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Abstract

Since the ancient rhetoricians, humans have awarded imagery, the visual, and the 
vivid an extraordinary effect on emotions and memory. Such assumptions have 
led to iconophobia, iconoclasm, and myths about the special power of images. The 
issue of the power of pictures, however, is more complicated. As all other kinds of 
rhetorical utterances, the visual can be both powerful and powerless depending on 
the circumstances. For many pictures, the rhetorical power lies not mainly in their 
political deliberation, but instead in their nature as demonstrative or epideictic 
rhetoric: a rhetoric that does not primarily advocate immediate change, but tries to 
increase adherence to existing view-points, attitudes and values. Even though visual 
rhetoric may perform a powerful address to those who are already convinced, it does 
not necessarily hold much power over adversaries and sceptics. This article argues 
that when teaching visuality and the power of imagery, educators ought to help young 
pupils – and the citizenry in general – not only to decode visual communication, but 
also to interpret and evaluate it. The first requires knowledge about rules of visual 
literacy, the second requires not only critical thinking, but also situational and cultural 
knowledge, as well as sound judgment.
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1 Introduction: Teaching Visuality Requires Knowledge of Visual 
Power

What is the power of pictures? More important perhaps, why is this question 
important for education and pedagogy? While a great amount of research into 
visual literacy, semiotics and multimodal communication has been carried out, 
communicated in textbooks and introduced both in teacher’s education and 
in the school system (e.g. Bateman, Hiippala, & Wildfeuer, 2017; Jewitt, 2014; 
Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006), the question of visual and multimodal power 
seems to have been either neglected or misunderstood – at least in teaching. 
Thus, if we are concerned with the role of visuality in our time, we should pay 
attention to what the evidence says about visual power.

This is not just a matter of examining the power of the visual, but also a 
matter of understanding the concept of power altogether. When thinking of 
rhetoric – verbal or visual – we might tend to think that the communicator 
(the orator) is the powerful part of the equation. However, anyone who has 
attempted to persuade anyone else quickly learn that most of the power lies 
with the audience. This, I suggest, may be especially the case with visual com-
munication, and research points to the same (Domke, Perlmutter, & Spratt, 
2002; J. Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021; J. E. Kjeldsen & Andersen, 2018). Thus, when 
teaching visuality, we ought to help our young pupils – and the citizenry in 
general – not only to decode visual communication, but also to interpret and 
evaluate it. The first requires knowledge about rules of visual literacy, the sec-
ond requires not only critical thinking, but also situational and cultural knowl-
edge, as well as sound judgment.

2 Examples of Visual Power

A recent example that seems to demonstrate the power of the visual without 
doubt, was the images of the Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin with 
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his knee on the neck of George Floyd in May 2020. Mr. Floyd was gasping for 
air, saying he could not breathe. Finally, Floyd became quiet, lying lifeless on 
the ground. It seemed an open-and-shut-case, because the images made it all 
clear: Derek Chauvin killed George Floyd. However, the pictures do not show a 
murder. They show a police officer with his knee on another man. We needed 
the words to tell us why and how this was murder. Pictures never prove anything 
in themselves.

More than twenty years ago, in 1991, the acquittal of four police officers 
demonstrated this. The officers had badly beaten up the lorry driver Rodney 
King. An observer captured it all on camera. King lying on the ground while 
the officers kicked him and hit him with their batons. Everybody thought the 
message of the video was obvious. But it wasn’t obvious.

In court the lawyer for the police officers showed the movie over and over 
again, telling the jury what they really saw: a violent aggressive man, under 
the influence of drugs, trying to attack the police officers. The words of the 
lawyer framed the meaning. The words formed what the jury thought they saw, 
and the officers were acquitted. The public saw it differently, and Los Angeles 
erupted in riots (Tomasulo, 1996).

This teaches us that we cannot take the power of imagery for granted, 
because the power of imagery always depends. It depends on the words that 
frame them, it depends on the audience watching, it depends on the situation 
the audience is in, and it depends on the context and culture the interaction 
occurs in. This situational and rhetorical insight not only has consequences 
for our understanding of the power of the visual, but also for how we should 
approach the teaching of the rhetoric and power of the visual. Understanding 
the workings and power of visual and multimodal rhetoric requires a human-
istic perspective with situational and cultural awareness and the ability for 
sound human judgment.

3 The Humanistic Perspective: phronesis and krisis

Understanding the importance of such circumstances, and applying and using 
such knowledge, is a form of critical rhetorical insight. This does not come 
with a fixed formula for decoding or analyzing.

Understanding is more than a vocabulary for a visual grammar or lists of 
meaning-making in multimodal semiotics. So, understanding the power 
of imagery requires discovery through critical thinking. It is a discovery that 
requires ability for practical wisdom and for human judgment, or as Aristotle 
called it phronesis and krisis (Aristoteles & Kennedy, 2007).
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Such phronesis, practical wisdom, and krisis, human judgment, cannot be 
taught in a narrow sense of the word teach. We do not acquire wisdom and 
judgment through a specific method. We acquire it by having access to a vari-
ety of insights and broad knowledge, and by assuming an open and reflective 
attitude. Wisdom and judgment must be cultivated through a continuous 
interaction with a variety of situations, forms of communication, and cultures 
and opposing viewpoints.

One cannot understand verbal rhetoric through grammatical analysis of 
words alone. In the same way one cannot understand the power of the visual 
just through semiotic decoding of texts. Instead, understanding both ver-
bal and visual rhetoric requires aesthetic sensitivity, cultural and historical 
knowledge.

Without this we will repeat myths about rhetoric, visuality, and power that 
goes all the way back to ancient times. More than ever, in a world of conspiracy 
theory, fake news, and deep fakes the humanistic qualities of rhetorical inter-
pretation are essential.

4 Myths about the Visual Feeding the Structure of Suspicion

When it comes to the power of imagery, for instance, our ability for wisdom 
and judgment requires that we know which stories are factual, and which are 
fiction. Take the advertising man James Vicary. In 1957 he announced that dur-
ing a movie in a cinema, he had flashed the slogans “Drink Coca-Cola” and “Eat 
Pop-corn”, too fast for conscious perceptions. He claimed that he had sublimi-
nally influenced the audience so that the sales of Pop-Corn had gone up 18,1%, 
and the sales of Coca-Cola had gone up 57.7%. The news caused an uproar 
– fear and panic for subconscious persuasion erupted. But the whole thing was 
a fraud. The cinema said that such an experiment had not been carried out. In 
short: Subliminal advertising doesn’t work (Rogers, 1992).

In 1960, a new myth arose. A television debate between Richard Nixon and 
John F. Kennedy was aired both on radio and television. A study allegedly 
proved that the television viewers saw Kennedy as the winner, while the radio 
listeners saw Nixon as the winner. What was the explanation? In short: the 
myth says that Kennedy looked young, handsome, and confident, while Nixon 
looked old, tired, and insecure. This was taken as proof that the visual is more 
powerful than the verbal. But is this really true? If it was, it would be more 
persuasive to see Kennedy without sound, than to hear Nixon without images. 
But common sense and research studies tell us that the myth doesn’t hold up 
(Kraus, 1996; Vancil & Pendell, 1987).
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One final myth worth mentioning is often found in management literature. 
It claims that in interpersonal communication our words only carry 7% of the 
influence, voice and tone carry 38%, and body language an astonishing 55%. 
Like the other myths this sounds counter-intuitive – which of course is part of 
the appeal. And like all myths it has sustained because most of us do not really 
check the facts. The numbers are from studies of nonverbal communication by 
psychologist Albert Mehrabian (Mehrabian, 1972). He has himself said that the 
numbers are misused. The numbers only apply when there is inconsistency 
between the spoken and the non-verbal and when people are talking about 
feelings and attitudes. Furthermore, it doesn’t make sense to divide human 
communication in percentages. When a teacher, for instance, is talking to her 
pupils, do her words only account for 7 percent? Of course not. The myth has 
also been debunked in research literature (Pamela, 2010).

The stories about Vicary, the Kennedy-Nixon debate, and Mehrabian’s num-
bers reveal two assumptions about imagery and visual rhetoric that goes all 
the way back to the ancient rhetoricians, and still feed beliefs and myths about 
rhetorical communication. Take the ancient text, Encomium to Helen. This is 
a showpiece by the sophist and rhetorician Gorgias. It was meant to show his 
ability to make anybody believe anything. The Encomium is probably the first 
known thesis in Western culture exploring the power of rhetoric and visual 
communication. In this text Gorgias (Gorgias, 1982) writes:

And some people … on seeing frightful things, have also lost their pres-
ence of mind at the present moment; fear so extinguishes and expels 
thought. And many have fallen into groundless distress and terrible 
illness and incurable madness; so deep does sight engrave on the mind 
images of actions that are seen.

Since before the beginning of our time, then, the visual and vivid have been 
assumed to have an extraordinary effect on the emotions and memory of 
humans. These assumptions have led to iconophobia, iconoclasm, and myths 
about the special power of images (Finnegan & Kang, 2004; Freedberg, 1989; 
Hariman & Lucaites, 2016; J. E. Kjeldsen, 2007; J. E. Kjeldsen & Andersen, 2018). 
First, imagery is thought to have power over other forms of expression, in the 
sense that the visual in multimodal communication will dominate the other 
forms of expression: “In the contest between evocative pictures and spo-
ken words, pictures usually win” (Jamieson, 1992, p. 103). Second, imagery is 
thought to influence in a stronger way than other forms of expression. A pic-
ture is perceived to be more powerful than a text. In social psychology, the 
vividness hypothesis suggests that our “inferences and behaviour are so much 
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more influenced by vivid, concrete information, than by pallid and abstract 
propositions of substantially greater probative and evidential value” (Nisbett 
& Ross, 1980, p. 144).

Thus, since the beginning of rhetorical thought, vivid and visual communi-
cation has been viewed as a problem to truth, freedom, and ethics. The visual 
has been considered as false, superficial, manipulation, emotion, only form, 
powerful, magic, belonging to the unconscious, and wholly irrational. Two 
thousand years of attacks on imagery and the visual reveals a structure of sus-
picion, which connects the many forms of suspicion and fear with each other 
(see table 1):

The structure of suspicion tends to feed the two dominant assumption of 
visual power. First, that visuals have power over other forms of expression. 
When someone is talking – the claim is – our attention is with the body and 
voice, and we forget about the words. Second, that visuals have especially 
strong power over humans’ thoughts and actions compared to other forms of 
communication.

5 The Power of Images

It is true, that imagery may be used to mislead, to manipulate and to influence 
our emotions. However, in the history of mankind, nothing has misled as much 
as the use words and pallid facts. We probably all remember the old quote about 
the three kinds of lies: Lies, damned lies, and statistics. Contemporary research 
nuances the validity of the structure of suspicion, provides a more skeptical 
view of the power of images and suggest that we reject the emotions and prop-
ositions of imagery when we disagree with the propositions, we believe they 

table 1 Structure of suspicion

truth and clarity falseness and confusion
rationality (sense) emotionality (emotion)
logos pathos
powerless utterance powerful utterance
powerful audience powerless audience
audience convinced by free will audience persuaded against free will
influence effected consciously influence effected sub- or unconsciously

source: partly from kjeldsen, 2007, p. 17–18
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make (J. E. Kjeldsen, 2015, 2017; J. E. Kjeldsen & Andersen, 2018). Instead, the 
power of images seems to lie especially in the “pre-existing values, cognitions 
and feelings” of the audience (Domke et al., 2002, p. 147). If this is the case, 
then the rhetoric of images should not only – or primarily – be connected to 
the ability to persuade, but especially to the ability to prime and trigger already 
existing cognitive and affective dimensions (Domke et al., 2002; Perlmutter, 
1998). Since the 1970s media- and reception studies have taught us that viewers 
are active audiences, they interpret, evaluate, and they oppose what they see 
(Morley & Brunsdon, 1999).

Recently, cognitive psychology has taught us that reason and emotion are 
connected. Sensible thinking simply cannot happen without contact to our 
emotions (Damasio, 1996). This provides scientific support for the ancient rhe-
torical claim, of the unity of thinking and feeling. It confirms the connection 
between rationality, emotionality, and trust between logos, pathos and ethos. 
Recently, rhetorical audience studies have begun examining how people actu-
ally receive and engage with verbal and multimodal rhetoric (J. Kjeldsen & 
Hess, 2021; J. E. Kjeldsen, 2016, 2018). This research helps us understand that 
the power of the visual is more complicated and nuanced than the myths and 
everyday beliefs suggest.

The results do not claim that visuals are powerless, but they do suggest that 
the audience also have power, and that visual and multimodal communication 
exercise different kinds of influence depending on the situation and audience.

Take the disturbing images of the dead Syrian toddler Alan Kurdi washed 
up on a Turkish beach in 2015. These photographs shocked and moved peo-
ple all around the world. There is no doubt that they had emotional effect. 
Newspapers all around the world proclaimed that the photographs changed us 
all. In the newspaper The Telegraph UK Prime Minister David Cameron’s emo-
tional change of heart in the immigration policy was put forward as evidence 
for the political power of the picture (J. E. Kjeldsen, 2017, p. 73).1

But the change was short lived. Immigration policy never changed fun-
damentally, and only months later strict measures were reinforced. In some 
countries even stricter than before. This is in line with the above-mentioned 
research suggesting that viewers will reject the emotions and propositions of 
news photographs when they disagree with their rhetoric.

If this is the case, then the rhetoric of images lies not primarily in their abil-
ity to persuade, but in their ability to confirm and reinforce. Images have the 
power to prime, trigger, and strengthen already existing cognitive and affective 

1 See https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/11842643/The-refugees-
welcome-fad-will-do-more-harm-than-good.html (last accessed November 1, 2021).
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dimensions. If on the other hand, a viewer disagrees with what you think an 
image claims then she or he will reject this claim despite its emotional appeal. 
The emotional appeal may even push the viewer even further away. This was 
evident in a study of the reception of the Alan Kurdi images which examined 
comments to the image in newspapers, comments on Facebook, and inter-
viewed informants (J. E. Kjeldsen & Andersen, 2018). It was obvious that cer-
tain people actively rejected the message of the images.

The UK newspaper The Telegraph wrote on September 3, 2015 that “the 
refugees welcome fad will do more harm than good.”2 The images of Kurdi, 
they claimed, were being used to accuse realistic politicians of being heartless. 
In a similar fashion, commentator in The Mail, Richard Littlejohn, wrote on 
September 4, 2015: “This child’s death was tragic, but it was not our fault.”3

Based on the press coverage, comment fields and research interviews, the 
study of the reception of the Kurdi images revealed four types of rejecting 
response to the images. In general terms, we may say that humans can reject 
images of suffering immigrants in these four ways:
1. Rejecting the veracity of the pictures
2. Rejecting that the migrants are really refugees
3. Accepting the tragedy, but rejecting responsibility
4. Accepting the tragedy and taking (some) responsibility, but arguing that 

accepting great numbers of migrants and refugees is not the right answer
In more colloquial terms, we may say that people’s rejection of such images 
make them say:
1. The images are fake
2. These people are not real refugees
3. Yes, it’s bad, but it is not my fault
4. Yes, it is bad, and it is partly our fault, however it would still be better not 

to let all these refuges come to Europe
The lesson learned by these results and the mentioned theory is relevant both 
for the study of the power of images and for the education of visual literacy 
and citizenship: When pictures are used to argue, we argue back. When we feel 
images argue, and when we disagree with the visual argument, then we will 
argue back.

The more emotional the visual argument is, the more forceful viewers will 
reject it. They may even use other images to counter the visual rhetoric we 

2 See https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/11842643/The-refugees-
welcome-fad-will-do-more-harm-than-good.html (last accessed November 1, 2021).

3 See http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3221855/RICHARD-LITTLEJOHN-child-s-
deathtragic-not-fault.html (accessed November 1, 2021).
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disagree with. Take an article from The Express published on September 10, 
2015.4 The title proclaims: “Are these happy young men really timid souls flee-
ing war and persecution?” The image shows well dressed, happy young men on 
the beach of the Greek Island of Lesbos holding their cell phones high, while 
taking selfies. The image functions as a counter-argument, to the images of 
Alan Kurdi. The Kurdi-images were used as a part-for-whole-argument gener-
alizing from the individual pain of a dead child to the pain of all immigrants 
and the disaster of the immigration crisis. As a rejection of the implicit claims 
in the use of the Kurdi-images, the photograph of these young men was used as 
a part-for-whole argument (lat. pars-pro-toto) generalizing from the careless-
ness of these asylum seekers, to all the immigrants arriving in Europe.

All this does not mean that pictures do not have rhetorical power. They do. 
But we have not really understood rhetorical power if we just claim that pic-
tures are powerful or if we just say that they are more powerful than words.

The special power of pictures, I suggest, lies in their ability to display values, 
emotions, and worldviews we already hold. Pictures are good at confirming 
and reinforcing what we already think and feel. If you think police violence 
is problem, then the picture of Derek Chavin and George Floyd demonstrates 
it without the need of words. If you believe that Europe have let the refugees 
down, then this is what you will think when seeing the image of Alan Kurdi. 
On the other hand, if you think that people seeking asylum in Europe are not 
really refugees, the image of the young men on the beach proves it.

In verbal rhetoric such a display of existing, shared values, is known as epi-
deictic rhetoric. From ancient Greek, the work epideictic actually means to 
display or point out. It is an act of demonstrating or showing to the audience, 
which is exactly what pictorial rhetoric does. Such rhetoric – whether it is ver-
bal or visual – creates common meaning and identity. Visual epideictic rhetoric 
displays and reinforces the values and viewpoints that a group already share.

A special rhetorical power of pictures, then, is their ability to display events 
before us as though we experience them ourselves confirming what we already 
think we feel, believe, and know. Power depends on situation and culture. 
Therefore, understanding the power of pictures, requires an understanding of 
the rhetorical situation, the facts in the specific case and a sensitivity to the 
culture the communication belongs to. It becomes especially important then, 
when dealing with visual rhetoric to teach our youth to be critical to images in 
general and particularly to the images that seem to confirm what we think we 
already know.

4 See http://www.express.co.uk/news/world/603511/Migrant-crisis-refugees-take-selfie-photo-
Greekboat-Lesbos-Syria-war (last accessed November 1, 2021).
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Of course, decoding and interpreting imagery requires knowledge of semi-
otics and visual grammar. But such technical knowledge is useless without sit-
uational, cultural, and historical awareness. Such awareness provides us with 
practical wisdom and sound judgment: with pronesis and krisis.

If we wish to explore the worlds of visual education, we should bear this in 
mind. Because the teaching of rhetoric and the power of pictures, is not a tech-
nical art. Teaching rhetoric and the power of pictures is a humanistic art, and 
this humanistic art should be part of the worlds of visual education.
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