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abstract

We examine the rhetoric of typography and color in websites for 2008 presidential candidates. After sketching theories of type and color as rhetorical elements, we examine pages from the sites, in their original form and after being transformed in ways that highlight the rhetorical function of typographical and coloring choices. This leads us to suggest that scholars of digital rhetoric—including creators studying their craft—should intervene in the texts they encounter, and not simply passively read them.
Visual rhetoric is a well-established field with important conceptions of how rhetorical concepts apply beyond text (in the work of Trimbur, George, Hocks, Wysocki, and others). Work by design and usability scholars such as Brumberger and Schriver is also highly relevant to rhetoric, and to composing in new media as well. While technology has made many visual elements widely available for rhetorical purposes, some of them—such as type and color—are largely absent from existing theories of visual rhetoric. Scholars across fields provide sophisticated understandings of these elements, but generally not in rhetorical terms (though Ehses, for example, has made this connection explicit).

We propose that type and color are rhetorical elements and we expand the conversation of visual rhetoric to place them within the discipline. We briefly explore theories of these elements from outside rhetoric as the first step in establishing explicitly rhetorical frameworks for considering them. Then, to illustrate their rhetorical functions, we examine the use of color and typography in websites for 2008 presidential candidates as contributing to the arguments made by those sites. Our dynamic visual presentation demonstrating the effects of altering color and type illustrates how they contribute to a website’s message and persuasive force.
Finally, we provide an interactive example for the reader to try similar manipulations, and an appendix describing the technology we developed for this purpose.

It’s true that our argument focuses primarily on analysis of websites, rather than on their creation. We would argue, first, that it is difficult to employ techne such as type and color in a sophisticated way without studying them in situ; and second, that analysis is an unavoidable companion to synthesis, and that the work of composing in new media should include studying and altering the texts available to us.
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design
We would like to present this chapter as a series of HTML pages, in two forms, one of which the reader will select from the cover page. The “rich content” form of the article will combine HTML text and static images with embedded Flash objects and ECMAScript (informally, “Javascript”) scripts. Flash will be used as relevant visual decoration (e.g., to display text in fonts that readers may not have) and to provide animated and interactive screencasts, to demonstrate the page-transforming technologies. The scripts will let readers experiment with the technologies on sample pages.

We have a rough preview of some Flash-based screencasts of demonstrations from the presentation at http://ideoplast.org/watson/.

The “accessible” form of the article will have the same textual content, but will employ only HTML text and static images. It’s designed to make the theoretical content of the chapter available to users who cannot or prefer not to use Flash and scripting.
Two appendices (perhaps rendered as sidebars, or otherwise situated alongside the main text) will accompany the article. One will contain sample HTML pages with browser-agnostic versions of our ECMAScript “Visual Rhetoric Controls” embedded in them. This will let users try the transformation technologies for themselves, in an environment that should be compatible with most browsers. The second appendix will describe how to get and use the Greasemonkey versions of the scripts, which can be used with any web page (but require Firefox). This appendix will probably be similar to http://ideoplast.org/visrhet/index.html.
Although the chapter will be designed to be read linearly, we intend to organize the material conceptually and provide the appropriate internal links to make it convenient for readers interested in particular subsets (just the material on typography, for example, or only the scripting demonstrations).
