produce productive modes of constituent 

violence that pierce and perhaps even overturn the restricted political and cultural value 

assigned to certain subject positions in the global war on terror. These new subject 

positions allow each subject to regenerate their own cultural and political capital, even if 

it has been evaporated by the material rhetoric of the state via violent technologies like 

drones. If we are to accept the uncomfortable truth that violence is indeed rhetorical, 

which this project does, then these forms of constituent violence become ways to 

understand not only the larger map of power in the global war on terror but also the ways 

that constituent violence can produce new rhetorical situations and subjectivities for 

resistance. With this level of understanding, those who seek to assign ethical value to 

moments within the global war on terror are better equipped for their work. 

 With these quests to assign ethical value may come the desire to generate new 

political and social realities, and rhetorical situations, to constitute subjectivities in the 

global war on terror. Fusing this dissertation’s insights about new understandings of the 

rhetorical situation, interdisciplinary methods of investigation like rhetorical cartography, 

and socio-political insights about the ways subjects deploy constituent violence to change 

their circumstance and create new subject positions for themselves, a brief example 

closes this project. In late January of 2013, the blog Chapati Mystery published a post by 

Asher J. Kohn, a law student interested in architecture. In the post, Kohn offers his plans 

for “Shura City,” a project built to suggest that an architectural defense against drones is 
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possible. An entire city built with the violence of drones and the global war on terror in 

mind, the city consists of a set of closed circuit buildings with specially designed dilating 

multicolored windows that allow light indoors yet block drone surveillance capabilities 

from outside. Additionally, the city is protected from drone intrusion by a few key pillars 

of violence including armed minarets and a newly constructed form of the ancient badgir 

to control the city’s heat signatures, rendering a drone’s targeting system ineffective. In 

the conclusion of the project’s description Kohn notes, “The population selected for 

drone attacks must know that death may come at any moment (good or no) for any reason 

(good or no)…Shura City is about using architecture to create a space for humanity in an 

increasingly inhuman sphere.”246  

 In writing the blog post for Chapati Mystery where he lays out plans for Shura 

City, Kohn opens with a question: “What precisely is a response to the drones?” In 

closing the discussion of his architectural plan for resisting drone warfare, he summarizes 

his aims: 

 My goal was to armor Shura city in Orientalism and to turn the empire’s strongest 
 weapons: technology, reorder, and arrogance, against themselves. It is time for the 
 Bantustans to protect themselves against outside interference, to say “don’t call 
 us, we’ll call you.” Shura City is not a finished product (as if the sketches fooled 
 you) but an idea, celebrating collective effort, organic change, and insider humor 
 – in other words, society – in the face of a binary code that only sees us in 
 binaries. Shura City is a hope. I hope it will work.247 
 
Kohn’s work links almost seamlessly to the political, cultural, and academic insights 

made in this project’s work. In generating a new rhetorical situation, in this case a new 

                                                
246. Asher J. Kohn, “Shura City: An Architectural Defense from Drones,” Chapati 

Mystery (January 28, 2013).  
http://www.chapatimystery.com/archives/imperial_watch/drone_city.html. 

247. Ibid.  
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mode of city planning, Kohn gives us a new set of subject positions. These new positions 

exist again in sharp contrast to the subject positions currently available to those who live 

in spaces surveilled and attacked by drones. They are self-created subjectivities who will 

resist (if need be, violently by minaret strikes) the constituted violence aimed at their 

bodies by the global war on terror and its technologies. 

 It is not hard to then envision a world where the hacktivists of Anonymous would 

supply virtual intelligence to Shura City’s planners to aid in stumping the drones or to 

surmise that the city might center around a space (perhaps a square) where its inhabitants 

celebrate their newfound humanity apart from the normalized modes of existence offered 

them by the current conjuncture of the global war on terror. Shura City represents an 

example of how to rhetorically reconstitute the global war on terror, with different subject 

positions, in different settings, with different technologies, all of which could stem from a 

rhetorical cartography that functions to remap power relations in that conjuncture. The 

fact that Chapati Mystery was the first site of global discourse about the war on terror to 

publish Kohn’s work (which later appeared across the world in popular press outlets from 

Forbes to Popular Science) further demonstrates the fact that new subjectivities had to 

emerge, and new rhetorical situations in the global war on terror, for Kohn’s work to get 

an outlet. Chapati Mystery is founded and maintained by Pakistani born historian Manan 

Ahmed Asif, who takes an observation from Homi Bhabha as the blog’s inspiration, 

claiming it “opens up an antagonistic, ambiguous area of engagement that provides, in a 
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perverse way, a common battleground that gives the Siphai248 a tactical advantage.”249  

 If the political, academic, and social insights of this dissertation’s work are to be 

realized, much more needs to be considered, and more rhetorical cartography is 

necessary. Yet, within the rhetorical cartography it offers, new maps of power, new 

rhetorical situations, and new subject positions can be revealed, anticipated, and better 

understood. And, as people, places, and technologies of protest further reveal themselves 

throughout the global war on terror, perhaps this materialist heterodoxy can continue to 

expand the discipline of rhetorical studies to meet the imperative call echoing throughout 

this new era to better understand transnational empire in the twenty-first century and 

beyond. 
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