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Digital Rhetoric: Looking Ahead 

 The art of rhetoric is almost as old as human civilization itself and has evolved alongside 

it. In the Information Era that we are a part of and the advent of the internet, Digital Rhetoric has 

emerged as a new concept. The post-modern concept takes into consideration traditional rhetoric, 

yet includes contemporary methods of communication as well.  

 To understand what Digital Rhetoric is, one must be familiar with the study of Rhetoric 

itself. Merriam-Webster defines rhetoric as “the art or skill of speaking or writing formally and 

effectively, especially as a way to persuade or influence people” (Rhetoric). This skill can be put 

to use in many ways, but most prominently when we interact with other people, be it socially or 

professionally. Digital Rhetoric takes this one step forward. Before the internet became so 

prominent in our lives, communicating as effectively and quickly just was not as possible. With 

mediums such as Twitter and Facebook dominating the internet, the game has changed forever.  

 More so than the internet, computers themselves and more recent tools like smart phones 

and tablets have turned most people into writers, whether they realize it or not. “Digital Rhetoric 

moves the purposeful communication off of the page and into systems, pictures, and electronic 

devices,” which includes “text, visual elements, and sound” (Teaching). Digital Rhetoric aims to 

ensure that all of these new tools can be used effectively to persuade the target audience, and 



Powell 2 

 

usability is a big part of it. Some however do not realize just how important it has become to our 

culture. 

 Digital Rhetoric is a hugely important study not just for college student, but for everyone. 

“The traditional rhetoric of persuasion is being transformed in digital spaces,” says James 

Zappen, “and thus offers new opportunities for inquiry in rhetorical theory and criticism and an 

expanded vision of what the rhetoric of science and technology might become within the next 

decade and beyond” (Zappen). By observing what is happening now with mediums such as 

Twitter and Facebook, we can look forward, as Zappen says, and not only predict how it will 

continue to evolve, but help to shape it as well.  

 In terms of academics, teaching these skills must be done in an intelligent way, since 

“students’ literate lives [are] inside and outside the classroom, it is vital that we question how 

graduate students, as future faculty, are trained….to develop digital scholarly agendas” (Blair). If 

taught properly, we can, again, help to shape the future. Professional writers have the ability to 

accomplish what they need to when communicating on behalf of themselves or a company and 

Digital Rhetoric is and will remain an essential tool. In an interview with James Porter, 

conducted by Laurie Gries, he said professional writers trained in digital rhetoric: 

see what needs to be done to make things better, and then figure out how you can help 

make that happen. The idealists and critics in our midst are very good at the first part: 

critiquing the status quo, seeing how things could be better, they write wonderful books 

and articles telling us what is wrong with the status quo. (Gries) 

As businesspeople, artists, or even “internet trolls,” it is important for us all to know what we 

want, and more importantly how to get it. Following the status quo, while easy, halts creativity 
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and quite honestly can be dangerous; especially in times of change like now. It is everyone’s 

responsibility to take part. 

 On the practice of professional writing itself, the changes brought by digital rhetoric are 

widespread. The biggest of these changes has to be the role of social media in persuading people. 

According to Melody Bowden, “we encourage students to recognize how they can use social 

media tools to convey the ethos sought by their organization and to meet the needs of their 

audience” (Bowden). Every notable person in government, organization, or company have their 

own social media accounts. They employ these types of writers, ones who recognize that these 

tools are so wide-reaching that they would be seriously missing out on an opportunity otherwise. 

Zappen says we are “adapting a rhetorical tradition more than 2,000 years old to the conditions 

and constraints of the new digital media” (Zappen). It is not just as simple as running a 

commercial on the television or radio anymore, the game has changed. Forces like social media, 

and programs such as Microsoft Word, Powerpoint, and Excel make professional writing a lot 

more than the words written down. 

 Taking all of this into mind, one must wonder what is next? How will digital rhetoric and 

professional writing change in the next 5 years. It is my opinion that the use of social media will 

only become more prevalent. If you take a look at other websites such as Reddit we get a slightly 

different view of social media. Forums for discussion such as this mixed with a large community 

leads to not only a wide audience, but many different opinions to make you reconsider your own. 

Granted, Facebook has adopted this role in recent years, but not quite in the same way. Social 

Media is going to start playing a larger role in our lives, and I would not be surprised if social 

media sites slowly started becoming valid as forms of identification or even regulated or 



Powell 4 

 

operated to some extent by the federal government. I do not mean to suggest some kind of 

conspiracy, just that Facebook reaches so far and wide that it is almost too big for its own good.  
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