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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation is a history of topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies. 

Topical invention is the procedurally structured and/or organized thinking-out of 

propositions in text, speech, or other symbolic products; it is the structured and 

systematized method of invention originally developed by Aristotle, often referred to by 

the Greek topoi or the Latin loci. Although it goes by many names in recent history, 

topical invention has a structure based on Michael Leff’s definition of topical invention 

that shares five common aspects: data, claims or conclusions, linkages, sources, and 

topics. Data are some set of contextual knowledge, claims or conclusions are statements 

that express a truth value based on data, linkages are the expressed or implicit 

relationship between data and claims or conclusions, sources are methods for finding 

linkages, and topics are the naming of discrete entities in a system for invention.  

 This history selects texts dealing with topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies 

discourse published between 1914 and 2014. A text was considered to be dealing with 

topical invention if it had an explicit discussion of topical invention or a discussion 

matching the structure of topical invention. U.S. rhetorical studies is the discourse 

community present in journals published by the four major United States professional 

societies studying rhetoric—the National Communication Association, the National 

Council of Teachers of English, the Rhetoric Society of America, and the American 

Society for the History of Rhetoric—and the publications Philosophy & Rhetoric and 

Rhetoric Review. Texts were selected and interpreted using a deconstructive reading and 

pluralistic and idiographic ideologies of history. 



 

xvii 

 Although work on topical invention in the last century has neither a single 

coherent concept nor consistent terminology, it maintains a deep structure in which topics 

identify the sources for linkages that connect claims and conclusions to the data upon 

which they are based. This structure can be used to identify instances of topical invention 

in scholarly discussions and to analyze the shifts, trends, developments, and changes in 

topical invention over the last 100 years. The changes to, various conceptions of, and 

potential future developments for topical invention as evidenced by its shifting structure 

across the last century are presented in this dissertation.   
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Introduction 

 This story could begin at almost any time in the history of rhetoric, but I like 

starting in 1974. That was when Consigny sought to find a middle ground between 

Bitzer’s (1968) and Vatz’s (1973) understandings of the rhetorical situation—the two 

perspectives that preceded Consigny (1974). In 1968, Lloyd F. Bitzer proposed that the 

“nature of those contexts in which speakers or writers create rhetorical discourse” 

determined what a speaker would say in a given situation (p. 1–3). This launched a debate 

among the United States’ scholars of rhetorical studies about how to define the rhetorical 

situation, the time and place that discourse happens. Bitzer’s opening salvo in this debate 

presented the situation as the determining factor: It is the situation that establishes 

something as rhetorical, it is the situation that demands discourse, and it is the situation 

that constrains what discourse is appropriate.  

Five years later, in 1973, Richard E. Vatz argued that Bitzer’s (1968) proposal was 

too restricting. Vatz (1973) presented the rhetorical situation as a context that discourse 

itself created: “Rhetors choose or do not choose to make salient situations, facts, events, 

etc.” (p. 160). Vatz’s position was that discourse, the act of creating rhetoric, structured 

and organized meaning, and it was meaning, in turn, that created the situation. Vatz 

(1973) raised the debate to the level of determining the value of U.S. rhetorical studies: 

“It is only when the meaning is seen as the result of a creative act and not a discovery, 

that rhetoric will be perceived as the supreme discipline it deserves to be” (p. 161). 

In 1974, Consigny sought to find a middle ground between the two partisans who 

preceded him. Consigny’s proposal placed the canon of invention—the part of rhetorical 

theory and practice that deals with creating and discovering what to say, the “thinking-
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out” of speech—as the keystone that held Vatz (1973) and Bitzer (1968) in one 

structurally sound frame. Consigny construed invention as built around the “topic,” an 

ancient inventional tool that Consigny modernized. The modern topic that Consigny 

proposed was both an “essential instrument” for discovering discourse and a “realm” of 

situated creativity (p. 181). Consigny argued that topics were so important to rhetorical 

theory and practice that rhetoric should be “construed as an art of topics” (p. 181). 

Although no one to this point had construed topical invention as the defining 

aspect of rhetoric, rhetorical scholars had long been interested in topics as an inventional 

resource. To be clearer, topical invention is a broad term for the procedurally structured 

and/or organized thinking-out of propositions in text, speech, or other symbolic products. 

Topical invention is procedural in that it finds or points to a set of heuristics or strategies 

for creating or discovering arguments. It is organized by a set of five components that 

frequently appear, implicitly or explicitly, in discussions of topical invention: The five 

component parts are data, linkage, claim, source, and topic. Finally, topical invention is a 

kind of invention: It is almost always concerned with generating discourse; whether that 

is the new, innovative creation of discourse or the search for appropriate, discovered 

discourse depends on the particular theory of topical invention. 

 No matter how important one considers it, topical invention is a system of 

rhetoric. It is not a system of rhetoric in the way that Ehninger (1968) identified “systems 

of rhetoric” as culturally situated trends in rhetorical theory and practice. Rather, topical 

invention is a system of rhetoric in the way that we, apparently universally, seek or 

deploy simplifications or abstractions as processes for making our world understandable 

through discourse.  
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Topical invention is not new. It has been a consistent part of rhetorical theory, 

pedagogy, and practice almost as long as rhetorical studies has been called “rhetoric.” 

The first treatment of topical invention appeared more than two millennia ago in 

Aristotle’s (trans. 1960) Topica as a method for dialectical discourse, and it first appeared 

as a distinctly rhetorical way of inventing arguments in Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) Rhetoric. 

Topical invention gets its name from Aristotle’s term, topos, which was usually Greek for 

“place” but was for Aristotle a way to identify an argumentative strategy. Topical 

invention reappeared in Roman textbooks on rhetoric and rhetorical invention through the 

fall of the Roman Empire. It was present in Cicero’s and Quintilian’s textbooks in 

libraries throughout the Renaissance, discussed in Giambattista Vico’s treatise on the 

humanities (Bevilacqua, 1972), taught at Oxford and Cambridge universities during the 

Renaissance and Enlightenment in England (Rice, 1943; Wallace, 1936b), and treated in 

composition textbooks at the turn of the 20th century. It has been a consistent part of 

rhetorical theory, practice, and pedagogy, but for much of that history, topical invention 

reflected its ancient rhetoric roots without substantial change until 20th century U.S. 

rhetorical studies. In the history of topical invention, the last 100 years are a time of 

rapid, incoherent development. 

In the last 100 years, topical invention has waxed and waned in popularity. It has 

been subjected to influences from other academic fields, put on a pedestal as the center of 

the discipline, and thrown out as outdated structuralism. As a system of rhetoric, topical 

invention is inscribed with the trends of the 20th century, doubly so with those trends 

popular among U.S. rhetorical studies. In this way, to look at the history of topical 
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invention is to look at the history of 20th century rhetorical studies imprinted upon a 

relatively small part of rhetorical scholarship. 

The limitations of our topical invention reflect the limitations of our rhetorical 

studies as a tradition inherited from ancient rhetoric. Can invention transcend culturally 

outdated presumptions of ancient Greece and Rome? If topical invention is a process of 

thinking out speech, what does thinking outside the box or thinking out of the closet 

mean for rhetoric? Can we design images rhetorically, and if we can, can they benefit 

from practices of invention? Are “black logic” and bi-lingual disagreements 

fundamentally different from Roman logic and English-language-only agonism? These 

are only some of the questions U.S. rhetorical studies has grappled with in the 20th 

century and has yet to resolve, and they are questions that still face topical invention. 

Yet, topical invention has had as many developments as it has challenges yet to 

face. Consigny’s (1974) call to treat rhetoric as an art of topics, an art of a long-standing 

tool in the rhetorical toolbox, avoided discussing most of the numerous developments of 

topical invention in the same century. There are many types of topical invention in the 

toolbox from the last 100 years, and this history attempts to recover the latent history of 

topical invention.  

United States rhetorical studies seems to have forgotten many of the 

developments, changes, and approaches to topical invention generated in the last 100 

years, and this history is a brief search for those discussions of topical invention. Many 

U.S. rhetorical studies scholars have considered topical invention in some way, yet their 

considerations have been ignored, abandoned, or considered complete and therefore 
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deserving no further development. This history brings these conceptualizations of topical 

invention together. 

The various discussions of topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies are far from 

complete. Histories of rhetoric are wise to consider the future use, future forms, and 

future discourse (see Murphy, 1997). And, topical invention in this history is no different: 

It is a living history, and it calls for continued research. For some of these approaches to 

topical invention, future research is how topical invention works in the college 

classroom; for others, it is how topical invention informs rhetorical analysis and criticism. 

This dissertation does not offer a single finished or completed theory of topical invention. 

Presenting the various theories of topical invention together establishes a 

foundation for developing future work. Topical invention is a process we use every day—

doubly so as academics. We use explicit and implicit sets of heuristics for determining 

what makes a good design or a good document. We often rely upon the term “warrant” 

(Toulmin, 1958/2003) in grading rubrics without realizing it as one of many different 

approaches to understanding what links the way that students experience data to the way 

they make claims or conclusions. And, our research questions typically exhibit some trace 

of topical invention such that we have chosen our data for its comparisons or contrasts or 

we have excluded data because it does not fit a definition. These are all instances where 

topical invention informs our practices, but we may not be aware that we are implicitly 

choosing between many different systems of topics in our practice. This is not to say that 

some systems of topics are more developed than others, but rather we have an 

opportunity to understand our choices and our agency by understanding what systems of 

topics are present in U.S. rhetorical studies. Topical systems are choice limiting: They 
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offer a set of available linkages between data and claim or conclusion, and by choosing 

one set over another we limit the ways that we can engage with and make meaning from 

our experience of the world. When we are mindful of that choice, we can consider 

alternative topical systems. And, while this might suggest that the various topical systems 

from the last 100 years should work in tandem or should exhibit some narrative of 

progression to a unified theory of topical invention, the history of topical invention does 

not lend itself to a developmental narrative. 

This history of topical invention lacks a linear progression. For those who are 

well-versed in histories of rhetorical invention, this should come as no surprise: The 

treatment of invention in the American rhetorical tradition rarely offers a convenient 

narrative. Leff’s (1983) admittedly disjointed history of Roman rhetorical treatises on 

topical invention is an example of this. The number of times in the last 100 years that 

scholars in U.S. rhetorical studies who were ostensibly talking about the same subject 

without citing or being aware of each other is quite astounding.  

The following chapter lays out the methodology and terminology that I use to 

piece together this disconnected history. This methodology benefits greatly from the 

struggle that previous historians have had with histories of rhetoric and from modern 

electronic databases that allow me to discover discussions of topical invention that most 

scholars in the last 100 years could not. 

Over the next four chapters, I break up the history of topical invention into 

loosely associated chunks of time. This periodization begins with chapter four which 

deals with topical invention from 1914, the year the professional society that would 



8 

 

become the National Communication Association split from the National Council of 

Teachers of English, through 1945, the end of World War II.  

Chapter five picks up with the beginning of the expansion of the American 

university system due to the G. I. Bill in 1946 and ends in 1967, the year before the 

Rhetoric Society of America and Philosophy & Rhetoric were founded.  

Chapter six begins in 1968 when the rhetorical situation debate started in U.S. 

rhetorical studies and English departments began to warm to rhetorical studies and oral 

communication again. Chapter six ends in 1988, a convenient date for pinning the growth 

of post-structural linguistic theory in U.S. rhetorical studies. 

Chapter seven handles topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies from 1989 

through the present day—the period when post-structural linguistic theory challenges 

many structural approaches to topical invention and when the National Communication 

Association’s growing interest in media and cultural studies begins to drift into topical 

invention. 

Chapter eight concludes the study by summarizing many of the conceptual 

differences in topical invention over the last 100 years and suggesting future paths for 

topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies. 
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Methodology 

“One who writes a history of rhetorical theory must make a number of inventional 

choices.” (Blair & Kahl, 1990) 

Tracing the history of topical invention begins, as all histories of rhetoric should 

begin, with methodology. As Blair and Kahl (1990) remind us, the author of a history of 

rhetoric chooses to present his or her perspectives, goals, and procedures as he or she 

attempts to gain the reader's “understanding and assent” (p. 149). And, it is the 

methodology of the historian that lays out the warrants upon which these perspectives, 

goals, and procedures rely. To adapt Blair and Kahl's quote at the beginning of this 

chapter, these inventional choices begin with the topoi of methodology, the common 

argumentative strategies of methodology. 

The most prominent topoi of methodology in the history of rhetoric are selection 

and interpretation: what constitutes the text and context of a history, and how does a 

historian of rhetoric approach and represent these texts and contexts as a history. I 

separate these purely for the sake of analysis. Blair and Kahl (1990) presented selection 

and interpretation as inventional choices for historians of rhetorical theory, hence I have 

introduced them as topoi: 

The historian must select the theoretical precept(s) or text(s) to be introduced or 

reexamined as well as identify the nature of the relationships to be drawn among 

the historical documents. The historian's choices also include the means of 

interpreting, contextualizing, organizing, legitimizing, and judging sources. (p. 

148)  
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These concerns of the topoi of historiography work at two methodological levels. These 

two levels are, first, the methods and approaches to selecting texts which I consider as 

constituting a history of topical invention, and, second, the method and approaches of 

interpretation to representing the selected texts as a history of topical invention. Jarratt 

(1987) eloquently summarized the overlapping concerns of selection and interpretation: 

“The identification of materials at an active site becomes as much the work of the 

revisionary historian as her commentary on them” (p. 12). So, I first select texts that 

constitute a history of topical invention in accordance with the selection methods, and 

then I interpret those texts using the approaches I detail here.  

 In the following sections, the methodology of this dissertation is separated into 

the selection of texts and the interpretation of texts. Each of these sections then explicitly 

includes the specifics of the methods or approaches followed by a discussion of the 

methodology relevant to these methods and approaches. 

Selection of Texts 

 The selection of texts makes or breaks histories of rhetoric. Historians of rhetoric 

are wise to imagine that the work of writing history begins with an ideologically 

motivated decision about what constitutes a history, where “history” involves a judgment 

of “what is valuable to my history.”  In order to minimize and lay bare the influences I 

bring, as author, to this history, I established a method of selection that delimits 

appropriate texts based on time period of publication, use of terminology, and importance 

to the discourse community. In other words, the method of selection takes into account 

the limitation of historical context and the selection of texts.  
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Historical context 

 I examine topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies in texts published from 1914 

to 2014. As a statement of a selection of historical context, this dissertation considers 

publications from the last 100 years which are cited or referenced by U.S. rhetorical 

studies. First, the context is limited to the publication time period from 1914 to 2014, so 

every Google Scholar, EBSCO Host, ERIC, and JSTOR database search began by 

limiting the search to publication dates from 1914 to 2014. Second, the context is limited 

to U.S. rhetorical studies, which is a term identifying a group of scholars unified by an 

academic preoccupation with the field of rhetoric, a discipline with many intersecting and 

diverging interests. Since this history is tracking a history of topical invention in rhetoric, 

not a history of rhetoric, U.S. rhetorical studies is defined as, to borrow terminology from 

McGee (1990), the “whole” of the United States of America’s professional societies that 

are the dominant parties interested in topical invention in rhetoric and/or rhetoric itself, 

i.e., the Rhetoric Society of America (RSA), the National Communication Association 

(NCA), the American Society for the History of Rhetoric (ASHR), and the National 

Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). U.S. rhetorical studies is the discourse 

community comprised by these societies, and the societies’ publications, along with 

Philosophy & Rhetoric and Rhetoric Review, are a map to the discourse of U.S. rhetorical 

studies scholars. The members and authors represented by or within these societies’ 

publications are U.S. rhetorical studies scholars, the discourse community that bounds the 

historical context. 
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Selection method  

I selected relevant texts on the basis of two separate though not mutually 

exclusive principles: a priori and a posteriori. Texts, published from 1914 to 2014, are 

selected a priori if the text uses any of the following terms: topos, topoi, locus, loci, loci 

communes, topical invention, common place, or commonplace. These terms should 

theoretically appear in discussions of topical invention since they are the original Greek 

and Latin words for topics and common translations for those terms. Thus, every time I 

ran a database search in the process of conducting research, it was for texts that had one 

or more of these terms. Texts are selected a posteriori by their traditional importance as 

implicit and explicit discussions that pertain to topical invention. In the process of doing 

research, this method accounts for those times where, regardless of database searches, I 

or my committee members know that a text is appropriate, and that text is selected. This 

method captures the expertise in rhetoric that enables an a posteriori judgment to include 

a text because it should be included, but it also accounts for my use of Hubbell and 

Lanius’s (2014) citation and reference network to double check the validity of the 

selection methods. 

I used Hubbell and Lanius’s (2014) citation and reference network of U.S. 

rhetorical studies publications as an experimental third method for identifying relevant 

texts a posteriori. However, this method ultimately proved redundant, a testament to the 

strength of the two aforementioned methods. By using Hubbell and Lanius’s (2014) 

network, I attempted to select relevant texts by the a posteriori relevance of their authors, 

and to limit the influence of the larger number of publications from the National 



14 

 

Communication Association between 1968 and 1988, the top 20 authors from each of the 

publications reviewed by Hubbell and Lanius (2014).  

 Hubbell and Lanius (2014) developed a citation and reference network of the U.S. 

rhetorical studies discourse community from articles, editorials, and letters published in 

Rhetoric Society Quarterly, Quarterly Journal of Speech, College Composition and 

Communication, and Philosophy & Rhetoric between 1968 and 1988. Unlike most 

citation networks, this network was both citational and referential, meaning nodes on the 

network are authors, citations, and uncited references: For instance, if McGee (1990) 

were included in this network, some of the nodes would be McGee, the author of the 

article; Rorty, a cited reference; Plato, an uncited reference; and Norlin, the translator of 

Antidosis cited under Isocrates. Furthermore, unlike most citation networks, this network 

was not a predictive network; it was a descriptive network. The nodes in this network 

were connected to the author, not to their accompanying nodes from the same article, i.e., 

it is a network of a discourse community not its discourse. Figure 1 is an image of the 

Hubbell and Lanius (2014) network, with an inset to more clearly showing the network. 
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Figure 1. Hubbell and Lanius citation and reference network. The image was created 

using data coded in Microsoft Excel and displayed in Cytoscape citation network 

software using the native organic distribution. Adapted from “Borders within Rhetoric: 

What are the Contemporary Canons?” by G. S. Hubbell and C. Lanius, 2014, a 

presentation at the biennial meeting of the Rhetoric Society of America, San Antonio, 

TX. Copyright 2014 by G. S. Hubbell and C. Lanius. 

Using the Hubbell and Lanius (2014) citation and reference network, I selected 

one set of nodes. These nodes were, according to Hubbell and Lanius (2014), the “core” 

nodes for each journal: These are authors whose total references “in the network were 

predominantly (above 75% of their total citations/references) in one of the journals. 

These are people who were rarely cited outside of that journal” (Hubbell & Lanius, 

2014). From this first set, I have used the top 20 for each journal, as seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1  

The 20 Core Nodes for Each of the Four Journals 

Note. Adapted from “Borders within Rhetoric: What are the Contemporary Canons?” by 

G. S. Hubbell and C. Lanius, 2014, a presentation at the biennial meeting of the Rhetoric 

Society of America, San Antonio, TX. Copyright 2014 by G. S. Hubbell and C. Lanius. 

Rhetoric scholars will recognize many of these names. I searched these authors’ 

publications for discussions of topical invention, provided that they published between 

1914 and 2014. As mentioned above, this method proved to be redundant: Authors in this 

list who had written something about topical invention were already discovered by my 

prior two methods of selection, and authors who had not written about topical invention 

are not in this history. Despite being superfluous, this method is a viable test for false 

negatives from the other selection criteria: It removes the requirement for terms while 

providing a sample of prominent scholars in the discourse community that is not too 

laborious to search.  
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False positives were a constant problem with the a priori method. In hindsight it 

seems clear that the words “common place” and “commonplace” would appear often in 

American publications. So, I used the Google Scholar snippet view to determine if 

“common place” or “commonplace” appeared in any article in a context that was likely to 

be about topical invention. I used my best judgment in this case, but often that meant that 

if the words appeared in a discussion of argument or near a citation of another author that 

I knew worked on topical invention, then the text was selected. The a priori selection 

method initially flagged approximately 3000 publications, of which more than 436 

received additional analysis. Using “common place” or “commonplace” colloquially, 

rather than as a jargon term to discuss topical invention, accounted for the overwhelming 

majority of the false positives. Some cases involved a more recent development in 

academic discourse of using Greek and Latin words as replacements for English words—

this is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. Finally, the rarest set of false positives came 

from texts that used topical invention terminology, usually in literature reviews, without 

developing, discussing, or relating to topical invention—these were cases where, for 

instance, someone had cited Aristotle just to cite Aristotle. 

Discussion 

 The first limitation concerns the dates of publication applicable to this history. I 

have chosen to limit myself to the period between 1914 and 2014 to keep this history 

bounded in the last 100 years. It is no mistake that 1914 is the founding of what would 

become the National Communication Association. Also in 1914, according to Hagaman 

(2010) and Villanueva, Swearingen, and McDowall (2006), rhetoricians walked out of the 

Modern Language Association’s (MLA) annual meeting in protest. This was the last 
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major split of rhetoricians from the MLA, the first being the group that formed the 

National Council of Teachers of English, three years prior. Of equal importance, 1914 to 

2014 is a time period during which we have a generally good understanding of the 

“cultural milieu” from which these texts under discussion developed (McGee, 1990, p 

283).  

McGee’s landmark discussion of the relationship between “text” and “context” in 

rhetorical analysis (1990) informs much of the historiographical methodology that I am 

using and my approach to historical context. According to Blair and Kahl (1990), 

historians of rhetoric and rhetorical critics occupy “arguably equivalent” positions and the 

methods of criticism have received more attention than the methods of historiography 

(pp. 148–149). Thus, I use McGee's (1990) argument as equally a guide for 

historiographical methodology as it is for rhetorical criticism. McGee (1990) argued, in 

agreement with Said (1983a, 1983b), that a common mistake of criticism was to “treat 

scraps of social problems and fragments of texts as if they were whole” (p. 287).  

This brings us to a veritable Heisenberg uncertainty principle of the object of 

criticism: Text and context cannot be neatly separated and are seldom ever known 

entirely. We can only know a fragment of the text and context, but, according to McGee 

(1990) “every fragment is a map of the structures that will make it complete,” so we 

should analyze the fragment as a “speculative ‘incomplete’ study of the whole” (p. 284). 

My history of topical invention is “a history” specifically for this reason, but this also 

amounts to an approach to the selection of texts. The texts—as they are discussed in this 

dissertation—are removed from much of the context in which they were created: 

Although large historical changes, such as World War II or the founding of professional 
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societies, are relatively well-known for American history in the last 100 years, I make no 

claim to understand the more local historical context of state politics, departmental 

politics, or even employment for the authors whose texts are included. Undoubtedly, 

many of these texts were influenced by some conversation at some academic conference 

or a chance conversational encounter, and these influential moments are important to 

these texts—texts that themselves were changed by the editing practices of academic 

journal and book publishers. However, the texts presented in this dissertation are 

fragments that reveal a map of the whole, an abstraction of the texts and contexts, 

through every limitation, such as U.S. rhetorical studies but not German or French 

rhetorical studies. Every positive claim based on my interpretation, then, should be 

treated as a self-conscious argument based on an incomplete set of discursive data. 

The texts published in the last century that have been selected by this 

methodology are fragments. Limiting the research to texts in the last century grounds the 

texts within a reasonably well known cultural milieu. With the exception of ancient 

Greek and Latin texts, the fragments from which these texts developed will not be 

considered unless they are published in the last century. It is worth mentioning that 

ancient Greek and Latin texts are by far the dominant origin point for discussions of 

topical invention in the 20th century.  

The 1914 to 2014 time period is further limited to texts that are brought into or 

come out of U.S. rhetorical studies. U.S. rhetorical studies is the group of professional 

scholars and authors that belong, as members, speakers, or authors, to the United States 

of America’s professional societies largely concerned with the study of “rhetoric”: 

Rhetoric Society of America (RSA), National Communication Association (NCA), 
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American Society for the History of Rhetoric (ASHR), and National Council of Teachers 

of English (NCTE). In other words, this history is not concerned with all discussions of 

topics, which include Buchner (1978), or all discussions of invention, which include 

Jewkes, Sawers, and Stillerman (1961); it is concerned with the discourse about and 

around the American community that studies rhetoric. Furthermore, this group is treated 

as “whole,” which I borrow from McGee (1990), i.e., the professional societies do not 

constitute only their members but also everyone in network with them, past and present. 

This means anyone who is cited or published in a journal associated with one of these 

professional groups is considered a part of the U.S. rhetorical studies community. And, 

since I do not have historical records of membership in these societies, their publications 

are a map of this “whole” community. For example, NCA, as a “whole,” constitutes the 

published authors, cited authors, their articles, and their books that appear in publications 

associated with the National Communication Association. 

It is important to narrowly and clearly define the community, U.S. rhetorical 

studies, in order to select texts within the same discourse. Moreover, this method of 

selection ensures that the objects of analysis are a part of the same cultural milieu, an 

attempt to minimize taking discourse out of context. Texts are always taken out of 

context—that is one of McGee’s (1990) points—but that does not preclude historians 

from limiting the degree to which things are taken out of context. Functionally, this 

means that U.S. rhetorical studies includes all of the articles and books of authors 

published in or cited in these journals: 

NCA 

• Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 
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• Communication Education 

• Communication Monographs 

• Speech Monographs 

• Communication Teacher 

• Critical Studies in Media Communication 

• Critical Studies in Mass Communication 

• First Amendment Studies 

• Free Speech Yearbook  

• Speech Association of America: Committee on Freedom of Speech - 

Yearbook  

• Journal of Applied Communication Research 

• Journal of International and Intercultural Communication 

• Quarterly Journal of Speech 

• The Review of Communication 

• Text and Performance Quarterly 

RSA 

• Rhetoric Society Quarterly 

NCTE 

• College English 

• Teaching English in the Two-Year College 

• College Composition and Communication 

• Research in the Teaching of English 

• English Education 
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ASHR 

• Advances in the History of Rhetoric 

In addition to these publications, I include Philosophy & Rhetoric on a posteriori grounds 

in the discourse community because of the historical significance of many of its 

publications concerning topical invention. I also include Rhetoric Review on a posteriori 

grounds by recommendation. 

Admittedly, this is a list heavily weighted toward the publications of the NCA. 

NCA is the largest of the United States’ organizations historically representing scholars in 

U.S. rhetorical studies, which is to say the NCA has a large ideological influence that 

affects U.S. rhetorical studies. It was the NCA’s split in 1914 that drew rhetoric attention 

among American scholars of speech and created the strong affinity between 

communication departments and rhetorical studies—so strong that I am in a 

communication department doing a history of rhetoric. This history of the NCA may 

seem like a story of a by-gone age compared to the NCA’s current state of scholarship. 

But, it still continues to affect the discourse community of U.S. rhetorical studies with 

publications like the Quarterly Journal of Speech. This influence may not necessarily 

represent the sentiment of U.S. rhetorical studies, so a priori and a posteriori selection 

criteria exist to temper the ideological influence of the professional organizations. 

 This definition of U.S. rhetorical studies looms large in my methodology because 

it defines the realm of texts by the discourse community that produced and/or referenced 

them—not by the texts’ nominal declaration of their “rhetoric-ness,” see below. I am 

attempting to archive discussions of topical invention and discover underappreciated 

discussions of topical invention as an “intellectual history,” to use Blair and Kahl’s 
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(1990) term. Defining the limits of this archival and discovery work by discourse 

community is one of the methods through which I intend to avoid the common pitfalls of 

nominalistic etymology (Blair & Kahl, 1990) in a history of topical invention as a 

conceptual intervention in rhetoric. 

 Furthermore, scholars of rhetoric today may well note, as I do, that many of the 

journals listed above, perhaps even entire professional societies, do not meet the idea of 

what we may think of as rhetoric. Our contemporary idea of rhetoric would be an 

anachronistic approach to structuring rhetoric since rhetoric is an ever-changing or 

evolving field of study with a complex institutional history. To some extent, the trouble of 

identifying what is rhetoric is similar to the argument for differentiating the 

reconstructive and appropriative approaches to history writing that Schiappa (1990) 

leveled at “neo-Sophists” (pp. 193, 198). An alternative to considering all of the texts 

within these publications as appropriate for analysis may be looking at individual 

journal’s mission statements; however, that alternative leads to either an etymological 

search for “rhetoric” and terms familiar to contemporary rhetoricians or to an 

anachronistic application of today’s systems of rhetoric as constituting all rhetoric of the 

last 100 years—grounds for analysis that Blair and Kahl (1990) hold as problematic at 

best.  

 The texts produced within this discourse community are subjected to both the a 

priori and a posteriori selection criteria. The a priori selection criteria will produce a 

history that is, as Blair and Kahl (1990) term it, more in line with etymology than 

intellectual history. According to Blair and Kahl (1990), selection criteria, such as my a 

priori selection criteria, admit only a “nominal” pluralism in histories of rhetoric:  
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The compilation of theoretical materials designated in their own times or by their 

own authors as ‘rhetoric’ leads us in the direction of etymology rather than 

intellectual history. It considers the alterations through time of the range of 

signification for the signifier ‘rhetoric.’ (Blair & Kahl, p. 150) 

Blair and Kahl’s analysis is correct. The a priori selection criteria will select texts from 

the U.S. rhetorical studies community that self-proclaim themselves as discussions of 

topical invention. Blair and Kahl (1990) developed the concern over distinguishing 

intellectual history and etymology from Jarratt (1987) whose article was directed 

primarily at historians of classical rhetoric, not those of contemporary rhetoric. The a 

priori selection criteria establishes a contemporary tradition of self-professed interest in 

topical invention, and that self-profession, since no disciplinary history of topical 

invention exists, constitutes a socially and intellectually valuable history—which is not to 

say that it is an accurate description of the social or intellectual history of U.S. rhetorical 

studies in the 20th century. Furthermore, the a priori selection criteria allow me to 

constitute a history of 20th century U.S. rhetorical studies that explicitly concerns itself 

with a continuous interest in topical invention as a system of rhetoric (Blair & Kahl, 

1990, p. 152). This continuous shared interest in topical invention seems appealing for its 

“factual” nature; however, it conceals the fallacious assumption that the terms of topical 

invention are identical or similar across the historical development of topical invention. 

The a priori selection criteria constitutes a history of topical invention that is explicit, 

self-professed, and disciplinary: It requires a corrective selection criterion. 

 My a posteriori selection criteria are corrective selection criteria. The first of 

these is a quantitative a posteriori selection method that selects materials relevant to the 



25 

 

1968 to 1988 history of U.S. rhetorical studies by using Hubbell and Lanius’s (2014) 

citation and reference network. This was an experimental attempt to solve the 

conundrums of rhetorical historiography addressed by Blair and Kahl (1990).  

The quantitative a posteriori selection criteria are a discontinuous approach to a 

history of rhetoric, which means, according to Blair & Kahl (1990), that they seek to 

recognize all the available systems of rhetoric in a given historical moment without 

admitting that the systems may not be related, despite their synchronicity (p. 152). But, 

my a posteriori quantitative selection criteria mitigate the lack of relation by selecting 

only from texts present in the citation and reference network of U.S. rhetorical studies, 

the de facto relationship in the U.S. rhetorical studies discourse community and the 

citation network of that community’s publications. The citation network analysis in 

Hubbell and Lanius (2014) corrects for many of the problems with the a priori selection 

criteria: It “blindly” selects texts important to the discourse community published in U.S. 

rhetorical studies, regardless of their disciplinary home, self-professed interest in rhetoric 

or topical invention, or nominal similarity. 

 The quantitative a posteriori selection criteria include a potential pitfall in that 

they heavily favor the publications of NCA over the other U.S. rhetorical studies 

professional societies—a concern addressed by Hubbell and Lanius (2014). According to 

Hubbell and Lanius (2014), Quarterly Journal of Speech had a more robust citation 

practice; thus, the citation network of NCA is overrepresented in the a posteriori 

quantitative selection criteria. Another corrective a posteriori selection criterion is 

needed to constitute a history of 20th century U.S. rhetorical studies that is not dominated 

by the NCA’s ideology of rhetoric.  
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And, I should mention the identity of rhetoric represented by the NCA has 

changed considerably in the last century: While it was once the dominant society for 

rhetoric scholars, specifically those in the first half of the last century who viewed 

rhetoric in the vein of Aristotle, the identity presented by NCA now is much more 

concerned with quantitative and socially scientific approaches. Moreover, it is fair to say 

that all of the professional scholarly societies in the discourse community have waxed 

and waned at various times. This research is tracking a history of topical invention, and, 

while at times it will be convenient to point to institutional factors and disciplinary 

histories, the history of topical invention is not so clearly connected to these events as the 

popular myths of the events would suggest. 

 The “blind” quantitative a posteriori selection criteria have politics that can be 

corrected by a qualitative a posteriori selection criterion that selects texts based on their 

importance to a discussion of topical invention, of the canon of invention as it pertains to 

topical invention, or of their applicability to the investigation and discovery of implicit 

discussions of topical invention. Although the quantitative a posteriori selection criteria 

are based on a statistical network analysis, the network model, the method of network 

analysis, and the texts included build politics into the technology and the quantitative 

methodology. A qualitative a posteriori selection criterion can provide a corrective 

measure by selecting texts based on their canonical importance. For example, important 

authors, such as R. M. Weaver and J. H. McBurney, are underrepresented in the citation 

analysis. The canon(s) of U.S. rhetorical studies represent a vast wealth of political, 

economic, and intellectual effort, which a network analysis always reduces to a mere 

algebraic set of lines and fundamentally cannot appreciate. Hubbell and Lanius’s (2014) 
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citation network analysis is not a perfect tool for understanding the canon(s) of U.S. 

rhetorical studies because it cannot capture tradition the way we receive tradition.  

A human instantiation of tradition performing a qualitative a posteriori selection 

criterion—a selection of texts based on the human reception of tradition—corrects the 

problems of received importance and of ignoring tradition totally that the quantitative 

method to a posteriori selection criterion has. Whereas the quantitative method can lead 

to an “objective” yet myopic historiography, I—as this dissertation’s representative 

instance of my professors’ and colleagues’ traditional knowledge—provide the human 

reception of tradition that corrects the myopia of the quantitative method with a 

simultaneously multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and disciplinary hyperopia of 

tradition.  

Interpretation of Texts 

 Interpretation is where the rubber meets the road in history writing. While the 

method of selection in histories of rhetoric is often a silent, arcane, or unacknowledged 

process, the interpretation of those selected texts is always present and occurring. Since 

the results of my interpretation constitute the majority of this study, it is important to 

discuss how I read these texts. 

Approaches and methods for interpretation 

 I read the texts discussed in the coming chapters in two ways. First, since part of 

the work presented in this dissertation is developing a history not previously written, I 

read texts affirmatively, positively, and ultimately conservatively in order to report what 

explicit discussions of topical invention appear in the recent history of U.S. rhetorical 

studies. In this regard, this dissertation benefits from using the American Psychological 
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Association (APA) publication style. APA style exclusively uses the historical past verb 

tense logic. The historical past uses past tense verbs for things that happened at a definite 

time in the past, such as published works, and present tense verbs for things that happen 

in this current text, my dissertation, such as the arguments I am actively making on my 

own. Thus, statements that an author wrote that I am merely reporting, without an active 

interpretive agenda, are clearly indicated with past tense verbs. That is, where I am 

attempting to fairly, affirmatively, and conservatively report an author’s argument, it is 

done with a past tense verb. Where I am deconstructing an author’s argument or making 

my own argument, I use the present tense because it is present to this dissertation. 

Second, since the other and more philosophically novel part of my work in the 

coming chapters is tracking down an implicit discussion of topical invention, I read texts 

to discover this implicit discussion of topical invention primarily through Critchley’s 

(1999) presentation of deconstruction as a method, which in turn necessitates an 

idiographic history. This act of discovery is guided by Leff’s (1983b) definition of topoi: 

I consider a text as representing a discussion of topical invention if it identifies a source 

or sources for discovering propositions that connect the data to a claim or conclusion.  

This terminology is Leff’s (1983b), and it may seem similar to Toulmin’s 

(1958/2003) to a rhetorician. But, the terminology is not what I look for or analyze. 

Topical invention is not bound to a coherent set of terms: Some authors say “topoi,” 

others say “topics,” and still others say “heuristics.” And, some authors say “topos,” 

which would traditionally be clear evidence of a discussion of topical invention, but they 

might be scholars of English literature who have discovered that “topos” can get their 

thematic analysis into the Quarterly Journal of Speech, the way “tropos” might increase 
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their chances of publication in PMLA. Leff (1983a) found a similar lack of coherence in 

Roman authors who were using the same terms. So, rather than relying solely on terms, I 

look for a structure that most discussions of topical invention share: 

• Topics are things that provide a source or sources for discovering propositions 

that link the data of an argument to the claim or conclusion of the argument; 

they often indicate a practice of naming for things in a set that exhibit this 

structure. 

• Data is any sort of contextual knowledge. 

• Claim or conclusion is a sentence or set of sentences that express a truth 

value. 

• Linkage is the expressed or implicit relationship between data and conclusion. 

• Source is a method for finding a linkage. 

These terms will be important going forward in the analysis because the terms are much 

more convenient than rewriting the structures that they indicate. Not all of these terms 

will be present in every discussion of topical invention: Some authors are singularly 

concerned with data and only tangentially gesture to two or three other parts of the 

structure while others obsessively lay out every part of the structure. The terms work 

similarly to how Burke’s (1945/1969a) pentad is often believed to work: Each term 

denotes a potentially complex and variegated structure, and terms often appear together 

in different combinations or ratios. Figure 2 presents a spatial visualization of these 

relationships. 
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Figure 2. Structures common to discussions of topical invention. “Argument” refers to 

the part of this structure that is typically associated with argumentation theory; argument 

is not part of the structure that I look for in analysis. The vectors in this image can be 

reversed; however, it is exceptionally rare among discussions of topical invention. 

This second interpretation is where interpretation and selection overlap 

significantly. Texts do not have to shout their “rhetoric-ness” or include one of the a 

priori terms above to be included in this history, but they do have to talk about topical 

invention. And, “topical invention” is a term that is not popular until the 1970s and 

1980s, so very few texts even use that term, see the “Daniel Webster’s Principles of 

Rhetoric, 1942” section in Chapter 4. Instead, a selected text is treated in this dissertation 

because it either explicitly in its own terms discusses topical invention or it implicitly 

discusses a structure that matches the structure of topical invention above. Thus, of the 

over 400 selected texts, fewer than 100 make it into the dissertation. 

Not Simply There 

 There are a number of reasons for reading texts in the above two ways. I intend to 

discuss as many of these reasons as I can in detail below, but let me begin with the 

simplest: This dissertation aims to collect the treatment of topical invention in 20th 

century U.S. rhetorical studies in a single history because such history has not been 
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written. This part of the work of interpretation is, therefore, conservative and positive in 

that it attempts to “report” or paraphrase an author’s work. Warnick (2000) clarified the 

difference between Aristotelian topoi and The New Rhetoric’s (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969/2008) topoi, and that clarification needs to speak for itself as a text involved 

in a 20th century discussion of topical invention. But, it does not speak for itself. It needs 

a historian to collect it and relate its argument in an argument of significance—an 

interpretation that is “also a creation, an invention of significance” (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/2008, p. 121). This kind of reading, even with its invention of 

significance, is still positive—stating what is there—still affirmative—acquiescing with 

the author’s apparent vouloir-dire or “meaning”—and conservative—repeating the 

institution of the author. 

But what about a text that is not clearly engaged in a discussion of topical 

invention, a text where topical invention might be lurking beneath the surface of the 

language or behind a series of citations? That text needs a different kind of interpretation. 

It requires a deconstruction that discovers where topical invention might be latent. This 

second interpretation is not simply positive and is certainly not conservative. But, an 

interpretation that discovers latent discussions of topical invention is necessary for 

writing a history of topical invention because, according to Blair and Kahl (1990), 

histories of explicit discussions of terminology are more like etymologies than 

intellectual histories. 

Concerning Deconstruction 

These two readings are, moreover, very similar to Critchley’s (1999) summary of 

Derridean deconstruction as a method. It is no secret that Derrida (1983) was opposed to 



32 

 

identifying deconstruction as a method, so I use Critchley’s (1999) reclamation of 

deconstruction as a method of reading. Critchley (1999) explained deconstruction as 

“double reading,” 

that is to say, a reading that interlaces at leasts two motifs or layers of reading, 

most often by repeating what Derrida calls the “dominant interpretation” of a text 

in the guise of a commentary and second, within and through this repetition, 

leaving the order of commentary and opening a text up to the blind spots or 

ellipses within the dominant interpretation. (p. 23) 

My first reading tries to capture that “dominant interpretation” of a text, particularly the 

dominant interpretation as seen from 20th century U.S. rhetorical studies. My second 

reading searches for latent discussions of topical invention as “blind spots or ellipses” 

within the dominant interpretation. But, and this is where I deviate from Critchley’s 

explication of Derridean deconstruction, I use Leff’s (1983b) definition of topoi to 

identify a discussion of topical invention when one is made apparent. This means my 

second reading is largely, but not entirely, “parasitic”—Critchley (1999) presented 

deconstruction as “close readings of texts that draw their sustenance from within the flesh 

of the host” (p. 23). My second reading, then, appears to be breaking one of the cardinal 

rules of deconstruction. 

 It is not. Derrida (1976) established textuality as a major premise for 

deconstruction: “There is no outside-text” (p. 158). When I use Leff’s (1983b) definition 

of topoi to identify a discussion of topical invention, Leff’s definition does not stand as 

an intertextual idea—an idea that I have brought in from outside of the text. Rather, it 

stands as the iteration of a certain relationship in spoken and written words—a pattern or 
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iterable code in the structure of argument. To put this another way, I know to look for 

Leff’s definition of topoi in a text that is not directly discussing topoi in the same way 

Derrida (1976) knew to look for desire in Rousseau’s work. But, the use of Leff’s 

definition appears intertextual because scholarly ethics of citation dictate that I grant Leff 

signatory credit for his intellectual property.  

 What actually moves my second reading outside of the “parasitic” mode of 

deconstruction is the purpose of history writing itself. Derrida deploys deconstruction on 

texts as stand-alone artifacts, not texts as parts of a history or histories. Although I am not 

writing a transcendental history of topical invention, the mere presence of an 

interpretation of historical significance imbues both readings with the mode of historical 

commentary, rather than Derridean commentary. In other words, interpretation for history 

writing will always be outside of the realm of strict deconstruction, even Critchley’s 

(1999) deconstruction as method, because history writing itself inscribes a transcendental 

idea of time upon the texts it interprets.  

 While I am on the subject of deconstruction, I say earlier that the first reading is a 

conservative reading while the second reading is certainly not—a statement developed 

from Derrida’s (1997) characterization of deconstruction. The first reading is about the 

“memory, fidelity, the preservation of something that has been given to us” (Derrida, 

1997, p. 6). As commonplace as topical invention may seem in U.S. rhetorical studies, 

preserving the discussion of topical invention of the last century in one place is valuable 

for construing rhetoric as an “art of topics” (see Consigny, 1974). The first reading does 

not discover something; the second reading is about “heterogeneity, something absolutely 

new, and a break” (Derrida, 1997, p. 6). Together, the first and second readings make a 
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double reading, a nearly deconstructive reading. But, that double reading is still 

affirmative: “It is affirmative in a way that is not simply positive, not simply 

conservative, not simply a way of repeating the given institution” (Derrida, 1997, p. 5). 

Ideology of a Historian 

 I am not writing an objective account of the history of topical invention. This 

should be obvious prima facie; however, discussing this is important performatively and 

substantively to understanding my approach to interpretation. Objectivity in history is 

unattainable, and appealing to it is terrible rhetoric (Berlin, 1993; Blair & Kahl, 1990; 

Haraway, 1988; Harding, 2004; White, 1978). Fairness, however, is still a viable bias. 

This is to say that a history of topical invention can be fair to what authors have said 

without objectively knowing what authors meant, or as Derrida (1988) put it: 

Of course there is a “right track” [une ‘bonne voie’], a better way.… And that 

within interpretive contexts…that are relatively stable, sometimes apparently 

almost unshakeable, it should be possible to invoke rules of competence, criteria 

of discussion and of consensus, good faith, lucidity, rigor, criticism, and 

pedagogy. (p. 146) 

Derrida (1988) argued, after excoriating Searle, “Sarl,” for not understanding Derrida’s 

essay, that there is a “right track” to following author intentionality in interpretation 

without knowing the author’s intention. I intend to be fair to the texts and authors present 

in the following chapters, i.e., to follow the “right track,” without feigning objectivity. 

 Objectivity, though, is only one of many available ideological biases of the 

historian. White (1978) pointed to interpretation relayed through narrative, “the fictive 
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element in our own discourse” as the conceit of historians’ objectivity (p. 99). My 

approach to historical narrative is that of White’s (1978) idiographic historian: 

Some historians delight in taking a field of historical happening that appears 

vague or obscure and simply sorting out the various entities within it so that their 

outlines seem more precise. They serve the function of magnifying glasses for 

their readers; when they have finished with their work, the particulars in the field 

appear clearer to the (mind’s) eye. (p. 64) 

I am an idiographic historian, not because I do not appreciate any of the pitfalls inherent 

in such an approach to history writing, but because I see the texts and authors in these 

coming chapters as a complex web of social relations for which summary is a discredit. 

This is not to say that I will not synthesize these manifold discussions to “sort” and 

“magnify” what may otherwise remain dispersed or obscure. The majority of my 

synthesis is in the final chapter; however, some synthesis appears throughout as these 

complex webs of relations accrete at times such that summary is not a discredit to their 

relationship with their contexts. 

A Final Thought on Methodology 

 It is fitting that I follow a paragraph on Hayden White with a paragraph on 

whiteness and maleness. I take Berlin’s (1993) plea that historians be “candid in their 

ideological starting points” (p. 148) as a call for recognizing how an author’s cultural, 

socio-economic, and ideological background operates as an approach to analysis. That 

said, I am a white, male, politically moderate, PhD student and natural born American 

citizen. With the exception of inherited wealth, I am well interpellated with the markers 

of dominant American social class. Furthermore, this history, despite the best efforts of its 
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methodology, deals primarily with “rhetorics that reproduced the ideology of the 

established power structure” (Berlin, 1993, p. 144). My positionality may at times make 

the dominance of whiteness, patriarchy, and academia unmarked where it should be 

marked, or it may make the strong political beliefs inscribed in some of these texts fade 

from significance or wane under interpretation. While I actively make an effort to combat 

this, I ask that you do as well.  

The selection criteria are dominated by voices like Kenneth Burke, white male, 

which I make a marked effort to temper with voices like Gloria Anzaldúa, Tejana female, 

and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., black male. This is ultimately an approach to my qualitative a 

posteriori selection criterion as well as my methods of interpretation in hopes of 

correcting for unmarked biases in U.S. rhetorical studies. But, I hope that the reader will 

find that the interpretation of these texts is not dominated by my interpellations, and, 

more importantly, where my interpretation is dominated by my ideology, I hope you 

disagree with my interpretation and challenge my ideology. Like Berlin’s (1993), I 

encourage plurality in writing histories of rhetoric, and I hope that I have made it clear 

that this history of topical invention in 20th century U.S. rhetorical studies is a history not 

the history. This history is not complete, and the history of rhetoric will never be 

complete. 

 Finally, I am also a product of an academic environment that has given me a 

strong affinity for rhetorical theory. Murphy’s (1997) “Open Letter to a Future Historian 

of Rhetoric” is the most succinct summary of my views on the history of rhetoric and 

rhetorical theory. And, it is Murphy’s (1997) definition of rhetoric as “the study of means 

for future discourse” that accounts for how I approach rhetorical theory as a worthwhile 
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and essential academic endeavor. Rhetorical theory, as it appears in philosophical, 

pedagogical, and critical works, offers us a means for inventing future discourse that can 

change, and even improve, human affairs. And, topical invention is one of those 

theoretical methods of invention that is readily applicable; this dissertation finds topical 

invention that can be used in future discourse—often, uses that have been missed or 

ignored by the competitive marketplace of scholarly research in rhetorical studies. I 

approach the texts in this history as competitive potential futures of topical invention, but 

as futures, they have not arrived and are not complete.  
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Ancient Rhetoric Foundations 

In a tradition whose history stretches back some two and a half millennia, it 

should come as no surprise that there are influential works in rhetoric that precede the 

20th century. Scholars of rhetorical studies throughout the 20th and 21st century are well-

aware of the influence of ancient Greek and Roman authors, and several of these classical 

authors form the foundational knowledge for 20th and 21st century discussions of topical 

invention. Of these authors of ancient rhetoric, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian are the 

preferred sources for foundational knowledge of topical invention in the 20th and 21st 

century.  

Understanding the historical foundations of topical invention presented by 

Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian is indispensable knowledge for appreciating the many 

returns of that knowledge in the 20th and 21st century. As I explain later, some of these 

returns to ancient rhetoric used revision to break with an outdated or one-sided tradition 

while other returns relied on reifications and revaluations of the profits of ancient topical 

invention.  

For those authors proposing a revision of the tradition, Isocrates and Giambattista 

Vico were influential authors; however, I will treat Isocrates and Giambattista Vico in 

later chapters since they have direct importance to 20th and 21st century trends in 

rhetorical studies, e. g., Isocrates appears as the classical challenger to the dominance of 

Aristotle in 20th century rhetorical studies, including in topical invention (Haskins, 2004) 

while Vico works as a revaluation of Ciceronian humanistic rhetoric (Bevilacqua, 1972). 

Although Isocrates is a major foundational—and at times forgotten—figure of ancient 

Greek rhetoric, 20th century rhetoric scholars were relatively late in recognizing his 
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importance vis-à-vis Plato and Aristotle; likewise, Vico is a profoundly important figure 

of Enlightenment rhetoric whose thoughts on topical invention were rediscovered in the 

late 20th century. Both of these figures are treated in subsequent chapters because 

scholarly interest in them arose later in the 20th century.  

This chapter presents topical invention in the works of Aristotle, Cicero, and 

Quintilian. A basic understanding of these three authors’ systems of topical invention is 

often represented as common knowledge in the discussion of topical invention. To this 

point, I present here only the dominant interpretations of these three authors—the 

understanding of Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian on which so many 20th century authors 

rely without acknowledging it, especially after classicists, like E. L. Hunt, entered the 

U.S. rhetorical studies discourse community. Of these three, Aristotle was the earliest 

author, and I address each in chronological order. 

Aristotle 

 When discussions of Aristotle appeared in 20th century American rhetorical 

scholarship, they were, almost without exception, talking about Aristotle’s On Rhetoric. 

A history of topical invention, however, must start from Aristotle’s preceding text, 

Topica, if for no other reason than its title and the brief mention it received in On 

Rhetoric (cf. Aristotle, 2007, p. 35). 

 Topica (Aristotle, trans. 1960) has been used minimally in discussions of topical 

invention during the last 100 years; however, it marked an early use of topos, figuratively, 

to refer to a “region” of generative approaches to inventing an argument. Topica provided 

a method for dialectical reasoning using topoi—a somewhat stilted method of formal 

reasoning posing a questioner against an answerer in a search for truth—an 
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argumentative style reminiscent of Plato’s Socratic dialogues, only without the drama. 

Topica contained a number of topics, primarily falling into four categories of predicables, 

basic arguments named for the grammatical relationship between the subject and 

predicate of a sentence—accident, quality, genus, and definition—with notable 

interwoven themes, primarily comparison and sameness. Although Topica’s truth-

oriented discussion of argument provided a nominal beginning in the history of topical 

invention, it was not a significantly influential text by the 20th century, having been 

overshadowed by Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) On Rhetoric, which dealt more directly with 

argument as a human-oriented affair with arguments addressed to popular audiences 

rather than students of philosophy. 

On Rhetoric 

 Aristotle’s On Rhetoric (trans. 2007) was one of the most cited and influential 

works in the last one hundred years of American rhetorical scholarship (Hubbell & 

Lanius, 2014). It is even more influential in discussions of topical invention, mostly 

because in On Rhetoric, the concept of topoi no longer serves dialectical reasoning alone 

but is applied to rhetorical speeches (trans. Aristotle, 2007).  

 Aristotle (trans. 2007) presented a strongly hierarchical classification of the 

terminology of rhetoric, where the terminology captured not only the description of the 

art but also the use of the art—a popular manner of framing rhetorical studies’ 

descriptions of topical invention in the 20th century. Rhetoric has embraced logical 

persuasion in two ways: deductive logic and inductive logic (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 

40). Inductive logic proceded by means of a paradeigma, the “paradigm” or “example”; 
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deductive logic operated by means of an enthymema, a rhetorical variation on the 

dialectical syllogism (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 40).  

It was the enthymeme that “states” a topic (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 45). The 

topic was a “strategy,” according to Kennedy (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 172), of 

developing a rhetorical argument that employed an enthymeme. Kennedy’s word, 

“strategy” is sufficient, but it loses some of the connotation because the only clear 

definitional language Aristotle (trans. 2007) provided for topic was that it was part of the 

“thought [dianoia] and the sources of argument and how we shall refute them” (p. 192). 

Dianoia captures a Greek idea of active thought, as opposed to imagination or passive, 

subconscious thought; it included, for Aristotle, reflective and reflexive ways of thinking, 

such as theoretical and practical. 

Although the definition of topic as a technical term was obscure in Aristotle’s 

own writing, the functional definition, i.e., the way topics worked as part of the “dianoia 

and the sources of argument,” was clearer, by comparison. According to Aristotle (trans. 

2007), topics were “the first [in importance]” of the ways of selecting enthymemes (p. 

171), and all dialectical syllogisms and rhetorical enthymemes “state” topics (p. 45). This 

last quote suggests that Aristotle saw topics as a generative strategy that leaves a material 

trace in an orator’s final product, the speech. Topics also had a necessary relationship to 

the available data: Aristotle (trans. 2007) offered the position that a key identifier of a 

fallacious or apparent topic is the improbability of its data and, positively, that a topic is 

derived from something that is true “for the most part” or from causation or correlation 

(pp. 42, 169, 184–185). 
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Aristotle’s topics provide a key first test of my dissertation’s methodology. They 

are clearly an explicit discussion of topical invention; however, as the earliest explicit 

discussion of topical invention, they make for an appropriate place to demonstrate the 

validity of reading for implicit topical invention even though they are explicit. For 

Aristotle’s topoi to be topics, according to Leff’s (1983b) definition, they must be sources 

or provide sources for discovering propositions that connect the data of an argument to 

the claim or conclusion of the argument. So, to satisfy Leff’s criteria for topics, Aristotle 

must have identified a data set, a claim or conclusion, a linkage between the two, and a 

source for finding the linkage. Topics were used to discover propositions as enthymemes 

which are derived from accepted opinions about things that are not necessarily true 

(Aristotle, trans. 2007, pp. 42, 171). In other words, the data are accepted opinions that 

are not necessarily true, e.g., education is a source of envy and education makes a person 

wise; the claim or conclusion is the stated argument, for example, “one should not be 

educated, for one ought not be envied” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 179); the linkage 

between the two is the enthymeme, the structure of “A should not be B (because B is C) 

and A should not be C”; and the source is the topic, “on the basis of the consequence” in 

these examples (p. 178). Not surprisingly, Aristotle’s topoi are functional topics, but 

Aristotle (trans. 2007) went on to discuss how these topics are classified, an approach 

taken up in 20th century discussions of topical invention. 

According to Aristotle (trans. 2007), topics were categorized by the specificity of 

the knowledge they drew upon and of the enthymemes they created. Aristotle (trans. 

2007) first classified topics by the data they drew upon: If topics drew upon knowledge 

common to all subjects, they were “common [koinēi]” topoi while specific topoi [idia] 
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drew upon knowledge specific to “the premises of each species and genus [of 

knowledge]” (p. 45). If the data were very specific in nature—what we might call 

“technical”—the topics were not part of a rhetorical pursuit: If the specific topics hit “on 

first principles [arkhai], the knowledge will no longer be dialectic or rhetoric but the 

science of which [the speaker] grasps the first principles” (p. 46). This first stratum of 

classification became important in the late 20th century as rhetoricians began 

participating in the “science wars”: the public debate over the status of scientific 

knowledge as positive or contingent. Aristotle’s concept here drew a distinction between 

what is discourse that uses topical invention as rhetoric and discourse that uses topical 

invention that is not rhetoric, thereby excluding all other discourses from scientific 

discourse (see Gross, 1995).  

Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) second classification of topics was based upon the genre 

of public speech that used the specific topic. Aristotle defined genre of speech by the role 

of the audience for the speech and the end, telos, of the speech: If the audience were mere 

observers (theoroi) and not expected to cast a vote at the conclusion of the speech and if 

the end were honorable or shameful, the speech was epideictic; if they were expected to 

judge a past event and if the end were just or unjust, the speech was judicial; and if they 

were expected to judge a present or future event and if the end were advantageous or 

harmful, the speech was deliberative (pp. 47–49). Following this classification of public 

speech genres, Aristotle offered specific topics that apply to each genre separately. These 

specific topics are certainly not all encompassing; however, they offer some choice 

examples, such as the ends (ultimate purposes) of a particular constitution in deliberative 
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speech, the parts of virtue and vice in epideictic speech, and the value of witnesses’ 

testimony in judicial speech.  

Finally, Aristotle (trans. 2007) proposed that some topics were universal for all 

data and audiences. Most sources have directed their discussion of Aristotle’s common 

topics to the list of 28 topics given in book 2 of On Rhetoric. Many of the 28 topics 

involve some logical reasoning approach, especially those that also appear in Aristotle’s 

Topica. An exemplary exception to my characterization is “from the meaning of a name,” 

i.e., that a person’s name predicts the person’s actions or personality, which works in 

literary logic but not in formal logical reasoning. See Table 2 for Aristotle’s 28 common 

topoi. 

Table 2 

Aristotle’s 28 Common Topics 

Topic Clarification Example Citation 

Opposites “One should look to see if 
the opposite [predicate] is 
true of the opposite 
[subject], [thus] refuting 
the argument if it is not, 
confirming it if it is.” 

“To be temperate is a good 
thing; for to lack self control 
is harmful” 

p. 172 

Grammatical 
form 

“The same [predicate] 
should be true or not true” 
when the grammatical 
form changes. 

“The just is not entirely 
good; for then what is done 
justly would be a good, but 
as it is, to be put to death 
justly is not desirable” 

p. 172 

Correlatives If a quality is “predicated 
of one of a pair,” it is also 
predicated for the other. 

“If [one person has the right] 
to give an order, [the other 
has the right] also to act.” 

p. 173 

The more and 
the less and 
analogy or 
precedent 

Something is true or not if 
it is true/not true in a 
situation where it would be 
more or less expected, 

“People strike their father 
less than their neighbors” so 
a person who struck his/her 
father also struck his/her 

p. 174 
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likely, etc. And something 
is true or not if it is 
true/not true in another 
similar situation.  

neighbors. And “If other 
professionals are not 
contemptible, neither are 
philosophers.” 

Looking at the 
time 

If something was true/not 
true at some earlier point, 
it should be true/not true 
presently. 

“If, before accomplishing 
anything, [Iphicrates] asked 
to be honored with a statue if 
he succeeded, [Harmodius] 
would have granted it” so 
Harmodius should grant it 
now that Iphicrates 
succeeded. 

p. 175 

Turning the 
argument on 
the opponent 

“Turning what has been 
said against oneself upon 
the one who said it.” 

“If you, being Aristophon, 
would not play the traitor, 
would I, Iphicrates?” 

p. 175 

Definition “By making definitions 
and grasping the essence of 
a thing, draw syllogistic 
conclusions about the 
subject they are 
discussing.” 

For a person to be noble, the 
person must have committed 
noble acts. A person whose 
deeds are noble is noble. 

p. 176 

Varied 
meanings 

A word's contextual 
meaning may change the 
meaning of a situation. 

A sharp note is the opposite 
of flat, but a sharp knife is 
the opposite of a dull one. 

p. 176 

Division Dividing something into its 
parts to see if an 
argument's parts are as 
applicable as its whole. 

“All people do wrong for one 
of three reasons: either for 
this, or this, or this; now two 
of these are impossible,” and 
the third is not asserted. 

p. 177 

Induction Use of examples to 
indicate a rule. 

Do not leave your horse with 
a person who takes poor care 
of his/her own horse. 

p. 177 

Authority An authority believes 
something true or not true, 
then it is true or not true. 

“It is bad to die; for the gods 
have so judged for otherwise 
they would die” 

p. 178 

Subordinate 
parts 

A characterization of a 
category should work for 
all the items within the 
category. 

“Against what place has he 
profaned? Which gods that 
the city recognizes has he not 
believed in?” 

p. 178 
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Consequence “To exhort or dissuade and 
accuse or defend and 
praise or blame on the 
basis of the consequence.” 

“One should not be educated; 
for one ought not be envied.” 

p. 179 

Contrasting 
opposites 

When taking the good with 
the bad, argue for the 
good. 

“’For,’ she said, ‘if you say 
what is just, the people will 
hate you, but if what is unjust 
the gods will. On the other 
hand, you should engage in 
public debate; for if you 
speak what is just, the gods 
will love you, if what is 
unjust, the people will’.” 

p. 179 

Hypocritical 
deception 

Construct a paradox 
between a disputant's 
professed desire and a 
private desire. 

 p. 179 

Consequences 
by analogy 

If an analogy is accepted, 
then the consequences 
from the analogy should be 
accepted. 

“Since you are making 
citizens of mercenary 
soldiers... Will you not make 
exiles of those among the 
mercenaries who have 
wrought irreparable 
damage?” 

p. 179 

Results to 
causes 

“If some result is the same, 
the things from which it 
resulted are also.” 

“Those who say that the gods 
are born are as impious as 
those who say that they die; 
for in both cases, the result is 
that at some time the gods do 
not exist.” 

p. 180 

Contrasted 
choices 

Contrast a choice with a 
previous, opposite choice. 

“[It would be terrible] if 
when in exile we fought to 
come home, but having come 
home we shall go into exile 
in order not to fight.” 

p. 180 

Identifying 
purpose with 
cause 

“Say that the purpose for 
which something might 
exist or might happen is 
the cause for which it does 
exist or has happened.” 

“If someone gave somebody 
something so that he could 
cause him pain after he took 
it away.” 

p. 181 
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For and against Present the costs or 
benefits in favor of an 
argument. 

“For these are the factors that 
if present, impel action [but 
if not present, deter action]” 

p. 181 

The 
implausible 

“Implausible things would 
not seem true unless they 
were facts or close to being 
facts.”  

“Laws need a law to correct 
them” like “fishes need salt” 
in the sea. 

p. 182 

Contradictions Present things contradicted 
by dates, actions, and 
words. 

“He says I am litigious, but 
he cannot show that I have 
brought any case to be 
judged in court.” 

p. 182 

The cause of a 
false 
impression 

State the cause of the false 
impression “in reference to 
human beings or actions 
that have been prejudged 
or seem to have been.” 

A mother was believed to 
have taken a younger lover, 
until it was revealed that the 
“lover” was her son. 

p. 182 

Cause and 
effect 

“If the cause exists, so 
does the effect; if it does 
not, there is no effect.” 

A person accused of being 
removed from a list of 
tyrants said his name was not 
removed by the tyrants 
because the tyrants “would 
have trusted him more if his 
hatred of the democracy had 
remained inscribed.” 

p. 182 

Better plan “See if there is a better 
plan of a different sort... 
For it is evident that if this 
is so, it has not been acted 
on; for no one willingly 
and knowingly chooses the 
bad” 

 p. 182 

Comparison of 
contraries 

“When something is about 
to be done that is contrary 
to what has been done,... 
Look at them together.” 

Xenophanes said that people 
planning a funeral for a half-
god should not sing dirges if 
they considered it a god and 
should not make sacrifices if 
they considered it a human. 

p. 183 

What would 
have been a 
mistake 

“To accuse or defend on 
the basis of what would 
have been a mistake.” 

A person capable of 
committing the perfect crime 
would not erroneously leave 

p. 183 
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evidence leading to his/her 
conviction. 

Meaning of a 
name 

A name may reveal 
something about the 
character of a person. 

“to Polus, 'You are always a 
polus [a colt]'.” 

p. 183 

    
Note. Adapted from On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, by Aristotle (G. A. 

Kennedy, Trans.). Copyright 2007 by Oxford University Press. 

 Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) topical invention established a limited set of topics as 

logical sources for argument in all speech environments and two grounds for a more 

precise, limitless set of topics. These two grounds were the required knowledge set for 

the argument and the generic constraints of the argument. Taken together, the logical 

sources, differentiation by required knowledge, and differentiation by generic constraints 

were three dynamics of Aristotelian topical invention that returned in 20th century 

approaches to topical invention. These dynamics overlap to a point with Ciceronian 

topical invention, which is to some extent influenced by Aristotle’s earlier work. 

Cicero 

 Cicero’s earliest writing on topical invention, De Inventione (trans. 1949), 

combined the stasis theory of Hermagoras of Temnos with Aristotelian speech genres. 

The genre of judicial speech plays a large role in Cicero’s early writing since he concerns 

himself with a professional sense of rhetoric. Therefore Cicero’s early writing 

disapproved of Aristotle’s and Hermagoras’s inclusion of philosophical dispute within the 

purview of rhetoric. De Inventione took the form of a classical textbook dedicated to 

providing practical advice in a procedural manner.  
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Cicero’s later writings on topical invention, De Oratore (trans. 1942) and Topica 

(trans.1949), represented a more Aristotelian approach: They dealt with topics that are 

concerned with formal logic. Cicero’s later writings were also more hospitable to 

philosophical reflection, moving away from a purely professional sense of rhetorical 

practice. That said, his writing still displayed substantial influence from Hermagoras of 

Temnos’s stasis theory. 

De Inventione 

 According to H. M. Hubbell’s introduction to Cicero’s De Inventione, little was 

known about the date of its composition other than Cicero’s own claim that he was 

“between boyhood and youth” (Cicero, trans. 1949, p. vii). Hubbell took this, combined 

with Cicero’s historical references in the text, to mean that the text was first written in 87 

BCE. De Inventione appeared to be influenced heavily by Rhetorica ad Herennium, an 

early Latin rhetoric textbook; by Hermagoras of Temnos, a Greek author of lost works; 

and by Aristotle nominally, who was probably an indirect influence through his students’ 

works. Cicero (trans. 1949) declared that he picked the best attributes from various 

textbooks: “I excerpted what seemed the most suitable percepts from each, and so culled 

the flower of many minds” (p. 169). De Inventione, despite the Aristotelian influence, 

differs from Aristotle’s take on topical invention, and many of these differences stem 

from the incorporation of Hermagoras’s stasis theory. 

 Stasis theory in De Inventione involved appreciating what questions a particular 

dispute, usually a legal dispute, depended upon. The question that an argument depended 

upon was called the “issue” (Cicero, trans. 1949, p. 21). Cicero (trans. 1949) recreated 

Hermagoras’s categories of issues: issues of fact (conjecture); issues of definition 
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(definition); issues of the nature of an act (quality); and issues of legal process (standing 

in the court; p. 21–23). This concept of an issue accounted for the argumentative subject 

matter of a dispute while what Cicero (trans. 1949) called the “case,” literally a trial, 

accounted for the contextual subject matter. Between the details of the case and the issue 

at hand, both contextual and argumentative content is decided. The proof for propositions 

in the dispute was supported by “attributes of person or of actions,” which are loci, 

“places” or commonly translated figuratively as “topics” (Cicero, trans. 1949). These loci 

were Cicero’s early topics. 

 Cicero’s (trans. 1949) early topics are broader sources for arguments than 

Aristotle’s, with some significant situational changes. Similar to the way issues identified 

a broad central question for dispute, Cicero’s topics identified broad sources for linkages. 

Again, I am going back to the necessary components of topics in topical invention: a data 

set composed of some form of contextual knowledge, a claim or conclusion that 

expresses a truth value, a linkage which is an expressed or implicit relationship between 

the data and the conclusion, and a source for finding a linkage.  

Cicero’s topics have broader sources when compared with Aristotle’s sources 

which often supplied some of the language of the linkage for which they were sources. 

Table 3 provides a list of Cicero’s topics of person and action, but the topic of “manner of 

life” serves as a good example for discussing Cicero’s wider range of source material. 

According to Cicero (trans. 1949), the topic of manner of life included: 

With whom [a person] was reared, in what tradition and under whose direction, 

what teachers [a person] had in the liberal arts, what instructors in the art of 

living, with whom [a person] associates on terms of friendship, in what 
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occupation, trade, or profession [a person] is engaged, how [a person] manages … 

private fortune, and what is the character of [a person’s] home life. (p. 73). 

The Latin, as in H. M. Hubbell’s (trans. 1949) English translation, frames the data 

associated with the manner of life topic in indirect questions, harkening back to the 

questions at the heart of stasis theory. The data set for the manner of life topic is 

biographical information, loosely defined; the claims or conclusions are the positive or 

negative judgments that respond to the above questions; the linkage is then in the 

formation of the responses to the questions, that is, the phrasing of the judgments; and the 

source for finding that linkage is a person’s manner of life. As such, Ciceronian topics’ 

constituent parts operate differently from Aristotelian topics because they can use a wider 

range of socio-cultural resources as sources for constructing arguments. 

The questioning role of Ciceronian topics reflects the influence of Hermagoras of 

Temnos’s stasis theory of rhetoric, but it also accounts for the broader sources in 

Ciceronian topics compared with Aristotelian topics. Finally, it marks a difference in the 

way Ciceronian topics account for linkage: Linkage, for Cicero, appears to be the implicit 

statement of a judgment in response to the questions associated with the source. Where 

Aristotle’s linkages direct a rhetor to the phrasing of a claim or conclusion in formal 

logic, Cicero’s linkages remain more open, and formal logic is often trumped by 

invective or other arguments challenging accepted authority or precedence, especially in 

the myriad examples Cicero offered in book two of De Inventione.  

It is in book two, however, that Cicero suggests a significant difference between 

Ciceronian topics and Aristotelian topics—the difference that resonates throughout 20th 

century accounts of topical invention. Where Aristotle (trans. 2007) made genre partially 
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dependent on an audience’s role as spectators or judges, Cicero made genre solely 

dependent on the text, the speech itself: “In trials the inquiry is about what is just, in an 

epideictic speech about what is honourable, in speeches before deliberative bodies, … 

about what is honourable and what is advantageous” (p. 177). Shifting the onus of genre 

declaration to the speech act itself accounts for a managerial approach to rhetoric, the 

idea that rhetorical practice allows a rhetor to control a situation or manage the reception 

of speech and events. This approach reappears in 20th century topical invention.  

Lastly, Cicero’s (trans. 1949) De Inventione offered commonplaces, loci 

communes in Latin, but these are dissimilar from Aristotle’s common topics except in 

their application to many different speech situations. Commonplaces either contained “an 

amplification of an undisputed statement” by emphasizing the statement of a generally 

accepted opinion, or they contained an amplification of “a doubtful statement against 

which there are also plausible lines of argument” (Cicero, trans. 1949, p. 209). We are 

most familiar with commonplaces like this from closing arguments in Hollywood 

portrayals of trials or prompts for forensic debate; these commonplaces are instances 

where a speaker chooses one accepted position and embellishes it with elegant language. 

Cicero divided commonplaces by the issue within which they could be argued. 

Commonplaces for Cicero were ordered by the frequency of their use across multiple 

cases, not the commonality of their formal logic, as in Aristotelian common topics. 

Cicero’s commonplaces are important to 20th century topical invention for their 

engendering of the term “commonplace” away from the “commonness” of Aristotle’s 

common topics; however, this shift in “commonplace” grew considerably due to 

Quintilian (trans. 1920). 
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Table 3 

Topics in Cicero’s Early Work 

Topic and 
Category 

Corollaries Citation 

Topics of Person     

Name Proper and definite name p. 71 

Nature “Whether male or female”? 
What race? 
Where is the place of birth? 
“What are one's ancestors and kin”? 
“Whether one is a boy, or youth, or middle age, or an 
old man”? 
What natural advantages or disadvantages of mind or 
body? 

pp. 71–73 

Manner of life “With whom [one] was reared”? 
“In what tradition and under whose direction [one was 
reared]”? 
“What teachers [one] had in the liberal arts”? 
“What instructors in the art of living”? 
“With whom [one] associates on terms of friendship”? 
“In what occupation, trade, or profession [one] is 
engaged”? 
“How [one] manages [a] private fortune”? 
“What is the character of [one's] home life”? 

p. 73 

Fortune “Whether the person is slave or free, rich or poor, a 
private citizen or an official with authority”? 
“If ... an official, whether [the person] acquired [the] 
position justly or unjustly”? 
“Whether [the person] is successful, famous, or the 
opposite”? 
“What sort of children [the person] has”? 
If the person is deceased, what was the nature of the 
death? 

p. 73 

Habit “A stable and absolute constitution of mind or body in 
some particular.” 
Habits of action, or “special knowledge,” or things 
gotten “by careful training and practice.” 

p. 73 

Feeling “A temporary change in mind or body due to some 
cause.” 

p. 73 



55 

 

Examples include emotions or sickness. 

Interests “Unremitting mental activity ardently devoted to some 
subject and accompanied by intense pleasure.” 
Examples are academic disciplines. 

pp. 73–75 

Purposes “A deliberate plan for doing or not doing something.” p. 75 

Achievements “What [one] did”? 
“What [one] is doing”? 
“What [one] is going to do”? 

p. 75 

Accidents “What happened to [a person]”? 
“What is happening to [a person]”? 
“What is going to happen to [a person]”? 

p. 75 

Speech “What [one] said”? 
“What [one] is saying”? 
“What language [one] is going to use”? 

p. 75 

Topics of Action     

Action itself “A brief summary of the whole action.” 
By what means was the action done? 
Why was the action done? 
For what purpose was the action done? 

p. 75 

Performance of 
the action 

“Where (place) the act was performed”? 
“What opportunity the place seems to have afforded”? 
What was the size of the place? 
Was the place remote or nearby, lonely or popular? 
What is the nature of the place, area, and region? 
“Whether the place is or was sacred or profane, public 
or private, the property of the person in question or of 
another”? 
Time: What past events occurred, what was done, what 
is being done, what will be done? 
How long did it take to do an action? 
Could the actions be completed in the available time? 
When did the action(s) take place? 
Occasion: Was it a public occasion, like a holiday; a 
general occasion like harvest; or a particular occasion, 
like an anniversary? 
Manner: Was it intentional or not? 
Facilities: Were the requisite things that make the 
action easier or capable of being done present?  

pp. 75–81 

Adjunct to the 
action 

What is similar to the action? 
What is dissimilar to the action? 

pp. 81–83 
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What is diametrically opposite to the action? 
Is the action a genus or species of another action(s)? 
What are the usual results? 

Consequent upon 
the action 

“By what name shall the act be designated?” 
“Who are the chief agents and the originators of this 
undertaking?” 
“Who approve or emulate this example and 
innovation?” 
“Is there any law about this, any custom, compact, 
judicial decision, scientific knowledge, or set of rules?” 
Is it a rare or frequent occurrence? 
Is it condoned behavior? 
Is it advantageous or honorable? 

p. 83 

   
Note. Adapted from De Inventione, Cicero (H. M. Hubbell, Trans.). Copyright 1949 by 

Harvard University Press. 

Later Writings 

 Cicero’s later works concerning topical invention, Topica in 44 BCE and De 

Oratore in 55 BCE, presented the same set of topoi in their schema of topical invention. 

Cicero (trans. 1949) purported to be representing the topics of Aristotle in these texts (p. 

377); however, according to H. M. Hubbell (Cicero, trans. 1949), Aristotle was not a 

likely source for the topics that Cicero presented in Topica and De Oratore (p. 378).  

 These later works identified a set of topics different from those in De Inventione; 

topics in Cicero’s later works are a return to Aristotle’s process of identifying topics by 

the logical reasoning of their associated claims. In other words, the broader accounting of 

linkages in Cicero’s earlier topics of person and action is gone. Furthermore, these topics 

do not reflect the same classification as Cicero’s earlier topics: The later topics were 

classified as intrinsic or artistic—they deal with matters internal to the dispute in the case 

or “inherent in the very nature of the subject” (Cicero, trans. 1949, p. 437). Intrinsic 

topics were contrasted with extrinsic topics, which were for identifying “authority from 
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one’s nature or character” primarily in the testimony of others. A list of Cicero’s later 

topics is provided in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Topics in Cicero’s Later Works 

Topic Clarification Example Citation 

Definition A definition of a term. This may 
be developed through a necessary 
ddefinition of the qualities of the 
term as a genus or through the 
requisite species. 

  pp. 389, 
401–403 

Partition* Partition is unclear. In Topica, it 
is done through a stipulative 
definition of the qualities of a 
term as a genus (Cicero, 1949, p. 
401–403). In De Oratore, it is 
similar to a synecdoche, a 
separation of a part from a whole 
(Cicero, 1942, II.xl.168). 

    

Etymology An argument based on the 
etymology of a word, its 
denotative meaning, or 
connotation. 

A man-of-many 
coin may vouch for 
a man-of-many coin, 
so a rich man may 
for another rich 
man. 

p. 389 

Conjugates An argument based on different 
grammatical forms.  

If someone is wise, 
that person would 
act wisely. 

p. 391 

Genus Species included in the genus are 
always referred to by the genus 
and never separated from it.  

A person bequeaths 
money to someone 
else, that person 
receives the loose 
change in the couch 
as well. 

p. 391 

Species Things that apply to a single 
species do not apply to all 
species. 

An extended guest 
may live in the 
household, but the 
IRS does not count 

pp. 391– 
393 
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that person as a 
dependent. 

Similarity An argument based on similarity 
or analogy. Comparing several 
like qualities, parallel examples, 
or equal examples (establishing 
equality or sameness) 

Someone may 
bequeath neither the 
money owed to 
them nor the money 
they owe. 

pp. 393, 
415 

Difference An argument based on 
difference. A comparison of 
dissimilar examples.  

A person may 
inherit money on 
hand but the money 
owed on the books. 

p. 393 

Contraries An argument from contraries. 
Contraries being things that are 
dichotomous or orthogonal 
extremes but still related. 

Allowing someone 
to use an oxen does 
not permit the abuse 
of the oxen. 

pp. 393, 
417 

Adjuncts An argument from adjunctive 
qualities or corollaries. 
Arguments for admitting that 
prior events affect the judgment 
of the person or event at hand. 

If a gay couple are 
not legally married, 
medical 
professionals may 
not give them 
visitation rights as 
family. 

pp. 393–
395, 419 

Consequents** An argument based on what 
necessarily follows from 
something. 

A person who 
committed a felony 
in Wyoming last 
year will not be 
legally allowed to 
vote next year. 

pp. 395, 
421 

Antecedents** An argument based on what 
necessarily precedes something. 

Even though the 
wronged party files 
for divorce, the 
party who 
committed offence 
is at fault. 

pp. 395, 
421 

Contradictions** A disjunctive syllogism. It is either day or it 
is night. It is day. It 
is not night. 

p. 423 

Causes An argument based on the sole 
cause of something or on 
efficient causes of something.  

Fire burns, or socio-
economic factors 
made the block hot. 

pp. 425–
429 
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Effects An argument based on the 
effect's ability to clarify the 
cause. 

A victim murdered 
by an arrow has 
been shot by 
someone with a bow 
and arrow. 

p. 431 

Comparisons An argument based on a 
comparison of the quality, 
quantity, value, or relationship of 
something to something else. 

A dissertation is 
better done than 
good. 

p. 435 

    
Note. It is unclear if partition is a part of definition or a separate topic. Partition was listed 

as separate in one of the two lists of topics in Topica and in the brief discussion in De 

Oratore (Cicero, trans. 1942, II.xxxix.162– xl.169, trans. 1949, pp. 389–391, 437). 

Consequents, antecedents, and contradictories were listed separately in summary lists of 

topics; however, Cicero claimed they were a single topic (Cicero, trans. 1949, p. 421). 

Adapted from De Oratore, by Cicero (E. W. Sutton & H. Rackham, Trans.), and Topica, 

by Cicero (H. M. Hubbell, Trans.). Copyrights 1942 and 1949, respectively, by Harvard 

University Press. 

Quintilian 

 Quintilian (trans. 1920, trans. 1921) wrote Institutio Oratoria in the late first 

century CE. Quintilian was a renowned professional teacher of rhetoric and, in this 

capacity, wrote Institutio Oratoria as a treatise on proper rhetorical education and a 

commentary on available means of education in the art of oratory. An overwhelming 

portion of the text was devoted to reflections on rhetorical theory from a pedagogical 

perspective; however, it was the first text of this early era that considers writing an 

important part of education and preparation for rhetorical practice.  
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Institutio Oratoria 

As it pertains to topical invention, Institutio Oratoria proposed loci, topics, 

similar to Cicero’s topics, presaged the 20th century’s dominant reading of Cicero’s 

commonplaces, and offered a frequently repeated metaphor— hunting or fishing in the 

right “place”— for understanding topics in the 20th century (trans. 1920, trans. 1921).  

Quintilian’s topics were divided into two broad categories: persons and actions. 

But, Quintilian’s topics combine Cicero’s early topics with his own later version. The 

combination here makes for a strangely disjointed mix of logical and non-logical topics, 

yet it aligns with Quintilian’s interest in rhetoric as a comprehensive art of speaking well. 

Quintilian treats the linkage of topics in a more Aristotelian or later Ciceronian manner: 

The linkage was a narrow logical connection suggested in either the source or a 

clarification of the logical linkage. Also, whereas Cicero’s early topics offer additional 

questions as part of each topic’s source, Quintilian sometimes used statements of 

accepted knowledge. An example of this is education, for which Quintilian (trans. 1921) 

provided the accepted knowledge that “it makes a great difference who were the 

instructors and what the method of instruction [was] in each individual case” (p. 215). 

That is, the individual’s manner of instruction has an effect on his or her analytic 

capacities. 

A final, minor difference between Quintilian’s topics and Cicero’s early topics is 

one of translation: H. M. Hubbell (Cicero, trans. 1949) translated negotium in De 

Inventione as “action” while Butler (Quintilian, trans. 1921) translated res in Institutio 

Oratoria as “action.” Neither of these Latin words means “action” in the sense that a 

thing is or was done, a deed. Negotium is closer to “dealings” especially for political or 
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economic actions, both spoken and physical, yet res is a far more general usage, 

encompassing both spoken and physical actions, like “affair” or “matter”. To put the 

connotative difference another way, if someone asked me how my summer negotium 

went, I would talk about my dissertation; if someone asked me about how my summer res 

went, I would lament the hot weather or the leak in my apartment roof. Still, I would not 

limit the discussion to deeds in either instance, which is effectively the limitation that H. 

M. Hubbell and Butler have suggested to 20th century rhetoricians reading in the 

definitive Latin translations. Moreover, the translations remove the minor difference 

between Quintilian’s and Cicero’s language choice, that is, that Quintilian establishes 

topics for a general category of affairs while Cicero’s is concerned with political or 

economic affairs.  

Table 5 

Quintilian’s Topics 

Topics and 
Category 

Corollary or Clarification Citation 

Topics of Person     

Birth Persons resemble their parents. p. 215 

Nationality “For races have their own character.” p. 215 

Country “For there is a like diversity in the laws, institutions, 
and opinions of different states.” 

p. 215 

Sex Different sexes have different motives. p. 215 

Age “Different actions suit different ages.” p. 215 

Education and 
training 

“Since it makes a great difference who were the 
instructors and what the method of instruction.” 

p. 215 

Bodily 
Constitution 

“For beauty is often introduced as an argument for 
lust, strength ... for insolence.” 

p. 215 
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Fortune Rich and poor are not expected to perform the same 
acts. 

p. 215 

Condition Famous or not, official or not, father or son, citizen or 
not, free or not, married or single, parent or not. 

p. 215 

Natural 
disposition 

A person's temperament and personality. p. 215 

Occupation A person's job and the actions expected of it. p. 217 

Ambitions How a person wishes to be perceived. p. 217 

Past life and 
previous 
utterances 

Past life and speech “since we are in the habit of 
inferring the present from the past”. 

p. 217 

Name A person's nom de guerre or titles may be fodder for 
argument. A person's birth name is not except in rare 
occasions. 

p. 217 

Topics of Action     

Why (Motive) The question of motives for an action.  pp. 219– 
221 

Where (Place) A question of the place, both in quality and nature. p. 221 

When (Time) This includes both definite time, timing, sequential 
time, and accidental circumstances. 

pp. 223– 
227 

How (Resources) “Whether some given person had the will, and whether 
[that person] had the power to do the deed.” 

p. 227 

By what means 
(Manner) 

This includes instruments, such as a murder weapon. p. 229 

Definition This includes necessary definitions, genus, species, 
definitions by difference, and definitions of properties. 

p. 229–237 

Division Arguments splitting a complex notion into simpler 
propositional logics and arguments that operate by 
eliminating propositions. 

p. 237 

Similarity This includes arguments comparing like things, unlike 
things, diametric opposites, and consequences. 

pp. 241– 
243 

Consequent Arguments based on something being the natural 
consequence of something else—does not include 
sequential consequence. 

p. 243 
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Causes “The inference of facts from their efficient causes or 
the reverse.” 

p. 245 

Greater, less, and 
equal 

These are arguments involving a comparison, often by 
division. They include arguments from the part to the 
whole, from the genus to the species, from the 
container to the thing contained, etc. 

pp. 249–
251 

   
Note. Adapted from The Institutio Oratoriae of Quintilian, Volume 2, by Quintilian (H. E. 

Butler, Trans.). Copyright 1921 by Harvard University Press.  

Quintilian recalled Cicero’s communes loci, or commonplaces, and disparaged 

them for being too rehearsed. It seems apparent from Quintilian’s (trans. 1920) writing 

that Cicero’s commonplaces, such as whether a specific witness is credible or incredible, 

became “written out passages dealing with such themes” placed in extempore speeches, 

such as the general qualities that would make a witness credible (p. 239). Furthermore, it 

seems that Cicero’s commonplaces became more popularly understood than his topics 

since Quintilian (trans. 1921) opened his discussion of topics with a disambiguation of 

topics, loci, and commonplaces, communes loci (p. 213). Quintilian (trans. 1920) 

considered the written, rehearsed commonplace a sign of “extreme weakness” (p. 239). 

Commonplaces performed in this manner, according to Quintilian (trans. 1920), did not 

respond to the specific nuances of a case, marked speakers who used them as unable to 

think on their feet, bored audiences, and ruined any sense of passion a speaker may have 

for a case (p. 239). As I mentioned above, Quintilian’s writings about commonplaces 

forever changed the scholarly discourse on commonplaces. This is partly due to the 

common practice of lumping all topics across various schema of topical invention under 

the term “commonplace,” but it also led to Quintilian’s and Cicero’s communes loci 

obscuring the topical invention in Aristotle’s koinoi topoi.  
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Lastly, Quintilian (trans. 1921) is famous for his hunting/fishing metaphor:  

You will not succeed in finding a particular bird or beast, if you are ignorant of 

the localities where it has its usual haunts or birthplace, as even the various kinds 

of fish flourish in different surroundings, some preferring a smooth and others a 

rocky bottom, and are found on different shores and in divers [sic] regions (you 

will for instance never catch a sturgeon or wrasse in Italian waters), so not every 

kind of argument can be derived from every circumstance, and consequently our 

search requires discrimination… But if we know the circumstances which give 

rise to each kind of argument, we shall easily see, when we come to a particular 

‘place,’ what arguments it contains. (p. 213)  

This metaphorical explanation of topical invention was popular in discussions throughout 

the subsequent history of rhetoric and remains popular into the 20th century. The 

figurative use of Greek and Latin words for “place” to identify a source for finding 

claims marks the beginning of topical invention as a pursuit of scholars in rhetoric; 

however, Quintilian’s metaphor complicates that by relying heavily on the literal idea of 

“place,” an etymological maneuver that neither Aristotle nor Cicero made. Furthermore, 

Butler’s translation fabricates the word “contains” out of whole cloth, which compounds 

the literalness of “place” in topical invention by adding a relationship of container and 

thing-contained to topics and propositions. 

Looking Forward from the Past 

 These three ancient authors influence rhetorical theory consistently throughout the 

20th century. To understand the changes that topical invention underwent in the last 100 
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years, we need to have a baseline against which “innovation” or “change” may be judged. 

Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian are that normative baseline.  

 Aristotelian topics provide topical invention with its own technical term, marking 

the first use of topical invention as a province of specialized knowledge for the field of 

rhetoric. This is not without its drawbacks: Offering topical invention as a technical term 

for 20th century rhetoric scholars to rally behind has meant that scholars often overlook 

topical invention that is not identified as such. I attempt to correct this neglect throughout 

this dissertation by including instances of theory, pedagogy, and criticism that match the 

patterns of topical invention despite not being called topical invention. 

 Aristotle’s system also establishes trends in the treatment of topical invention. 

First among these, topics have a logical basis. Aristotle’s logical bases for topics were 

appreciated enough by Cicero, Quintilian, and other authors of ancient Latin rhetoric that 

topics as logical sources for arguments appear in their works as well. Even in the last 100 

years, attempts to identify topics for inventing logical arguments are far more common 

than attempts to find topics for inventing arguments relying on any other appeal. Second, 

Aristotle differentiated topics by the specificity of knowledge required by the data set. 

Under this understanding, topical invention in rhetoric is kept distinct from the ways 

knowledge claims are made in other disciplines. Third, Aristotle offered a generic 

separation of topics, based on what is valuable to a particular audience group. The 

audience-centered approach to certain topics becomes particularly valuable in 

postmodernity. These trends in Aristotle’s work qualify what are Aristotelian approaches 

to discussing topical invention, and they make worthwhile distinctions in discussions of 

topical invention in the last 100 years. 



66 

 

 Cicero’s early topical invention system, the one developed in De Inventione, 

presents a few lasting trends. First, Cicero discusses a solely managerial rhetoric, i.e., a 

rhetoric in which a speaker manages the audience’s meaning-making. This is a common, 

if naïve, ideal of rhetoric where a talented and competent speaker controls the audience 

through language-use. Cicero’s topics reflect this managerial style of rhetoric by not 

including a consideration of the audience, such as the generic constraints of Aristotle. 

This oversight is partly a result of Cicero’s devotion to judicial speech, but it is also 

written into the way he identifies actions as things that happen when one is not-at-leisure, 

negotium. Second, Cicero’s topics rely upon question-answering for the linkage between 

data and claim. This question-answering style plays heavily in the realm of heuristics, a 

method of topical invention popular in some fields of rhetoric in the last 100 years. It also 

marks an appreciation for topics that have non-logic based appeals. Cicero’s early work 

places topics that produce logical relationships between data and claim on even footing 

with those that credit or discredit people. This may seem like a typical move for a lawyer 

in the American legal system, but it marks a significant departure from the topical 

invention of Aristotle. 

 Quintilian’s topics mark an attempt to reconcile the topics of De Inventione with 

the formal logic of Aristotelian topics and Cicero’s later topics. However, in so doing, 

Quintilian shifts the ground in which the topics operate: The topics of person remain 

intact, yet the topics of socio-political and economic action become the topics of stuff, 

broadly. This marks a Quintilianesque trend of topical invention: Reconciling different 

systems of topical invention by moving the finish line of the pursuit entirely. While it is 



67 

 

questionable whether this is a reconciliation or not, it does create one method for dealing 

with disparities between sets of topics.  

 These authors are by no means the only sources of topical invention in ancient 

rhetoric; however, they are influential throughout U.S. rhetorical studies in the last 100 

years. Hubbell and Lanius (2014) found that Aristotle was the most common reference in 

major rhetorical studies journals from 1968 to 1988 (Quintilian and Cicero were in the 

top 20), and the influence of these ancient Greek and Roman authors on topical invention 

will become clearer over the coming chapters. And, as I will discuss in the following 

chapter, classics scholars involved in the 1914 formation of the National Communication 

Association certainly aided in building the influence of Quintilian, Cicero, and Aristotle. 
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From 1914 to 1945: Rediscovery and Complications 

In 1914, the National Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking 

(NAATPS) was founded, and within a year, the newly-formed professional society 

launched its flagship publication, The Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking. Over the 

next 100 years, the NAATPS changed names several times, ultimately becoming the 

National Communication Association (NCA), and its quarterly journal became The 

Quarterly Journal of Speech (QJS). Between 1914 and 1945, the NCA establishes various 

disciplinary standards for research and epistemology, yet its range of acceptable 

epistemologies remains relatively open. Under its aegis, it collects speech teachers, 

English teachers, classicists, psychologists, early social scientists, and even 

otolaryngologists. Before 1946 U.S. rhetorical studies scholars are a motley crew and 

their published works seem a discursive jumble. 

Originally confined to textbooks on elocution and public speaking, topical 

invention finds epistemological home as a research area in the NCA’s early era. Although 

topical invention was never “lost” before 1914, in the early years of the NCA, it becomes 

accepted as a valid realm of philosophical inquiry in U.S. rhetorical studies. This is in 

part due to an interest in the “thought” of public speech, and “thought” plays a substantial 

role in the scholarly work in QJS—not surprising considering how the Aristotelian and 

Ciceronian definitions of invention emphasized “thinking.” Another profound influence 

on topical invention during this time came from Cornell University (see Mailloux, 2006, 

p. 128–9). Faculty and graduate students from the “Cornell School of Rhetoric” were 

well represented in the pages of QJS and Speech Monographs and in the NCA’s 

administrative positions (Kuypers, 2003; National Communication Association, 2014). 
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Finally, the first written interrogations of ancient Greek and Latin topical invention arose 

in this period. These complications, often developed through rational reconstruction 

(Schiappa, 1990), challenged the function of topical invention and the primacy of logic in 

topical invention. But, they were limited, and ultimately these complications served as 

precedents or antecedents for more thorough challenges posed by postmodern U.S. 

rhetorical studies scholars. 

Thus, this chapter begins with pedagogical resources on topical invention. Next 

come the discussions of psychological influences on topical invention since psychology 

was influential as a basis for theoretical work in early NCA publications. The historical 

rediscoveries of topical invention, mostly written by classicists in the early NCA, make 

for the third section. A brief section on rhetorical criticism, which is a nascent field at the 

time; a section on ways that emotion intersects with topical invention; and a section on 

Kenneth Burke’s influential contributions to U.S. rhetorical studies round out the chapter.  

Pedagogy 

 Topical invention is rarely treated as a subject for classroom instruction from 

1914 to 1945. Much of U.S. rhetorical studies classroom discussion is in elocutionary 

texts during this period and later, as the classics-oriented rhetorical studies from Cornell 

grew, in ancient Greek and Latin texts. Treating composition as a process of invention, as 

problem-solving or thinking out, is a rare discussion among U.S. rhetorical studies 

scholarship at the time. 

 The two works that follow, R. W. Neal’s Thought-Building in Composition (1912) 

and Newcomb’s (1918) article on interpretive reading, are emblematic of this situation in 

U.S. rhetorical studies. Neal (1912) treats composition as an inventive, thinking out 
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exercise and offers a heuristic process for building arguments, paragraphs, and sentences; 

in many ways, this is a forerunner of composition as problem-solving, which does not 

arrive in U.S. rhetorical studies until more than fifty years later. Neal (1912) focuses 

almost exclusively on journalistic writing, however, which would have removed the 

textbook from much of the discourse community were it not for Lyman’s (1915) 

promotion of it. Coming from an elocutionary background, Newcomb (1918) bemoans 

the lack of emotion in students’ elocution and literary reading. If Neal (1912) represents 

the structured approach to composition education, Newcomb (1918) represents the 

holistic approach to composition. As a result, Neal (1912) directs specific attention to 

topical invention, including a potential topical system; Newcomb (1918) only identifies 

areas that topical invention could benefit from without any specific topics. 

Thought-Building in Composition, 1912 

 Although several composition textbooks were available in 1914, R. W. Neal’s 

(1912) Thought-Building in Composition was cited prominently by Lyman (1915). 

Lyman (1915) argued that Neal’s (1912) textbook was emblematic of the idea that 

“English composition is a process of thought-building,” and he went on to recommend it 

to teachers for giving thought-building the “emphasis it deserves” (p. 241). Lyman (1915) 

advocated teaching English as an oral and written tool and proposed rules of thumb for 

teaching oral and written English. But, in a moment of prescience, he asserted that 

English education would increasingly become the province of teachers in History, Civics, 

and other studies (p. 242). Classical rhetoric served as the pedagogical basis for English 

as an oral and written tool, and thought building was emphasized as a part of English as a 

tool (Lyman, 1915, p. 258–9).  
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 Neal’s (1912) textbook was almost solely concerned with the thought building 

role of English composition. His textbook was primarily targeted at journalistic writing 

although much of the text was directed at creating what we nowadays call thesis 

statements and main ideas. Concerning this, Neal (1912) separated the idea of a “subject” 

from that of a “topic”: The subject was the general idea under discussion while the topics 

consisted of “definitely stated thoughts about subjects” and were expressed through a 

declarative sentence (p. 20). If the topic was narrowed appropriately and “very precisely 

and fully worded,” it was the “working thought” (p. 21). In a working thought, the 

subject of the text was in the subject position of a declarative sentence while the topic 

formed the predicate of the sentence (pp. 20–21). Neal’s (1912) example for this was 

“Smoking became known to Europeans in the sixteenth century” where the subject is 

“smoking” and the topic is “became known to Europeans in the sixteenth century” (p. 

21). This approach to writing a main idea or thesis statement looks remarkably similar to 

a declarative formulation of a research question (see Booth, Colomb, & Williams, 2008). 

A writer could then develop the working thought through any number of Neal’s (1912) 

ten methods of development (pp. 56–87). And, each of the ten methods of development 

was accompanied by its own distinct syntactic structure, termed a “formula” by Neal 

(1912), which students employed to develop their paragraphs and main ideas. 

 These methods of development constitute a system of topical invention. Neal’s 

(1912) methods of development are primarily concerned with selecting appropriate data 

to support a claim. “Thought-material” was the “right facts and ideas with which to build 

up new thought about the subject… that effectively support or bear out the working-

thought…; that can be understood by the persons for whom they are written” (pp. 49–50). 
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Thought-material is qualified data for topical invention. Neal’s topical invention, then, 

suggests that data is selected—selected by its ability to support the claim and its 

appropriateness for the audience—before a topic is used to connect that data to a claim or 

conclusion. Table 6 shows Neal’s (1912) topics and their affiliated explanations and 

examples. 

Table 6 

Neal’s (1912) Topics of Thought-Material Development 

Topic Clarification Example Citation 
Enumerating 
implied 
details 

“The central, or topic 
thought, is embodied in 
some general, or inclusive 
assertion that immediately 
suggests a number of 
particulars.” 

“The old house was full of 
memories. [Particulars: The 
days of boyhood sport—
games, reading in attic, 
sliding down banisters; 
father’s death; the mortgage 
sale and the farewell, etc.]” 

p. 58 

Comparison 
to 

“The thought of the 
composition naturally 
builds itself up into an 
illustration, or series of 
illustrations… Illustration 
by likening to” 

“An automobile is like a rail-
way locomotive [in these 
respects: motive power; 
construction; speed.]” 

p. 60 

Comparison 
with 

“…that of comparing the 
subject, not to but with 
something 
else…illustration through 
likeness and unlikeness.” 

“A paragraph built up by 
comparing two types of 
racing horse—e.g., a trotting 
with a running 
horse...because the two kinds 
are alike in some respects and 
different in others.” 

p. 63 

Citing 
examples 

“…as soon as one makes 
an assertion, he recalls 
individual instances in 
which it has proved true; in 
other words, examples of 
the fact asserted.” 

“Honesty pays. We had a 
good example of this in 
Dreamville. Our village 
barber found a long-lost 
pocket-book containing a 
lottery ticket…” 

pp. 64–
65 

Definition 
by synonym 
and 
repetition 

“The explication, or 
unfolding, of the idea is 
accomplished through the 
employment of synonyms 
and the repetition of the 

“The glory of the conquered 
is surrender…to him who 
yields there is also a 
triumph—the triumph that 
comes from high and worthy 

p. 69 
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idea in simplifying 
expression.” 

action—from recognizing 
defeat, ceasing in a bootless 
struggle, adapting himself to 
the new situations and 
making the best of what can 
be escaped.” 

Definition 
by content 

“This is definition through 
showing the content of 
terms” 

“Properly understood, 
excitement is beneficial to the 
nerves. [Definition.] 
Excitement is the rousing of 
the nerves to their full normal 
energy.” 

p. 72 

Logical 
definition 

“In order to build up a very 
precise and exact body of 
thought, it often is 
necessary to state the 
meaning of important or 
frequently used terms with 
extreme accuracy.” 

“Adaptability is the power to 
adjust oneself to new 
surroundings.” “Term: 
Adaptability; Genus: is the 
power; Differentia: to adjust 
onself to new surroundings.” 

pp. 74–
75 

Applying a 
principle 

“That in which the thinker, 
having perceived that some 
general truth, statement, or 
principle bears on some 
particular fact or set of 
facts, points out this 
bearing, or application” 

“Religious worship is a 
privilege. The man, therefore, 
who stays away from church 
to read the Sunday paper is 
giving up one of the greatest 
opportunities of life.” 

p. 78 

Presenting 
proof 

“Whenever we present a 
fact for the express purpose 
of showing the truth of 
something else…we use 
the method of development 
by presenting proof.” 

“The fine arts are higher than 
the utilitarian arts, because: 
(a) they deal not with material 
but with spiritual ideals; and 
consequently (b) give the 
only adequate expression of 
the forces that promote 
civilization.” 

pp. 80–
81 

Cause or 
effect 

“He wishes not to prove 
that the fact is so, but to 
uncover the causes that 
produced it or the effects 
that is has produced.” 

“The university emphasized 
‘opportunity’ too much and 
‘accomplishment’ too 
little...Some effects of this 
policy—as soft-headed as it 
was tender-hearted—were 
long evident…” 

pp. 83–
84 
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Note. Adapted from Thought-Building in Composition: A Training-Manual in the Method 

and Mechanics of Writing, with a Supplementary Division on Journalistic Writing as a 

Means of Practice, by R. W. Neal. Copyright 1912 by Macmillan Company.  

 Neal’s (1912) methods of development amount to a system of topics. The topics 

in Table 6 consider only data, or “thought material” as Neal (1912) put it, that have 

already been selected for their ability to support the claim and to speak to the audience. 

These topics do not provide the claim so much as they place the claim in a logical 

syntactic structure: The examples above assume the author already has a claim and a 

storehouse of information—the work of the topics is then to array data in a logical syntax. 

The linkage between data and claim is, thus, a purely syntactic one; Neal (1912) never 

argues for a logic-based relationship between data and claim. Finally, these topics and 

their syntactic structure, the “formula,” perform the role of the source in topical 

invention.  

How to Stimulate the Imagination in Interpretative Reading, 1918 

 Newcomb’s (1918) article, “How to stimulate the imagination in interpretative 

reading” attempted to provide guidelines to aid teachers in getting students to engage 

their imaginations when interpreting literary texts. Although Newcomb (1918) did not 

discuss topical invention explicitly, his essay offers an insight regarding topical invention 

for emotional impact.  

Newcomb (1918) argued that a reader’s imagination provides him/her with the 

faculty to interpret literature and that emotion is a defining element of literature (p. 126). 

According to Newcomb (1918), the emotional character of a text was limited by the 

quality of the reader’s imagination (pp. 140–141). Newcomb’s (1918) interpretative 
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reading of emotion was limited by imagination because emotions were stirred “by 

presenting concrete images through the imagination” (p. 141). Thus, if a reader’s 

imagination was not equipped with the “mental furniture … to enable him to visualize the 

imagery of the author whom he is trying to interpret,” the reader could not grasp the 

emotional appeal of the imagery. (p. 142). Herein lies a concern for topical invention: The 

data of topical invention for emotion seems to be limited by the reader’s imagination. 

That is, the imagery an author uses must align with the reader’s imagination of that 

imagery or else the desire linking that imagery does not appeal to the reader. The idea that 

topical invention depends upon the audience’s faculties is not entirely new; a similar 

assertion appeared in Aristotle, and it is an idea that returns later in discussions of the 

rhetorical situation.  

Whether a text’s or a teacher’s ability to communicate is limited by the audience 

itself is a primary concern for the rhetorical situation debate; however, Newcomb 

ultimately turns to identification for explaining how a teacher can connect with a 

student’s imaginative faculties. Newcomb (1918) cited Hart’s (1912) The Psychology of 

Insanity which defined identification as “identifying ourselves with another individual, 

either real or fictitious, so that we experience his joys, sorrows, and desires, as if they 

were our own” (p. 158, cited in Newcomb, 1918). In turning to identification to explain 

how teachers can encourage students to perceive emotion in literary texts, Newcomb 

(1918) shifts from a larger discussion—one that is nearly a taxonomy—of material 

functions of literary texts and teachers’ pedagogical ploys to the audience’s role in 

meaning-making. This shift anticipates “postmodern” discussions of textual meaning, and 

it suggests that the “mental furniture” of a reader’s imagination may be determined by a 
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reader’s cultural background. Imagination, however, stands as an underdeveloped 

research area for topical invention, especially, according to Newcomb (1918), where 

emotion is concerned. 

Psychology 

 U.S. rhetorical studies and faculty psychology are closely entwined by the 1920s. 

Several of the founding members of the National Communication Association respond to 

calls for theoretical work grounding the nascent discipline of speech by applying 

psychological theory to communication. C. H. Woolbert’s (1918) article, “The Place of 

Logic in a System of Persuasion,” is exactly one such example: Woolbert was a founding 

member of the National Communication Association, and his article blends logical 

argument with faculty psychology. Murray (1935) represents a “second generation” of 

this connection between psychology and U.S. rhetorical studies: Drawing on social 

psychology, which is a new field of research at the time, Murray (1935) makes a 

transition from agonistic argument, where two interlocutors try to convince the opponent 

to change position and admit defeat, to cooperative invention of a third position, a new 

amenable position. Murray (1935) presages Kenneth Burke’s Grammar and Rhetoric of 

Motives in many ways but especially by making individuals’ personality a starting point 

of disagreement and offering cooperative invention as a solution to disagreement. 

Psychology’s influence in U.S. rhetorical studies started small in the National 

Communication Association and merged fully into the discourse community by 1945. 

The Place of Logic in a System of Persuasion, 1918 

 Woolbert’s (1918) article, “The Place of Logic in a System of Persuasion,” was 

the final word in a heated exchange between himself and the Cornell classicist, E. L. 
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Hunt. This exchange, in short, began with an article by Woolbert arguing for scientific 

research in psychology; Hunt followed that article with his own arguing that philosophy 

was always valuable even if it did not reach the level of specificity found in science (see 

Hunt, 1917; Woolbert, 1916, 1917, to see the larger argument). Woolbert (1918) replied 

that logic was a psychological process: “That is to say, in all our activities there is an 

unconscious logic playing its part even when we think it is not there” (p. 20). 

Unconscious logic took the form of syllogistic reasoning, whether or not language was 

used; language, words, “do not make the logic; they are not the part essential to the 

fundamental reasoning processes; they are only the surface expression (Woolbert, 1918, 

p. 24). Woolbert (1918) went on to identify how syllogistic reasoning functioned without 

or before language. 

Ultimately, Woolbert (1918) offered “three levels of exposure of logical 

processes”: subconscious inferences, semi-open inferences, and openly-made inferences 

(p. 25). These levels of exposure of logical processes were Woolbert’s attempt to 

characterize three different ways that logical processes were evident, or exposed, to our 

research or collective experience. Subconscious inferences were pre-verbal inferences 

that were made below the level of introspective awareness. Woolbert (1918) went so far 

as to term this “experience” and “subjective experience” (pp. 26–27). Semi-open 

inferences were arguments that combined verbal persuasion and nonverbal persuasion, 

and “belief” and “authority” were included in this category (p. 27). Finally, openly-made 

inferences were the things of verbal logic, traditionally understood: As Woolbert (1918) 

put it, they were “making judgments in the open and inviting onlookers to observe just 

how we do it” (p. 30). These categories were not mutually exclusive (p. 32).  
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Topical invention was not an explicit aspect of Woolbert’s (1918) psychological 

positioning of logic; however, positioning logic as a psychological, pre- or non-verbal, 

action shifts the idea of a claim or conclusion for topical invention. In particular, 

Woolbert (1918) moves rhetoric, as a field, out of verbal persuasion and into pre- or non-

verbal persuasion. According to Woolbert (1918), rhetoric has a strong affinity with the 

logical argument made by word and syntax choice at all levels of exposure and with 

arguments from authority at the semi-open level. This is a substantial shift in the idea of a 

claim or conclusion: In Classical topical invention, claims or conclusions are formally 

logical, verbal propositions; however, Woolbert moves claims or conclusions to a pre-

verbal, pre-propositional role. Our classic syllogistic formula, “Socrates is a man,” 

becomes a series of pre-verbal claims: “Socrates—name/person,” “is—equivalence,” and 

“man—entity/masculinity/animal” might serve as a way of understanding this shift.  

Placing the role of a claim at this level, which in other approaches may be termed 

metaphor or grammar (see Richards, 1936/1965; Burke, 1945/1969a), profoundly 

changes topical invention. It opens topical invention up to a pre-verbal realm—one where 

the data set of topical invention could be a naïve reality or perception itself. Or, it could 

position topical invention at such a fundamental level of experience that the idea of a 

linkage between data set and claim is unfathomable or, perhaps, that it is only 

discoverable as a scientific, neurological object of research. 

Mental Adjustments for the Release of Creative Power in Speech Situations, 1935 

 In 1935, Murray turned to the nascent field of social psychology and 

organizational studies for ways to characterize creative power in speech situations. 

Murray’s approach focused on how agreement, rather than persuasion, could occur in 



80 

 

speech situations, and particularly how creative power figured in the process of speech 

situations. Murray defined a person with creative power as “one who, regardless of the 

rhetorical devices which it may be necessary to employ, succeeds in making us face facts 

and reality, induces us to fulfill our agreements and to improve them, and opens our 

minds to a real consideration of alternatives presented” (pp. 498–499). According to 

Murray, the creative power was “a problem of personality” (p. 499).  

 Personality, according to Murray (1935), was the beginning point of the creative 

power which was a speaker’s ability to reach agreement in a speech situation with an 

audience or interlocutor. In particular, Murray (1935) identified several requisite 

personality traits: mental objectivity, emotional stability, self-sufficiency, and dominance 

(pp. 502–503). Mental objectivity was the ability to critically observe one’s own 

behavior; emotional stability was the ability to remain unflappable in a situation; self-

sufficiency was a lack of insecurity; and dominance was confidence (Murray, 1935, pp. 

502–503). These personality traits, combined with creativity’s necessary skills of analysis 

and synthesis, were the ones that allowed speakers to create agreement in speech 

situations (Murray, 1935, p. 503). 

 Murray’s (1935) article does not discuss topical invention; however, it may mark 

an important development in the role of psychological knowledge in understanding 

methods of invention, including topical invention. Murray (1935) suggested that 

agreement comes from creative power through “invention, not by reconciling our ideas, 

but by finding the new idea, which is always something different from the addition of 

previous ideas” (Follett, 1924, pp. 117–119, cited in Murray, 1935, p. 498). Personality, 

in Murray’s (1935) understanding of creative power, works as a filter for data in topical 
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invention. That is, a speaker without a good speaking personality will not be able to 

recognize appropriate data for a claim or conclusion. In this formula, personality, or two 

interlocutors’ individual psyches, may be a significant contributing factor to the process 

of topical invention.  

Rediscovery 

 Classicists have long been taking on the work of rediscovering older theories that 

either are applicable to contemporary work or are at least interesting, and classicists like 

H. M. Hudson and E. L. Hunt were invested in the U.S. rhetorical studies community 

from its beginning. Cornell University’s classicists occupy a privileged position in the 

modern history of rhetoric, and that tradition starts with H. M. Hudson’s early (1921) 

article asking how ancient rhetoric’s invention could be modernized.  

The rediscoveries of older work useful for the newly invigorated U.S. rhetorical 

studies community established today’s traditional objects of historical analysis. Hudson 

(1921) directed attention not just to the ancient Greek and Roman authors, Quintilian, 

Cicero, and Aristotle, but also to Francis Bacon, who was a lesser known figure at the 

time. K. R. Wallace (1936a) returned to Bacon to attempt an answer to Hudson’s (1921) 

call for modernization. In contrast to Hudson’s (1921) expansiveness, Smith (1921) 

zeroed in on Corax, the pre-Socratic Greek, and a single topic used by Corax. McBurney 

(1936) created the enduring taxonomy of Aristotelian topics as formal or material, and 

Mills (1942) brought Daniel Webster into the discourse community’s set of objects of 

analysis. These were formative times in the history of rhetoric, and many long-lasting 

methodologies and “rediscovered” traditional figures were presented in scholarship 

between 1914 and 1945. 
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Can We Modernize the Theory of Invention, 1921 

 H. M. Hudson (1921) attempted to modernize the theory of invention by building 

from the Classical Greco-Roman tradition as a coherent series of treatises on topical 

invention and from Francis Bacon’s writings concerning invention. According to Hudson 

(1921), topics were “questions to ask,” which he illustrated by rephrasing Aristotelian 

special topics of eulogy as questions. Topical invention marked, broadly, the logical value 

of association, according to Hudson (1921), and “there may be utilized certain paths of 

association, certain centers about which associations may be grouped” was a claim 

predicated on the Ciceronian and Quintilian explanations of topical invention as sedes, 

regions (p. 329). Bacon’s reclamation of Quintilian’s hunting metaphor played a 

significant role for Hudson’s (1921) theory of topical invention:  

Plainly, if one is seeking thought for a speech he will work more swiftly and 

efficiently if he does not hunt at random, over unlimited and undefined areas. 

Even in the open forest there are runs and haunts of game which the experienced 

hunter recognizes and seeks. The topical method seems to be to learn and to 

utilize our knowledge of the runs and haunts of thought suitable for discourse. (p. 

329) 

Hudson (1921) ultimately reached beyond the traditional realm of rhetorical 

theory to point out instances of topical invention in other fields, which served as evidence 

that rhetoric needed to focus on topical invention as a readily applicable method. 

According to Hudson (1921), in artistic composition, there were “six or eight 

fundamental forms,” or topics, of good composition, and this affinity between rhetorical 

invention and artistic composition was “not only an analogy but a fundamental identify 
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[sic] between pictorial and rhetorical composition” (p. 330). For drama, according to 

Hudson (1921), topics included the genre of the play, the social setting, and common 

plots and tropes (p. 331). In poetry, Hudson (1921) pointed to E. A. Poe’s “Philosophy of 

Composition” and the “where are” trope of sixteenth-century sonnets as potential 

supplies of topics (p. 331). Topical invention in these fields gave credence to the 

argument that Classical Greco-Roman topics build the backbone for a study of speech 

and argument that is readily applicable (Hudson, 1921, p. 332). Hudson’s (1921) 

argument for modernizing topical invention suggests that Aristotelian, Ciceronian, and 

Quintilianesque topics are the catch-all topics such that modern topics are concrete 

applications of a single topic from one of these Classical Greco-Roman authors. 

As a discussion of topical invention, Hudson’s (1921) article is largely retreading 

ground established by Classical Greco-Roman authors. Only by proposing topical 

invention as a universally applicable method does Hudson suggest a significant 

development in topical invention. In particular, this allows for a consideration of claim or 

conclusion and of source outside of the bounds developed by Classical Greco-Roman 

treatises. If art applies topical invention to developing good composition in an artwork, 

the idea of claim or conclusion is substantially different: Claim or conclusion in artwork 

would need a visual logic, which makes for a pre-verbal or psychological idea of claim or 

conclusion. Furthermore, the sources for topics in Hudson’s (1921) examples differ 

substantially for poetry, art, and drama. Although Hudson (1921) laid these examples out 

with the source—the method for finding a linkage between data and claim or 

conclusion—as coming from a text, historical or educational mostly, the work done by 

the source in these examples is imitation. The painter imitates his own portfolio or 
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sketchbook “not only for the sake of borrowing from those studies whatever may be 

applicable to his own work but likewise on account of great advantage he will receive by 

bringing the ideas of great artists more distinctly before his mind” (p. 330). Similarly, the 

dramatist imitates “typical plots and topical situations which furnish him a nucleus or a 

direction for his thinking,” and the dramatist may employ “stock characters and situations 

… if not to use them to spur his originality in attempting to avoid or vary them” (Hudson, 

1921, pp. 330–331). As sources, these are methods of imitation, which was a manner of 

invention held separate from topical invention by Classical Greco-Roman treatises. 

Nevertheless, Hudson (1921) has an expansive role in mind for topical invention. 

Corax and Probability, 1921 

 In 1921, Smith reclaimed the rhetoric of Corax as being composed around the 

single topic of probability. Corax’s rhetoric was solely concerned with arguments from 

probability, and the focus on probability in rhetorical treatises descended through Plato’s 

Phaedrus and Aristotle’s topics of probability and possibility/impossibility (p. 21–23).  

For Corax’s topic of probability, the data are human experience or observation (p. 

24); its claim or conclusion is that something is probable or improbable; the linkage 

between the data and claim or conclusion is the “likeliness to be true” in accordance with 

the observation or experience of others (p. 24); and the source is undefined. 

The Place of the Enthymeme in Rhetorical Theory, 1936 

 In 1936, McBurney drew a large system of rhetorical theory from Aristotle’s 

work. Whereas many previous Aristotelian approaches to rhetoric, and to topical 

invention in particular, drew only from Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) Rhetoric and Topics 

(trans. 1960), McBurney additionally considered Categories, De Interpretatione, Prior 
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Analytics, Posterior Analytics, and De Sophisticis Elenchis (p. 51). Of particular interest 

was how these works dealt with the enthymeme. McBurney’s approach to topical 

invention was thoroughly Aristotelian. 

 McBurney (1936) offered a brief taxonomy that drew together Aristotle’s (trans. 

2007) topics—an attempt to reconcile the disconnection between the 28 common topics 

and the special topics (pp. 59–60). This taxonomy held that Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) 

topics were divided into “formal” topics and “material” topics (McBurney, 1936, p. 60). 

As the previous chapter outlined, Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) topics had typically been 

divided into common topics and special topics, and when discussing common topics, 

most sources drew from the latter of two lists of common topics, the list of 28 common 

topics, despite the presence of a shorter list of four. Thus, McBurney’s (1936) taxonomic 

proposal separated these two lists of common topics: Formal topics only included the 28 

common topics which “provide ‘line[s] of argument’ for enthymeme[s];” material topics 

included the special topics and the four common topics which “provide premises for 

enthymemes” (p. 60). According to McBurney (1936), the formal and material topics 

might be used together to form an enthymeme. 

 McBurney’s (1936) addition to Aristotelian topics identifies differences in linkage 

for the different sets of topics. Material topics offer a linkage between data and claim or 

conclusion that provides a premise to the argument. Formal topics offer a linkage 

between data and claim or conclusion in a method of reasoning.  

Some of Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) examples might make this clearer. A material 

topic provides a premise to an argument, so “[wrongdoers] are likely to be unsuspected if 

[their appearance and condition in life is] inconsistent with the charges” provides a 
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potential premise to an argument for either side in a judicial case (Aristotle, trans. 2007, 

p. 93). The premises are that a person is probably guilty because he or she has the 

strength to physically assault someone or that a person is probably not guilty because he 

or she lacks the strength to physically assault someone. A formal topic provides a way of 

reasoning for an argument: For example, in McBurney’s (1936) rendition of Aristotelian 

topical invention, one of the premises above could be argued from analogy (Aristotle, 

trans. 2007, p. 174): The person is probably not guilty because he or she did not have the 

strength to physically assault the victim just as Patroclus did not have the strength to 

defeat Hector. Or, it could be argued from “identifying purpose with cause” (Aristotle, 

trans. 2007, p. 180): The person is probably not guilty because he or she did not have the 

strength to physically assault the victim so the victim must be alleging the assault in order 

to make the defendant seem guilty. These are changes in the way the argument develops 

toward the claim or conclusion. 

The material and formal taxonomy in topical invention provided by McBurney 

(1936) offers a useful, yet faulty, way of differentiating Aristotelian topical invention. 

Any debater can look back at the 28 Aristotelian topics and find several that cannot offer 

functional ways of reasoning the above example case—”from the meaning of a name” 

(Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 183) is laughable or nonsensical to a modern audience. But, this 

highlights a larger failing in McBurney’s (1936) taxonomy: The way data are treated by 

the material topics versus the formal topics. If the example above is illustrative, the 

material topics provide a premise or claim, given certain data, and that claim serves as 

data for another claim or conclusion. First, the defendant is or is not physically strong, 

and second, the probability of a weaker person assaulting a stronger person is low. 
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However, formal topics can similarly provide data, what McBurney (1936) called 

“material,” for a claim or conclusion. In the example above, the formal topic of “from 

analogy” takes the first two data points, the defendant’s physical strength and the low 

probability of a weaker person assaulting a stronger one, and analogizes them to a third 

datum, the myth of Hector killing Patroclus. Both material and formal topics seem to be 

able to provide material, or data, to a claim or conclusion. Nevertheless, differentiating 

topics by whether they serve as claims that are themselves data for another claim or 

conclusion or whether they offer ways of reasoning towards a claim or conclusion is a 

worthwhile distinction in understanding topical invention.  

Bacon’s Conception of Rhetoric, 1936 

 In 1936, K. R. Wallace (1936a) recovered Francis Bacon’s ideas concerning 

rhetorical theory from his collected works. Wallace’s primary concern was identifying 

what Bacon thought concerning rhetoric as a coherent knowledge and practice. According 

to Wallace, Bacon conceived of rhetoric as separate from didactic and scientific discourse 

and as directed solely at persuasion, whether written or oral (pp. 23–24, 29). Additionally, 

Bacon’s rhetorical theory privileged logical proof (pp. 31–33).  

 In regards to topical invention, Wallace (1936a) found a robust system in Bacon’s 

rhetorical theory. According to Wallace (1936a), Bacon’s method for invention used 

topics from logic, and these topics assisted a rhetor by suggesting ideas and offering 

leading questions (p. 38). Bacon’s topics were as concerned with memory as with 

invention: They aided “the investigator or searcher by recalling to mind ideas and 

arguments which he had previously unearthed and by prompting lines of inquiry which 

will bring forth new material appropriate to the purpose at hand” (Wallace, 1936a, p. 38). 
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Bacon divided topics into general topics and particular topics (Wallace, 1936a, p. 

38). The general topics included the following: 

• Like and Unlike 

• Equal and Unequal 

• The Greater and the Less 

• The Subject and the Adjunct 

• What is the Cause? 

• What is the Effect? 

• What is the Definition? 

• What is the Genus? 

• What is the Species? (Wallace, 1936a, p. 38) 

Wallace (1936a) pointed out the similarity between these topics and the topics of the 

Aristotelian system (p. 38). Of Bacon’s particular topics, Wallace (1936a) had little 

specific information to offer: They were particular to special subjects and individual 

sciences (p. 39). 

 The rhetorical theory of Francis Bacon, as reconstructed by Wallace (1936a), is an 

Aristotelian affair with a two notable exceptions. First among these is the relationship 

between memory and topical invention. While ancient Greek and Latin topical invention 

separated memory and topical invention, Wallace’s (1936a) rendition of Bacon suggests 

that topical invention serves as a method for accessing remembered arguments as well as 

developing new arguments. Wallace (1936a) phrases this interplay between memory and 

topical invention on a personal, individual level of memory that is different from later 
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scholarship questioning the idea of “newness” in arguments, which will come up in later 

chapters of this dissertation. 

 The second exception is that Wallace (1936a) discovers additional methods of 

invention in Bacon’s rhetorical theory that are potentially methods of topical invention. 

Bacon’s rhetorical theory offers several aids to invention that may be topical systems: 

The Colours are “generalizations concerning good and evil,” and the Antitheta “comprise 

a series of forty-seven tables” of pros and cons (Wallace, 1936a, p. 40). These are 

potentially topical systems, especially bearing in mind their resemblance to Aristotelian 

special topics and Ciceronian topics of stasis theory. Wallace’s (1936a) analysis of 

Bacon’s Colours and Antitheta suggests that they function as material topics, sets of 

culturally situated premises much like Aristotle’s special topics. However, the quote from 

Bacon that Wallace (1936a) relies on for positioning Colours (p. 40) and the analysis 

Wallace (1936a) makes for understanding Antitheta make these inventional aids out to be 

more like Quintilian commonplaces, communes loci. Both the Colours and Antitheta 

were pre-written and “ready at hand,” which describe processes for reproducing 

composed arguments—the work of Quintilian’s much maligned commonplaces—rather 

than discovering an argument’s composition—the work of topics (Wallace, 1936a, p. 40–

41).  

Daniel Webster’s Principles of Rhetoric, 1942 

 In 1942, G. E. Mills turned to Daniel Webster, a Massachusetts senator and United 

States secretary of state in the 1840s and 1850s, to discover rhetorical principles among 

Webster’s correspondence and speeches. Mills found Webster to be particularly interested 

in the canon of invention (p. 127). Mills also found an explicit discussion of topical 
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invention in Webster’s writings although it is not the topical invention typical to my 

dissertation—more on that below. Webster recommended that topics be “timely and 

appropriate to the subject and the occasion,” “interesting to the audience,” “simple and 

constituent” to the subject, “temperate, cautious, and national” for debates, and “based on 

praise and blame” during election campaigns. According to Mills, Webster also 

recommended three perennial topics for speeches: the American Revolution, “the Union” 

of the United States, and the U. S. Constitution. These recommendations are not, 

however, topics or principles for topics as I use the term: They are topics and principles 

for selecting topics of speeches, the subject matter of speeches, not lines of argument or 

the criteria for selecting arguments. 

 Why discuss Mills’ (1942) idea of Webster’s topical invention at all if they are not 

linking data to a claim or conclusion? To truly answer this question, I need to break 

methodological form here to provide some historical context. Mills (1942) is the first to 

use the term “topical invention” in the 20th century, and the term does not appear again 

until Opie (1954) used it to refer to a folk invention of a regional place. Wagner (1960) 

was the first 20th century author to treat topical invention as an argumentative term, but 

the term “topical invention” is popularized later in the 20th century by V. M. Bevilacqua 

(1972) and M. C. Leff (1983a, 1983b).  

Mills (1942) ultimately provides an implicit set of topics for Webster’s topical 

invention, but they are not what Mills termed topical invention. Mills (1942) analysis of 

Webster’s principles of invention is heavily influenced by Aristotle even though, 

according to Mills’ (1942) own research into Webster’s rhetorical education, Webster 

appears to have never read Aristotle. Thus, Mills (1942) identifies Webster’s discussion 
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of ethical, logical, and pathetic proof—terms apparently not grounded in Webster’s 

writings. Webster has a list of character traits that are themselves persuasive: 

“intelligence, common sense, broad learning, good health, sincerity, broad-mindedness, 

respectability, dignity, and ability to defend causes and to lead men” (Mills, 1942, p. 

129). To this list was added, according to Mills (1942), a limited set of the speaker’s 

decisions regarding the content and situation: brevity, well-chosen occasions, staying on 

the issue at hand, avoiding ad hominem attacks, and “putting forth one’s case rather than 

one’s self” (p. 130). These aspects of ethical proof may be elements of ethical topical 

invention; however, they do not demonstrate a fully-fledged topical system. Some of 

these ethical appeals are data without a linkage, that is, they are disconnected from the 

claim or conclusion that the speaker is a person of good character. Of logical and pathetic 

appeals, Mills (1942) has little to offer aside from Webster’s dismissal of inductive and 

deductive logic and preference for Quintilian’s “views on personality types” (p. 131–2). 

Nevertheless, these elements of topical invention for ethical appeal have similarities with 

the Classical authors’ lists of traits with the notable addition that a speaker’s kairos, or 

timing, of a speech influences the ethical appeal of the speaker. 

Criticism 

 Rhetorical criticism is a brand new field from 1914 to 1945, and what looks like 

modern rhetorical criticism today is exceptionally rare through 1945. Rarer still is 

rhetorical criticism that focuses on topical invention. 

 Solmsen’s (1938) analysis of Cicero’s defense of Sextus Roscius is a forerunner 

of neo-Aristotelian criticism. Solmsen’s modus operandi for the analysis was to apply 

Cicero’s early works on topical invention to his own lawyering.  
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Cicero’s First Speeches: A Rhetorical Analysis, 1938 

 In 1938, F. Solmsen conducted a rhetorical analysis of Cicero's speech in defense 

of Sextus Roscius who had been accused of patricide. The defense was politically 

sensitive because Cicero not only endeavored to prove Sextus Roscius not guilty but also 

to prove a freedman of the Roman dictator Sulla guilty. Solmsen's analysis used Cicero's 

(1949) De inventione, a text believed to be authored roughly five years before the trial, as 

a blueprint for what practices one should expect from Cicero during the Sextus Roscius 

trial. In terms of method, Solmsen pointed out where the defense of Sextus Roscius 

followed De inventione's stasis theory, the order of the parts of speech, the topical 

invention of person and act, and the commonplaces. Cicero's defense, however, included 

rhetorical material beyond these components: Solmsen argued that Cicero drew on a 

cultural knowledge of rhetoric to argue that a verdict of “not guilty” for Sextus Roscius 

would not violate Sulla's political whims (p. 554). Cicero’s act of acknowledging this 

political background and the way in which he did it, according to Solmsen, marked a 

substantial rhetorical ploy absent from De inventione's recommended practices.  

 Solmsen's (1938) analysis deploys Ciceronian topical invention as a method of 

analysis of one of Cicero's self-published case transcripts. Solmsen does not reveal how 

using topical invention as a method of criticism works: His analysis is limited to 

identifying arguments that align with Cicero's topical invention of person and act and 

commonplaces that are indistinguishable from amplification. Solmsen provides no 

appreciable evidence that these arguments are products of topical invention: He described 

the arguments that align with Ciceronian topical invention as “points” which have a 

“theoretical basis” in De inventione (p. 546). He does, however, separate Ciceronian 
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commonplaces from these “points,” despite saying they are “closely connected,” which 

belies an understanding of commonplaces as distinct from topical invention (p. 547).  

 Solmsen's (1938) article offers a rare look into a neo-Ciceronian criticism of 

topical invention—as opposed to the more traditional neo-Aristotelian approach. 

Solmsen's (1938) argument is revealing for investigations of topical invention in 

Classical rhetorical treatises: Topical invention, even Cicero's only a few years after he 

wrote a treatise on topical invention, is heavily influenced by cultural norms. In this 

particular case, Solmsen identified a set of arguments, those about the political 

ramifications of the verdict, that seem to originate from a cultural knowledge of rhetoric 

not described in any extant Classical rhetorical treatise. This begs the question that all the 

facets of topical invention during a particular time period are never fully known because 

cultural knowledge comprises an unwritten understanding of topical invention.  

Emotion 

 Emotion is a recurring subject in U.S. rhetorical studies. The community 

continues to decry the lack of scholarship on emotion while struggling to incorporate 

analyses of emotion. This is equally a problem in treatments of emotion and topical 

invention from 1914 to 1945: Aristotle offers a specific set of logical heuristics for 

developing arguments but no corollary set for emotional heuristics. I. J. Lee tackles the 

subject in 1939 and offers more questions for topical invention that solutions. Rarig 

discusses aesthetic appeal in 1940 and works to resolve the distance in literary work 

between the reader’s mindset and the author’s mindset. These represent two related but 

separate discussions that continue later on how invention can handle the remove that 

every individual has from every other person. 



94 

 

Some Conceptions of Emotional Appeal in Rhetorical Theory, 1939 

 In 1939, I. J. Lee wrote a history of emotional appeal, or pathos, in rhetorical 

theory. This history began with Aristotle's texts and looked forward through history up to 

the 1930s. In his history, Lee discovered three dominant means of treating emotional 

appeals in the rhetorical tradition. One of these means of treating pathos was as an appeal 

that influences the perception of the speaker; this was a predominantly ancient rhetoric 

tendency in which the audience's idea of the speaker was deemed more favorable if the 

speaker stirred the audience's emotions appropriately—an effect similar to the speaker's 

character, or ethical appeal. Another means of treating pathos was as a separate piece of a 

whole process of persuasion; Lee identified this with 19th century rhetoric scholars who 

hold that emotion is an equal but separate factor in persuasion. The final means of 

treating pathos was as an aspect of a duality between conviction and persuasion. Lee 

identified this duality with 19th century thinkers as well, and the duality between 

conviction and persuasion was Lee's renaming of the separation of “understanding” and 

“will” as faculties of the mind. 

 Lee (1939) identified a historical progression of emotional appeal in rhetorical 

theory. This progression began with the Aristotelian separation of topoi of persuasion 

(pisteis)—the topoi specific to genres of speech—and topoi of emotion (pathos)—the 

topoi specific to emotion, primarily found in Book 2, chapters 1–17, of Aristotle's (trans. 

2007) On Rhetoric. Lee summarized the progression during the 16th to the 19th century: 

At first, the pisteis are defined as giving rise to an emotional state in general, then, 

specific emotions are derived from the ideas of good and evil; a third stage 

represents the origin of the emotions in the ideas of duty, happiness, and virtue, 
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and the final stage is the enlargement of the doctrine of pathos to include or to 

fuse both the topoi of pisteis and pathos. (p. 86) 

This progression was, according to Lee (1939), most valuable as a history of the 

interpretation of emotional appeal and its relation to persuasion. Lee (1939) ended with a 

surprising footnote that undermined the generative power of a merged understanding of 

persuasion and emotional appeal: He admitted that the “distinction is merely arbitrary and 

convenient” with “no difference” in effect (p. 85). The problem with developing a 

systematic philosophy of speech may have been, according to Lee (1939), just a 

theoretical problem while criticism of “printed speeches” required the definition of 

arguments—definition that relied on the distinction between emotional appeal and 

persuasion (p. 85). 

 Lee’s (1939) history of emotional appeal raises as many questions as it answers. It 

establishes a convincing historical progression for how Aristotle’s original separation 

between topoi specific to genre and topoi specific to audience emotion merged in a 

holistic understanding of persuasion. Yet, it does not offer an understanding of topical 

invention under this merged paradigm. This history has profound knowledge of 

emotional appeal in rhetorical theory but approaches topical invention only superficially. 

Lee (1939) lacks a defined idea of topoi or topical invention and loosely employs 

Aristotelian terms; furthermore, the lack of definition of topical invention makes the 

discussion of a merged invention of logically persuasive and emotionally persuasive 

claims ambiguous. Do logical appeal and emotional appeal merge because of how data 

has inherent emotional value to the audience or rhetor? This seems to be Lee’s (1939) 

characterization of Alexander Bain’s writings on composition (p. 84). Do a rhetor’s 
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claims or conclusions necessarily carry emotional and logical appeal simultaneously? 

Lee’s understanding of George Campbell’s theory of persuasion supports this 

simultaneous claim or conclusion approach (p. 83). Yet, these positions on merging 

logical and emotional topical invention are philosophically distant: The first is a claim 

that the world is ontologically emotional while the second makes an epistemic claim 

about knowledge being emotional. It does not seem surprising, then, that without a 

clearer understanding of topical invention, Lee finds no generative potential for merging 

emotional and logical topical invention. 

 Lee’s (1939) history identifies a lacuna of topical invention in the 20th century. If 

we admit a historical progression of how rhetoric conceptualizes the separation between 

emotion and logic in topical invention, there exists an exigency for creating a merged 

system of topical invention for emotional and logical appeal. Lee (1939) made no call for 

creating a generative theory of a merged emotional and logical topical invention, but his 

history lays the ground work for developing such a system. 

Some Elementary Contributions of Aesthetics to Interpretative Speech, 1940 

 In 1940, F. M. Rarig summarized how aesthetics can contribute to interpretative 

speech. Interpretative speech was the term Rarig used to identify oral reading of 

literature—the combination of interpretation, drama, and public speaking that we might 

recognize today in audio books or the “Selected Shorts” radio program. Rarig prefaced 

the idea of using aesthetics to inform interpretative speech as antithetical to classroom 

education: Students could not appreciate literature as aesthetic art so long as the 

curriculum demanded that a teacher directed their interpretation or presented them with 

contextual details that distracted from the transporting experience of literature. This did 



97 

 

not mean it was impossible to teach literature as aesthetic art; Rarig offered that testing 

students’ “aesthetic appreciation of literature may remain an open question” (p. 530). 

Rarig’s summary of how aesthetic appreciation can inform interpretative speech focused 

primarily on the role of personal interpretation for an audience; however, Rarig structures 

that interpretative act like a topical invention. 

 Rarig’s approach to interpretation implicitly draws on topical invention for 

understanding how aesthetic appreciation and interpretation coincide. According to Rarig 

(1940), literature “arouses and controls” the reader’s experience, a surprisingly 

persuasive, or perhaps coercive, way of discussing reading, such that “the writer has 

already done the work of observation, selection, and organization” to which the reader 

“submit[s] himself” (pp. 532–533). “Literature … presents primary data of life,” 

according to Rarig (1940), but the data are “beyond the limits of any human life cycle” 

(p. 531). Rarig’s (1940) conception of data is not the typical, naively realist concept of 

data that other theories of topical invention employ; it is emotional and ideological: 

desire, dogma, nonconformity, and frustration, for example (pp. 531–532). These data are 

not self-evident, and the reader needs to have a pre-existing knowledge of them, a 

“matured experience of what he is to read before he presumes to read it” as Rarig (1940) 

put it (p. 532). The data have a claim or conclusion in the sequence of events of the 

narrative—the inescapable logic of narrative progression; however, that claim or 

conclusion comes from a pre-rational linkage. Rarig (1940) claimed the genesis of 

narrative progression, the linkage between the writer’s data and claim,  

is always a desire, and this desire, whether adjudged by the final event [of the 

sequence of events] to have been rational or non-rational, is always pre-rational. It 
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is the premise of the action. Like the major premise of the formal syllogism, it 

proves nothing. (p. 534) 

Rarig (1940) provides a source, a method for finding a linkage, as well. 

Discovering the linkage requires more than “casual reading”: It requires a reader’s ability 

to “recognize similar emotions” and a balanced “psychic distance” such that the reader is 

neither self-aware of playing the role of reader nor so engaged in the narrative that the 

reader loses touch with his or her own context. As a method for discovering the linkage 

between a writer’s data and claim or conclusion, Rarig’s (1940) source leaves much to be 

desired, such as a more typical heuristic procedure for finding difference in data or 

matching data to appropriate cultural archetypes, but instead, it offers the source as a 

subject positioning, that is, the subject positioning of the reader is a method for finding 

the pre-rational emotion or ideology that links the writer’s data to the claim or conclusion 

of a literary work of art.  

Kenneth Burke 

K. Burke’s two most famous texts, A Grammar of Motives and A Rhetoric of 

Motives, were published in 1945 and 1950, respectively. Burke published books 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s; however, these early texts were not prominent among 

the U.S. rhetorical studies discourse community until after the publication of A Rhetoric 

of Motives in 1950. Given that fact, by 1988, Burke was the second most important 

person in U.S. rhetorical studies, second only to Aristotle, by number of references 

(Hubbell & Lanius, 2014). I, however, place Burke within this broad time period because 

the preponderance of his books were published before the end of 1945—the cut-off date 

for this chapter—and because I read them collectively as a corpus. Together, Burke’s 
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books make for the most important work in modern U.S. rhetorical studies. They are 

more complex than any dissertation can capture, let alone a single section as short as this 

one, so the following discussion of Burke is solely in terms of topical invention—there is 

much more to Burke’s understanding of communication and rhetoric than merely topical 

invention. 

Grammar and Rhetoric of Motives, 1945 and 1950 

 Burke’s first discussion of topical invention was in A Rhetoric of Motives in 1950. 

He referred to the Aristotelian, Ciceronian, and Quintilian topics collectively as 

“commonplaces,” yet he dwelt on Aristotelian topics alone in the discussion (pp. 56–57). 

He divided the Aristotelian topics into two categories—two categories that mirror 

McBurney’s (1936) division—of “kinds of opinions” and “formal devices” (pp. 56–57). 

Topics that identified kinds of opinions included “personal traits people admire or 

dislike,” “means for stirring men to rage, friendliness, fear…,” and those that “lead to just 

or unjust actions” (p. 56). Topics that worked as formal devices included “argument by 

opposites,” “using definitions to advantage,” “dividing up an assertion,” “exaggeration,” 

and “tendentious selection of results” (p. 57). The latter set encompassed formal literary 

devices, such as climax, as well (p. 58). Finally, topics that were formal devices 

accounted for a “‘universal’ locus of appeal” by “inducing the auditor to participate in the 

form” (p. 59). 

 Burke (1950/1969b) offered a single new topic: “a kind of timely topic, such as 

that of the satirical cartoon, which exploits commonplaces of a transitory nature” (p. 62). 

The “timely topic” was not a case of a topic standing exclusively for a single claim or 

conclusion or a pair of claims or conclusions, but it accounted for a quality of the claim 
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or conclusion instead. Burke admitted that “when reduced to the level of ideas, timely 

cartoons will be found to exploit much the same list of universal commonplaces that 

Aristotle assembles” (p. 62). Rather, things that employed a timely topic, such as satirical 

cartoons, were “more persuasive living under one particular set of circumstances” (p. 62).  

 Burke’s implicit theory of topical invention is more robust. Burke (1945/1969a) 

proposed the dramatistic pentad as a way of characterizing the motives, or “basic forms 

of thought,” of speakers: The pentad comprised “what was done (act), when or where it 

was done (scene), who did it (agent), how he did it (agency), and why (purpose)” (p. xv). 

The dramatistic pentad characterized basic logics that establish a subject position: Should 

a person feature a term, that is, reduce or deduce all of the terms from one of the terms, 

the person has a subject position that structures the perceived world (Burke, 1945/1969a, 

p. 127). For example, a person who considers the perceived world in terms of scene—

crime happens because of money or home-life, Microsoft was founded because Bill Gates 

and Paul Allen went to a private school that had access to early computers, etc.—would 

have a materialistic perspective. It is from competing perspectives that arguments form. 

Burke’s (1950/1969b) often cited shift in rhetorical theory was to change 

“persuasion” to “identification” (p. 55). Identification arose when interlocutors were 

“consubstantial” with each other, meaning that they shared the substance of their debate 

(p. 21). The dramatistic pentad provides the basis for understanding the substantial 

difference between interlocutors. And, in this capacity, the pentad operates as a topic for 

providing a first proposition in an epicheireme; in other words, for Burke, subject 

positions are the first step in an argument. As topics, the dramatistic pentad takes 

contextual knowledge (data) and structures it as having a truth value, a claim or 
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conclusion. The linkage between this data and its “truthier” version is the featured term or 

ratio of terms, and the source of this linkage seems to be the circumference of the terms 

of the pentad although Burke’s method is unclear at best. Burke’s dramatistic pentad 

incorporates the interlocutors’ motivations as topics with systems of topics from ancient 

rhetoric, allowing two topical systems to work in consort in the generation of a single 

conclusion. 

Topical Invention, 1914 to 1945 

U.S. rhetorical studies is a community in transition between 1914 and 1945. The 

new professional societies are differentiating themselves from prior scholarly 

communities, and for the NCA this meant finding a theoretical substance on which to 

build a discipline. As a legitimizing move, this meant that topical invention during this 

period was largely influenced by the theoretical underpinnings of psychology and 

classics, with psychologists attempting to modernize topical invention and classicists 

attempting to revive topical invention from ancient rhetoric.  

In the psychological side of affairs, we see Neal (1912), Newcomb (1918), 

Woolbert (1918), and Murray (1935). Neal's (1912) topics for thought-building hold 

syntactic linkages rather than formally logical ones. Newcomb (1918) has the 

imagination, from faculty psychology, operate as a limiter on what data can carry 

emotional appeals. Woolbert (1918) turns logic into a pre-verbal force at the level of the 

metaphor. Murray (1935) suggests that a speaker's personality filters data for topical 

invention. Despite varying widely, these approaches to topical invention all share a 

common conceit that the human mind is scientifically knowable organ creating behaviors 

and personalities.  
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From the classics-oriented writers, the common conceit is the ability to 

systematically invent text or symbolic products. So, Hudson (1921) proposes topical 

invention was a universally useful practice, functional outside of the disciplinary 

boundaries of rhetoric. Smith (1921) argues that Corax, one of the pseudo-mythical 

founders of rhetoric, uses probability as a topic. McBurney (1936) creates the now 

commonplace distinction between formal and material topics. Wallace (1936a) created a 

list of nine topics from Francis Bacon. Mills (1942) uses "topical invention" though it is 

not topical invention. Solmsen (1938) deploys topical invention in rhetorical criticism 

without specifying how to find in interpretation where topical invention is used. Thus, 

discrete categorization, the topic structure weighs heavily in the classics-oriented 

approaches to topical invention when they are lumped together. But, with a fine-grained 

analysis, these authors are different from each other on many aspects of the structure of 

topical invention. 

Of course, generalization does not catch all of the nascent community’s 

discussions since some are influenced by elocutionary ideas, others struggle to capture 

emotion, and Kenneth Burke’s work famously crosses disciplinary boundaries. 

Nevertheless, between 1914 and 1945, U.S. rhetorical studies finds several fields that it 

will continue to plough after World War II.  
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From 1946 to 1967: A Gathering Inventional Storm 
 

 From 1946 through 1967, American higher education experienced a windfall of 

resources from the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, better known as the G. I. 

Bill. The G. I. Bill drastically increased enrollment, especially at public institutions, and 

the number of higher education institutions in the U. S. rose considerably. During the 

same period, U.S. rhetorical studies was still represented by two professional societies: 

the National Council of Teachers of English and the Speech Association of America, 

which later became the National Communication Association. These professional 

societies, however, were not as distinct as they had been in the past.  

 This period’s scholarship on topical invention was similar to that of the pre-war 

period. Aristotelianism and psychology were still prominent mentalities for scholarship in 

U.S. rhetorical studies. American political thought and histories of rhetoric other than 

ancient rhetoric grew in popularity while speech-oriented publications became much 

more welcoming to literary objects of analysis. Notably, argumentation began to take the 

field by storm towards the end of the period, setting the stage for the prominent growth of 

U.S. rhetorical studies’ publications in 1968. 

 The chapter begins with a section on rediscoveries of treatises on topical 

invention, largely from an Aristotelian perspective. This approach blends into the second 

section, Politics and Ethics, in which scholars with a historical focus turn to topical 

invention’s connections to politics and ethics. The third section shows where discussions 

of topical invention were grounded in pedagogy, and the fourth looks at the 

psychologically influenced theories of topical invention. Then, the new interest in 
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argumentation comprises the fifth section. Finally, the last section gathers the accurate 

and inaccurate recreations of topical invention from ancient rhetoric. 

Rediscovery 

 From 1946 to 1967, historians of rhetoric begin to rediscover treatises on topical 

invention that were not from ancient rhetoric. These histories of topical invention are 

valuable original histories, but they seldom developed topical invention as a practical, 

generative process. Instead, these histories point to the ways topical invention from 

ancient rhetoric had developed across history, so unsurprisingly, these histories are 

overwhelmingly composed of Aristotelian, Ciceronian, or Quintilianesque approaches to 

topical invention. Ehninger (1946) and McNally (1966) found these ancient influences in 

spades, and Bailey’s (1964) call for modernizing topical invention based on Coleridge is 

an influential text that elided its own ancient influences.  

Bernard Lami’s L’Art de Parler: A Critical Analysis, 1946 

 In 1946, D. Ehninger wrote a short analysis of Bernard Lami’s L’Art de Parler, a 

popular 17th-century rhetoric handbook. Ehninger recovered a system of topical 

invention from Lami. Lami’s system of topical invention is a mix of Aristotelian and later 

Ciceronian topical invention: It has the Aristotelian division between universal and 

particular, the Aristotelian categorization of the particular by genre, and a largely late-

Ciceronian set of universal topics. Lami had only sixteen universal topics: genus, 

difference, definition, enumeration, etymology, conjugates, similitude, dissimilitude, 

comparison, opposition, repugnance, preceding circumstances, concomitant 

circumstances, following circumstances, effect, and cause (p. 433). Thus, the Ciceronian 

topic of partition is replaced by “enumeration,” Cicero’s topic of species is jettisoned in 
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favor of “repugnance,” Cicero’s topic of contradictions becomes “opposition,” and 

Cicero’s topics of antecedents, adjuncts, and consequents are renamed “preceding 

circumstances, concomitant circumstances, and following circumstances,” respectively 

(p. 433). Lami replaces Aristotle’s genre of epideictic with “demonstrative” and offers a 

significantly shorter list of topics particular to this genre. Deliberative topics were 

“useful, advantageous, and necessary,” judicial topics were “conjecture, quality, and 

definition,” and demonstrative topics were “good and bad” (p. 433).  

Ehninger’s (1946) recovery of Lami’s topical invention offers little in terms of 

new understanding of topical invention, but it demonstrates the way the Classical systems 

of topical invention changed to match terminology appropriate to the times.  

Dux Illa Directrixque Artium: Rudolph Agricola’s Dialectical System, 1966 

 In 1966, J. R. McNally returned to Rudolph Agricola’s 15th century work on 

invention to impress upon modern readers its importance for Renaissance rhetoric, and in 

doing so, McNally reintroduced Agricola’s insights into topical invention for a 20th-

century audience. Agricola based his theory of language on education such that the 

purpose of discourse was teaching something to the listener and persuasion or pleasure 

were “accidental characteristics” (p. 338). Instruction was a “movement from the known 

to the unknown” for Agricola, and topics identified “known” places—”places” being 

McNally’s translation of the Latin loci (p. 338). This meant that teaching, which was 

syllogistic for Agricola, needed a common and agreed upon thing for the discussion to 

progress, and topics provided that thing (p. 338). Agricola related this as the middle term 

of the syllogism but also more broadly as “a certain common quality” among a given set 

of things (p. 338). This gave topics a cherished position in epistemology, or as McNally 
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put it: “The place, in short, is for Agricola the meeting point of logic, philosophy, science, 

and rhetoric, by the exploitation of which a new account of language can be developed” 

(p. 339). 

A Plea for a Modern Set of Topoi, 1964 

 In 1964, Bailey made a plea for a systemized, modern treatment of rhetoric, 

especially rhetorical topical invention, for English professors of rhetorical studies. 

Bailey’s idea of a modern rhetoric took its “lead from Coleridge” and desired to see “as 

systemically as may be, the sorts of relations which obtain among the details of our 

thought” (p. 114). Bailey went on to ask, “What are the logical and psychological patterns 

which listeners and readers of our language understand, and indeed anticipate, in our 

discourse?” (p. 114). This plea admitted that there may exist recognizable patterns that, 

though logical and well-recognized, were unable to be understood by readers or listeners:  

For example, the physical pattern of the spectrum is well-known; but nobody, to 

my knowledge, has yet utilized it as the logical core of a piece of writing. The 

following would not strike anybody as a coherent paragraph: “The red sun set. I 

ate an orange. Joe is yellow, through and through. I three-putted on the eighth 

green. The Mediterranean is blue. An indigo shawl is just what Mother needs. 

Let’s go pick a violet.” (p. 114) 

Bailey’s recommendation, instead, was that scholars of rhetorical studies “round up the 

patterns that do inform the coherent use of our language, to place them in some sensible 

order, and discuss their logical implications” (p. 114). Examples of desirable logical 

patterns ripe for consideration in Bailey’s modern rhetoric included the development of 

hypotheses from “logical conventions of causation” and of definition from “logical 
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conventions of categorization” (p. 115). Ultimately, this “modern rhetoric” would not be 

directed at freshman composition or a textbook on writing; however, it would appeal as a 

supplementary text for advanced students and teachers to facilitate education with an 

understanding of logic, development of style, and the ancient tradition (pp. 116–117). 

Politics and Ethics 

 Politics and ethics have been influential fields in U.S. rhetorical studies, to say 

nothing of how closely rhetoricians dealt with ethics and politics before 1914. From 1947 

to 1967, U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship on topical invention was reinvigorated by 

sociological studies that have import for topical invention, and S. J. Crandell (1947) looks 

at how sociological work could show that topical invention structured the available 

responses for groups of interlocutors in public debate. Weaver (1953) and Wallace (1963) 

consider how topical invention reflects the individual political and ethical identities of 

political figures. Although these three authors consider topical invention at different 

scales of analysis, each of them places political and ethical value on the choices that 

make up topical invention. 

The Beginnings of a Methodology for Social Control Studies in Public Address, 1947 

 In 1947, S. J. Crandell wrote a brief proposal for a methodology for studying the 

manner through which individuals and organizations control a social movement. 

Crandell’s method was intended for studying how speeches in a social movement 

campaign, such as prohibition or women’s suffrage, orchestrated the movement’s beliefs 

and actions (pp. 36, 39). The emphasis was more on how a set of representative speeches 

identified a movement than on how an individual speaker impacted the movement (p. 
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39). Crandell’s method was light on textual criticism and informed by sociology and 

social psychology (pp. 36, 39).  

 Crandell’s (1947) method for analyzing the speeches directing a social movement 

includes a brief, but suggestive, implicit expansion of topical invention. Crandell (1947) 

provided a brief outline of what would fall under the “‘appeal process’ or lines of ‘topoi’” 

in a rhetorical analysis of social movements; however, most of the outline’s subheadings 

are concerned with rhetorical appeals, broadly imagined (p. 38). Where these 

subheadings are concerned with topical invention, they offer steps in the direction of 

considering ideology as part of topical invention, but the majority of them use topical 

invention as an incidental aspect of Aristotelian ethical appeal or author intentionality. 

One particularly innovative subheading, in Crandell (1947), is the recommendation to 

consider the “arguments by which particular modes of response are secured” (p. 38). The 

“modes of response” are not “paths of action,” which is indicated separately, and the 

movement’s media of choice are handled separately. “Modes of response” for Crandell 

(1947) is instead about how the topical invention deployed by a movement secures 

certain responses to the movement as legitimate.  

Crandell’s (1947) model can inform how we view later historical examples of 

social movements. Thus, the leaflet created by J. A. Robinson on the night of Rosa Parks’ 

arrest that called for a boycott of Montgomery County Buses by black people, who were 

“three-fourths of the riders,” establishes the available legitimate responses to a bus 

boycott (Smithsonian Center for Education and Museum Studies). By making the boycott 

an issue of legal and economic justice, the boycott secures the appropriate response as a 
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policy change. Needless to say, the Montgomery police and white community did not 

respond appropriately. 

 Crandell’s (1947) rumination on topics of social movements offers little in terms 

of fully fleshed out topics. The idea that a social movement’s topical invention could 

indicate the legitimate responses to the movement is a clarification of what claims or 

conclusions topics could lead to. The claims or conclusions for topical invention in social 

movements do not need to be limited to one positive proposition, like the Aristotelian 

topic of “from definition,” or one of two opposing positive propositions, like the 

Aristotelian topic of “more or less.” They are claims or conclusions that state a positive 

proposition and delimit an interlocutor’s responses, that is, they also state negative 

propositions. Crandell’s (1947) brief note on topical invention for social movements does 

not include any sources, linkages, or data for topical invention. It offers only a partial 

consideration of topical invention that lacks a fully-fledged generative system. 

The Ethics of Rhetoric, 1953 

 R. M. Weaver published The Ethics of Rhetoric in 1953. The book, as the title 

suggests, was chiefly concerned with the ethical dimension of rhetoric, especially with 

how that ethical dimension was born out by topical invention. Weaver discouraged the 

analysis of an individual’s political philosophy based upon the policies a person 

supported, proposed, or opposed; instead, he argued that “a much surer index to a man’s 

political philosophy is his characteristic way of thinking, inevitably expressed in the type 

of argument he prefers” (p. 112). This amounted to an estimation of a person’s ethical 

values, or, as Weaver put it, “Nowhere does a man’s rhetoric catch up with him more 

completely than in the topics he chooses to win other men’s assent” (p. 114).  
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Topical invention, in Weaver’s analysis, was dominated by three topics—

argument from consequence, argument from circumstance, and argument from 

definition—each being identified with a particular political philosophy. Argument from 

consequence was analogous to cause and effect, led to going “all out for action” in 

politics, and was preferred by “’radicals’” (pp. 57, 112). Argument from circumstance 

accepted the data or circumstances as “coercive” and “allow[ed] them to dictate the 

decision” (p. 57). Argument from circumstance was used by Edmund Burke but was, 

according to Weaver, closely associated with liberal political philosophy (p. 112). 

Argument from definition, which included argument from genus (pp. 100–102), was 

based on the essential nature or essence of the thing (p. 56), and it was used by 

conservatives “in the legitimate sense of the word,” according to Weaver (p. 112). 

Argument from similitude received a passing consideration as an argument that 

“invoke[d] essential (though not exhaustive) correspondences,” “express[ed] belief in a 

oneness of the world,” and was “used widely by poets and religionists” (p. 56–57). These 

topics are presented again in Table 7.  

Table 7  

Topics from Weaver (1953) 

Topic Definition Political 
Affiliation 

Citation 

Argument from 
definition 

“Argument from definition … 
includes all arguments from the 
nature of the thing. Whether the 
genus is an already recognized 
convention, or whether it is defined 
at the moment by the orator, or 
whether is left to be inferred from 
the aggregate of its species, the 
argument has a single postulate.” 

Conservatism pp. 86, 
112 



112 

 

Argument from 
consequence 

“The argument from consequences 
attempts a forecast of results.” 

Radicalism pp. 57, 
112 

Argument from 
circumstance 

“This argument merely reads the 
circumstances—the ‘facts standing 
around’—and accepts them as 
coercive, or allows them to dictate 
the decision.” 

Liberalism pp. 57, 
112 

Argument from 
similitude 

“Those who argue from similitude 
invoke essential (though not 
exhaustive) correspondences.” 

Transcendentalism pp. 56–
57 

    
 Weaver’s (1953) investigation of topical invention delineated topics that are not 

well defined, especially with respect to the data and source, but it offered a consideration 

of topics as politically biased themselves. The topics in Weaver’s (1953) book lack clear 

definitions, as one can see in Table 7, or perhaps, they have definitions that rely heavily 

on a reader’s prior knowledge of Classical era rhetorical treatises on the subject. 

Nevertheless, they do not present clear information for what constitutes data appropriate 

for each topic, such as what an essential correspondence may be or how an essence is 

understood. They also lack a source: This is a descriptive text that does not identify a 

method for how one might choose to argue like Edmund Burke or President Lincoln, 

Weaver’s two most frequently used examples. Weaver (1953) proposes that topics 

themselves have ideological biases, particularly with respect to political philosophy: 

Topics not only create arguments but also indicate the way a person looks at the world or 

thinks about the world. Weaver’s great breakthrough in topical invention was suggesting 

that topical invention can inform our understanding of ideology and political philosophy 

as represented by topical choices. 

The Substance of Rhetoric: Good Reasons, 1963 

 K. R. Wallace argued in 1963 that the material of rhetoric was the material of 

ethics. He was concerned primarily with what the “substance” of rhetoric was, and his 
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idea of substance was equivalent with “content” or “material” (p. 240). The substance or 

materials of rhetoric, for Wallace, were the “statements that are evoked by the need to 

make choices in order that we may act or get ready to act or to appraise our acts after 

their doing” (p. 241). And, in Wallace’s view, substance was underrepresented in 

contemporary rhetorical pedagogy and theory—with the exception of Kenneth Burke’s 

rhetorical theory (p. 241). Focusing on choice made rhetoric’s substance the same as the 

substance of ethics, which “as a study derives its materials in large measure from men’s 

linguistic behavior when they must choose between alternatives” (p. 243). Wallace then 

identified a “scheme of rhetoric topics from the study of ethics” that might be used in the 

pedagogy and practice of public speaking (p. 244). 

 Wallace (1963) proposed a system of topical invention based upon ethics that 

captured topical invention in three “classes” of topics: “the desirable,” “the obligatory,” 

and “the admirable or praiseworthy” (p. 244). These topics also included their opposites 

(p. 244). The topic of the desirable relied “upon one’s motives, goals, or ends” (p. 244). 

These motives involved the psychological desire to reduce tension, whether pleasurable 

or not; self-interest; and enlightened self-interest (p. 244). The topics of the obligatory 

and the praiseworthy relied upon the “sort of regard that others have for us” (p. 244). This 

class contained self-image and social rewards and sanctions (pp. 244–245). The topic of 

the obligatory included duties expected by society for a certain position or role and the 

moral customs of a group (p. 245). The topic of the praiseworthy combined character 

traits deemed desirable by society, such as virtues (p. 245). These topics used “good 

reasons” as proof—a proof that accounted for their reliance on “generally accepted 



114 

 

principles and practices which make social life … possible” (p. 248). I have presented 

these topics in Table 8. 

Table 8 

Topics from Wallace (1963) 

Topic Definition Example Citation 
The desirable “Whether or not something 

is desirable depends upon 
one’s motives, goals, or 
ends—upon that for the 
sake of which we act.” 

“It is desirable that the 
Federal government [sic] 
… provide for the 
medical care of the 
aged…. It will be in the 
welfare of everybody.” 

pp. 244, 
247 

The obligatory “Things that are morally 
obligatory and acts that are 
praiseworthy seem to 
acquire their meaning and 
force in the sort of regard 
that others have for us…. 
Within the class of things 
obligatory are duties…. 
Finally, there are the mores 
of the group.” 

“The Federal government 
[sic] ought to provide for 
the medical care of the 
aged…. The government 
has an obligation to 
finance medical care for 
the aged.” 

pp. 244–
245, 247 

The 
praiseworthy 

“Things that are morally 
obligatory and acts that are 
praiseworthy seem to 
acquire their meaning and 
force in the sort of regard 
that others have for us…. 
These value-terms are 
meant to refer to character 
traits, to behavior classes 
that have become stable, to 
what in the older literature 
of ethics were usually 
called virtues.” 

“X should not have 
copied from Y’s paper. It 
was an act of cheating. 
Cheating is wrong.” 

pp. 244–
245 

    
 Wallace’s (1963) system of ethical topical invention relies upon linkages that are 

based on societal beliefs. The linkage for the topic of “the desirable” is the speaker’s own 

motives and desires while the topics of “the praiseworthy” and “the obligatory” are a 

society’s social norms and values. The linkages for these topics seem, themselves, like 
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data—they are shared social norms and values that a speaker observes or perceives—yet, 

they link the data to the minor and major premises of Wallace’s syllogisms, a role taken 

on by linkages in topical invention. Wallace offers no explicit source for these topics: 

They are drawn implicitly from social norms and values although no method for 

discovering them is apparent. Nevertheless, Wallace’s (1963) system of topical invention 

is a strongly worded disciplinary intervention into topical invention as a function of 

ethics. 

Pedagogy 

 Among the more grounded, traditionally empirical studies of topical invention 

were those that consider the pedagogical value of topical invention from 1947 to 1967. 

Bilsky, Hazlett, Streeter, and Weaver (1953) deploy topical invention as a method for 

argument in composition, and they find that topical invention, as an informal logic, works 

far better than teaching students the principles and methods of formal logic for 

composition. In a similar vein, H. M. English (1964) developed a topical invention model 

from Kenneth Pike’s tagmemic analysis of linguistics for students to use in composition. 

With English’s results being mostly negative and the mostly positive results from Bilsky 

et al., the pedagogical work in topical invention, as little as there is, comes to a split 

conclusion. 

Looking for an Argument, 1953 

 In 1953, Bilsky, Hazlett, Streeter, and Weaver criticized the excessive focus on 

logic when teaching argument in composition classrooms. The crux of their criticism was 

that logic, especially the syllogism, offered unintelligible or “nonsense” syllogisms that, 

although formally sound, were meaningless for composing arguments in the real world 
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(pp. 210–211). They recommended, instead, to return to topical invention which they 

referred to as “regions” because “they constitute regions of experience from which the 

substance of an argument can be drawn” (p. 211). They provided a list of topics for 

topical invention, having admitted that the abbreviated list was “related … to a much 

longer list” (p. 212). 

 Bilsky et al. (1953) had a short list of topics: genus, consequence, likeness, 

difference, and testimony and authority. Argument from genus included argument from 

definition so that arguments from genus accounted for all arguments about the “nature of 

a thing” (p. 212). The claim for arguments from genus was that the subject under 

discussion was a member of a class, concluding that “whatever is true of that class is true 

of” the subject (p. 212). Genus included arguments from definition since Bilsky et al. 

(1953) suggested that genus and definition differed only to the extent that the genus is 

accepted knowledge: Thus, genus accounted for definitions so apparent they needed no 

defense, and definition was used for instances that needed a restatement of a definition (p. 

213). Arguments from consequence were arguments where “one presents the causal 

relationship among experiences” (p. 213). Arguments from consequence could be 

reversed, according to Bilsky et al (1953), from their typical order such that one argued 

from an effect to a cause—this could be called argument from sign, a subset of arguments 

from consequence differing by the order of the propositions alone (p. 214). Likeness and 

difference were separate, but the analogical structure of them was similar (Bilsky et al, 

1953, p. 214). They were arguments that compared or contrasted, respectively, one case 

to another (p. 214). Finally, testimony and authority were treated as a single topic that 

was an “’external’ source of argument” that came from the “consideration of the 
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competence and integrity of the witness” whether that witness be the rhetor, a witness, or 

an expert (p. 214). This topic also included the rhetor’s style (p. 214). These five topics 

(presented in Table 9) were the focus of a reportedly successful attempt to teach topical 

invention in composition by Bilsky et al. (1953). 

Table 9  

Topics from Bilsky, Hazlett, Streeter, and Weaver (1953) 

Topic Definition Example Citation 
Genus “We merely take whatever 

fact or idea is the subject 
of our deliberation and 
refer it to its class. If our 
audience is sufficiently 
impressed with the 
actuality of that class…, it 
will grant that whatever it 
true of that class is true of 
this fact or idea in 
question.” 

“This is inflation.” p. 212 

Consequence “In a consequence 
argument, one presents the 
causal relationships 
among experiences.” 

“The politician argues that, if 
he is elected (cause), there 
will be better government 
(effect).” 

pp. 213–
214 

Likeness  “In using likeness or 
difference, we argue from 
one case to another.” 

[none] p. 214 

Difference “In using likeness or 
difference, we argue from 
one case to another.” 

[none] p. 214 

Testimony 
and Authority 

“An ‘external’ source of 
argument” including “the 
competence of and 
integrity of the witness,” 
“the writer’s attempt to 
establish his own 
credibility as witness or 
probity as judge,” and 
“style itself.” 

[none] p. 214 
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Linguistic Theory as an Aid to Invention, 1964 

 In a 1964 article, H. M. English, Jr. adapted Kenneth Pike’s tagmemic linguistic 

theory for use as a system of topical invention. English admitted the method took “these 

ideas out of the realm of linguistics” because “they are fundamental categories of 

thought” (p. 137). In particular, English identified five topics of invention in Pike’s 

linguistics: contrast, range of variation, distribution with respect to class, distribution 

with respect to context, and distribution with respect to matrix (pp. 137–139). These 

topics are presented below in Table 10, but English developed them without much 

definition, having relied on example questions instead. English’s topic of contrast relied 

upon comparing a subject to another subject, as evidenced in example questions like 

“Why is a divan not a chair?” and “Why is a democracy not a plutocracy?” (p. 137). The 

topic of range of variation asked questions of a subject seeking its essential 

characteristics with questions such as “Can we remove [the divan’s] back?” or “Can a 

democracy tolerate communal ownership of property?” (pp. 137–139). The topic of 

distribution with respect to class focused attention on appropriate substitutions for a 

subject or idea: “In typical circumstances (say a living room) could we replace our divan 

with a bookcase?” (p. 139). The topic of distribution with respect to context used 

questions probing what contextual relationships are expected of a subject: For example, 

“What other characteristics of a society tend to accompany a democratic form of 

government” (p. 139). Finally, the topic of distribution with respect to matrix admitted a 

variety of comparisons arrayed in a spreadsheet-style table (pp. 137, 139).  
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Table 10  

Topics from English (1964) 

Topic Definition Example Citation 
Contrast “How does it differ from 

other things more or less 
like it?” 

“Why is a divan not a chair? 
(Seats more than one.) Why is a 
divan not a bed? (Structural 
differences. Primary purpose not 
for sleeping.)” 

p. 137 

Range of variation “In what ways could we 
alter it without changing 
it essentially?” 

“Can we upholster our divan 
with elephant skins? (Yes, kind 
of material may be varied 
indefinitely.) Can we upholster it 
with nothing? (No, such a piece 
of furniture would be a bench or 
settee.)” 

pp. 137, 
139 

Distribution with 
respect to class 

“What could we 
substitute for it?” 

“In typical circumstances (say a 
living room) could we replace 
our divan with a bookcase? 
(Suited to setting but not to 
function.)” 

pp. 137, 
139 

Distribution with 
respect to context 

“In what sort of 
context—spatial, 
temporal, conceptual—
does it characteristically 
occur?” 

“In places where divans are 
found, what is typically found 
with them? (In living rooms, 
chairs, tables, lamps, etc., …) 

pp. 137, 
139 

Distribution with 
respect to matrix 

“Can it be seen in some 
matrix that clarifies its 
relationship to things 
that resemble it?” 

“To fix ‘divan’ in relation to 
comparable entities, one might 
devise a matrix with the obvious 
‘dimensions’ of purpose and 
capacity.” 

pp. 137, 
139 

 

 English (1964) reported that he and seven graduate students attempted to teach 

freshmen composition students to use this method (pp. 139–140). The experimental 

pedagogy was measured by students’ writing samples after instruction in the method and 

informal interviews with the instructors (p. 140). The results were predominantly 

negative: The theory required more instructor training than the institution could permit, it 

was hampered by not having a textbook supplement, it led students to obsessing over the 
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method to the detriment of their writing, and, finally, it resulted in more mechanical 

writing from students (p. 140).  

The five topics proposed by English (1964) lack characteristics common to topics 

although they offer a clear source model. While they implicitly provide a linkage between 

data and claim, that linkage is almost wholly one of definition or comparison. The topics 

of range of variation and distribution with respect to class direct a speaker towards a 

linkage of definition, in a Classical sense: The essence of the subject, its essential 

definition, must be known for these topics to link data with a claim. The topics of 

contrast, distribution with respect to context, and distribution with respect to matrix are 

establishing a comparative link between two data and a single claim. And, arguably, these 

topics also rely upon definition to link data because they compare the data’s definition to 

that of another set of data. However, English (1964) included a source for the topics’ 

linkages: model questions. Although these five topics have considerable overlap in the 

linkages they invent, the model, or example, questions that English (1964) included 

create a workable method for inventing these linkages. 

Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student, 1965 

 In 1965, Corbett’s Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student, a composition 

textbook, was published and quickly adopted as a go-to text for teaching college-level 

writing. Corbett adapted rhetorical treatises from ancient Greek and Latin—

predominantly Aristotle, Quintilian, and Cicero—for the composition classroom (p. vii). 

The textbook also had an admittedly argumentative focus which Corbett described as 

both a historical and a practical bias in its pedagogy (p. viii). Classical Rhetoric for the 

Modern Student had an intentional linear order of progression for the composition 
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classroom that followed the traditional order of the canons of rhetoric—beginning with 

invention, then arrangement, ending with style—followed by a comparatively brief 

survey of the history of rhetoric (pp. viii–xii). This gave invention, particularly topical 

invention, a significant role in composition as the first task after creating a thesis (p. 94). 

 Topical invention for Corbett (1965) was a practice for finding or discovering 

material for an argument (p. 95). In fulfilling this purpose, topical invention was, 

however, second to a student’s “liberal education” which provided the student with “wide 

and varied experience, reflection, education, and reading” (p. 95). Lacking that pre-

existing background, a student could turn to the topical system. Topics themselves were 

“the general heads under which were grouped arguments for a particular subject. They 

were the ‘regions,’ the ‘haunts,’ the ‘places’ where certain categories of arguments 

resided.” But, according to Corbett, topics were also “tendencies of the human mind” (p. 

95). They could considered a “checklist of ideas on some subject” to “‘prime the pump’ 

… by suggesting general strategies of development” (p. 96). Corbett provided a system of 

topics, provided in Table 11, which relied upon subdivisions, denoted in Table 11 by 

capital letters. 

Table 11 

Topics from Corbett (1965) 

Topic Definition Example Citation 
Definition “a way of unfolding what is 

wrapped up in a subject being 
examined. One of the rhetorical 
uses of this topic is to ascertain 
the specific issue to be 
discussed.” 

“I talk of knowing 
the best which has 
been thought and 
uttered in the world; 
Professor Huxley 
says this means 
knowing literature.” 

pp. 98–
99 

A. Genus “Whenever the predicate of a 
proposition puts the subject into a 

“Suicide is a crime 
against society.” 

p. 100 
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general class of things…the 
subject is, in a sense, being 
defined, because limits are being 
fixed to the term.”  

B. Division “We do in effect define 
something when we enumerate 
the parts that go to make it up 
and when we designate the 
species of a genus.” 

“We would be 
illuminating the 
nature of the state if 
we were to 
designate… the 
various occupations 
needed to make it 
function.” 

p. 101 

Comparison “the strategy of bringing two or 
more things together to study 
them for similarities, differences, 
superiority, or inferiority.” 

 p. 102 

A. Similarity “the detection of similarity, the 
likeness of two or more things. 
Similarity is the basic principle 
behind all inductive argument 
and all analogy.” 

“If self-control is a 
virtue, so is 
abstinence.” 

p. 103 

B. Difference “Another possible result of 
comparing two or more things is 
a detection of differences.” 

“Dr. Oppenheimer 
contrasting the 
culture of former 
times, which tended 
to preserve and 
consolidate the body 
of knowledge, with 
the culture of modern 
times, which tends to 
encourage and 
accelerate changes in 
knowledge.” 

pp. 106–
108 

C. Degree “Not a difference in kind, as in 
the previous topic, but a 
difference in degree.” 

“A greater number of 
things can be 
considered more 
desireable than a 
smaller number of 
the same things.” 

p. 108 

Relationship [none]   
A. Cause and 
Effect 

“We can argue from an effect 
back to a cause, or we can start 
with a cause and argue that it will 
produce a particular effect or 
effects.” 

“[A modest proposal] 
would greatly lessen 
the number of 
Papists, with whom 
we are yearly 
overrun, being the 

p. 113 



123 

 

principal breeders of 
the nation.” 

B. Antecedant and 
Consequence 

“Given this situation (the 
antecedent), what follows (the 
consequence) from this?” 

“If girls are admitted 
to the university as 
full-time students, 
thy must be accorded 
the same rights and 
privileges as the male 
students.” 

p. 115 

C. Contraries “Difference involves unlike or 
dissimilar things, things which 
differ in kind; contraries on the 
other hand, involve opposite or 
imcompatible things of the same 
kind. … If one proposition is 
true, the other is false” 

“Self-control is 
beneficial because 
licentiousness is 
harmful.” 

p. 117 

D. Contradictions “Contradiction is built on the 
principle that a thing cannot at 
the same time and in the same 
respect be and not be.” 

“Either he is willing 
to take a loyalty oath, 
or he is not willing.” 

p. 119 

Circumstance [none]   
A. Possible and 
Impossible 

“We have to show them that the 
proposed course of action is 
possible; … we may want to 
show them that the proposed 
course of action is impossible.” 

“By showing that all 
the component parts 
of a launching 
vehicle have been 
manufactured or can 
be manufactured, 
they could argue that 
a rocket capable of 
putting a man into 
space could … be 
constructed.” 

p. 121 

B. Past Fact and 
Future Fact 

“Whether an act had been done 
or not. Future fact…was 
concerned with whether or not 
something would happen.” 

“If we hear thunder, 
we presume that 
lightning has flashed, 
even though we may 
never have seen the 
flash of lightning.” 

pp. 122–
123 

Testimony “Unlike the other topics, which 
derive their material from the 
nature of the question under 
discussion, testimony derives its 
material from external sources.” 

 pp. 124–
125 

A. Authority “Informed opinion”  p. 125 
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B. Testimonial “The testimonial does not have to 
come from an impartial, expert 
source to be persuasive.” 

 p. 126 

C. Statistics “Similar to the testimonial is the 
citation of statistics” 

 p. 127 

D. Maxims “We shall use the term maxims to 
cover precepts, proverbs, famous 
sayings, epigrammatic 
pronouncements, self-evident 
truths, sententious 
generalizations—all kinds of 
charismatic statements that 
people introduce into an 
argument.” 

 p. 129 

E. Law “All statues, contracts, 
testaments, records, and 
documents which can be drawn 
on to substantiate or refute a 
claim.” 

 p. 130 

F. Precedents “The strategy of bringing to bear 
on a present case what has been 
done in a similar case in the 
past.” 

 p. 132 

 

 Corbett (1965) offers a system of topical invention, largely dependent on ancient 

rhetoric, devised for English composition classrooms. Although historical accuracy was 

not the primary focus of Corbett’s textbook, it is worth mentioning that he referred to 

Aristotle, Quintilian, and Cicero as the “men from whom we inherited the classical 

system” (p. vii). Thus, the differences between these historical systems and their intended 

purposes are minimized by Corbett. As a system of topical invention, Corbett’s uses 

argumentation and formal logic to provide topics with an abundance of clarity in their 

linkage and claim or conclusion. This reliance on formal logic allows Corbett to identify, 

in some cases, how a topic necessarily places certain limits on the claim or conclusion it 

leads to; for instance, analogy, a type of argument from similarity “will depend largely on 

adherence to these two principles: 
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1. The similarities between two things must concern pertinent, significant aspects 

of the two things. 

2. The analogy must not ignore pertinent dissimilarities between the two things 

being compared.” (p. 105) 

This constraint on what claims or conclusions can come from “similarity” makes good 

sense only if formal logic is a controlling factor of the linkage between the claim and its 

data. If formal logic does not need to determine the quality or force of the linkage, the 

claim does not need to be so stringently linked to its data. The data of these topics is not 

specified by Corbett at all: It would seem that the idea of topics as a “checklist” means 

that one could run any data through all of the topics, but that does not mean that all data 

fit each topic. This highlights the weakness of the source in Corbett’s system of topics: 

Sources seem to be wrapped up on the natural tendency of the human mind such that 

becoming competent in the various examples Corbett provides would allow a student to 

successfully apply topical invention. Finally, the categorization of the topics in Corbett’s 

system seems to be another creation of the formally logical basis that Corbett applies to 

ancient rhetoric; however, that categorization breaks down around subjects, such as 

contradiction, where it is not clear whether the logical linkage of a contradiction 

argument is more important than the comparative claim of difference in the contradiction 

argument. Nevertheless, making topics fit into categories simplifies the sometimes long 

lists in the system for a student audience, and identifying criteria that the nature of the 

linkage places on its claim is a valuable practice for understanding what makes a “good” 

or “bad” use of a topic. 
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Psychology and Rhetoric 

 While psychology enjoyed a position of power as one of the preferred groundings 

for theoretical work from 1914 to 1945 in U.S. rhetorical studies, by 1946 it begins to fall 

out of favor. Walter (1955) is a rare U.S. rhetorical studies scholar who deploys 

psychology to explain topical invention from 1946 to 1967. Walter’s work on topical 

invention is revolutionary in the way it considers the rhetorical situation from the 

audience’s psychological motivation and the state of the audience’s mind that the rhetor 

desires to create. Walter’s topical invention for motivational situations remains an 

underused topical system today. 

Toward an Analysis of Motivation, 1955 

 In 1955, O. M. Walter criticized Burke’s (1945/1969a) dramatistic pentad for 

having motives that captured the entirety of the rhetorical situation and practice rather 

than human motivation. To correct this, Walter proposed a more limited approach to 

motivation as it applied to rhetoric by focusing on psychological motivation. The 

resulting theory of motivation categorized rhetorical situations into five “basic 

motivational situations” and offered a few rhetorical possibilities for a speaker engaged in 

or by each situation. 

 The five motivational situations were the difficulty situation, the goal-oriented 

situation, the barrier situation, the threat situation, and the identification situation 

(Walter, 1955). The difficulty situation was present when an individual or group 

“perceives a difficulty” or that “‘things are not as they should be’” (p. 274). The goal-

oriented situation was present when “certain rather well-defined goals” were considered 

as “solutions” for a difficult issue or a problem a group faced (p. 274). The barrier 
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situation existed when a “barrier” or restraint blocked an individual from attaining a goal 

(p. 275). The threat situation accounted for instances where a real or expected negative 

response might “harm the individual by removing achieved goals or introducing new 

difficulties” (p. 276). Finally, the identification situation captured instances where an 

individual or group was motivated by a concern for another individual or group (p. 277). 

Walter (1955) offered premises for potential arguments responding to each of these 

motivational situations. 

 The premises that Walter (1955) offered amount to a topical system. In this topical 

system, provided in full in Table 12, topics have the audience’s motivational situation as 

a data set, include claims or conclusions, and have a linkage between the motivational 

situation and the claim or conclusion although the linkage is vaguely rendered because of 

how situational these topics are. Walter’s (1955) topical system does not provide a clear 

source for the topics, partly because of how data dependent the topics are and partly 

because of how Walter positions the speaker as having sole authority over the decision of 

what to argue. 

Table 12 

Topics from Walter (1955) 

Conclusion Topic Citation 
Difficulty Situation 

“To deny that there is a difficulty, 
to belittle the importance of the 
difficulty, to point out that 
yielding to the difficulty is 
unworthy, or to point out that 
others in similar situations paid 
no heed to the difficulty.” 

 p. 274 

“To cause the audience to realize 
the importance and pressing 
nature of the difficulty as 

 p. 274 
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something deserving or requiring 
their attention.” 
“To locate and define the 
difficulty, to urge the audience to 
define the difficulty and locate 
the causes of the problem, or set 
up procedures by which such 
definitions could be evolved and 
such causes located.” 

 p. 274 

“To attack any particular 
formulation of the difficulty as 
irrational, unjust, unworthy.” 

 p. 274 

“To direct attention to other 
difficulties on the grounds that 
they are more significant, more 
pressing, more possible of 
solution.” 

 p. 274 

Goal-Oriented Situation 
“To urge the audience to achieve 
a certain goal” 

“The goal is one that can produce 
benefits for the audience.” 
“The goal is one that is deserved by 
the members of the audience.” 
“The goal is easily obtainable.” 
“The goal will bring benefits for those 
with whom the audience is identified.” 
“The goal will be taken by those less 
in need or less deserving unless the 
audience responds quickly.” 
“The goal is necessary for survival or 
well-being, or it will, at least, remove 
the difficulty that began the problem.” 

pp. 274–
275 

“To urge that the audience give 
up a certain goal” 

“The goal is in no way necessary or 
that it could not remove the original 
difficulty.” 
“An entirely different approach to the 
problem is needed, or other goals than 
those desired at the moment are 
superior in several ways in removing 
the difficulty.” 
“There is no Difficulty Situation, and 
hence no need for any concern about 
goals.” 
“The goal is not what the individual or 
group wants as a solution to their 
difficulty; or it would be injurious if 
they possessed it; or it produces 

p. 275 
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benefits of a questionable nature; or it 
cannot be obtained as easily as other 
goals; or there are more worthwhile 
goals.” 

Barrier Situation 
“To urge the audience to achieve 
the goal, despite the barrier” 

“The goal is worth achieving” 
“The barrier is contemptible, 
unintelligent, unnecessary, or unjust.” 
“The barrier works to the advantage of 
our enemies.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier is 
contemptuous, unintelligent, or 
unjust.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier acts 
as if he were doing us a favor.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier has 
given to others that which we 
deserve.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier has 
tried to make us feel shameful when 
we do not deserve to feel so.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier has 
injured or treated with indifference or 
disparagement those with whom we 
identify.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier has 
slighted us, or those with whom we 
are identified, in regard to our 
strongest virtues.” 
“The agent that raised the barrier has 
received good treatment at our hands 
but has not returned it, or has returned 
less than he received, and has done so 
deliberately.” 

pp. 275–
276 

“To urge the audience to give up 
the goal” 

“There is no basic difficulty that 
requires the goal or the goal is not 
worth obtaining” 
“The opposite of [“To deny that there 
is a difficulty, to belittle the 
importance of the difficulty, to point 
out that yielding to the difficulty is 
unworthy, or to point out that others in 
similar situations paid no heed to the 
difficulty.”]” 
“There are extenuating 
circumstances….” 

p. 276 
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“To urge the audience to detour to 
a substitute goal” 

“Weaken the desire for the goal and 
desirability of surmounting the 
barrier” 
“Emphasize the value of a substitute 
goal as being superior or easier to 
obtain” 

p. 276 

“To urge the audience to a further 
study of the barrier and goal-
situation” 

“Point out that the barrier is not 
understood properly and does not have 
the nature, strength, and 
characteristics usually attributed to it.” 
“Urge the audience to study further, or 
set up a procedure for studying, the 
means of eradicating, reducing, out-
flanking this goal, or finding ways of 
changing to other goals.”  

p. 276 

Threat Situation 
“To urge the audience that the 
threat is strong enough to merit 
attention” 

“The threat has the power to harm or 
destroy the audience.” 
“The threat has the power to harm or 
destroy those identified with the 
audience.” 
“The threat is unscrupulous, immoral, 
merciless.” 
“Others who have been in a similar 
position have considered the force 
formidable, or if not, they were 
harmed or destroyed by it when they 
did not expect it.” 

pp. 276–
277 

“To urge the audience to give up 
the goal, inhibit its desire for the 
goal, or expend its energies 
toward a different goal” 

“The threat is too strong.” 
“The goal is not worth seeking (or 
keeping)” 

p. 277 

“To urge the audience to resist 
and combat the threat” 

“Minimize the power of the threat by 
refuting any of the ideas [that it is too 
strong or not worth seeking or 
keeping].” 
“Support some of the following ideas 
that are most appropriate: Great effort 
can reduce the threat…. Justice and 
morality are on the side of those 
combating the threat…. There is a 
plan by which the threat may be 
successfully combated…. The 
audience is characterized by courage 
and greater power than is commonly 
believed…. Others less able than the 

p. 277 
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audience have combated a similar 
force…” 

Identification Situation 
“To urge that one group extend 
help or otherwise identify itself 
with another group” 

“The individual or group of 
individuals who are to feel this 
identification must feel that those on 
behalf of whom help will be given are 
similar to those who will help.” 
“The group to be aided is in need or is 
facing difficulties not its own, or has 
been strong in the face of a threat.” 

pp. 278–
279 

“To urge that sympathy or 
sympathetic acts awarded a given 
individual or group should not be 
given” 

“The individuals in the group to be 
given help are different in basic ways 
from those in the audience.” 
“Their problem is not a great one, has 
been exaggerated by them, is their 
own fault; or they are able to solve it 
alone.” 
“The granting of aid at this time would 
expose the audience to danger or 
would weaken them; or the granting of 
aid is unnecessary.” 

p. 278 

   
As a point of form, Walter’s (1955) approach to outlining the premises that may 

be used in a given motivational situation is notable for organizing topical invention by the 

conclusions each topic is useful for rather than by the linkage. Table 12 reflects this 

organizational pattern. Conclusions are associated with multiple topics, and multiple 

conclusions are available for a given motivational situation. Walter (1955) appears to 

represent a rhetorical situation where the audience’s motivation is immutable while the 

speaker has agency to select any argument, provided that it is appropriate to the 

audience’s motive—in other words, aside from the audience’s motives, the speaker 

controls the rhetorical situation. 

Argumentation 

 Argumentation is a popular approach for U.S. rhetorical studies from 1946 to 

1967. Argumentation looks at the structures used in arguments and debates, and in 1958, 
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Toulmin’s (1958/2003) The Uses of Argument launched the field of argumentation for 

U.S. rhetorical studies. Toulmin’s model of argument offers no system of topics, but it 

structures many considerations of topical invention to follow. Brockriede and Ehninger 

(1960) appreciate Toulmin’s model enough to signal boost it and to provide it with a 

topical system based upon the Classical appeals of rhetoric: logos, ethos, and pathos. 

Interestingly, Toulmin’s (1958/2003) model of argumentation lends terms still in use in 

contemporary U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship while Brockriede and Ehninger’s (1960) 

system of topics has fallen by the wayside.  

The Uses of Argument, 1958 

 The Uses of Argument (1958/2003) by S. Toulmin was a series of essays directed 

at understanding and diagramming logical argumentation in practical applications and 

was opposed to contemporary understandings of formal logic. Toulmin’s essays began by 

broadly considering the role of modal language in arguments, words such as “possible,” 

“probable,” and “cannot.” The role of modal language, for Toulmin, was ultimately about 

qualifying an argument’s claim or conclusions; however, its role as a qualifier for the 

claim or conclusion was misplaced since it qualified the claim or conclusion based upon 

the strength of the relationship between a claim or conclusion and the data the claim or 

conclusion relied upon. This led Toulmin (1958/2003) to identify what would become 

known as the Toulmin model of argumentation. 

 The Toulmin model of argumentation (Toulmin, 1958/2003) argued that any 

argument has a structure that could be understood via six terms or elements shared by 

arguments. Arguments began with facts or observations of some sort that serve as the 

“foundation” for the argument; these were “data” (p. 90). Data were the foundation for 
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the claim or conclusion “whose merits we are seeking to establish” (p. 90). Warrants 

were the “general hypothetical statements” that established, or “authorize[d]” the 

relationship between data and the claim or conclusion drawn from that data (p. 91). 

Claims or conclusions might have a qualifier, a word that limited the force of the claim or 

conclusion, if the warrant did not confer absolute force upon the claim or conclusion (p. 

93). If the warrant did not satisfy all available conditions for a claim or conclusion, that 

is, if the warrant connected the claim or conclusion to the data with exceptions, a rebuttal 

identified those logical lacunae (p. 94). Finally, a backing established the validity of the 

relationship between data and conclusion that a warrant laid out (p. 96). The Toulmin 

model of argumentation informed much of U.S. rhetorical studies’ approach to 

argumentation by popularizing the terms data, warrant, backing, qualifier, rebuttal, and 

claim or conclusion. 

 Toulmin’s (1958/2003) discussion of argumentation adds a subtle new 

characteristic to understanding topical invention. Toulmin’s model of argumentation does 

not discuss topics explicitly; however, it does provide a term for naming the linkage 

between data and claim: warrant. Fully fledged topics would have a source for finding 

this linkage, a method for knowing what warrant is appropriate—Toulmin (1958/2003) 

does not offer this method. The Toulmin model provides a new term for appreciating the 

value of data, linkage, and claim or conclusion: force. Warrants “may confer different 

degrees of force on the conclusions they justify” (p. 93), data may have a “degree of force 

which [they] confer on our claim in virtue of our warrant” (p. 93), and claims or 

conclusions have “force which the warrant lends” to them (p. 99). Qualifiers stand alone 

among the structures of argument in Toulmin’s model as having a constant force that can 
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manage the force of the other parts (p. 77; 83). “Force” characterizes the strength of 

validity for a part of the argument—changing validity from its traditional formal logic use 

as binary, present or absent. It follows then that force could offer a way of selecting 

among topics, of valuing them—an aspect of topical invention which is seldom discussed 

and often passed over as something that occurs by fiat of human agency. 

Toulmin on Argument: An Interpretation and Application, 1960 

In 1960, W. Brockriede and D. Ehninger returned to Toulmin’s (1958/2003) The 

Uses of Argument to impress upon U.S. rhetorical studies scholars the value of Toulmin’s 

model of argumentation and to merge that model with rhetoric’s traditional terminology. 

Brockriede and Ehninger (1960) translated the three rhetorical appeals, logos, ethos, and 

pathos, for the Toulmin model of argumentation as substantive, authoritative, and 

motivational, respectively. The substantive argument linked data to claim “by means of 

an assumption concerning the relationship existing among phenomena in the external 

world”; the authoritative, “by means of an assumption concerning the quality of the 

source from which the data are derived”; and the motivational, “by means of an 

assumption concerning the inner drives, values, or aspirations which impel the behavior” 

of the addressed audience (p. 48). Substantive arguments, the equivalent of logical 

appeals for Brockriede and Ehninger (1960), were further subdivided into six different 

kinds of arguments: argument from cause, argument from sign, argument from 

generalization, argument from parallel case, argument from analogy, and argument from 

classification (p. 48). Authoritative and motivational arguments received little additional 

attention from Brockriede and Ehninger (1960). 
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The six forms of substantive arguments, according to Brockriede and Ehninger 

(1960), create topics for Toulmin’s (1958/2003) warrants. Warrants, as Toulmin 

(1958/2003) established them, have no source—no method for discovering available 

warrants that link data and claim. Brockriede and Ehninger provide that missing source in 

their explication of the six types of substantive arguments. Presented below in Table 13, 

the six types of substantive arguments flesh out how some warrants work, but in the 

process of explaining them, Brockriede and Ehninger offer methods for finding 

appropriate warrants based on qualities of the available data. Authoritative and 

motivational arguments do not receive equal attention from Brockriede and Ehninger 

(1960) and never reach a level of description that amounts to topics for topical invention 

although Brockriede and Ehninger’s work has a tremendous following in argumentation.  

Table 13  

Topics from Brockriede & Ehninger (1960) 

Topic Definition Description Citation 
Cause “Phenomena … related 

as cause to effect (or as 
effect to cause).” 

“The data consist of one or more 
accepted facts about a person, 
object, event, or condition. The 
warrant attributes to these facts a 
creative or generative power and 
specifies the nature of the effect 
they will produce. The claim 
relates these results to the 
person, object, event, or 
condition named in the data.” 

p. 48 

Sign “Phenomena … related 
… as attribute to 
substance.” 

“The data consist of clues or 
symptoms. The warrant 
interprets the meaning or 
significance of these symptoms. 
The claim affirms that some 
person, object, event, or 
condition possesses the attributes 
of which the clues have been 
declared symptomatic.” 

pp. 48– 
49 
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Generalization “Phenomena … 
related ... as some to 
more” 

“The data consist of information 
about a number of persons, 
events, or conditions, taken as 
constituting a representative and 
adequate sample of a given class 
of phenomena. The warrant 
assumes that what is true of the 
items constituting the sample 
will also be true of additional 
members of the class not … in 
the sample. The claim makes 
explicit the assumption 
embodied in the warrant.” 

pp. 48– 
49 

Parallel Case “Phenomena … related 
… as intrinsically 
similar.” 

“The data consist of one or more 
statements about a single object, 
event, or condition. The warrant 
asserts that the instance reported 
in the data bears an essential 
similarity to a second instance in 
the same category. The claim 
affirms about the new instance 
what has already been accepted 
concerning the first.” 

pp. 48–
49 

Analogy “Phenomena … related 
… as bearing common 
relations.” 

“The data report that a 
relationship of a certain nature 
exists between two items. The 
warrant assumes that a similar 
relationship exists between a 
second pair of items. The claim 
makes explicit the relationship 
assumed in the warrant.” 

pp. 48, 
49–50 

Classification “Phenomena … related 
… as more to some.” 

“The data is a generalized 
conclusion about known 
members of a class of persons, 
objects, events, or conditions. 
The warrant assumes that what is 
true of the items reported in the 
data will also be true of a 
hitherto unexamined item which 
is known (or thought) to fall 
within the class…. The claim 
then transfers the general 
statement which has been made 
in the data to the particular 
item.” 

pp. 48, 
50 
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Classical Topical Invention 

 Of course, ancient rhetoric’s ideas of topical invention return during 1946 to 

1967, and many ideas of topical invention from ancient rhetoric are confused egregiously. 

It is during this period that the first clear evidence appears of one scholar’s confusion 

convincing another scholar to follow suit. This chain of confusion begins with Clark 

(1950) who repeated the Aristotelian topics, nominally merged them as a coherent 

tradition that included the Romans, and provided a rendition of Quintilian’s metaphor for 

topics being places for hunting (p. 293). Clark created this a-historical mixture despite the 

link between Aristotle and early Ciceronian topics being tangential at best and despite 

both Aristotle and Cicero being ignorant of Quintilian’s hunting metaphor. Then, Dick 

(1964) repeated the Aristotelian topics, mostly based upon a book by Clark, which was in 

turn based on Clark’s (1950) article. Dick’s (1964) article went on to identify Cicero’s 

topics as different from Aristotle’s and to identify Quintilian’s topics as Aristotelian (p. 

316–317). Dick (1964) ultimately repeated Quintilian’s metaphor of hunting to explain 

Aristotle’s special topics, which predated Quintilian by several hundred years (p. 314). 

Dick (1964) and Clark (1950) demonstrate the scholarly dynamic through which 

Quintilian’s hunting metaphor gets attached to other theories of topical invention; small 

mistakes like this gain credibility through peer review and eventually become accepted 

knowledge about topical invention. 

Topical Invention, 1946 to 1967 

 In the post-war period, topical invention continues to have a strong classical 

influence even though historians of rhetoric begin to investigate works that were not from 

ancient rhetoric. For instance, Ehninger (1946) turns to Bernard Lami to find topical 
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invention from ancient rhetoric rewritten and combined. McNally (1966) finds Agricola 

making ancient rhetoric's topical invention a keystone for epistemology. And, Bailey 

(1964) argues that modern topical invention should be based on Coleridge.  

 It can be easy to forget that despite the history of topical invention as an 

individual practice, it has social ramifications. Crandell's (1947) analysis of social 

movements suggests that one interlocutor's topical invention may limit another's. Weaver 

(1953) shows how individual topics can be reflective of a speaker's political philosophy. 

Wallace (1963) tracks how the speaker's social norms, values, and beliefs interacted with 

the speaker's topical invention. These interactions between one entity's generation of 

speech and others perspectives make for a seldom considered angle of topical invention 

as social action. 

 Approaches to topical invention from an English composition perspective during 

this period were preoccupied with definition as a topic, but for most, this meant that 

topics were more likely to be informally logical arrangements between data and claims. 

Thus, Bilsky, Hazlett, Streeter, and Weaver (1953) find that topics work best as informal 

rather than formal logics. English (1964) uses tagmemics to develop informally logical 

topics. Standing apart from this trend, Corbett (1965) largely repeats Aristotle's (trans. 

2007) topical system as formally logical but still belabors definition more than other 

topics. These composition-oriented approaches more frequently provide clear sources 

than others, but again, Corbett (1965) is the exception, taking the sources as self-evident 

from formal logic. 

 Following this informally logical line, Toulmin (1958/2003) suggests that the 

force of linkages may be a method for evaluating topics within a system. Brockriede and 
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Ehninger (1960) take the Toulmin model of argumenting (Toulmin, 1958/2003) to make a 

system of informally logical topics, but they focus on the topics most familiar to ancient 

rhetoric. 

Psychologically influenced topical invention appears to wane, but it seems more 

precise and better geared toward the generative role of invention in rhetorical studies (see 

Walter, 1955). Politics and ethics, the sisters of ancient Greek and Latin rhetorical 

studies, are stronger subjects in understanding topical invention than they had been 

before the war, and argumentation’s entrance into U.S. rhetorical studies brings an 

abiding interest in topical invention. 
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From 1968 to 1988: Peak Topical Invention 
 

 The U.S. rhetorical studies community drastically changed in 1968. In 1968 the 

Rhetoric Society of America (RSA) was founded, and its quarterly journal, Rhetoric 

Society Quarterly, began with a turbulent start. That same year, Henry W. Johnstone, Jr., 

a member of the RSA’s board of directors, launched Philosophy & Rhetoric, which was 

another quarterly journal. Unlike Rhetoric Society Quarterly, however, Philosophy & 

Rhetoric began with a revolutionary first issue. The National Council of Teachers of 

English’s College Composition and Communication journal, started in 1950, had only 

recently found acclaim in the scholarly community. And, by 1970, the Speech 

Association of America drafted a new constitution and became the Speech 

Communication Association—now just one word away from its current name. In 1971, 

prestigious members of each of these communities in U.S. rhetorical studies met for the 

Speech Communication Association’s “National Development Project on Rhetoric,” a 

conference to determine worthwhile directions for the future of U.S. rhetorical studies. 

Over the next 20 years, these four groups within U.S. rhetorical studies grew to be the 

dominant outlets for rhetorical studies scholarship, and the scholarly community grew 

more than it had since the 1930s. 

 This explosion in U.S. rhetorical studies brought renewed attention to topical 

invention. Many of the most notable contemporary scholars who wrote on topical 

invention began their publishing records between 1968 and 1988, and the field was 

generally gripped by a structural interest in invention. This twenty-year period is the 

heyday of scholarly interest in topical invention: It was a popular topic in theory, 

pedagogy, and history. By 1988, the structuralism that underpinned this interest was 
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under suspicion, and the publishing climate for manuscripts on topical invention became 

less favorable.  

 This review of topical invention from 1968 to 1988 begins with the rhetorical 

situation debate which made Philosophy & Rhetoric a powerhouse in U.S. rhetorical 

studies publications from 1968 to 1988. The next section returns to the ongoing historical 

work of rediscovering theories of topical invention. The third section catches up with the 

continued interest in argumentation as it applies to topical invention. Psychology 

reappears in a limited capacity in the fourth section, and the “Reimagining Topics” 

section collects two authors who attempt to completely recreate the study of topical 

invention. Intersections between topical invention and cultural studies and social science 

follow; then, pedagogical interests in topical invention comprise the penultimate section. 

Finally, the last section discusses how ancient Greek and Latin topical invention treatises 

are rehashed. 

The Rhetorical Situation Debate 

 In Philosophy & Rhetoric’s inaugural 1968 issue, Lloyd Bitzer’s definition of the 

rhetorical situation initiated a discussion that lasted over two decades. The rhetorical 

situation debate affects almost all of rhetorical theory and practice in U.S. rhetorical 

studies: Answering the question of where, when, why, and how rhetoric is practiced 

changes the appropriate methodologies for researching rhetoric, what rhetoric is, how 

rhetoric is practiced, who has agency in rhetorical practice, and where rhetoric fits in 

society’s communicative practices. The rhetorical situation debate is a discussion of the 

fundamental framework for modeling and understanding rhetorical practice. 
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 Several parts of the rhetorical situation debate affect how topical invention fits 

within rhetorical theory and practice. Bitzer’s (1968) imagining of the rhetorical situation 

emphasizes the effect of naïve realism on structuring available speech. Vatz (1973) 

responded by placing the speaker’s ability to construct and structure perception above 

perceived or naïve reality. Consigny (1974) sought a middle ground between the two 

partisans in which topical invention was the intermediary between perceived reality and 

the speaker’s agency. And, although Consigny (1974) may seem to be the only proponent 

of topical invention of the three, all three positions affect topical invention, how topics 

are devised, and what topics do. 

The Rhetorical Situation, 1968 

 L. F. Bitzer’s (1968) attempt to define the rhetorical situation was the inaugural 

essay of the first issue of Philosophy & Rhetoric. Bitzer claimed that “no major theorist 

has treated rhetorical situation thoroughly” (p. 2). Rather, rhetorical studies scholars had 

been focused on invention, the nature of rhetorical discourse, genres, and the discipline 

itself (p. 2). Bitzer described the rhetorical situation as the  

complex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting an actual or potential 

exigence which can be completely or partially removed if discourse, introduced 

into the situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about the 

significant modification of the exigence. (p. 6) 

Bitzer’s definition of the rhetorical situation had three constituent parts: the exigence, the 

audience, and the constraints. An exigence was “something waiting to be done” that was 

“marked by urgency,” but the exigence was rhetorical only if it could be changed (p. 6–

7). The audience were the people who can effect change (p. 7). And, the constraints were 
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“people, events, objects, and relations which are parts of the situation because they have 

the power to constrain decision and action needed to modify the exigence” (p. 8). These 

constraints could be either artistic or inartistic, i.e., they could be either the personal 

limitations of the speaker or the external limitations of the context (p. 8).  

 Bitzer’s definition of the rhetorical situation is explicitly concerned with topical 

invention. The rhetorical situation, under Bitzer’s (1968) definition, can be a definition of 

data. It has many of the common indicators of data: the contextual provenance, perceived 

environment, inartistic proof, and constraints. It also includes the audience, which is rare 

but not unique to this understanding of data. Yet, the rhetorical situation incorporates the 

exigency as part of data. Under this understanding of data, topical invention relies not just 

on the perceived or observable environment and the audience but also on an agency that 

the situation, through its urgency, lends to the speaker. Bitzer (1968) allowed for different 

types of exigency (p. 7), and identifying the way these different exigencies permit or 

encourage different topics for the speaker is an undeveloped study of topical invention 

although identifying how exigencies interact with topics is outside the scope of this 

dissertation. 

The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation, 1973 

 R. E. Vatz responded in 1973 to Bitzer’s exegesis of the rhetorical situation by 

declaring the rhetorical situation a myth. For Vatz, the crux of the argument was not the 

objective existence of a situation or context for speech but rather that the context had any 

intrinsic meaning (p. 156). The speaker and the audience chose “what to organize into a 

meaningful structure and what to ignore” (p. 156). According to Vatz (1973), the arbitrary 

choice of what parts of the context have meaning “imbued” a situation with “salience,” 
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significant meaning (p. 157). By relaying the chosen, salient context, the situation is 

given linguistic meaning through interpretation, an inherently creative act (p. 157). The 

rhetorical situation, according to Vatz, does not meaningfully exist without its meaning 

being interpreted and translated to speech, and “rhetoric is a cause not an effect of 

meaning” (p. 160). 

 Vatz’s (1973) counterargument that forms the rhetorical situation debate is a 

poignant claim for the nature of data in topical invention. Within the rhetorical situation 

as Vatz (1973) construed it, data would be called into being by the linkage between data 

and the claim or conclusion since the context has no inherent meaning available outside 

of discourse that describes it. The source for topics would be an interpretative act, 

providing meaning to data, and that meaning would link data to claims or conclusions.  

Rhetoric and Its Situations, 1974 

 In 1974, Consigny waded into the rhetorical situation debate to propose defining 

rhetoric as the art of topical invention. As Consigny characterized it, the rhetorical 

situation debate was a debate between Bitzer’s (1968) emphasis on constraints the 

situation places on the rhetor and the Vatz’s (1973) emphasis on the rhetor’s ability to 

construct the situation (p. 175). The middle ground between these two positions was clear 

to Consigny: Rhetoric must be able to affect the situation, yet rhetoric cannot affect an 

unknown or novel situation without knowing what it is (p. 181). Consigny’s compromise 

was to draw on topical invention (pp. 181–182). 

 A contemporary definition of topic would not suffice for Consigny’s (1974) 

purpose, however. Instead, he offered a new, two-sided definition of topic: Topics were 

both “the instrument with which the rhetor thinks and the realm in and about which he 
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thinks” (p. 182). Topics, then, respond to the available data, the situation, and control the 

data available, the linkage. Consigny’s definition of topic went further: In order to fix the 

descriptive definition of topics, having established a function definition, Consigny 

“construe[d] the topic as a formal opposition of two (or more) terms which can be used to 

structure the heteronomous matter of a particular situation,” a pattern he recognized 

among Aristotle’s common topics (pp. 182–183).  

 The structure that Consigny (1974) used to describe topics is limiting. Although 

defining topical invention as both a situated and a managerial process is a clever 

compromise between Bitzer (1968) and Vatz (1973), the oppositional, formal structure 

that Consigny decided all topics follow constrains topical invention. It makes the source 

of the linkage between data and claim/ conclusion the rhetor’s responsibility, thereby 

identifying two ideographic, logically opposite terms—a discovery of metaphors. Thus, 

the value that Consigny (1974) places on topical invention as the defining aspect of 

rhetoric as an art and discipline is significant; however, the definition of topical invention 

he provided is limiting and works against topical invention’s historical significance. 

Rediscovery 

 Historians of rhetoric were a prolific group in the U.S. rhetorical studies 

community between 1968 and 1988. The writers of ancient Greek and Latin rhetoric 

continue to be a cornerstone of historical work on topical invention. New sources, 

however, enter the historical picture, and the frame of what counts as “historical” grew 

larger and was drawn from more recent time periods. Miller’s (1987) call for further work 

on Aristotle’s special topics recalls the early prominence of the ancient Greek and Roman 

writers, yet Quandahl (1986) argues that Aristotle does not deal with invention at all, 
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productively questioning one of the most reliable foundations of the Classical rhetorical 

tradition. Giambattista Vico, Gerard Vossius, and Joshua Reynolds are three of the 

handful of Enlightenment figures that Bevilacqua (1969; 1972) goes to for thoughts on 

topical invention. And, C. W. Kneupper (1979), founder of the Rhetoric Society of 

America, builds a topical invention system on the basis of Kenneth Burke’s post-war 

publications, marking the most recent history in the field. These texts all turn to historical 

figures inside and outside of the traditional U.S. rhetorical studies canon to rediscover 

values and theories for topical invention or to rediscover topical invention for a 

contemporary audience. 

Rhetoric and the Circle of Moral Studies, 1969 

In 1969, V. M. Bevilacqua sought to reignite an interest in moral studies by 

emphasizing how the discipline of rhetoric influenced moral studies, philosophy, and 

aesthetics in the Enlightenment. According to Bevilacqua, “moral studies” was the 18th-

century interest in the habits of people “historically considered within the disciplines of 

logic, rhetoric, aesthetics, ethics, criticism, psychology, epistemology, music, poetry, 

painting, and the belles lettres” (p. 343). Bevilacqua’s work was a sweeping historical 

look at the discipline’s outward influence in the Renaissance and Enlightenment, having 

run through a list of the most well-known Renaissance and Enlightenment thinkers. As it 

pertains to my dissertation work, Bevilacqua found rhetorical influences in 18th century 

writings on visual art. 

According to Bevilacqua (1969), Gerard J. Vossius’s De Graphice, published in 

1660, made rhetoric an “explicit parallel” to painting (p. 346). Vossius held that invention 

was necessary to the art of painting because it provided the subject matter and argument 
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of the painting. Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Discourses on Art from 1797 espoused that 

rhetorical precepts held the same value for painting that they do for political discourse. 

Rather than power over people or speech, rhetoric translated for painting to securing 

“‘power over materials, whether words or colours, by which conceptions or sentiments 

are conveyed’” (p. 345). Reynolds, according to Bevilacqua, argued that the “art of 

invention concerns ‘finding out’ what to portray in a picture and judging how best to 

portray it” (p. 347). This discovery and judgment in painting was “based on experience, 

observation, and a ‘store of ideas’” (Bevilacqua, 1969, p. 347). Bevilacqua did not relate 

an understanding of topical invention from Reynolds’ work (pp. 347–351), but he did 

find the language of topical invention in an 18th century understanding of musicology (p. 

352). Composer Johann Mattheson, according to Bevilacqua (1969), collected formal 

devices of music under the categories of “loci topici” and “loci notationis,” topical places 

and places of impression, respectively (p. 352). These were apparently not connected to 

invention so much as they were to style (p. 352). Bevilacqua’s (1969) historical research 

does not discuss any instance where an 18th century thinker adopted topical invention 

wholesale for an aesthetic field, but it does establish an early relationship between 

rhetoric and aesthetics. 

Vico, Rhetorical Humanism, and the Study Methods of Our Time, 1972 

 V. M. Bevilacqua published a close study of Giambattista Vico’s The New 

Science, an 18th century philosophy of science, in 1972. Vico’s New Science was, 

according to Bevilacqua, a “humanist response to the deficiencies of Cartesian scientism” 

(p. 76). It may be helpful for the modern reader to think of Cartesian scientism as what 

we call scientism today: a rejection of metaphorical thought, the reliance upon “data” 
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construed as quantitative and mathematical information, and a deep suspicion of human 

experience as exceptional. Bevilacqua reported that Vico “proposed in [place of Cartesian 

scientism] a humanely scientific method of inquiry founded on the distinctly rhetorical 

character of man himself” (p. 81). 

 Paramount in Vico’s humane scientific method was topical invention, which, 

according to Bevilacqua (1972), comprised the basis of Vico’s epistemology (p. 81). 

Topical invention offered “architectonic patterns of thought and modes of verbal 

apprehension which prompt invention by providing a system of inferential connections 

which in effect create original thought and psychological order in the realm of humane 

knowledge” (p. 81). Topical invention formed an effective human method of knowledge 

while “Cartesian analysis does not in fact invent. Rather…such analysis merely partitions 

and explains that which is already known” (pp. 81–82). According to Bevilacqua, Vico’s 

claim over the power of topical invention ultimately amounted to placing it at the 

foundation of shared human thought and experience: “Topical invention reflects an 

immanent creative power of human nature which is antecedent to critical analysis in its 

capacity for inferential perception of knowledge” (p. 82). Thus, Vico’s understanding of 

topical invention placed invention at the heart of a natural or essential human faculty. 

 Bevilacqua’s (1972) recovery of the prominence which Vico gave topical 

invention and his revulsion to Cartesian scientific method seems prescient after the 

“science wars” of the 1990s (for a brief summary of the “science wars,” see Fortun & 

Bernstein, 1998, pp. 307–308). As for topical invention, Bevilacqua’s study of Vico 

highlights an early instance of topical invention as an innate human faculty. Considering 

topical invention as a part of human nature makes a convenient argument for the 
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significance of topical invention in rhetorical studies scholarship; however, the other side 

of that argument is that systematizing or teaching topical invention is not a question of 

developing or learning some new knowledge. Instead, systematizing or teaching topical-

invention-as-human-nature would be an exercise in practice and training—under this 

model topical invention should have more in common with the pedagogy of mimetic 

invention than with that of theoretical or systemic knowledge. 

Dramatistic Invention: The Pentad as a Heuristic Procedure, 1979 

 In 1979, C. W. Kneupper proposed using Burke’s dramatistic pentad as a heuristic 

method for gaining agreement with an audience. Burke’s dramatistic pentad was 

composed of ratios of five motives: scene, act, agent, agency, and purpose. These ratios 

could identify fundamental ideological perspectives of a person or group. According to 

Kneupper (1979), the dramatistic pentad could be a generative heuristic framework if 

these ratios were turned into questions phrased such that the second term in the ratio was 

the goal and the first term was the antecedent (p. 134). Thus, “are resources to implement 

and act on the policy available, operational?” had the act as the goal while agency, the 

resources, was an antecedent, a prerequisite of the goal (Kneupper, 1979, p. 134). The 

benefit of this approach was that it could position arguments “in terms which [a group] 

can identify with” (Kneupper, 1979, p. 134). 

 Kneupper (1979) related this Burkeian approach to Aristotelian topical invention, 

which is a bold claim for a system so loosely mapped out. Kneupper approaches 

heuristics as satisfactory once they are framed in an interrogative sentence, which, though 

true for some heuristics, is a gross oversimplification. By simplifying heuristics as 

questions, Kneupper’s positioned topical invention as a process of “looking,” a version of 
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Quintilian’s hunting metaphor whereby the claim or conclusion and linkage are already 

extant, waiting to be discovered. This framing leads to a topical invention that does not 

carefully consider the role of the linkage between claim and data. It does, however, 

privilege the role of an individual’s perspective in understanding what data are available.  

Aristotle’s Rhetoric: Reinterpreting Invention, 1986 

 In 1986, Quandahl read Aristotle’s system of common topics, the koinoi topoi, as 

a method of interpretation—not a method of invention. Quandahl allowed for the 

inventive capacity of Aristotle’s special topics as “premises that apply to certain subjects” 

and as “the commonplaces of your culture” (p. 131). And, Quandahl even recognized the 

heuristic value of the 28 common topics, yet they were heuristics for interpretation not 

invention (pp. 131–132). In this line of thought, Aristotle’s common topics were 

interpretative methods because they were concerned with meta-discourse: “Aristotle saw 

how one could introduce a relational principle, like opposition, into a context to make 

useful statements about that context” (p. 132). For Quandahl, this meant that Aristotle 

was concerned with “read[ing] the subject at hand” (p. 132). Quandahl’s reading of 

Aristotle went as far as to say that “most of” Aristotle’s list of common topics were 

“rhetorical figures and tropes” (p. 133). Quandahl’s analysis applied solely to Aristotle’s 

common topics, not Cicero or Quintilian (p. 135). This led, ultimately, to Quandahl’s 

conclusion that Aristotle’s common topics were not inventive but rather were the 

“elements of interpretation so often embedded in commonplaces and in figures of speech 

and thought” (p. 135).  
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Aristotle’s Special Topics, 1987 

 In 1987, C. R. Miller investigated the history of topical invention to find that 

special topics—from Aristotle’s distinction between common topics that work for all 

arguments, and topics that were special to a situation or genre, special topics—were 

important to rhetorical practice and that they had been eclipsed by the academic desire to 

make rhetoric a discipline. Miller’s history was the typical story of invention’s decline 

after the Roman empire and resurrection in the 20th century: Topical invention’s heyday 

was Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian; in the Middle Ages special topics were reduced to 

formulas; in the Renaissance the importance of Classical era authors was revived despite 

a lack of interest in furthering topical invention; the Enlightenment era found rhetoric 

transformed into style; and the Industrial era’s academic and pedagogical focus 

formalized the common, or formal, topics while disregarding the special, or material, 

topics (pp. 60–63). Miller’s brief history drew two stories of topical invention: one where 

common topics found a secure position in the field of rhetorical studies and another 

where special topics were consistently disparaged. 

 According to Miller (1987), the historical development of special and common 

topics differed because special topics occupied a “vulnerable” and contentious place in 

the theory of rhetorical studies (p. 65). Special topics were “vulnerable” because they sat 

in the middle ground between rhetoric’s own inventional tools, the common topics, and 

the knowledge of other disciplines’ principles, the archai, Greek for primary or first 

principles (p. 65). Aristotle’s special topics represented topical invention’s relevance and 

ability to create “detailed and complex” argument; common topics captured the need for 

rhetoric to provide “memorable” heuristics that resulted in a “compact and simple” 
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method for invention (p. 64). This culminated in the “more rapid and complete decline” 

of the special topics as part of a long-term shift from a “materialist perspective” in 

rhetorical studies to an “inferential” emphasis in rhetorical studies (p. 65). And, Miller 

ultimately arrived at the claim that “the special topics—the points of connection between 

reasoning and the particularities of practical situations—are the victims of the 

academicizing of rhetoric” (p. 66). 

 Miller (1987) advances the knowledge of topical invention by identifying routes 

for the development of systems of special topics in topical invention. Special topics, 

according to Miller (1987), came from “conventional expectation in rhetorical situations, 

knowledge and issues available in the institutions and organizations in which those 

situations occur, and concepts available in specific networks of knowledge or discipline” 

(p. 67). These origins could create claims or conclusions that were “related to the genre, 

institution, or discipline” (p. 67). If the premise that special topics provide situational 

material for a claim or conclusion is accepted, these could serve as sources for special 

topics, and these sources may be more effective as a manner of topical invention than 

having a fully-developed system of special topics because the data, linkage, and claim or 

conclusion that special topics are expected to have are so integrally related to the 

rhetorical situation that they are an infinite set. 

Argumentation and Topical Invention 

 Following Stephen Toulmin’s popularization of argumentation in U.S. rhetorical 

studies during the post-World War II period, a few scholars in the community adopt the 

terminology and/or method of analysis in argumentation theory. Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca’s 1969 book, The New Rhetoric, cements the method of structural analysis of 
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argument in U.S. rhetorical studies. Between Toulmin and Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca, there were now two fundamental texts marking the field of argumentation within 

U.S. rhetorical studies, and scholars, new and old, begin to populate that field. Notably 

among them, K. R. Wallace (1972) established himself in the argumentation community 

of U.S. rhetorical studies in the post-war period and returned to topical invention as 

argumentation, and M. C. Leff wrote a nearly complete history of topical invention from 

Aristotle through the fall of the Roman Empire. 

The New Rhetoric, 1969 

 Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969/2008) The New Rhetoric, 

published in 1969, sought to expand rhetoric and argumentation as fields concerned with 

all reasoning, with an eye for the role of argumentation in modern fields of science. By 

their own admission, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca were interested in persuasive 

discourse as objects for “understanding the mechanisms of thought” (p. 6). 

Argumentation in this sense was a faculty of the mind, and “mind” was widely wrought 

to include psychology as well as philosophy, emotion as well as logic, and the rhetor as 

well as the audience (pp. 7–9). Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca approached argumentation 

as logicians (p. 6): Although The New Rhetoric considered emotion important, not a 

single section was devoted to emotion or pathos. Instead, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

established the phrase “norms, values, and beliefs” as containing emotional appeal (p. 

140); however, they rejected the idea from formal logic that emotional or ethical appeals, 

like arguments ad hominem, were strictly fallacies. 

 The New Rhetoric (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/2008) probably needs no 

introduction as a text in the field of rhetorical studies, but in terms of topical invention, it 
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contained several noteworthy discussions. At the heart of argumentation, The New 

Rhetoric placed agreement—not agreement as an end, but agreement as the starting point 

for the premises with which an argument could begin (pp. 65–66). These agreements 

include facts, truths, values, and even topics, which Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

referred to as “loci” (pp. 65–93). Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca rendered the historical 

role of loci as “headings under which arguments can be classified” which established 

their role in argumentation theory as categorical rather than practical in that loci were 

categories for topics and not generative strategies themselves (p. 83). Nevertheless, The 

New Rhetoric had an explicit system of topics even if those topics were treated 

categorically. Topics, for Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, could be either general or 

specific: Specific topics were socially situated and could be analyzed as characteristics of 

society, and the general topics existed across social boundaries and could fit into discrete 

categories (p. 85). The New Rhetoric contained six categories of general topics: “loci of 

quantity, quality, order, the existing, essence, and the person” (p. 85); these categories are 

presented with examples in Table 14. 

Table 14  

Topical Classifications in The New Rhetoric 

General 
Headings of 
Loci Definition Examples Citation 

Quantity 
Those ... which affirm that 
one thing is better than 
another for quantitative 
reasons.”   p. 85 

  
  

“Greater number of good 
things is more desirable 
than a smaller.” p. 85 
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“Comparatively large 
number of ends is more 
desirable than one useful to 
a lesser degree.” p. 86 

    
“Lasting evil is greater than 
one that is momentary.” p. 86 

  

  

“Merit of a person is 
proportional to the number 
of those to whom he is of 
service.” p. 86 

  
  

“The whole is greater than 
a part.” p. 86 

  

  

“The superiority of that 
which is accepted by the 
greater number of people 
forms the basis of certain 
conceptions of democracy 
and also of ... common 
sense.” p. 86 

  

  

“Locus of durability 
justifies also the high value 
attached to truth as being 
that which is eternal in 
contrast to opinions that are 
passing and unstable.” p. 87 

  

  

“The step from what is 
done to what should be 
done, from the normal to 
the norm, is taken for 
granted.” p. 88 

Quality 
“Loci of quality occur in 
argumentation when the 
strength of numbers is 
challenged.”   

pp. 85, 
89 

  
  

“value of a higher order, 
beyond compare” p. 89 

  
  

“It is what appears unique 
that becomes precious to 
us.” p. 89 
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“A unique quality becomes 
the means for winning the 
approval of the majority.” p. 90 

  

  

“Precariousness can be 
considered as the 
qualitative value opposed to 
the quantitative value of 
duration.” p. 91 

  

  

“that of timeliness. 'Also, 
everything is more 
desirable at the season 
when it is of greater 
consequence.'“ p. 91 

  
  

“the locus of the 
irreparable” p. 92 

Order 
“Loci of order affirm the 
superiority of that which is 
earlier over that which is 
later.”   

pp. 85, 
92 

  
  

“superiority of laws and 
principles to facts, to the 
concrete, [to applications]” p. 92 

  

  

“The cause is the 
justification of the effects 
and is thereby superior to 
them.” p. 92 

The Existing 
“Loci relating to the existent 
affirm that superiority of 
that which exists ... over the 
possible.”   

pp. 85, 
93 

Essence 
“The fact of according a 
higher value to individuals 
to the extent that they 
embody [an] essence.”   

pp. 85, 
94 

Person 
“Loci derived from the 
value of the person, 
concerning his dignity, his 
worth, his autonomy.”   

pp. 85, 
95 
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The treatment of loci as classification schemes belies an oversight by Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008). By setting loci up as classifications, Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) miss the practical applications of topics. They certainly 

consider them as useful, and this is clear through their copious examples—a limited 

selection of which are displayed above in Table 14. The New Rhetoric (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/2008) contains a second system of topical invention where it 

discusses “techniques” of argument—those practical applications of topics that is lost in a 

discussion of them as classifications (p. 185). These “techniques,” or “argumentative 

schemes” as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca later renamed them (p. 188), are topics. 

They are not simply topics but also surprisingly well-defined topics: Most of them have 

names, definitions, discussions of the relevant data, claims or conclusions that they tend 

to support, and clear linkages between the data and the claims or conclusions. These 

topics, their definitions, and their constituent elements are listed in Table 15 below. 

Noticeably, they lack sources, the method for discovering the claim or conclusion, which 

demonstrates how the minutiae of invention are easily overlooked when the rhetor and 

audience are assumed to be rational beings. Additionally, these topics have their own 

classification scheme: They are quasi-logical topics, topics based on the structure of 

reality, and topics establishing the structure of reality.   
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Table 15  

Topics in Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) Argumentative Schema 

 

Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

Q
ua

si
-lo

gi
ca

l
p.

 2
61

Co
nt

ra
di

tio
n 

an
d 

In
co

m
pa

tib
ili

ty

"T
o 

as
se

rt
 a

 p
ro

po
si

tio
n 

an
d 

its
 n

eg
at

io
n 

w
ith

in
 o

ne
 a

nd
 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
sy

st
em

, b
rin

gi
ng

 o
ut

 
a 

co
nt

ra
di

ct
io

n 
w

hi
ch

 th
e 

sy
st

em
 co

nt
ai

ns
, m

ak
es

 th
e 

sy
st

em
 in

co
ns

is
te

nt
 a

nd
 

th
er

eb
y 

un
us

ab
le

."

Da
ta

 co
m

e 
fr

om
 "f

or
m

al
 

sy
st

em
s"

 o
r a

re
 "t

w
o 

as
se

rt
io

ns
 b

et
w

ee
n 

w
hi

ch
 a

 
ch

oi
ce

 m
us

t b
e 

m
ad

e.
"

If 
th

e 
da

ta
 a

re
 fr

om
 fo

rm
al

 
sy

st
em

s,
 "o

ne
 ca

n 
on

ly
 b

ow
 to

 
th

e 
ev

id
en

ce
."

"T
he

 li
ne

 o
f a

rg
um

en
t t

rie
s t

o 
sh

ow
 th

at
 th

e 
th

es
es

 o
ne

 is
 

di
sp

ut
in

g 
le

ad
 to

 a
n 

in
co

m
pa

tib
ili

ty
."

pp
. 1

95
-1

96

Id
en

tit
y 

an
d 

De
fin

iti
on

"A
ny

 u
se

 o
f c

on
ce

pt
s,

 a
ny

 
ap

pl
ic

at
io

n 
of

 a
 cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n,

 
an

y 
re

co
ur

se
 to

 in
du

ct
io

n 
in

vo
lv

es
 a

 re
du

ct
io

n 
of

 ce
rt

ai
n 

el
em

en
ts

 to
 w

ha
t t

he
y 

ha
ve

in
 

th
em

 th
at

 is
 id

en
tic

al
 o

r 
in

te
rc

ha
ng

ea
bl

e.
...

 T
he

 m
os

t 
ch

ar
ac

te
ris

tic
 m

et
ho

d 
of

 
co

m
pl

et
e 

id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n 
co

ns
is

ts
 in

 u
si

ng
 d

ef
in

tio
ns

."

Da
ta

 ca
n 

m
e 

"e
nt

iti
es

, e
ve

nt
s,

 
or

 co
nc

ep
ts

" i
f t

he
y 

ar
e 

"n
ei

th
er

 a
rb

itr
ar

y 
no

r 
ob

vi
ou

s"
 a

nd
 a

re
 "j

us
tif

ia
bl

e 
by

 a
rg

um
en

t."

De
fin

iti
on

 n
ee

ds
 "d

is
tin

ct
io

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
te

rm
s"

 n
ot

 
eq

ui
va

le
nc

y.

"1
. N

or
m

at
iv

e 
de

fin
iti

on
s,

 
w

hi
ch

 in
di

ca
te

 th
e 

m
an

ne
r i

n 
w

hi
ch

 th
e 

w
or

d 
is

 to
 b

e 
us

ed
...

. 2
. D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
de

fin
iti

on
s,

 w
hi

ch
 in

di
vc

at
e 

w
ha

t m
ea

ni
ng

 is
 g

iv
en

 to
 a

 
w

or
d 

in
 a

 ce
rt

ai
n 

en
vi

ro
nm

en
t 

at
 a

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
 ti

m
e.

 3
. 

Co
nd

en
se

d 
de

fin
iti

on
s,

 w
hi

ch
 

po
in

t o
ut

 th
e 

es
se

nt
ia

l 
el

em
en

ts
 o

f a
 d

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
de

fin
iti

on
. 4

. C
om

pl
ex

 
de

fin
iti

on
s,

 w
hi

ch
 co

m
bi

ne
, 

in
 v

ar
io

us
 w

ay
s,

 e
le

m
en

ts
 o

f 
th

e 
ot

he
r t

hr
ee

 ty
pe

s.
"

pp
. 2

10
-2

11

Re
ci

pr
oc

ity
"A

rg
um

en
ts

 o
f r

ec
ip

ro
ci

ty
 a

im
 

at
 g

iv
in

g 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

tr
ea

tm
en

t 
to

 tw
o 

si
tu

at
io

ns
 w

hi
ch

 a
re

 
co

un
te

rp
ar

ts
 o

f e
ac

h 
ot

he
rs

."
Da

ta
 a

re
 "s

itu
at

io
ns

" o
r 

"p
oi

nt
s o

f v
ie

w
."

"T
he

 si
tu

at
io

ns
 a

re
 si

m
ila

r b
y 

re
ga

rd
in

g 
ce

rt
ai

n 
re

la
tio

ns
 a

s 
sy

m
m

et
ric

al
."

Th
e 

cl
ai

m
s a

im
 "t

o 
sh

ow
 th

at
 

ac
tio

ns
, e

ve
nt

s,
 a

nd
 th

in
gs

 a
re

 
id

en
tic

al
, s

in
ce

 [s
ym

m
et

ry
] 

em
ph

as
iz

es
 a

 ce
rt

ai
n 

as
pe

ct
 

w
hi

ch
 se

em
s t

o 
st

an
d 

ou
t o

n 
ac

co
un

t o
f t

he
 v

er
y 

sy
m

m
et

ry
 

w
hi

ch
 is

 e
xh

ib
ite

d.
"

pp
. 2

21
-2

22

Tr
an

si
tiv

ity

"T
ra

ns
iti

vi
ty

 is
 a

 fo
rm

al
 

pr
op

er
ty

 o
f c

er
ta

in
 re

la
tio

ns
 

w
hi

ch
 m

ak
es

 it
 p

os
si

bl
e 

to
 

in
fe

r t
ha

t b
ec

au
se

 a
 re

la
tio

n 
ho

ld
s b

et
w

ee
n 

a 
an

d 
b 

an
d 

be
tw

ee
n 

b 
an

d 
c,

 it
 th

er
ef

or
e 

ho
ld

s b
et

w
ee

n 
a 

an
d 

c.
"

Da
ta

 in
cl

ud
e 

"t
he

 re
la

tio
ns

 o
f 

eq
ua

lit
y,

 su
pe

rio
rit

y,
 

in
cl

us
io

n,
 a

nd
 a

nc
es

tr
y 

ar
e 

tr
an

si
tiv

e"
 

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

tr
an

si
tiv

e 
pr

op
er

ty
 o

f r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
.

"a
 =

 c
."

p.
 2

27

"Q
ua

si
-lo

gi
ca

l a
rg

um
en

ts
 la

y 
cl

ai
m

 to
 a

 ce
rt

ai
n 

va
lid

ity
 o

w
in

g 
to

 th
ei

r r
at

io
na

l a
pp

ea
ra

nc
e,

 w
hi

ch
 d

er
iv

es
 fr

om
 th

ei
r m

or
e-

or
-le

ss
 cl

os
e 

re
la

tio
n 

w
ith

 ce
rt

ai
n 



160 

 

 Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

Ca
us

al
 Li

nk

Da
ta

 a
re

 a
 "g

iv
en

 e
ve

nt
."

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

se
qu

en
tia

l, 
ca

us
al

 re
la

tio
ns

hi
p.

"T
he

 ca
us

al
 li

nk
 m

us
t a

llo
w

 
ar

gu
m

en
ta

tio
n 

of
 th

re
e 

ty
pe

s:
 

(a
) a

rg
um

en
ta

tio
n 

te
nd

in
g 

to
 

at
ta

ch
 tw

o 
gi

ve
n 

su
cc

es
si

ve
 

ev
en

ts
 to

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r b

y 
m

ea
ns

 o
f a

 ca
us

al
 li

nk
; (

b)
 

ar
gu

m
en

ta
tio

n 
te

nd
in

g 
to

 
re

ve
al

 th
e 

ex
is

te
nc

e 
of

 a
 

ca
us

e 
w

hi
ch

 co
ul

d 
ha

ve
 

de
te

rm
in

ed
 a

 g
iv

en
 e

ve
nt

; (
c)

 
ar

gu
m

en
ta

tio
n 

te
nd

in
g 

to
 

sh
ow

 th
e 

ef
fe

ct
 w

hi
ch

 m
us

t 
re

su
lt 

fr
om

 a
 g

iv
en

 e
ve

nt
."

p.
 2

63

Pr
ag

m
at

ic

"W
e 

ca
ll 

th
at

 a
rg

um
en

t 
pr

ag
m

at
ic 

w
hi

ch
 p

er
m

its
 th

e 
ev

al
ua

tio
n 

of
 a

n 
ac

t o
f a

n 
ev

en
t i

n 
te

rm
s o

f i
ts

 fa
vo

ra
bl

e 
or

 u
nf

av
or

ab
le

 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
."

Da
ta

 a
re

 a
n 

ev
en

t a
nd

 it
s 

ef
fe

ct
s.

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 re

lie
s u

po
n 

"t
ra

ns
fe

r[
in

g]
 th

e 
va

lu
e 

of
 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 to
 th

e 
ca

us
e.

"
p.

 2
66

W
as

te

"T
he

 a
rg

um
en

t o
f w

as
te

 
co

ns
is

ts
 in

 sa
yi

ng
 th

at
, a

s o
ne

 
ha

s a
lre

ad
y 

be
gu

n 
a 

ta
sk

 a
nd

 
m

ad
e 

sa
cr

ifi
ce

s w
hi

ch
 w

ou
ld

 
be

 w
as

te
d 

if 
th

e 
en

te
rp

ris
e 

w
er

e 
gi

ve
n 

up
, o

ne
 sh

ou
ld

 
co

nt
in

ue
 in

 th
e 

sa
m

e 
di

re
ct

io
n.

"
Th

e 
lin

ka
ge

 h
as

 to
 d

o 
w

ith
 

va
lu

e 
lo

st
.

pp
. 2

79
-2

80

Di
re

ct
io

n

"I
t i

s p
os

si
bl

e 
to

 sp
lit

 u
p 

th
e 

pu
rs

ui
t o

f a
n 

en
d 

in
to

 se
ve

ra
l 

st
ag

es
 a

nd
 to

 co
ns

id
er

 th
e 

m
an

ne
r i

n 
w

hi
ch

 th
e 

si
tu

at
io

n 
is

 tr
an

sf
or

m
ed

."

Da
ta

 a
re

 "w
he

ne
ve

r a
n 

en
d 

ca
n 

be
 m

ad
e 

to
 lo

ok
 li

ke
 a

 
st

op
pi

ng
 p

oi
nt

, m
ar

ki
ng

 a
 

st
ag

e 
in

 p
ro

ge
ss

 in
 a

 ce
rt

ai
n 

di
re

ct
io

n.
"

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

in
te

rd
ep

en
de

nc
e 

of
 th

e 
ai

m
 

an
d 

th
e 

pr
oc

es
s o

f a
ch

ie
vi

ng
 

an
 a

im
.

"T
he

 in
te

rlo
cu

to
rs

 fi
nd

 
th

em
se

lv
es

 fa
ci

ng
 a

 n
ew

 
co

nf
ig

ur
at

io
n 

of
 th

e 
si

tu
at

io
n 

[a
t e

ac
h 

st
ag

e]
 w

hi
ch

 
m

od
ifi

es
 th

ei
r a

tt
itu

de
 

to
w

ar
d 

th
e 

fin
al

 is
su

e.
"

pp
. 2

81
-2

82



161 

 

 Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

Pa
rt

 in
 th

e 
W

ho
le

Th
e 

pa
rt

 in
 th

e 
w

ho
le

 
ar

gu
m

en
ts

 co
m

pa
re

 "t
he

 
w

ho
le

 w
ith

 o
ne

 o
f i

ts
 p

ar
ts

 
[a

nd
] a

sc
rib

e 
no

 sp
ec

ia
l 

qu
al

ity
 e

ith
er

 to
 th

e 
pa

rt
s o

r 
to

 th
e 

w
ho

le
: t

he
 w

ho
le

 is
 

tr
ea

te
d 

as
 si

m
ila

r t
o 

ea
ch

 o
ne

 
of

 it
s p

ar
ts

."
Da

ta
 re

qu
ire

 a
 w

ho
le

 th
at

 
de

si
gn

at
es

 it
s o

w
n 

pa
rt

s.

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 a
 "q

ua
si

-
m

at
he

m
at

ic
al

 co
m

pa
ris

on
 

be
tw

ee
n 

th
e 

w
ho

le
 a

nd
 it

s 
pa

rt
s.

"

"T
he

 w
ho

le
 is

 tr
ea

te
d 

as
 

si
m

ila
r t

o 
ea

ch
 o

ne
 o

f i
ts

 
pa

rt
s.

"
p.

 2
31

W
ho

e 
in

to
 It

s P
ar

ts
"T

he
 co

nc
ep

t o
f t

he
 w

ho
le

 a
s 

th
e 

su
m

 o
f i

ts
 p

ar
ts

 p
ro

vi
de

s 
th

e 
ba

si
s o

f a
 se

rie
s o

f 
ar

gu
m

en
ts

 th
at

 ca
n 

be
 ca

lle
d 

ar
gu

m
en

ts
 o

f d
iv

isi
on

or
 o

f 
pa

rt
iti

on
."

"T
he

 p
ar

ts
 m

us
t b

e 
ex

ha
us

tiv
el

y 
en

um
er

ab
le

,"
 

bu
t t

he
y 

"c
an

 b
e 

ch
os

en
 a

t 
w

ill
 in

 a
 v

ar
ie

ty
 o

f w
ay

s o
n 

co
nd

iti
on

 th
at

 b
y 

ad
di

ng
 th

em
 

up
 th

e 
gi

ve
n 

w
ho

le
 m

ay
 b

e 
re

co
ns

tit
ut

ed
...

. I
t r

eq
ui

re
s a

 
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

of
 th

e 
re

la
tio

ns
 

w
hi

ch
 th

e 
pa

rt
s a

ct
ua

lly
 h

av
e 

w
ith

 th
e 

w
ho

le
 in

 th
e 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 ca

se
."

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 "i

s d
er

iv
ed

 fr
om

 
th

e 
op

er
at

io
ns

 o
f a

dd
iti

on
, 

su
bt

ra
ct

io
n,

 a
nd

 th
ei

r 
co

m
bi

na
tio

ns
."

Th
e 

cl
ai

m
 is

 "t
o 

pr
ov

e 
th

e 
ex

is
te

nc
e 

of
 th

e 
w

ho
le

s"
 o

r 
"t

ow
ar

d 
pr

ov
in

g 
th

e 
ex

is
te

nc
e 

or
 n

on
ex

is
te

nc
e 

of
 o

ne
 o

f t
he

 
pa

rt
s.

"
pp

. 2
35

-2
36

Co
m

pa
ris

on
"W

he
re

 se
ve

ra
l o

bj
ec

ts
 a

re
 

co
ns

id
er

ed
 in

 o
rd

er
 to

 
ev

al
ua

te
 th

em
 th

ro
ug

h 
th

ei
r 

re
la

tio
ns

 to
 e

ac
h 

ot
he

r."

Da
ta

 a
re

 w
id

e 
ra

ng
in

g,
 b

ut
 th

e 
"c

ho
ic

e 
of

 te
rm

s o
f 

co
m

pa
ris

on
 ..

. c
an

 b
e 

an
 

es
se

nt
ia

l e
le

m
en

t."

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
s a

re
 "t

he
 id

ea
 o

f 
m

ea
su

re
" a

nd
 it

s "
st

at
em

en
t 

of
 ce

rt
ai

n 
cr

ite
ria

."

Th
e 

cl
ai

m
 is

 "o
ft

en
 p

re
se

nt
ed

 
as

 a
 st

at
m

en
t o

f f
ac

t"
 o

f t
he

 
"r

el
at

io
n 

of
 e

qu
al

ity
 o

r 
in

eq
ua

lit
y"

 st
ru

ct
ur

es
 th

e 
co

m
pa

ris
on

.

Co
m

pa
ris

on
: S

ac
rif

ic
e

An
 a

rg
um

en
t o

f c
om

pa
ris

on
 

th
at

 "i
s b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

sa
cr

ifi
ce

 
w

hi
ch

 o
ne

 is
 w

ill
in

g 
to

 m
ak

e 
in

 o
rd

er
 to

 a
ch

ie
ve

 a
 ce

rt
ai

n 
re

su
lt.

"

"T
he

 sa
cr

ifi
ce

 is
 a

 m
ea

su
re

 o
f 

th
e 

va
lu

e 
at

tr
ib

ut
ed

 to
 th

e 
th

in
g 

fo
r w

hi
ch

 th
e 

sa
cr

ifi
ce

 is
 

m
ad

e.
"

Th
e 

"t
w

o 
te

rm
s [

co
m

pa
re

d 
by

 
sa

cr
ifi

ce
] d

et
er

m
in

e 
ea

ch
 

ot
he

r."
p.

 2
48

Ba
se

d 
on

 th
e 

St
ru

ct
ur

e 
of

 
Re

al
ity

p.
 2

61
p.

 2
93

"A
rg

um
en

ts
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
of

 re
al

ity
 m

ak
e 

us
e 

of
 th

is
 st

ru
ct

ur
e 

to
 e

st
ab

lis
h 

a 
so

lid
ar

ity
 b

et
w

ee
n 

ac
ce

pt
ed

 ju
dg

m
en

ts
 a

nd
 o

th
er

s w
hi

ch
 o

ne
 w

is
he

s 
to

 p
ro

m
ot

e.
"

Se
qu

en
tia

l: 
"T

he
 te

rm
s b

ro
ug

ht
 to

ge
th

er
 a

re
 o

n 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

ph
en

om
en

al
 p

la
ne

" i
n 

a 
se

qu
en

tia
l o

rd
er

.



162 

 

 

 

 

Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

U
nl

im
ite

d 
De

ve
lo

pm
en

t

"A
rg

um
en

ts
 w

ith
 u

nl
im

ite
d 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t 

in
si

st
 o

n 
th

e 
po

ss
ib

ili
ty

 o
f a

lw
ay

s g
oi

ng
 

fu
rt

he
r i

n 
a 

ce
rt

ai
n 

di
re

ct
io

n 
w

ith
ou

t b
ei

ng
 a

bl
e 

to
 fo

re
se

e 
a 

lim
itt

o 
th

is
 d

ire
ct

io
n,

 a
nd

 
th

is
 p

ro
gr

es
s i

s a
cc

om
pa

ni
ed

 
by

 a
 co

nt
in

uo
us

 in
cr

ea
se

 o
f 

va
lu

e.
"

Da
ta

 co
ns

is
t o

f "
an

 id
ea

l 
w

hi
ch

 is
 u

nr
ea

liz
ab

le
" a

nd
 

te
rm

s t
ha

t "
w

ill
 co

ns
tit

ut
e 

in
ca

rn
at

io
ns

 th
at

 a
re

 e
ve

r 
m

or
e 

pe
rf

ec
t, 

pu
re

r, 
an

d 
ev

en
 

cl
os

er
 to

 th
e 

ul
tim

at
e 

[id
ea

l].
"

"W
ha

t i
s i

m
po

rt
an

t i
s n

ot
 th

e 
ac

hi
ev

em
en

t o
f a

 ce
rt

ai
n 

be
ha

vi
or

 b
ut

 a
ls

o,
 p

ar
tic

ul
ar

ly
 

in
 p

hi
lo

so
ph

ic
al

 w
or

ks
, t

o 
de

fin
e 

ce
rt

ai
n 

'p
ur

ifi
ed

' 
no

tio
ns

."
pp

. 2
87

-2
89

p.
 2

93

Th
e 

Pe
rs

on
 a

nd
 H

is
 A

ct
s

"T
he

 co
ns

tr
uc

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
hu

m
an

 p
er

so
n,

 w
hi

ch
 

un
de

rli
es

 h
is

 a
ct

s,
 is

 
co

nn
ec

te
d 

w
ith

 a
 d

is
tin

ct
io

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

at
 w

hi
ch

 is
 

re
ga

rd
ed

 a
s i

m
po

rt
an

t, 
na

tu
ra

l, 
an

d 
pe

cu
lia

r t
o 

th
e 

be
in

g 
un

de
r d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
an

d 
th

at
 w

hi
ch

 is
 re

ga
rd

ed
 a

s 
tr

an
si

to
ry

, a
s a

n 
ex

te
rn

al
 

m
an

ife
st

at
io

n 
of

 th
e 

su
bj

ec
t."

Da
ta

 a
re

 th
e 

co
nc

ep
t o

f t
he

 
pe

rs
on

 a
nd

 ce
rt

ai
n 

ac
ts

 o
f t

ha
t 

pe
rs

on
.

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

st
ab

ili
za

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
pe

rs
on

 b
y 

th
e 

"q
ua

lit
ie

s a
nd

 v
irt

ue
s"

 o
f t

he
 

pe
rs

on
's 

ac
ts

.

"V
er

y 
m

an
y 

ar
gu

m
en

ts
 a

re
 

de
vo

te
d 

to
 p

ro
vi

ng
 th

at
 th

e 
pe

rs
on

 h
as

 n
ot

 ch
an

ge
d,

 th
at

 
th

e 
ch

ai
ng

 is
 o

nl
y 

ap
pa

re
nt

, 
th

at
 o

nl
y 

th
e 

fir
cu

m
st

an
ce

s 
ha

ve
 ch

an
ge

d,
 a

nd
 so

 o
n.

"
p.

 2
93

-2
95

Au
th

or
ity

Ar
gu

m
en

t f
ro

m
 a

ut
ho

rit
y 

"u
se

s t
he

 a
ct

s o
r o

pi
ni

on
s o

f a
 

pe
rs

on
 o

r g
ro

up
 o

f p
er

so
ns

 a
s 

a 
m

ea
ns

 o
f p

ro
of

 in
 su

pp
or

t o
f 

a 
th

es
is

."

Da
ta

 a
re

 th
e 

pe
op

le
 o

r p
er

so
n 

ch
os

en
 a

s a
ut

ho
rit

y,
 a

n 
au

th
or

ity
 w

hi
ch

 is
 "r

ec
og

ni
ze

d 
by

 th
e 

au
di

en
ce

 in
 a

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
 

fie
ld

."

"T
he

 g
re

at
er

 th
e 

au
th

or
ity

, 
th

e 
m

or
e 

un
qu

es
tio

na
bl

e"
 

th
e 

cl
ai

m
.

pp
. 3

05
-3

09

Th
e 

G
ro

up
 a

nd
 It

s M
em

be
rs

"I
nd

iv
id

ua
ls

 in
flu

en
ce

 o
ur

 
im

pr
es

si
on

 o
f t

he
 g

ro
up

 to
 

w
hi

ch
 th

ey
 b

el
on

g,
 a

nd
, 

co
nv

er
se

ly
, w

ha
t w

e 
th

in
k 

of
 

th
e 

gr
ou

p 
pr

ed
is

po
se

s u
s t

o 
a 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 im

pr
es

si
on

 o
f t

ho
se

 
w

ho
 fo

rm
 it

."

Da
ta

 co
ns

is
t o

f t
he

 g
ro

up
, i

ts
 

m
em

be
rs

, t
he

 a
tt

itu
de

 o
f i

ts
 

m
em

be
rs

, a
nd

 th
e 

re
ce

pt
io

n 
of

 th
e 

gr
ou

p 
by

 o
ut

si
de

rs
.

"T
he

 in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

th
e 

in
di

vi
du

al
 a

nd
 th

e 
gr

ou
p 

ca
n 

be
 u

se
d 

to
 ra

is
e 

or
 lo

w
er

 th
e 

va
lu

e 
of

 e
ith

er
."

pp
. 3

21
-3

23

Sy
m

bo
lic

 R
el

at
io

n

Da
ta

 a
re

 a
 sy

m
bo

l t
ha

t "
ha

s 
m

ea
ni

ng
 a

nd
 re

pr
es

en
ta

tio
na

l 
va

lu
e,

" a
 "t

hi
ng

 sy
m

bo
liz

ed
,"

 
an

d 
th

e 
re

la
tio

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
tw

o.

"T
he

 sy
m

bo
l a

nd
 th

e 
th

in
g 

sy
m

bo
liz

ed
 a

re
 in

te
gr

at
ed

 
in

to
 a

 m
yt

hi
ca

l o
r s

pe
cu

la
tiv

e 
re

al
ity

 in
 w

hi
ch

 th
ey

 a
re

 
m

ut
ua

l p
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

."
pp

. 3
33

-3
35

Re
la

tio
ns

 o
f C

oe
xi

st
en

ce
: "

Co
nn

ec
tio

ns
 o

f c
oe

xi
st

en
ce

 u
ni

te
 tw

o 
re

al
iti

es
 th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 o

n 
an

 e
qu

al
 le

ve
l, 

on
e 

of
 th

em
 b

ei
ng

 m
or

e 
ba

si
c a

nd
 m

or
e 



163 

 

 Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

Es
ta

bl
is

hi
ng

 
th

e 
St

ru
ct

ur
e 

of
 R

ea
lit

y
p.

 3
50

Ex
am

pl
e

An
 a

rg
um

en
t b

y 
ex

am
pl

e 
"i

m
pl

ie
s d

is
ag

re
em

en
t o

ve
r 

th
e 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 ru

le
 th

e 
ex

am
pl

e 
is

 in
vo

ke
d 

to
 

es
ta

bl
is

h,
 b

ut
 a

ss
um

es
 e

ar
lie

r 
ag

re
em

en
t o

n 
th

e 
po

ss
ib

ili
ty

 
of

 a
rr

iv
in

g 
at

 a
 g

en
er

al
iz

at
io

n 
fr

om
 p

ar
tic

ul
ar

 ca
se

s.
"

Da
ta

 a
re

 e
xa

m
pl

es
 th

at
 "e

nj
oy

 
th

e 
st

at
us

 o
f a

 fa
ct

, a
t l

ea
st

 
pr

ov
is

io
na

lly
."

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 (a
n 

im
pl

ic
it)

 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

th
at

 in
st

an
ce

s 
im

pl
y 

a 
ru

le
.

pp
. 3

50
-3

53

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n

"T
he

 ro
le

 o
f i

llu
st

ra
tio

n 
is

 to
 

st
re

ng
th

en
 a

dh
er

en
ce

 to
 a

 
kn

ow
n 

an
d 

ac
ce

pt
ed

 ru
le

, b
y 

pr
ov

id
in

g 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

 in
st

an
ce

s 
w

hi
ch

 cl
ar

ify
 th

e 
ge

ne
ra

l 
st

at
em

en
t, 

sh
ow

 th
e 

im
po

rt
 

of
 th

is
 st

at
em

en
t b

y 
ca

lli
ng

 
at

te
nt

io
n 

to
 it

s v
ar

io
us

 
po

ss
ib

le
 a

pp
lic

at
io

ns
, a

nd
 

in
cr

ea
se

 it
s p

re
se

nc
e 

to
 th

e 
co

ns
ci

ou
sn

es
s.

"
Da

ta
 a

re
 e

xa
m

pl
es

 th
at

 d
o 

no
t 

ne
ed

 to
 b

e 
fa

ct
ua

l.

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

(im
pl

ic
it)

 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

of
 e

xa
m

pl
es

 a
s 

re
la

te
d 

to
 o

r c
ha

ra
ct

er
iz

ed
 b

y 
a 

ru
le

.
pp

. 3
57

-3
59

M
od

el
 a

nd
 A

nt
i-m

od
el

"I
m

ita
tio

n 
of

 b
eh

av
io

r i
s n

ot
 

al
w

ay
s s

po
nt

an
eo

us
. O

ne
 

pe
rs

on
 m

ay
 se

ek
 to

 in
du

ce
 it

 
in

 a
no

th
er

" b
as

ed
 o

n 
"a

 
m

od
el

 th
at

 o
ne

 w
ill

 b
e 

as
ke

d 
to

 fo
llo

w
."

"P
er

so
ns

 o
r g

ro
up

s w
ho

se
 

pr
es

tig
e 

co
nf

er
s a

dd
ed

 v
al

ue
 

on
 th

ei
r a

ct
s m

ay
 b

e 
us

ed
 a

s 
m

od
el

s.
"

"C
lo

se
 a

dh
er

en
ce

 to
 a

 
re

co
gn

iz
ed

 m
od

el
 g

ua
ra

nt
ee

s 
th

e 
va

lu
e 

of
 th

e 
be

ha
vi

or
."

"A
 m

od
el

 sh
ow

s w
ha

t 
be

va
hi

or
 to

 fo
llo

w
, a

nd
 a

ls
o 

se
rv

es
 a

s a
 g

ua
ra

nt
ee

 fo
r a

n 
ad

op
te

d 
be

ha
vi

or
."

pp
. 3

62
-3

65

Re
la

tio
ns

 th
at

 "e
st

ab
lis

h 
re

al
ity

 b
y 

re
su

lt 
to

 th
e 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 ca

se
" a

nd
 th

e 
ro

le
 o

f p
ar

tic
ul

ar
 ca

se
s i

n 
ge

ne
ra

liz
at

io
n,

 il
lu

st
ra

tio
n,

 a
nd

 im
ita

tio
n.



164 

 

 Ca
te

go
ry

To
pi

c
De

fin
iti

on
Da

ta
Li

nk
ag

e
Cl

ai
m

Ci
ta

tio
n

An
al

og
y 

(a
nd

 M
et

ap
ho

r)

"W
ha

t g
iv

es
 a

n 
an

al
og

y 
or

ig
in

al
ity

 a
nd

 d
is

tin
gu

is
he

s i
t 

fr
om

 a
 p

ar
tia

l i
de

nt
ity

, t
ha

t i
s,

 
fr

om
 th

e 
ra

th
er

 b
an

al
 n

ot
io

n 
of

 re
se

m
bl

an
ce

, i
s t

ha
t i

s a
 

re
se

m
bl

an
ce

 o
f r

el
at

io
ns

hi
p 

ra
th

er
 th

an
 a

 re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

of
 

re
se

m
bl

an
ce

."
 A

nd
, 

m
et

ap
ho

rs
 a

re
 "a

n 
an

al
og

ic
al

 
fu

si
on

" t
ha

t "
fu

lfi
ls

 a
ll 

th
e 

fu
nc

tio
ns

 o
f a

na
lo

gy
 it

se
lf.

"

"A
 a

nd
 B

 t
og

et
he

r, 
th

e 
te

rm
s 

to
 w

hi
ch

 th
e 

co
nc

lu
si

on
 

re
la

te
s .

..,
 w

e 
sh

al
l c

al
l t

he
 

th
em

e,
 a

nd
 C

 a
nd

 D
 t

og
et

he
r, 

th
e 

te
rm

s t
ha

t s
er

ve
 to

 
bu

tt
re

ss
 th

e 
ar

gu
m

en
t .

..,
 w

e 
sh

al
l c

al
l t

he
 p

ho
ro

s.
 In

 th
e 

or
di

na
ry

 co
ur

se
, t

he
 p

ho
ro

s i
s 

be
tt

er
 k

no
w

n 
th

an
 th

e 
th

em
e 

of
 w

hi
ch

 it
 sh

ou
ld

 cl
ar

ify
 th

e 
st

ru
ct

ur
e 

or
 e

st
ab

lis
h 

th
e 

va
lu

e,
 e

ith
er

 it
s v

al
ue

 a
s a

 
w

ho
le

 o
r t

he
 re

sp
ec

tiv
e 

va
lu

e 
of

 it
s c

om
po

ne
nt

s.
"

Th
e 

lin
ka

ge
 is

 th
e 

re
se

m
bl

an
ce

 o
f a

 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p.
pp

. 3
70

-
37

3,
 4

10



165 

 

 As apparent from the topics listed above in Table 15, there is an incomplete 

overlap between Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969/2008) classifications of loci and 

the system of topics implicit in the “argumentation schemes.” Topics like analogy, Table 

15, do not conveniently fall into the classifications of loci, Table 14; instead, there may 

be two competing criteria of classification for topical invention within The New 

Rhetoric’s treatment of invention.  

Topoi and the Problem of Invention, 1972 

 In 1972, responding to the National Developmental Conference on Rhetoric’s call 

for a focus on substance and invention, K.R. Wallace reflected on problems with working 

in the area of topical invention and provided his own system of topical invention. Wallace 

had a number of questions concerning the idea of developing a modern topical invention: 

What is the line between topical invention’s roles as content of discourse and as “mental 

activity,” what parts of discourse count as content, and are images and speech both 

invented through topical invention? (pp. 390–391). Partly in response to these questions, 

Wallace offered advice to rhetoricians creating modern topics. He advised that 

rhetoricians consider topical invention both as a search for materials and as a search for 

structure, using Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) as a model example (p. 391). 

He also recommended that there be an overlap between creativity and topical invention 

and that topical invention be generative (pp. 392–393). Wallace also admitted an overlap 

between topical invention as a “memorative” exercise and topical invention as a creative 

system although he erred on the side of creativity:  

Aids to invention, I think, differ from aids to memory, although the two kinds of 

stimulators will overlap. There is a problem here that rhetoricians must deal 
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with…. The [kind of topic that helps learners systemize their experience] would 

put the study of communication as the center of the citizen’s education, where it 

should belong; every student would build up an index of his learning. The [kind 

of topic intended to provoke search and inquiry into what may be said] would 

indicate the abiding interest of rhetoricians in creative activity and would ally 

communication and rhetoric with psychology and the arts. (pp. 394–395) 

Finally, Wallace offered a succinct definition of topical invention: “A system of topoi, 

then, is an orderly way of searching for meaningful utterances” and it was “at the heart of 

all communicative behavior” (p. 395). Additionally, Wallace proposed a system of topical 

invention (p. 394). 

 Wallace’s (1972) system of topical invention lacks definition and clarification. I 

present it below, verbatim, as a bulleted list. 

• Topoi of the subject: Sources of information 

o Facts, as found in things and persons 

o Classification: naming and identifying facts and experience 

 What is, and what is not, as revealed by modes of definition 

 Like and unlike 

 The unique 

o Causation: the facts involved in process and change 

 The end or product as cause 

 Means to end 

• Materials 

• Method of combining materials 
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o Disagreement encountered, as revealed by 

 Cicero’s survey for issues 

 Dewey’s survey of the problem presented 

 Special state of the audience situation as cause of a speaker’s 

position 

• Topoi of the audience 

o General condition 

o Values 

 In general 

• The desirable 

• The obligatory 

• The commendable 

 In the chief rhetorical genre 

• Deliberative 

• Judicial 

• Epideictic 

o Value hierarchies 

 Group and institutional 

 Age 

 Individual 

o Economic 

o Educational 

o Affective states: emotions, motives, feelings 
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o Political preferences 

 Ideals as determined by kinds of states 

 Ideals professed by political parties 

o The probable and possible, as revealed in  

 Probabilities: assumptions and presumptions 

 Habitual patterns of thought 

• Deduction 

• Generalization and example 

• Analogy 

• Correlation and causation 

• Topoi of the speaker 

o Character traits held desirable by audiences: ethos 

o Signs of personality esteemed by audiences: the sensory (pp. 393–394) 

Even without further explanation of these items, Wallace (1972) makes some revelatory 

choices about what to include in topical invention. The system of topics displayed above 

is organized around a skewed system of the rhetorical situation: It has a speaker and 

audience, but rather than context, there is subject. Many of the typical top level topics 

based on structure, like comparison, definition, and causation, are heavily condensed 

while economics, education, and politics have a newly important position. Finally, even 

though Wallace (1972) emphasized—but ultimately diminished—the role of memory in 

topical invention, the above system of topical invention has no clear indicators of whether 

a topic is intended as creative or memorative. 
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Michael Leff’s Topical Invention, 1980s 

 Leff’s research on topical invention, which informs much of the methodology and 

language of this dissertation, began in earnest in 1981 at the Second Summer Conference 

on Argumentation. He defined arguments as a “movement from reason to conclusion” 

which meant they began “with what is known in order to resolve what is in doubt” (p. 

773). The starting points—the “what is known”—were “elementary propositions” that 

“furnish the data on which arguments are constructed,” where “data” was defined as 

“propositions accepted as self-evident by the audience” and needed no proof (p. 773). 

Leff’s idea of data in 1981 was based upon a community’s or society’s knowledge (p. 

774). Leff employed Toulmin’s term “warrant” to identify the link between “previously 

accepted propositions” and the conclusion—that is, between data and conclusions. These 

warrants often did not “draw [their] force from a rule or formal logic; rather, [their] 

potency is more directly tied to the flux of circumstances and informal processes of social 

judgment” (p. 774). 

 Topics worked between the data and the conclusions of arguments according to 

Leff (1981). Cicero’s Classical era definition of topic was “rather vague,” so Leff 

redefined topics as “a source that aids in the discovery of a proposition useful in the 

construction of an argument” (p. 774). Two kinds of topics existed in this system: topics 

that were themselves accepted propositions and topics that were “abstract principles 

capable of generating such propositions” (p. 774). Leff favored the second of the two 

kinds because he held those abstract principles as more truly inventive than the topics that 

were themselves argumentative material, accepted propositions (p. 775).  
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Despite the Ciceronian definition of topics as “seats of arguments,” the remainder 

of Leff’s (1981) foray into topical invention was devoted to the Aristotelian topical 

system. Much of Leff’s analysis of Aristotle’s topics is unremarkable and in line with the 

common reading of Aristotle I address in Chapter 3. Notable, however, was Leff’s claim 

that Aristotle’s topical system suggested that the universal topic was unclearly established 

as “a place marking out an abstract strategy, or as a superordinate container for specific 

warranting premises, or as both” (p. 781). That is, according to Leff (1981), it was not 

clear in Aristotle’s Rhetoric whether universal topics were formal topics or collections of 

material topics. 

At the Second Summer Conference on Argumentation, Leff (1981) ultimately 

connected topical invention to the sociology of knowledge. Topical invention occupied a 

ambiguous state of supplying at once material data or content for an argument as well as 

the formal, abstract, logical relationship between data and the argument’s conclusion (p. 

782). This meant that topical invention represented both a community’s or audience’s 

sociology of knowledge as well as that community’s or audience’s sociology of 

inference, that is, the way a group made inferences based upon its knowledge (pp. 774, 

782). The collusion of inference and knowledge in topical invention meant research in 

topical invention must rely on both the speculative analysis of the rhetorical tradition and 

empirical analysis of communities’ sociology of knowledge (pp. 784–785). 

In early 1983, Leff (1983a) returned to topical invention to analyze systems of 

topical invention in the Classical era and Early Middle Ages. Although Leff’s return to 

topical invention was mostly concerned with Latin systems of invention, he nevertheless 

began with Aristotle’s topics (p. 25). Aristotle’s topics worked as convenient 
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introductions to the role of topical invention in rhetorical practice: They were examples 

that allowed Leff (1983a) to reiterate his earlier claim that topics connect premises to 

claims or conclusions and were inextricably related to the social knowledge of a 

community (p. 25). But, Leff (1983a) also claimed, in this same work, that the effort to 

“understand the topics as a single, coherent doctrine” was “futile” (p. 24). In light of this, 

Leff proceeded to focus his analysis on the Latin tradition of topics of person and act, 

beginning with Cicero (p. 24). 

Leff (1983a) contrasted Aristotle’s topics with Cicero’s topics. Whereas 

Aristotle’s topics were, according to Leff, more concerned with inferential strategies, 

Cicero’s topics of person and act were more directed at the “discovery of materials for 

argument” (p. 29). These topics of person and act, which appeared in De Inventione, still 

had some promise for developing inferential connections (p. 30). Cicero’s later set of 

topics, which appeared in Topica and De Oratore, had more in common with Aristotle’s 

topics for inferential connections (p. 30).  

In later Latin texts, Leff (1983a) found topical systems divided into four parts. 

These four parts were “those that precede the act (ante rem), those that are in the act (in 

re), those that surround the act (circa rem), and those that follow the act (post rem)” (p. 

36). In these systems, the topics of person were counted as aspects of the context of an 

event—topics that precede the act, and the systems, themselves, were treated “in a very 

schematic way” and enumerated “the topics without much explanation or illustration” (p. 

37).  

In late 1983, Leff (1983b) discussed topical invention again; this time as an 

attempt to explain the distinction between metaphor and topical invention. This 
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separation between metaphors and topics dated back to Classical era rhetoricians who 

“object to a rigid dichotomy between style and argument, but no classical rhetorician 

seriously considers possible interrelationships between the technical devices allotted to 

these two domains” (p. 214). And, this separation continued into the 20th century when 

rhetoric had oppositional definitions of “the means of securing or intensifying adherence 

to theses” and “the study of those deviations from the norms of usage that render 

language opaque” (p. 214). Under this dichotomy, topical invention accounted for the 

movement of an argument from data, through warranting propositions, to claims or 

conclusions, and metaphor operated “by fixing attention within a linguistic space, and it 

produces its effects in terms of the synchronic associations and images it evokes in the 

audience” orienting “us rhetorically in and through space” (p. 216).  

The dichotomy between metaphor and topical invention was not convincing for 

Leff (1983b). The interaction theory of metaphors—the idea that metaphors are 

composed of a tenor and a vehicle or field and ground—had conceptual similarities to 

topical invention. Under an interaction theory of metaphor, the relationship between the 

elements of a metaphor was similar to the relationship between the elements of a topic. 

That said, Leff still held the two as distinct because “metaphor coordinates terms, while 

topics coordinate whole statements, and the diachronic value of these two units is 

significantly different” (p. 229). 

 Leff’s work on topical invention in the 1980s was a two-pronged reinforcement of 

the position of topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies. Leff (1981, 1983a) shored up 

the ancient rhetoric tradition of topical invention by reinvigorating historical approaches 

to topical invention with argumentation theory, and Leff (1983b) demonstrated how these 
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ancient Greek and Latin approaches to topical invention shared a framework that could 

interact productively with the new and trending metaphoric interaction theory. Thus, his 

research on topical invention published in the 1980s showed how argumentation theory 

could make ancient rhetoric relevant and how a framework for topical invention could 

promote theoretical work across subfields in the U.S. rhetorical studies community. 

Psychology 

 Psychological approaches to topical invention are few and far between from 1968 

to 1988. Cronen (1973) took on the Toulmin (1958/2003) model of argumentation to 

point out how it failed to acknowledge a psychological logic of arguments that were not 

argumentatively or formally logical. As in earlier psychological approaches to topical 

invention, Cronen’s (1973) approach emphasizes the role of an individual’s received and 

personal norms, values, and beliefs in how argument works. 

Teaching Students to Evaluate Arguments, 1973 

 In 1973, V. E. Cronen argued that the Toulmin model of argumentation was 

misleading because the “role of the listener’s own beliefs, attitudes, and expectancies is 

left unstated and unclarified” (p. 109). Whereas the Toulmin (1958/2003) model of 

argumentation privileged the logical connection between data and claim, Cronen turned 

to a psychological understanding of the audience, humans in general, to claim that 

emphasis on the logical connection was misplaced. In particular, Cronen identified four 

psychological bases that limit the relevance of logical relationships in argumentation: 

People can process a limited amount of information, people’s perception is limited by 

attention, people use “conceptual maps” to overcome these limitations, and people use 

“general validity patterns” (p. 108). General validity patterns include culturally situated 
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rules and norms, such as formal logic, but these patterns are in competition with each 

other such that formal logic may not be the pattern an audience uses to validate an 

argument. Cronen then laid out a psychological model for evaluating arguments (p. 108). 

 The psychological process model of argumentation that Cronen (1973) proposed 

was audience-focused in that it functions as an evaluative model instead of a generative 

model. Cronen’s model includes six seemingly simultaneous behaviors:  

(1) External stimuli provided by the speaker, message, and place interact with the 

listener’s cognitive map of reality to produce perceptions of the rhetorical 

situation. 

(2) Perceptions of the situation function as cues to the kind of information to be 

selected out of the complex environment and held in short term memory. 

(3) These relevant perceptions of the situation are compared to past experience. 

On the basis of past experience the listener can “go beyond the information 

given” by activating those rules for information selection which he has learned to 

be useful in similar situations…. 

(4) Perceptions of the speaker, message, and situation activate certain perceptual 

rules and evaluative procedures that are applied to message content. 

(5) Perceptual rules indicate what content elements are to be filtered out and 

stored in short term memory. Evaluative procedures including information from 

the listener’s prior belief system are applied to this selected content. (pp. 108–

109)  

The value of this model was in how “the listener’s own beliefs, attitudes, and 

expectancies” were included throughout the process (p. 109). This model accounted for 
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how the ability to tell if an argument was logical or not was disconnected from belief in 

the validity of the argument or how labelling an argument fallacious did not decrease its 

persuasiveness (pp. 109–110).  

 Cronen’s (1973) evaluative model of argumentation is not a topical system, but it 

can inform topical invention. As I have addressed before, systems of topical invention 

seldom acknowledge that there is a “logic” to making illogical appeals. Cronen’s (1973) 

model identifies several areas that link data to claims that are underdeveloped in topical 

systems. These areas include the management of external stimuli, such as how a televised 

speech manages the stage setting, dog-whistle language, such as how “small business 

owners” or “farmers” function as cues for an audience’s information selection, or 

memorable language, such as how to form a sound bite. These are psychological bases 

for potential linkages between data and claim. 

Reimagining Topics 

 Occasionally, an U.S. rhetorical studies scholar attempts to reimagine topical 

invention in its entirety. The following two authors are such scholars. McKeon (1973) 

draws topical invention into a historical singularity, pulling a range of figures from 

rhetorical and philosophical tradition into a single place and time. McKeon’s goal is to 

empower a criticism of topical invention as requiring innovation and talent. In an entirely 

different approach, Nothstine (1988) critiques the spatial metaphor in the naming of 

topical invention and suggests that topical invention serves better as an ontology of 

argument than heuristics for argument. Nothstine’s disapproval of the terminology and 

the ramifications that terminology has for topical invention is a predecessor of the post-

structural turn in U.S. rhetorical studies that follows 1988. 
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Creativity and the Commonplace, 1973 

 McKeon published a sweeping history of topical invention which he connected to 

creativity in 1973. McKeon’s history began with Cicero’s definition of topics as “seats” 

of arguments (p. 199). However, he connected Cicero’s topics to Cicero’s explanation of 

places, or rooms, in an imagined setting as a mnemonic device (pp. 199–208). This 

equivalency between two different uses of locus was presented side-by-side throughout 

the article but never amounts to a genuine merging of memory and invention. Although 

McKeon (1973) began with Cicero’s definition of topics, his history drew Cicero, 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Aristotle’s Physics, Quintilian, Ramus, Bacon, Leibniz, Descartes, 

and Vico into a coherent tradition, despite having acknowledged that these texts were not 

coexistent for much of history (pp. 199–205). This history served the purpose of 

describing how topical invention, or “heuristics,” has “fallen out of fashion” (p. 206). 

 McKeon’s (1973) main argument was that twentieth-century discussions of 

creativity were unaware of the way “creativity” has become a commonplace—McKeon 

played upon the ambiguity between “commonplace” as a trite rant and “commonplace” as 

a topic of argumentation (p. 206). Topical invention was, according to McKeon, more 

likely to be “remember[ed] as the paradoxes” between those who held that topical 

invention was a method useable in the art of rhetoric and those who held that the art of 

rhetoric relied upon talent above all else (p. 206). Creativity was an unresolved 

conceptual participant in these disputes: It encompassed the ideas of novelty and 

innovation that invention was supposed to have (p. 208). McKeon (1973) claimed “the 

commonplace of commonplaces is the place in which certainties of the familiar are 
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brought into contact with the transformation of innovation” (p. 208). Again, he was 

playing upon the ambiguity between different meanings of commonplace: 

Commonplaces, or topics, had in common the interaction between the familiar and 

innovation. This led to the paradox of topical invention that known methods cannot 

produce new knowledge:  

When reasons are brought to warrant a meaning, the meaning of the term becomes 

a variable adjusted to the variations of other terms in the formulation of the 

argument. When principles are sought to ground the argument, the meaning of the 

term becomes a function of the system, and the doctrine of creativity becomes a 

comfortable commonplace in an established universe. (p. 208) 

In contrast to the paradox of creativity, McKeon proposed looking at the history of 

creativity as an evolution of topics: Creativity began as a commonplace with some 

paradoxical relationship to innovation, “expanded to the commonplace ‘known-

unknown’” that “merge[d] the arts of invention and memory,” grew a metaphorical 

relationship to language as a “term-statement-argument-system,” and was “systemized in 

the creation of the commonplace ‘things-thoughts-actions-words’” (p. 209). Of these 

historical innovations in creativity as a topic, McKeon pointed to “known-unknown” as 

the typical understanding of creativity (p. 209). But, the take-away for McKeon was the 

way topical invention can be used as an interpretative tool to discover new data, methods, 

and thoughts for systemic organization (pp. 209–210). 

Topics as Ontological Metaphor in Contemporary Rhetorical Theory, 1988 

 Nothstine (1988) saw topics as a metaphor for place, and this metaphor was in 

need of reconsideration from a hermeneutical perspective. Nothstine’s argument was 
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premised on an etymological English understanding of the locational metaphor shared by 

the Greek word topos and the Latin word locus (pp. 152, 162). Nothstine, despite 

admitting that the premise was the English understanding, relayed a reading of Aristotle 

that considered the topic in invention and in memory as equivalent concepts: “Central to 

this research is the metaphor of place—locus—where ideas can be ‘stored,’ ‘retrieved,’ 

‘discovered,’ and so on” with “topos as a ‘place in which a thing is to be looked for in the 

memory’” (p. 152). Nevertheless, Nothstine’s (1988) claim was that “the ‘place’ 

metaphor has a cluster of commonplaces that is central to our traditional understanding of 

topical systems” (p. 153). And, paramount among these understandings was a Cartesian 

ontology, in which subject and object stand as a duality where objects have known, 

objective properties (p. 153). Thus, “a topos is a ‘place’ where an objectively-present line 

of argument, idea, or memory may be found, quite independent of any subjective 

intention toward it” (p. 154).  

 This Cartesian ontology of topics was, according to Nothstine (1988), 

disingenuous to rhetoric’s humanistic worldview. Rather, Nothstine grounds topics in a 

hermeneutical, subjective ontology, referring to Gadamer’s thoughts on interpretation, 

such that the subject positioning in topics is strongly stated (p. 159). Topical invention 

under this interpretive approach identified one’s habits of thought—they would represent 

“individual horizons” of reality, not the arguments that appeal to others’ worldviews (p. 

159). In this approach, topical invention could not be systematic because systems of 

topical invention relied upon the “division of situated subject from objective situation” 

(p. 161); however, the role of topics in criticism would be expanded since they 

characterized a “kind of rhetorical ‘signature’ or ‘thumbprint’” (pp. 159, 161). 
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Social Sciences and Cultural Studies 

 Social scientific work in U.S. rhetorical studies grows more popular after 1968, 

especially as the Speech Communication Association turns increasingly toward 

quantifiable research. The cultural studies side of the Speech Communication Association 

is also on the rise after 1968, especially given the social turmoil leading up to the 1965 

Voting Rights Act and the Vietnam War.  

These two fields produce interventions in topical invention between 1968 and 

1988. Black often criticizes the neo-Aristotelian approach of much of topical invention, 

but identifies a conservative American topic in 1970. King (1976) develops a descriptive 

set of topics used by a powerful group to maintain power in the face of social unrest or 

challenge. Yarnoff (1980) and DeBlois (1981) spar over using a Marxist reading of 

topical invention, and Burgoon and Hale (1984) develop a list of topics from qualitative 

and quantitative disciplines for understanding quantitative communication as a 

descriptive exercise. These approaches to topical invention struggle to identify a 

generative process—a way their topics can be used. 

The Second Persona, 1970 

 E. Black’s 1970 essay, “The second persona,” was critical of neo-Aristotelianism, 

yet it proposed a conservative topic: the inventory of perished civilizations. Black argued 

that the inventory of perished civilizations, a list of historical civilizations that have 

succumbed to some internal threat, was a “topos that goes a long way back into our 

history, and that has evidently been associated with a Rightist orientation for more than a 

century” (p. 115). Black’s analysis of the topic was based almost entirely upon the 

writing of historian Perry Miller, who identified it as “calling attention to how previous 
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empires had perished because they relied entirely upon the intellect, upon ‘Political 

Economy,’ and upon ‘false liberalism’” (p. 115). Black went on to discuss how this topic 

was essential to the metaphor of “the cancer of communism” (p. 113–119).  

 Black’s (1970) topic, the inventory of perished civilizations, followed the 

understanding that topics can identify an ethical perspective of the speaker. This was 

Black’s (1970) main point: The topic and its more recent metaphorical appearance in the 

cancer of communism identified the speaker as right-of-center in American politics (p. 

119). Black did not give the inventory of perished civilizations a full treatment as a topic. 

It seems the data would be a common understanding of historical civilizations, the 

linkage is something to do with a failure of ideology, and the claim is that the ideology of 

the linkage is bad for the audience because of the past events. Black (1970) offers nothing 

in terms of a source for finding the linkage—what ideology is appropriate or what 

civilizations serve as appropriate data. 

The Rhetoric of Power Maintenance, 1976 

 King found, in 1976, that a limited set of strategies were commonly used by 

powerful groups to maintain their power when challenged. King identified seven topics 

of power maintenance that are differentiated by when their use makes the best strategic 

sense (p. 128). Four of King’s topics are best used before the challenge to a powerful 

group becomes a dominant discourse while the remaining three are “for a graceful loss or 

the option to return and fight another day” (p. 134). I have provided these topics in Table 

16: 
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Table 16  

Topics of Power Maintenance 

Topic Definition Example Citation 
Topics for defeating a challenger to power 

Ridicule “Emergent groups are 
highly visible, and since 
they are doing things they 
have never done before thy 
are often very vulnerable to 
ridicule.” 

“The epithet ‘afro-
engineering,’ currently 
used in the South and 
Southwest to denote 
any piece of 
particularly shoddy 
improvisation.” 

pp. 128–
129 

Crying anarchy “Most people have a stake 
in the existing order and 
when one’s substance is 
being threatened there is an 
immediate loss of 
objectivity. To cry anarchy 
is to do more than brand the 
activities of the challengers 
as merely criminal and 
sinister.” 

“The ruling Federalists 
fought off the new 
Democratic-
Republicans of Thomas 
Jefferson by raising the 
spectre of anarchy.”  

p. 129 

Setting impossible 
standards 

“Whoever is able to define 
the terms of a conflict 
situation wins. A common 
application of this is 
controlling the rules of a 
game in a way that shuts out 
or intimidates interlopers.” 

“God gave Adam 
dominion over the 
earth by giving him the 
right to name the beasts 
of Eden. Socrates 
dominated his 
opponents at the 
moment they accepted 
his definitions.” 

p. 131 

Co-optation “When pressure becomes 
overwhelming it may still 
be possible to assimilate 
one’s rivals.” 

“Minorities know that 
institutionalization is a 
mixed blessing. 
Government programs, 
however inadequate, 
destroy the urgency of 
their rhetoric.” 

pp. 131–
132 

Topics for a defeated former powerful group 
Golden age 
strategy 

“Even in defeat old elites 
can contrive to gain an 
aesthetic victory. They may 
tell the story of the agony of 
their defeat in a poetically 

“The myth British 
cultural superiority and 
gross American 
materialism is a 
particularly effective 
piece of fantasy 

pp. 132–
133 



182 

 

tragic way that makes it 
sound like triumph.” 

revenge that allows 
former masters to be 
resigned to their lot.” 

Official betrayal 
alibi 

“It is flattering to believe 
that one’s group has been 
undermined by formidable 
enemies or sold out by 
one’s own people.” 

“During the 1950s 
many whites eagerly 
embraced the belief 
that the new black 
organizations were 
being led by white 
dissidents.” 

p. 133 

Rebirth and 
revenge 

“An ignominious fall, a 
humiliating present, and an 
apparently gloomy 
tomorrow can be endured 
cheerfully if the final 
outcome is right.” 

“The South will rise 
again.” 

p. 133 

    
Finally, according to King, these topics depended on “time, change, or the appearance of 

a special weakness” (p. 134).  

 King’s (1976) topics of power maintenance look at topical invention as a group 

heuristic. Apparently since these topics are created and deployed by a group, the penchant 

for topical invention to focus on an individual speaker’s choice of what argument to make 

from a given set of data is not present. So, the data for these topics is ill-defined as time, 

change, or opportunity. The group authorship of these topics still includes the group’s 

subjective position, particularly in regards to the group’s position in a particular power 

struggle. 

Contemporary Theories of Invention in the Rhetorical Tradition, 1980 

 Three approaches to invention—two of them topical—were the subject of 

Yarnoff’s criticism in 1980. The two topical systems were D’Angelo’s neo-Aristotelian 

approach and Young, Becker, and Pike’s tagmemic invention (p. 558). According to 

Yarnoff, D’Angelo’s neo-Aristotelian approach did not appreciate the role of the rhetor’s 

own norms, values, and beliefs in the way topics organize data—it’s worth pointing out 
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here that topical invention as having an influence on not only what data means but also 

what data is, is an innovation in the role of topical invention (p. 558). As for tagmemic 

invention, Yarnoff admitted that it does a better job of “incorporating a view of social 

constraints on thinking” but that it fails to account for the materiality of a rhetorical 

situation (p. 558). The end of the socio-economic myopia of these topical invention 

systems was to reinforce capitalistic society, and as Yarnoff put it, “the authors have 

ended up developing heuristics which serve the immediate needs of the economy, not 

those of the students” (p. 560). 

 Months later, DeBlois (1981) responded to Yarnoff’s (1980) article. DeBlois 

(1981) noted that Yarnoff’s criticism of topical invention was part of a certain tradition of 

thought in scholarship on invention: 

 His claims that “we invent according to what we already know, what we have 

been taught, what we experience, what we need to believe, and what our material 

conditions lead us to assume” echo Francis Bacon in The Advancement of 

Learning (1609): “This invention is no other but, out of the knowledge whereof 

our mind is already possessed, to draw forth … that which may be pertinent to the 

purpose.” (p. 419) 

DeBlois (1981) held Bacon as emblematic of a tradition of skepticism towards topical 

invention; under this mode of skepticism, topical invention had less to do with creation or 

innovation and more to do with memory. That is, DeBlois positioned Yarnoff as an 

ideological skeptic of topical invention whose own ideology would suggest that topical 

invention cannot help but discover material conditions. DeBlois (1981) went on to admit 

Yarnoff’s point regarding neo-Aristotelian topical invention but not Yarnoff’s argument 
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concerning tagmemic invention. Finally, DeBlois (1981) transitioned to critique the 

Marxist analysis of topical invention that Yarnoff (1980) employed, calling it “a subtle 

anti-intellectualism, or anti-idealism, running through out Yarnoff’s criticism of the three 

inventional systems” (DeBlois, 1981, p. 420).  

 The Marxist criticism of topical invention that Yarnoff (1981) used marks an 

opening for the criticism and generation of systems of topical invention. Topical 

invention has a reputation for being a philosophical or neo-classical approach to 

argumentation and pedagogy in rhetoric. And, that reputation makes the endeavor of 

topical invention seem heady and removed; however, that is the very reputation that 

Yarnoff (1981) picked up on and criticized for being so idea-focused that it ignored basic 

material reality (p. 558). Topical invention, then, became an object for a Marxist critique. 

 The response from DeBlois (1981) is surprisingly ad hominem given how much 

agreement the two share, but DeBlois suggests that there were contemporary traditions, 

plural, of topical invention. In other words, by characterizing Yarnoff as a Baconian in 

matters of topical invention, DeBlois’s response implies that contemporary scholars of 

rhetorical studies have ideological views of invention and that those ideological views 

change the way scholars perceive topical invention systems. 

The Fundamental Topoi of Relational Communication, 1984 

 In 1984, Burgoon and Hale reviewed diverse literature from anthropology, 

communication, psychology, and several other disciplines to develop a list of twelve 

topics for relational communication. Relational communication had traditionally relied 

upon a tripartite schema of affection, inclusion, and control (p. 210). Upon analyzing 

multiple disciplines’ approaches to the items of this traditional schema, Burgoon and Hale 
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arrived at a list of twelve topics that more accurately account for relational 

communication: “dominance-submission, emotional arousal, composure, similarity, 

formality, task-social orientation, and the subtexts of intimacy—affection-hostility, trust, 

depth-superficiality, inclusion-exclusion, and intensity of involvement” (p. 212). Burgoon 

and Hale argued these twelve topics would be beneficial for assessing relational 

communication. 

 Burgoon and Hale (1984) offer a barely identifiable set of topics. This set of 

topics is geared solely toward descriptive scientific work. And, since their proposal of 

these twelve characteristics has only the modicum of generative functions—being 

interpretative—it barely qualifies as a system of topical invention. If there were clear 

definitions or examples of the use of any of these terms, I would provide them in a chart, 

as in previous sets of topics. These topics may gesture at data, if only by virtue of their 

terminology conjuring metaphorical associations with data. They do not seem connected 

to any claims or conclusions, yet they have some clear connections to outcomes. Given 

the tangential presence of data and claim, their role as linkages is suspect. Finally, since 

they have no clear generative potential, it is difficult to imagine a source function for 

them as topics. All that being said, Burgoon and Hale’s twelve topics appear to merge 

verbal and non-verbal language fluidly, which—although based primarily on the 

associations that their jargon constructs without any clear definition—is an interesting 

development in topical invention. 

Pedagogy 

 Between 1968 and 1988, the field of composition is certainly interested in topical 

invention, and where social sciences and cultural studies develop only descriptive 
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discussions of topical invention, composition-oriented scholars develop only generative 

approaches to topical invention. Young, Becker, and Pike (1970) develop K. Pike’s 

linguistics theory into a method of topical invention for college composition courses. In 

1977, S. Wells disapproves of the growing complexity of topical invention intended for 

college composition, but Kneupper (1983) argues that Young, Becker, and Pike (1970) 

are not complex enough and adds a third dimension to their two dimensional chart of 

topics. Then, in 1985, Crusius proposes that each mode of discourse changes the nature 

of topical invention, suggesting that lists of topics change substantially depending on 

what the topics are aiming to do with an audience’s attention. The work of building 

complexity into topical invention and the attention to minute details of invention in 

composition speak to composition’s close attention to structure and argument between 

1968 and 1988.  

 The close attention that composition paid to structure and argument during this 

period is not without its share of scholarly disagreement. Famously in 1970 through 

1972, Janice Lauer and Ann Berthoff had a heated debate in articles and letters in College 

Composition and Communication. Lauer (1970) proposed that teachers of composition 

pay attention to psychology to understand how students’ process of invention 

incorporated logical and non-logical problem-solving. Berthoff (1971) responded by 

charging Lauer with making the field of composition the problem at hand and arguing 

that composition as problem-solving was too mechanical. The two exchanged letters 

(Lauer, 1972; Berthoff, 1972). This debate, while having little to do with topical 

invention itself, brings up the uncomfortable disciplinary politics surrounding topical 

invention: If topical invention becomes very mechanical, it shifts into psychology and 
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cognitive science, disciplines which parts of U.S. rhetorical studies want nothing to do 

with, and if topical invention becomes very holistic, it loses the guiding and structured 

form that makes it valuable as a generative practice.  

Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, 1970 

 Rhetoric: Discovery and Change written by Young, Becker, and Pike in 1970 has 

often been regarded as developing a system of topical invention (Kneupper, 1983; 

Winterowd, 1973). Young, Becker, and Pike phrased their system as a “heuristic 

procedure” (p. 126) which was aimed at “discovering a workable solution” (p. 120). The 

heuristic procedure was more likely to be useful on the way to discovering a solution: 

Young, Becker, and Pike positioned their heuristic procedure as a data gathering 

method—a way of interpreting the context of an issue—rather than as a system of topical 

invention for finding an argument. In their own words, the heuristic procedure, presented 

in Table 17 below, had three purposes in data gathering: 

1) It aids the investigator in retrieving relevant information that he has stored in 

his mind…. 

2) It draws attention to important information that the investigator does not 

possess but can acquire by direct observation, reading, experimentation, and so 

on. 

3) It prepares the investigator’s mind for the intuition of an ordering principle, or 

hypothesis. (p. 120) 

Note that the closest Young, Becker, and Pike thought their heuristic procedure came to 

topical invention was as a preparation for intuition, and even then, invention was 

mystified as “intuition.”  
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 Nevertheless, Young, Becker, and Pike’s (1970) heuristic procedure can work as a 

system of topical invention, and as a set of topics, it has some redeeming aspects.  

Table 17 

Topics of Heuristic Procedure 

 Contrast Variation Distribution 
Particle 1) View the unit as an 

isolated, static entity. 
 
What are its 
contrastive features, 
i.e., the features that 
differentiate it from 
similar things and 
serve to identify it? 

4) View the unit as a 
specific variant form of 
the concept, i.e., as one 
among a group of 
instances that illustrate 
the concept.  
 
What is the range of 
physical variation of the 
concept, i.e., how can 
instances vary without 
becoming something 
else? 

7) View the unit as 
part of a larger 
context. 
 
How is it 
appropriately or 
typically classified? 
What is the typical 
position in a temporal 
sequence? In space, 
i.e., in a scene or 
geographical array. In 
a system of classes? 

Wave 2) View the unit as a 
dynamic object or 
event. 
 
What physical features 
distinguish it from 
similar objects or 
events? In particular, 
what is its nucleus? 

5) View the unit as a 
dynamic process.  
 
How is it changing. 

8) View the unit as a 
part of a larger 
dynamic context. 
 
How does it interact 
with and merge into 
its environment? Are 
its borders clear-cut or 
indeterminate? 

Field 3) View the unit as an 
abstract, multi-
dimensional system. 
 
How are the 
components organized 
in relation to one 
another? … How are 
they related by class, 
in class systems, in 
temporal sequence, 
and in space? 

6) View the unit as a 
multidimensional 
physical system. 
 
How do particular 
instances of the system 
vary? 

9) View the unit as an 
abstract system within 
a larger system. 
 
What is its position in 
the larger system? 
What systemic 
features and 
components make it a 
part of the larger 
system? 
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Note. Adapted from Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (p. 127), by R. E. Young, A. L. 

Becker, & K. L. Pike, 1970, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers. 

Copyright 1970 by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc. 

This set of topics has a poorly delineated data set: Young, Becker, and Pike (1970) led us 

to believe these topics work for some but not all instances (p. 121), but there is no 

clarification on what makes a data set appropriate. The claims or conclusions these topics 

can lead to is similarly unclear: It seems appropriate for descriptive arguments with the 

abundance of “what is” and “how is” questions, but the emphasis on systemic thinking, 

relating an entity to another entity, directs the topics toward systems analysis, 

sociological, or comparative work. To put this another way, it is hard to imagine using 

these topics to determine arguments for defending or accusing Caelius Rufus in a court 

for murdering Dio. On the other hand, the linkage between the data and the claim is given 

clearly in the top and left columns: If one were to argue that a city-state needs a defense 

force on account of the presence of other city-states, the link between the data (a city-

state and a distribution of other city-states) and claim (the necessity of defense) would 

rely upon the distribution of city-states in a dynamic process—a wave distribution logic. 

And, the source for these topics is clear in the imperative instructions of how to interpret 

data. Having a clear source makes Young, Becker, and Pike’s (1970) set of topics 

imminently practical. Finally, although many systems of topical invention involve some 

interaction between multiple topics in a final conclusion, the Young, Becker, and Pike 

model of topical invention establishes the topics in a matrix of linkages. Each of the nine 

topics in Table 17 could be used independently, or their linkages, e.g., particle and 

contrast, could be separately used. However, their matrix form offers them more value in 
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coordination and suggests a clear claim-reason style, even if that claim (“the unit is”) and 

reason (“because the system is”) work for a limited set of rhetorical situations. 

Classroom Heuristics and Empiricism, 1977 

 In 1977, S. Wells entered into the debate over topical invention in the composition 

classroom by providing new terms for the analysis of invention for composition studies. 

Wells bemoaned the “hypertrophy,” the growing and excessive complexity, of 

contemporary topical invention (p. 467). This hypertrophy of topical invention is, 

according to Wells, to blame for the debate between Lauer (1970) and Berthoff (1971) 

because the expanding complexity of topical invention allowed Lauer (1970) to discuss it 

as sets of questions while Berthoff (1971) desired topical invention be organized around 

the ambiguity of language—as Wells (1977) put it, “the two poles of the argument never 

meet, never confront each other” (p. 468). Additionally, Wells (1977) offered the 

“ascesis,” the educational goal, of topical invention as a viable consideration for 

analyzing systems of topical invention (p. 467). The ascesis of topical invention, 

generally, was “to render the student well-disposed in his or her search” for an argument 

or statement (Wells, 1977, p. 467). The differences between various topical invention 

systems in the composition classroom could identify whether a system was driving at 

rational thought or ethical thought. 

Demystifying Classical Rhetoric, 1980 

 In 1980, Garver recommended that more light be shed on the value and usefulness 

of topical invention for teaching writing, but in this process, he suggests a profound idea 

for understanding systems of topical invention. In the process of relating an example of 

how a detective might make “rows and columns on a sheet of paper and, next to each 
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suspect, ask about his motive, means, and opportunity”—rehashing a Ciceronian formula 

that is similar to an Aristotelian one before it—Garver identified this process as a “device 

for organizing the data, seeing who is eliminated from suspicion, and seeing what further 

data need to be gathered” (p. 76). This suggests that topical invention is a two-way street: 

Data permit certain claims and not others, but claims organize, eliminate, and indicate the 

data. This makes the role of the linkage of a topic more significant in topical invention 

since the linkage affects not only the claim or conclusion but also the available data. 

Taking this a step further, topics—or, more specifically, their linkages—may be a 

mechanism for the social construction of reality that occurs before linguistic evidence, 

like claims, arguments, or discourse, even appear.  

A Modern Theory of Invention, 1983 

 C. W. Kneupper returned to tagmemic invention in 1983 to propose what he 

considered a three-dimensional structure for systematizing tagmemic invention. I have 

adapted this system in Figure 3 below. The unit, unit as system, and unit in system fields 

functioned similarly to Young, Becker, and Pike’s (1970) particle, wave, and field 

(Kneupper, 1983, p. 43). Kneupper (1983) simplified one axis from the earlier model to 

contain only contrast and comparison, and he added a dimension, static v. process, which 

was not present in the earlier model. The new static/process dimension accounted for 

“one major language use error—that is, the tendency of language to lend itself to a static 

view of a process reality” (Kneupper, 1983, pp. 44–45). In other words, the static side of 

the heuristic drove at topics of definition: What is the state of something, and what is it? 

Meanwhile, the process side drove at topics of change or past and future circumstances: 

What will the state be, and how did it arrive at its current state? Ultimately, Kneupper 
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(1983) claimed that this approach to tagmemic rhetoric is adequate for developing a 

supply of claims and data that required a series of limiting, logical tests to winnow down. 

 

Figure 3. Kneupper’s Three-Dimensional Tagmemic System of Topics. Adapted from “A 

modern theory of invention” by C. W. Kneupper, Communication Education, 32(1), p. 44. 

Copyright 1983 by Taylor & Francis. 
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Thinking (and Rethinking) Kinneavy, 1985 

 In 1985, Crusius reported on how freshman English classes at Texas A&M 

University used James Kinneavy’s composition theory with particular attention given to 

the role of topical invention in Kinneavy’s theory. In Kinneavy’s theory, discourse had 

aims, intended functional purposes, and modes, the ways in which texts answer what they 

were “about” (pp. 120, 122, 125). Topical invention existed in three schema under these 

aims and modes:  

The first group is aim or sub-aim specific; the second modal in nature; the third is 

clearly related neither to aims nor modes, but in some cases at least, it is capable 

of systematic relation to one or the other. (p. 126) 

Crusius identified Aristotle’s topics with the first group, the aim/ sub-aim specific 

schema, because they were directed at the aim of persuasion, and Aristotle’s topics could 

serve as a model for developing topical systems for other aims or sub-aims (p. 126). The 

same topics could work under other aims; however, according to Crusius, the “‘place’ 

differs according to the aim in which it is employed” (p. 126). To clarify this statement, 

Crusius pointed out how differently the topic of definition worked in public persuasion 

compared to private self-expression (pp. 126–127). Young, Becker, and Pike’s tagmemic 

invention was Crusius’s example for a topical system that was modal in nature: The 

“particle leads to description and classification, so wave would produce content for the 

narrational mode, for reality viewed as becoming” (p. 127). Finally, Crusius identified 

Burke’s dramatistic pentad as a potential member of the third schema of topical systems 

that works for neither aims nor modes although topics developed from the pentad would 

“guide inquiry … in the natural channels of the modes” (pp. 128–129). 
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 Crusius’s (1985) thoughts on topical invention within Kinneavy’s theory of 

discourse supply an additional potential classification dynamic to topical invention. 

While topics may function in aims, modes, or both, the nature of the topic changes 

depending on its aim or mode, according to Crusius (1985). This may be a helpful 

method for considering how the term “appropriate” changes when we consider 

appropriate data, linkages, and claims or conclusions for which topics serve as sources. 

Classical Topical Invention 

 A lion’s share of the confusion over the terminology of topical invention from 

ancient rhetoric can be found in scholarship published between 1968 and 1988, and 

differentiating things that happened near Athens from things that happened in Rome 

seems to be particularly difficult in spite of the language barrier. Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca (1969/2008) treated loci communes, the Latin term for commonplaces used by 

Cicero and Quintilian, as an invention of Aristotle, anachronistically applying Roman 

terminology to an earlier Greek theory (p. 83). Despite this failure of terminology, 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca wrote a brief but accurate historical narrative of the 

development of topical invention, assuming we pardon them for making the tradition 

seem more coherent than any evidence shows. Along the same lines, Garver (1980) 

represented the classical tradition, from topos to locus to “commonplace,” as a coherent 

evolution of topical invention, ultimately relying heavily on Ciceronian and Aristotelian 

topics—the two writers who likely had not read each other’s work—for examples. 

Anderson (1970) briefly gestured to Aristotelian topics and equated them with 

Quintilian’s “commonplaces” in an article about the commonplaces, the frequently 

repeated, canned arguments, of science journalism (p. 360)—although the frequently 
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repeated arguments are called “commonplaces” by Quintilian and Cicero and Aristotle 

had little to nothing to do with them. Nothstine (1988) demolishes any cultural or 

conceptual differences between Greek and Roman topical invention. Finally, Nothstine 

(1988) captures all of these various temporally, culturally, and linguistically diverse 

understandings of topical invention with the word “commonplaces,” itself a common 

translation for only a limited set of topical invention (p. 153). It is very easy to imagine 

Greece and Rome as one coherent period, but they were two places and empires 

separated by language, culture, and time.  

 Another frequent sticking point in treatments of ancient Greek and Latin topical 

invention is figuring out just who’s going hunting anyway. In the course of rehashing 

much of his previous work on Vico (Bevilacqua, 1969) as a competition between the 

topical invention of Bacon and Vico, V. M. Bevilacqua (1983) explains the “inventional 

‘hunting ground’” as one of Aristotle’s ideas (p. 11) even though it is Quintilian’s 

metaphor. And, Nothstine (1988) repeats Cooper’s (Aristotle, trans. 1932) confusion 

between Aristotle’s discussion of topics and Quintilian’s hunting metaphor for topics (p. 

152). The hunting metaphor is Quintilian’s invention, pun intended, while Cicero opts for 

a metaphor of topics being sedes, or “thrones (of a region)” or “seats,” of an argument 

and Aristotle offers no metaphorical explanation. 

The confusion between topical invention and mnemonic places comes to a head 

and is recalled between 1968 and 1988. Similarly, Nothstine (1988) excuses his own 

confusion between imagined, mnemonic places and inventional topics by asking the 

reader to “notice that [his] argument does not rely upon a philological critique of ancient 

texts” (p. 162), which seems like brazenly claiming the rules do not apply. McKeon 
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(1973) regards the Ciceronian use of locus to refer to topics as equivalent to the use of 

locus to refer to the mnemonic device of associating a subject with an imagined place in a 

room or building for remembering the order of subjects in a speech—while this gesture 

had been made before during the Enlightenment, McKeon may be the one to cement the 

confusion between invention and memory as lying in the discussion of topical invention.  

Still, some portrayals between 1968 and 1988 of ancient Greek and Latin writings 

on topical invention are accurate. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969) considered loci 

as “headings under which arguments can be classified” which treats topics as categorical 

schema rather than practical methods for invention, and they connected this to the 

Ciceronian idea of topics as “storehouses for arguments” (p. 83). This betrays a 

preference for the treatment of topics in later writings by Cicero, but it is fair to those 

writings. Hill (1972) deployed Aristotelian topics without confusion in an analysis of an 

address by President Nixon urging Americans to ignore protests against the Vietnam War. 

Marble (1986) put stasis theory, Cicero’s questions of fact, definition, and quality, in a 

sequential order with topics such that students should first determine the stasis then 

deploy topical invention—this is largely fair to Cicero’s procedure in his early writings. 

Thus, it is possible to accurately translate and apply ancient Greek and Latin ideas of 

topical invention. 

Topical Invention, 1968 to 1988 

1968 to 1988 is the peak of interest in topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies. 

The rhetorical situation debate that began in Philosophy & Rhetoric brought renewed 

attention to topical invention and a powerful statement on the potential role of topics. 

Argumentation theorists in the U.S. rhetorical studies community were profoundly 
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influential on how topical invention was treated in the community, and The New Rhetoric 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/2008) and Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (Young, 

Becker, & Pike, 1970) capture attention for topical invention from diverse sectors of the 

U.S. rhetorical studies community, especially English composition teachers and 

classicists.  

The early rhetorical situation debate between Bitzer (1968), Vatz (1973), and 

Consigny (1974) affected topical invention as much as it did the rest of rhetoric. For 

topical invention, Bitzer's (1968) rhetorical situation makes data naively real, controlling 

of topics, and inflexible; Vatz's (1973) rhetorical situation makes data flexible and repond 

to topics; and Consigny (1974) positions topics as the mediators between naive reality 

and socially constructed reality. And, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) create 

a system of topics that treats both of these understandings of reality separately but 

equally.  

Some scholars reviewed outside fields for topical invention. Thus, Bevilacqua 

(1969) finds evidence of topical invention theory outside the traditional haunts of rhetoric 

in musicology and painting. Bevilacqua (1972) takes Vico's topical invention to be a 

counterpoint to Cartesian science. Quandahl (1986) turns Aristotelian topical invention 

into topical interpretation. 

Others take revolutionary approaches to topical invention within this period as 

well: Most notably the reimagining of topics by McKeon (1973) and the introduction of 

cultural studies into the topical invention discussion by Black (1970) open topical 

invention as a field viable for interdisciplinary research.  
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Still others make returns to prior work, perhaps because the field of rhetorical 

studies had newly founded institutional structures. Cronen (1973) returns to Toulmin's 

(1958) model of argumentation to critique it for not allowing humans as irrational 

creatures understood psychologically. Kneupper (1983) returns to Young, Becker, and 

Pike (1970) to add complexity. Young, Becker, and Pike (1970) are themselves a return to 

tagmemics in the way English (1964) proposed them. 

Positioning topical invention and charting a future for theoretical developments in 

topical invention becomes a more common during this period. Miller (1987) and Wallace 

(1972) work to police the rhetorical futures of topical invention: Miller (1987) 

encourages rhetoricians to focus on material topics, and Wallace (1972) embraces 

material and formal topics as equal participants in systems of topics. The debate over 

positioning topical invention reaches a fevered pitch with the public debate between 

Lauer and Berthoff in the early 1970s. After which, Wells (1977) blames the complexity 

of topical invention for creating conditions for such a fierce public debate.  

The height of topical invention in the last 100 years is the period following the 

professional society and scholarly publication industry shake-up in 1968. But, the popular 

appeal of topical invention among scholars of U.S. rhetorical studies drastically shifted 

following 1988. 
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From 1989 to 2014: Deconstruction and Reinvention 

 U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship in 1989 to 2014 reflects the growing 

interconnections between rhetorical studies in English departments and rhetorical studies 

in Communication departments. Although these departments’ identities remain distinct, 

U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship does not reflect that distinction. History, pedagogy, 

criticism, and post-structural theory cross these departmental identities, and 

considerations of topical invention during this period are no longer easily classified by 

whether a scholar is a classicist, a teacher of English composition, or a psychologist. 

 This chapter begins with the effect post-structural theories of language have on 

topical invention because U.S. rhetorical studies scholars change topical invention 

significantly to adapt it to the rise of post-structural theory in America. Historical 

rediscoveries of topical invention occupy the second section. The third section, 

Pedagogy, presents the continued interest in topical invention in composition and 

education. Rhetorical Criticism, the fourth section, presents the new topics and systems 

of topics presented and analyzed through criticism, a field that grows considerably after 

1988. The fifth section, Comparative Histories, demonstrates the relatively rare practice 

of comparing discrete systems of topics. The chapter concludes with the way the 

technical vocabulary of topical invention often loses its meaning following 1988 and how 

ancient rhetoric’s theories of topical invention continue to be reintroduced. 

Post-Structuralism v. Topical Invention 

 Following 1988, post-structural language theory begins to gain popularity in U.S. 

rhetorical studies. In 1988, Derrida’s Limited, Inc. was published in full by Northwestern 

University. The publication of Limited, Inc. in 1988 was the last in a series of 
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publications and exchanges between Jacques Derrida and John R. Searle that started in 

English translation eleven years earlier. Around the same time, Donald Davidson’s post-

structural semiotics becomes popular again after a series of secondary texts explaining 

Davidson’s philosophy in the mid- to late- 1980s. Post-structuralism is on the rise, and 

perhaps more importantly to rhetoric, the speech-act theory popularized by Austin and 

Searle is on its way out. 

 Without a speech-act as a meaningful model for communication, topical invention 

makes little sense: If there is no connection between language and meaning, a speaker’s 

inventional choices have nothing to do with persuasion. This leads some scholars, like 

Kent (1989), to abandon topical invention all together, yet others, like Yarbrough (2000, 

2004), attempt to create new ways for topical invention to fit into a post-structural 

paradigm of language in which language has no consistent structure connecting words to 

meaning. And some, like Muckelbauer (2008), find that articulating invention within a 

new paradigm makes for a drastic but serviceable future for topical invention. One thing 

is for certain in these post-structural attempts to handle topical invention in the 

scholarship of U.S. rhetorical studies: Prior methods of inventing discourse are no longer 

philosophically good enough. Finally, post-structuralism is not universally adopted by 

U.S. rhetorical studies, and the texts in this section indicate its wide influence on 

theoretical scholarship following 1988. 

Beyond System: The Rhetoric of Paralogy, 1989 

 In 1989, T. Kent identified an inconsistency in rhetorical studies scholarship 

based on the competing visions of language where Platonic/Aristotelian language was 

opposed to the post-structural idea of language proposed by Donald Davidson and 
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Jacques Derrida. The Platonic/Aristotelian idea of language, identified by Kent most 

recently with Immanuel Kant’s philosophy of language, held that language has a 

“conventional dimension” based upon the “logico-mental categories shared by language 

users” (pp. 496–497). These conventions could be any foundational structure that all 

language users share, such as Aristotle’s enthymeme, Ramus’s dialectic, or Jakobson’s 

metaphor (p. 496). These foundational structures permitted the “systemic” understanding 

of rhetoric which “treats discourse production and discourse analysis as codifiable 

processes” (p. 492). 

 These conventional foundations were questioned, according to Kent (1989), by 

Davidson and Derrida who held that language had—rather than a systemic logic—a 

nonsystemic paralogy, an anti-logical or contradictive meaning that cannot have been 

systematized (pp. 497–498). For both Davidson and Derrida, language had only an 

arbitrary relationship between words and their meaning; thus, language could have no 

logical structure, only repetitive use that does not amount to conventional use (p. 498). 

Thus, “we certainly share some conditions of a common interpretive method or at least 

those minimal conditions [of being able to speak and hear, etc.], but regularity can only 

mean recurrence over time … not simply agreement at a specific moment” (p. 501). 

 Kent (1989) leveled the arguments of Davidson and Derrida against systemic 

understandings of rhetoric. Thus, Aristotelian rhetoric did not “account for the effects 

produced by language” because words and their meaning were only arbitrarily linked. 

And, a codified or systematized rhetoric could not exist because the structure that 

permitted those logical or mental relationships was not present in language. And finally, 

rhetorical analysis could not function because no structure in language was present to 
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analyze (p. 504). This meant, for Kent (1989) that rhetoric and discourse analysis 

required a reinvention that did not rely on a structure shared by language users (p. 505). 

 Kent’s (1989) conclusions for systemic rhetoric are directly opposed to topical 

invention. Without a structure which has a logic or a similar pattern that exists as a 

mental process or convention for a large group of people, language and processes 

mediated by language cannot fit into coherent topics. This has the effect of denying the 

existence of a linkage between data and the claims or conclusions people make from data. 

If our experience or reality or perspective cannot be linked to the claims or conclusions, 

the things we say about it, topical invention becomes a fiction that we like or find 

convenient to tell ourselves, not a productive tool for our rhetorical art and knowledge. 

The Love of Invention, 2000 

 S. R. Yarbrough (2000) set out to reclaim topical invention from the distress that 

post-structural language theories put it under. Yarbrough stated the problem: “To many 

postmodernists, little we do can improve and nothing can ensure our chances of knowing 

the world except by the terms with which we already know the world” (p. 30). However, 

as a self-described postmodernist himself, Yarbrough doubted “very much if discursive 

change relies as heavily upon contingency as many of my fellow postmodernists insist” 

(p. 30).  

 Yarbrough’s (2000) intervention in the neglect of invention in postmodern theory 

argued that topical invention happens at multiple scales in post-structural language 

theory. At the most basic level of the relationship between words as reality, Yarbrough 

argued that the audience member—not the rhetor—must make signs coherent with other 

signs and the things they signify, and this creation of meaning on the audience’s part used 
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topical invention. The methods that an audience member used to make a rhetor’s speech 

meaningful were “understood as topoi, or known strategies for making true sense of 

utterances that seem on first hearing false or incoherent” (p. 39). These strategies were, at 

a higher level, based upon notions of charity that governed the requirement that an 

audience member assumed the rhetor attempted to be truthful (p. 44). And, at another 

level, invention dealt with the audience member’s capacity to appreciate how “others’ 

beliefs are something we need in order to change ourselves—in order to alter our 

discursive habits to accommodate those conditions…we could not know were…affecting 

our lives” (p. 45). 

 This reclamation of the role of topical invention in rhetoric in light of post-

structural theories of language by Yarbrough (2000) positions topical invention as a 

faculty of the audience, particularly the individual audience member. Theoretically, 

redefining topics as strategies for meaning-making on the part of the audience makes 

sense for avoiding the deletion of topical invention under post-structural language theory. 

However, it removes topical invention from being generalizable or teachable: If topics 

represent idiosyncratic strategies of interpretation, they cannot be taught in composition 

classrooms or representative of the audience-at-large. Furthermore, topical invention 

treated this way has a source, the rhetor’s word choice, and a claim or conclusion, the 

meaning-making understood by an individual audience member, but no discoverable 

linkage—for the structure linking signs and meaning is idiosyncratic—or data—because 

the rhetor’s language is a reflection of the rhetor’s experience of data, not the audience’s 

experience of that data.  
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Passing Theories through Topical Heuristics, 2004 

 In 2004, Yarbrough returned to the task of adapting topical invention to post-

structural language theory; however, this intervention paired Donald Davidson’s post-

structural language theory with Aristotelian topical invention. Yarbrough located topical 

inventions in Davidson’s rule that successful speech required each speaker to know the 

semantic “role” and “consequences” of a finite set of words and expressions, which 

necessitated “’systematic relations between the meanings of utterances’ (436)” 

(Davidson, qtd. in Yarbrough, 2004, p. 73). The trouble of understanding a speaker was 

an inferential process of identifying the systemic relations the speaker used, and this 

inferential process was where Yarbrough inserted topical invention (p. 76). Yarbrough 

explained this more clearly: 

Davidson explains that interaction requires “three similarity patterns”: the first 

person must notice some similarity between the object in question (say, a chair) 

and other objects (other chairs); the second person must notice the same 

similarities; and each person must notice a similarity between the other's 

responses to the object and her own responses to it. (p. 84) 

These similarity patterns were where Yarbrough located the role of topical invention in a 

cooperative task of invention that was meaning-making.  

 By giving topical invention a foundational role in semiotics and language theory, 

Yarbrough changes the role of topical invention drastically from a traditionally rhetorical 

role to a traditionally grammatical role. If topics are patterns governing the relationship 

between words and their referents, the data of topics become objective reality while 

claims and conclusions become individual words—a structure that is not supported by the 
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Aristotelian topical invention that it relies upon because the Aristotelian structure for 

topical invention places the onus of the claim or conclusion on the enthymeme, a short, 

typically grammatical sentence.  

The Future of Invention, 2008 

 The Future of Invention: Rhetoric, Postmodernism, and the Problem of Change 

was J. Muckelbauer’s 2008 reinvention of topical invention under a Deleuzian paradigm 

of language-as-change. As Muckelbauer tackled it, language-as-change meant that 

“change” was the dominant activity of communication; for example, two interlocutors 

might have held competing binary positions, but the positions themselves mattered far 

less than the “movement of negation” through which power actively shifted between the 

interlocutors. Muckelbauer attempted to salvage topical invention as a generative process 

within this theoretical paradigm by returning to the Greek word topos (pp. 130–131). 

Topos, “place” in Greek, needed to be an action to be functional under Muckelbauer’s 

focus on change, and in the figurative use of topos by Aristotle, Muckelbauer argued that 

“Aristotle indicates that place is the immanent demarcating force itself”—the act of 

circumscribing meaning (p. 131). Topos’s role in circumscribing meaning was not from 

the topographical logic of topos itself but rather emanated from its close connection and 

responsiveness to bodies and things (pp. 131–133). Under Muckelbauer’s redefinition of 

topos, topical invention became a process of “positive con-fusion” that was particular to 

each individual in each situation (p. 138). 

 Muckelbauer’s (2008) re-imagining of topical invention as positive con-fusion 

represents a Faustian bargain between U.S. rhetorical studies and the rhetorical turn in 

Continental philosophy. By making topical invention idiosyncratic and radically material, 
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Muckelbauer has made topical invention unknowable, even impractical. More than that, 

topics under this definition of topical invention are just data: Topics are idiosyncratically 

immanent of real, material bodies. This shifts topics from being a traditional approach to 

a part of rhetoric’s disciplinary contribution to epistemology—invention—to being a part 

of a flat ontology. Muckelbauer’s future of invention has no inventing, only being. 

Rediscovery 

 Historians are still at work from 1989 until now to rediscover useful methods of 

topical invention. The objects of analysis from 1989 until now are predominantly ancient 

Greek and Latin sources although Giambattista Vico remains among them. 

Ever since Cicero’s early work, De Inventione, stasis theory has been a close 

companion to Ciceronian systems of topics. Stasis theory is the ancient rhetoric practice 

of determining what the heart of a disagreement is about and then developing speech 

from that central disagreement. As a Ciceronian idea, stasis theory traditionally works in 

a court of law: It espouses that a defense attorney should discuss the primary concerns 

underlying the logic of a debate, such as debating whether the defendant was at the crime 

scene rather than addressing in turn each charge against the defendant. Topical invention 

could then be used after determining what the heart of the matter was. In 1989, D. J. Ochs 

presents stasis theory itself as topical invention and demonstrates a set of topics that 

determine the issue at hand and develop propositions appropriate to it, and Sloane (1989) 

argues stasis theory is topical invention but provides no set of topics. 

 Gorgias sees new attention from historians, and Giambattista Vico’s humanist 

invention is rehashed again. In the case of Gorgias, McComiskey (1997) argues that 

Gorgias’s fragments demonstrate Aristotelian topical invention, which begs the question 
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that Aristotle’s rhetoric is a descriptive work listing topics in the wild as written by 

prominent speakers. Vico’s method of invention is sallied forth by Williams and Enos 

(2002) who praise it for merging metaphor and topical invention. 

Cicero and Philosophic Inventio, 1989 

 In 1989, D. J. Ochs argued that Cicero’s stasis theory was a philosophical topical 

invention that encompassed his topical invention for topics of person and act. The stasis 

theory approach to topical invention operated for developing the wisdom of an argument 

while Cicero’s other systems of topics, outlined in Chapter 3, were directed at the 

eloquence of an argument (p. 227). This consideration of stasis theory as topical 

invention is presented in Table 18. 

Table 18  

Stasis Theory as Topical Invention 

Speculative inquiry, which includes “the study and understanding of an arguable 
question or a principle of behavior” (p. 219). 
Situation Topic Heuristic questions Citation 
Propositions for 
securing 
understanding or 
knowledge 

Inference 
(conjecture) 

a. What actually exists? 
b. What is the origin of the 

concept? 
c. What is the cause and 

purpose of a concept? 
d. Can a concept change? 
e. Are certain results 

possible? 
f. How is a particular result 

produced? 

p. 220 

Definition a. What is the generally held 
view or definition of the 
concept? 

b. What are the special 
features of the concept? 

c. How might the concept be 
divided? 
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d. How is the concept the 
same or different from 
other related concepts? 

e. How might the concept be 
described and 
distinguished in relation to 
others of its class? 

Deduction a. In instances where the 
inquiry hinges on the effect 
of a single concept: 

1) Whether the effects are 
something to be desired 
or avoided? 

2) Whether the effects are 
equitable or inequitable? 

3) Whether the effects are 
honorable or 
dishonorable? 

b. In instances where the 
inquiry hinges on a 
comparison or choice 
between two concepts: 

1) Whether the concepts are 
the same or different? 

2) Which of the two 
concepts is preferable? 

 

Propositions for 
securing guidelines 
or principles for 
conduct 

Moral obligation a. Is the contemplated action 
morally right or wrong in 
terms of prudence, justice, 
fortitude, and temperance? 

b. If one must choose 
between two morally right 
actions, which is more in 
accord with wisdom? 

c. Is it expedient? 
d. If one must choose 

between two expedient 
actions, whether the 
advantages are external or 
internal? 

e. In cases where the morally 
right conflicts with the 
expedient, one must ask 
whether the conflict is 
apparent or real 

p. 221 
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Affecting emotion a. Is death an evil, a blessing, 
or a release from misery? 

b. Is pain something to endure 
or escape? 

c. Is sorrow capable of being 
controlled by the 
imagination? 

d. Are delight, desire, 
distress, and fear either 
natural or necessary? 

e. To what extent can a 
virtuous life produce 
happiness? 

p. 221 

“Producing pleasure, anticipating the future, or arguing a past fact deal with specific 
persons, times, and places… : … One can readily supply the usual apparatus of 
rhetorical invention used in the epideictic, deliberative, and judicial genres” (p. 221). 
Ochs (1989) gave no indication what “the usual apparatus” was. 
 

Note. Adapted from “Cicero and Philosophic Inventio” by D. J. Ochs, 1989, Rhetoric 

Society Quarterly, 19(3). Copyright 1989 by Taylor and Francis. 

 Ochs’s (1989) system of topics from Cicero’s stasis theory offers topics that 

combine the rhetorical situation with the claim or conclusion. At the higher levels of this 

system, for instance the propositions for securing guidelines and category of speculative 

inquiry, this system of topics makes the claim or conclusion germane to the rhetorical 

situation. That is, the rhetorical situation designates what claims or conclusions are 

appropriate. At the lower levels of this system, that is, the heuristic questions, the 

rhetorical situation informs responses to the questions without making the questions 

mechanical—Ochs (1989) admitted the display of the topical system makes it appear 

more mechanical than its actual use, which was demonstrated by his analysis of Cicero’s 

de Amicitia (p. 219, 227). 

Reinventing Invention, 1989 
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 T. O. Sloane reflected on the value of Ciceronian invention in 1989 after the 

conclusions made by the National Development Project on Rhetoric, a two part 

conference on the direction of rhetorical studies scholarship for years to come. Sloane’s 

main argument was that the National Development Project on Rhetoric left redeemable 

aspects of Classical era invention behind, or as he put it in a particularly artistic 

reference, the Project’s response to the Classical era “was to place our phasers on ‘stun’ 

and aim them toward the past” (p. 464). One particular redeemable theory of the Classical 

era, Sloane found, was Cicero’s stasis theory which operated as a method of topical 

invention. Sloane’s concern was that this method of topical invention had been divorced 

from its modus operandi when it was “revived” in composition in the 1960s (p. 467). The 

modus operandi that Sloane desired for stasis theory-cum-topical invention was the 

adoption of multiple perspectives for the inventional process (p. 467). He called this the 

“pro and con argumentation” of Ciceronian invention; thus, students “must by taught to 

debate both sides of the question” of topical invention. 

 Sloane (1989) reclaims Ciceronian stasis theory as topical invention but does not 

offer insights on the topical system itself. Rather, Sloane’s contribution is that it matters 

how one uses topical invention as much as what the topical invention system is. 

Gorgias and the Art of Rhetoric, 1997 

 In 1997, McComiskey discovered evidence of topical invention in Gorgias’s 

fragments. McComiskey found Aristotelian topical invention in Gorgias’s Palamedes 

fragments (p. 21) despite Palamedes being published roughly a hundred years before 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric (p. 18). For example, Aristotle’s “past fact” topic expected 

something to have happened if something less likely happened, and Gorgias suggested 
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that “it is most likely that Palamedes would have been detected” re-entering a military 

camp after committing treason—but he was not detected so it is “not probable that the act 

of treason was committed at all” (p. 18). Or, as another example, McComiskey pointed to 

how Gorgias’s explanation of motive required “potential advantage”—the same 

definition offered by Aristotle (pp. 18–19). Examples such as these led McComiskey to 

argue that “Platonic treatments of the sophists in general” overlooked the complex techne 

that sophists, like Gorgias, exhibited without expanding upon their practice in a 

theoretical way (pp. 21–22). 

Vico’s Triangular Invention, 2002 

 Williams and Enos (2002) returned to Vico to locate topical invention as a 

tripartite approach to invention. Triangular invention used the “interlocking faculties of 

imagination, perception, and memory” to help “rhetors develop eloquence and discover 

some of the probabilities in life” (p. 196). Under triangular invention, topical invention 

required perceiving “the connections among topics located far apart,” recalling “how 

these issues may relate with previous experiences”, and imagining “new arrangements 

among the elements” (p. 200). Additionally, Williams and Enos argued that topics were 

developed alongside tropes: Ancient people “imagined the unknown in terms of the 

known, perceiving relations of species and genus, container and contained” (p. 203). 

However, that close relationship occurred in one developmental direction for Williams 

and Enos: Tropes and their spatial and analogical processes informed topical invention, 

but topical invention did not inform tropes (pp. 205–206).  

 Williams and Enos (2002) position Vico’s triangular invention as a compromise 

between Classical topical invention—in which topical invention is a perceptive faculty—
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and the perceived dismissal of topical invention by Enlightenment thinkers—in which 

topical invention is imagination or merely memory. As a compromise, triangular 

invention’s treatment of topical invention is notable for establishing the spatial logic of 

many tropes, such as metaphors and synecdoches, as “poetic logics” (Willaims & Enos, 

2002, p. 203) that restructure data for topical invention, thereby making unknowable data 

knowable. In this way, data are amenable to change for the sake of topics, particularly 

those that mimic the same spatial logic that transformed the data. Unfortunately, 

Williams and Enos offer little in the way of a grounded investigation in what this means 

for practicing Vico’s topics, much less practicing any other topical system that could 

accommodate a triangular invention model. 

Pedagogy 

 Topical invention finds a small but sustained interest from composition scholars 

from 1989 to the present time; however, topical invention is as challenged by 

composition as much as it is promoted for composition. Jost (1991) finds that topical 

invention makes a valuable contribution to liberal education as an expansive education in 

critical thinking. Olsen, Weber, and Trimble (2002) use topical invention as a way to 

consider the knowledge students obtain in their degree program. And, using his personal 

experience, Leff (2006) explains the disconnect between his earlier work in topical 

invention and the current educational focus of the U.S. rhetorical studies community. 

Topical invention in this scholarship is alive, but the need for students to learn topical 

invention seems to be questionable to or questioned by scholars in the U.S. rhetorical 

studies community who work in pedagogy and composition. 

Teaching the Topics: Character, Rhetoric, and Liberal Education, 1991 
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 “Teaching the Topics: Character, Rhetoric, and Liberal Education” by Jost (1991) 

considered Wayne C. Booth’s academic career as both a laudable contribution to U.S. 

rhetorical studies scholarship and an ironic record of multiple personalities striving 

toward a singular appreciation of liberal education. In that struggle for a renewed liberal 

education, Jost singled out Booth’s discussion of invention as a step forward for 

rhetorical invention. Rhetorical invention had, according to Jost, been concerned with 

topical invention, where topics “are ‘places’ the rhetor turns to—or less metaphorically—

are ideas, terms, formulas, phrases, propositions, argument-forms and so on that the 

rhetor turns to in order to discover what to say on a given matter” (p. 3). Reigning this 

expansive definition in, Jost added that topics that were “determinate formulas,” such as 

“memorized or prefabricated passages,” were not part of rhetorical invention. Instead, 

Jost focused on topics that were “indeterminate verbal resources” that could invent 

arguments without determining, a priori, the argument (pp. 3–4). Indeterminate topics 

could be further divided, according to Jost, into formal and material topics.  

Material topics occupied most of Jost’s (1991) interest; he identified several 

forms of material topics: “general substantive headings or categories of knowledge,” 

“substantive concepts,” negotiable “verbal structures,” “propositions used as major 

premises in arguments,” and “background information” that could be used “to generate 

arguments of various sorts based on such information” (pp. 4–5). On material topics, Jost 

(1991) agreed with Miller (1987) that material topics, special topics in particular, had not 

received enough attention in U.S. rhetorical studies (p. 6). This was the main crux of 

Jost’s (1991) argument: Material topics needed a reinvention (p. 6). 
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Material topics were best considered inductively as developing from or equivalent 

to metaphor (Jost, 1991, p. 9). Booth’s metaphor of irony reconstituted “what had been 

considered a mere trope and turn it into a topic” (p. 9). This statement about irony was an 

example establishing a rule fitting of all metaphors: The material topic  

requires that we “dwell” in its implications about dwelling, inhabiting “places” 

which we find livable or not, comfortable or not, true or not, so that if we come to 

accept this place as acceptable, our world (and its inhabitants) is reconstructed as 

a place. (p. 9) 

Thus, Jost (1991) argued that material topics, at the most basic level, included metaphor. 

And, by including metaphor as a material topic, topical invention accounted for the 

complexity of reality and the specialized knowledges of specific disciplines, such as the 

rhetoric of sciences (pp. 13, 15). This understanding of topical invention enabled a liberal 

education that partook in the special knowledge of many disciplines, but “lest the infinite 

range of special topics … create[d] a crisis of coherence for the rhetorician,” liberal 

education orbited around the centered knowledge of rhetorical, topical invention (p. 16). 

Cornerstones and Capstones, 2002 

 Three professors at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington, R. K. Olsen, 

D. E. Weber, and F. P. Trimble, conducted a case study of their communication studies 

department’s undergraduate degree program in 2002. Most of their case study was 

devoted to the program curriculum and various evaluations; however, a section of the 

case study tackled the role of topical invention in the program curriculum. The tension 

between the Aristotelian sets of common topics and special topics proved to be 
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analogically similar to the program curriculum’s tension between broadly applicable 

knowledge and specialized knowledge: 

The challenge presented by common and specific topoi confront course 

instructors and departments as well. That is, will the courses offered be designed 

to till the common ground, or explore the inviting trails of specialization? If the 

latter is emphasized, policies such as course prerequisites, course sequences, and 

formal tracking (e.g., an interpersonal communication track, a rhetoric track, a 

public relations track, etc.) will emerge. If the former, fewer courses will have 

prerequisites, course sequencing will be minimal, and any specialization will, if 

codified at all, be very informal. (p. 71). 

Olsen, Weber, and Trimble’s program curriculum dealt primarily with the “common 

ground,” and specialization was handled through independent studies and an internship 

program (p. 71).  

 Olsen, Weber, and Trimble’s (2002) review of their department’s undergraduate 

degree program inverts the argumentative role of common topics and special topics. 

Typically, the common topics and special topics are distinguished by the contextual 

specificity of the linkages they make between data and claim: Common topics rely on a 

formally logical linkage while special topics rely on a contextual understanding. Olsen, 

Weber, and Trimble (2002) change that role by looking at the knowledge that students 

should take away from a course, but this knowledge is analogous to the claim or 

conclusion of a course-as-argument. The lack of formality, sequencing, or prerequisites 

for a curriculum associated with the common topics identifies the outcomes of these 

courses—the claims they make. And, alternatively, the formal tracking, sequencing, and 
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policies of a curriculum associated with the special topics identifies the structured setting 

required by courses teaching specialized knowledge. This approach to using topical 

invention as an analogous or direct tool in curriculum development can quickly become 

confusing as the focus of education-as-argumentation shifts from the “how” of argument 

to the effective “what” of education. 

Up from Theory: Or I Fought the Topoi and the Topoi Won 

 In 2006, M. C. Leff stated that his previous work on topical invention was 

“misdirected” (p. 203). Leff’s previous work, much of it informing the methodology of 

this dissertation (Leff, 1983a, 1983b), reflected the “privileged positions in disciplinary 

consciousness” of theory (Leff, 2006, p. 203). He was influenced by K. R. Wallace’s 

(1963) focus on invention as the core subject matter of the discipline of rhetorical 

studies—professionally associated with the Speech Communication Association at the 

time (pp. 203–204). This drew Leff’s interest to the history of topical invention in order 

to “discover a system of invention already in place and capable of more-or-less direct 

application to current theoretical interests” (p. 205). 

 The history of topical invention that Leff wrote was focused on Classical era 

topical invention (Leff, 2006, p. 205). He found that topical invention was an “ambiguous 

and multi-faceted concept” and that topics 

sometimes referred to modes of inference, sometimes to aspects of the subject 

under consideration, sometimes to the attitudes of an audience, sometimes to 

types of issues, sometimes to the generic headings for rhetorical material, and 

sometimes to several of these alternatives. (p. 205) 
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Ultimately, Leff questioned whether a unified theory of topical invention could exist, and 

he found that the more unified a theory of topical invention was, the less practically 

useful it turned out to be.  

 Leff (2006) questioned the value of his original focus on theory and substance. 

According to Leff (2006), the current prevailing topics of U.S. rhetorical studies 

scholarship are “action” and “performance” rather than “substance” and “theory” (p. 

208). Although “action” and “performance” were terms strongly connected with 

rhetoric’s tradition of teaching and language use, they ran against the “current of a 

curriculum designed to promote knowing rather than doing” (p. 209). And, Leff (2006) 

claimed in conclusion that revisionary histories of rhetoric should also revise “the current 

academic environment” (p. 210). 

Topical Invention in Rhetorical Criticism 

 Rhetorical criticism is a booming field in the U.S. rhetorical studies discourse 

community after 1988. Rhetorical criticism has a strong place in the community before 

this period, but as the theoretical side of the community begins to wane (see Leff, 2006), 

the critical side continues unabated. 

 Topical invention takes a different form for rhetorical criticism. Rather than being 

a generative strategy of communication, it becomes a tool in the critics’ toolboxes for 

describing communicative events and texts. O’Leary (1993) described recurring 

structures in Judeo-Christian apocalyptic discourse; Zagacki and Keith (1992) analyze the 

shifts in topical invention in scientific revolutions; Zagacki (1999) uses Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969/2008) topics to describe biodiversity discourse; Topinka (2012) 

finds that topics characterize the available choices for a pedestrian walking along a road 
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meant for vehicles; and Kennerly (2013) develops the “mock rock” topic to clarify the 

relationship between ancient Greek and Roman sculpture and speech. 

A Dramatistic Theory of Apocalyptic Rhetoric, 1993 

 S. D. O’Leary (1993) discovered topics of Judeo-Christian apocalyptic discourse, 

discourse that reflects the current time period by prognosticating the end of time, which 

he extends to apocalyptic discourse more generally. O’Leary’s definition of topics was 

loose: Topics were both “the recurring themes and subjects of apocalyptic narrative” and 

the “characteristic patterns of reasoning or ‘lines of argument’” (p. 421). This expansive 

definition aside, O’Leary identified three topics of apocalyptic discourse: authority, time, 

and evil. The topic of authority dealt with how a rhetor claimed to have the appropriate 

credentials to make a prediction; these credentials could be visions, such as being visited 

by God in a dream, or interpretive power, such as having an authoritative reading of 

scripture (p. 400). The topic of time captured how soon the end time would come, the 

specificity of the timing of the apocalypse, and the finality of the impending apocalypse 

(p. 400, 405). The topic of evil offered the “occasion and context for eschatology” and 

the mechanism for maintaining hope in an apocalyptic scenario (pp. 400–401).  

 O’Leary’s (1993) topics are loosely constructed. As critical tools, they have few 

implications for the practice of topical invention. Notably, they rely on the present time 

for data to construct a future time claim or conclusion. What qualifies as appropriate data 

is not addressed nor is the linkage—interestingly, O’Leary (1993) held faith as separate 

from the dynamic linking data to claims; instead, faith was equivalent to persuasion. The 

source for these topics is also not addressed. Nevertheless, in many of the examples of 

analysis O’Leary (1993) included, these topics carry many of the markers of topical 
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invention—a data set making some similar linkages to claims and conclusions—yet 

O’Leary (1993) does not clarify these relationships. 

Rhetoric, Topoi, and Scientific Revolutions, 1992 

 K. S. Zagacki and W. Keith (1992) analyzed scientific revolutions as rhetorically 

constructed via topical invention which had as an end the paradigm shift of a scientific 

revolution. Zagacki and Keith (1992) treated topics as “themes” except these themes 

reflected and appealed to a universal audience’s norms, values, and beliefs (p. 60). 

Zagacki and Keith (1992) marshalled these topics in rhetorical criticism of scientific 

revolutions to argue that revolutions were not argumentatively revolutionary. 

Furthermore, they wrote that scientists have a limited range of discursive responses in 

scientific revolutions, but these responses included “an abundance of rhetoric and 

rhetorical topoi designed to accommodate the successful revolution” (p. 75). 

Four topics, presented in Table 19, were analyzed by Zagacki and Keith (1992): 

problem-solving topics, evaluative topics, exemplary topics, and ethical topics (pp. 60–

61). Problem-solving topics were “experimental procedures that will confirm or replicate 

the existence of the phenomenon” and, in so doing, warrant claims or conclusions (p. 62). 

Evaluative topics were strategies for evaluating or testing information or results (pp. 61–

62). Exemplary topics were “discursive strategies” supporting findings, results, or other 

arguments. Ethical topics were given no definition. 

Table 19  

Rhetorical Topics in Scientific Revolutions 

Topic Examples Citation 
Problem-solving “experimental competence,” “predictive power,” 

“addressing ‘significant anomalies’” 
p. 61 
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Evaluative “internal consistency,” “simplicity,” “fruitfulness,” 
“external influence” 

pp. 61, 
72 

Exemplary “examples,” “analogies,” “metaphors,” “rhetorical 
contrast,” “lively images” 

pp. 61, 
66, 69 

Ethical “universality,” “skepticism,” “disinterestedness,” 
“communality,” “fallibilism” 

pp. 61, 
70 

 

  Zagacki and Keith’s (1992) rhetorical criticism offers an insightful example of 

the use of topics as tools for rhetorical criticism; however, they do not detail topical 

invention significantly. Treating topics interchangeably as themes or lines of argument 

creates a macro-level rhetorical analysis that observes very little about how to 

characterize specific arguments or linkages. Thus, Zagacki and Keith (1992) dwell 

considerably more on the categories of topics than on the use of those categories as 

analytic tools: The reader is offered an argument abstracted from the object of analysis 

and is left asking, “Which scientist? Which revolution?”  

Spatial and Temporal Images in the Biodiversity Dispute, 1999 

 In 1999, Zagacki used Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969/2008) qualitative 

topics of durability and normality to perform a rhetorical criticism of texts debating the 

future and progress of biodiversity. However, in addition to having faithfully applied 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s topics, Zagacki (1999) added a qualitative topic of 

“holism” (p. 420). The topic of holism captured the transcendental movement from a part 

to a whole except that the part is unique or sacrosanct (pp. 420–421). Ultimately, Zagacki 

found that the transcendentalism of qualitative topics had led to a public biodiversity 

debate where even like-minded proponents and regulators cannot find a common ground 

for balancing biodiversity and economic development (p. 432).  

Resisting the Fixity of Suburban Space, 2012 
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 In 2012, R. J. Topinka conducted a rhetorical analysis of the topical invention of 

Iowa Street in Lawrence, Kansas. Iowa Street was the object of analysis because it was a 

commercial, automobile oriented street that, although built to reject the act of walking, 

could be traversed on foot (pp. 66–67). Topinka’s analysis combined de Certeau’s 

analysis of walking with topical invention as a tactical intervention in physical, embodied 

space (p. 68). Topinka’s analysis did not explicitly identify any topics or topical systems 

structuring a walk on Iowa Street. 

 Topinka’s (2012) analysis suggests several potential topics at work in the logic 

argument between Iowa Street’s commercial and transportation infrastructure and the 

walker. The commercial goal of Iowa Street led it to have frontage roads and turn lanes 

that “regulate and time traffic” to “create a zone of capitalist production” while 

“suppressing difference and agency” (p. 72): The frontage road works as a topic that uses 

vehicles as data, limited directions as linkages, and suppressed difference and agency as a 

claim. Alternatively, the frontage road fails to be a persuasive claim for a pedestrian 

because the data does not represent the pedestrian’s experience of reality. The pedestrian 

is reached by a different Iowa Street topic: Distance. The additional distance that the 

“rhythms and linkages” of traffic flow and the distance between buildings pressures a 

pedestrian to not enter. Or, for another example, the crosswalk signal that uses that data 

of someone walking to claim the person needs to follow a strict timing linked to the data 

by an orange or white light. Topinka does not explain these explicitly as topics, but the 

reliability that they show in following the definition of topics suggests that a topical 

system for landscape and transportation engineering might be possible. 

The Mock Rock Topos, 2013 
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 M. Kennerly (2013) identified the “mock rock” topic that encompassed four sub-

topics in the claims ancient writers made about their compositions. The mock rock topic 

occurred in arguments that place “stones and words side-by-side for evaluation” (p. 46). 

The mock rock topic had four sub-topics: masterpiece, mimesis, movement, and memory 

(p. 47). The masterpiece sub-topic used language applied to sculpture to account for the 

amount of time and polish put into a speech and the value of the speech (p. 53). The 

mimesis sub-topic called upon speech as a, typically poor, comparison to the model it 

imitated (p. 56). The movement sub-topic contrasted the fixity of sculpture and stone 

with the ephemerality of speech (p. 62). Lastly, the memory sub-topic compared the 

resilience or vulnerability of material to the ephemerality or perpetuity of speech and 

ideas (p. 64). Kennerly applied this topic in analysis to find that Classical era speech 

production had a considerable understanding of the materiality of speech. 

 The mock rock topic, as Kennerly (2013) formulates it, captures the potential 

complexity of a comparison. The mock rock topic relies on a linkage of comparison, the 

side-by-side treatment of text and stone. But, that linkage permits data to be treated 

differently: Text can be long-lasting, or it can be fluid, for example. The sub-topics that 

Kennerly (2013) identified capture the flexibility of the topic’s treatment of data and the 

claims or conclusions that arise from those variable data. These sub-topics also give 

additional clarity to the source(s) of the topic. The mock rock topic demonstrates how 

closely these topics can be read and developed. 

Comparative Histories 

 Although historians in the U.S. rhetorical studies community have consistently 

found topical invention a salient discussion in historical objects, the act of comparing two 
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objects is relatively rare, and comparing two topical systems, even more so. Warnick 

(2000) compares Aristotle’s system of topics to Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s system 

of topics. Warnick (2000) uses the comparison to point to how cultural and historical 

changes affect the two systems. 

Two Systems of Invention: The Topics in the Rhetoric and The New Rhetoric, 2000 

 In 2000, Warnick compared Aristotle’s topical system to Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca’s topical system. For Aristotle’s topical system, Warnick dealt with only the 28 

common topics, admitting the worthwhile but indefinable special topics which she 

defined as “values, presumptions, predispositions, and expectations of the audience” and 

the rhetor’s “starting points” (p. 108). For Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s topical 

system, Warnick used the argumentative schemes, the implicit system of topics listed in 

Table 15 in Chapter 6, rather than the explicit topical system that Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca called “loci” (p. 109; see also Table 14, Chapter 6). The argumentative 

schemes were simplified into a list of 13 topics: 

 1. Contradiction, incompatibility 

 2. Identity, definition, analyticity, tautology 

 3. Reciprocity, rule of justice 

 4. Transitivity, inclusion, division 

 5. Weights, measures, probabilities 

 6. Liaisons of succession 

 7. Liaisons of coexistence 

 8. Symbolic liaisons, double hierarchies, differences of degree and order 

 9. Example 
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 10. Illustration 

 11. Model and anti-model 

 12. Analogy and metaphor 

 13. Dissociation (p. 109) 

These two topical systems were comparable, according to Warnick (2000) because they 

“function similarly” (p. 110). Topics in both topical systems provide “a frame or grid 

minimally connecting ideas or terms in a sketchy, to-be-filled-in manner” (p. 110). And, 

topical systems were culturally situated because they “can be viewed as catalogs of the 

habits of mind endemic to a given culture” (p. 111). 

 Warnick’s (2000) comparison of Aristotelian common topics and Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca’s argumentative scheme topics focused on the “weights, measures, and 

probabilities” topic absent from Aristotle’s common topics, the topics of “looking at the 

time” and “of authority” absent from Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, and the “rule of 

justice” absent from Aristotle (p. 114). The presence of weights, measures, and 

probabilities in Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s topical system highlighted the lack of 

statistical proof available for Aristotelian common topics (p. 115). The topics of looking 

at the time and of authority from Aristotle did not appear in Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca’s argumentative scheme topics because, according to Warnick (2002), “post-

Enlightenment ideologies and the high regard in which scientific and technological 

advances are presently held” made arguments from looking at the time and from 

authority questionable (p. 116). Finally, the rule of justice under the Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca topical system referred to treating equivalent entities equally, which 

was not the case under the Ancient Greek legal system (p. 118). These differences served 
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as grounds for Warnick to identify the culturally-situated nature of these two topical 

systems and to claim that these two topical systems demonstrated a rhetorical logic 

“entirely suited to discourse addressed to nonspecialized audiences,” not a formal logic 

(pp. 116, 119–120). 

An End of Jargon 

 A new phenomenon in the use of the language of topical invention developed in 

U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship between 1989 and 2014: The Classical era 

terminology lost its technical meaning as jargon. It is during this time that locus to mean 

a figurative place—not at all associated with invention—becomes a dominant discourse 

in parts of the quantitative side of the discourse community. These include uses such as 

“locus of control,” “locus of attack,” and “locus of agency,” and they have no connection 

to topical invention. As terminology, they are somewhat fascinating for being terms that 

are seldom, if ever, removed from the partitive genitive that accompanies them as though 

the “place” of control has no meaningful value without “of control,” begging the question 

that the place exists because it is the place of control. The merits of this use of locus are 

outside of the scope of my work, but it does strike me as a use of the Latin term for the 

sake of obscuring the ambiguities of its use. 

On the Greek side of traditional topical invention terminology, many rhetorical 

scholars associated with the more qualitative side of the rhetorical studies discourse 

community adopt the use of topoi to mean “subject matter” (see Dorsey, 1997; Joliff, 

1999; Hoerl, 2007, for example) or “theme” (see O’Leary, 1993, for example). If this is a 

continuing trend, it may mark a disturbing trend in U.S. rhetorical studies where the 

traditional intricacies of the discipline’s technical language signals the existence of the 
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community and not the community’s specialized knowledge. Or, it may be a marker of 

disciplinary divides within the community itself, where topos has no connection to the 

specialized knowledge of that part of the discipline but is, nevertheless, a marker of the 

broader group identity necessary for publication.  

These uses of terms traditionally related to topical invention make it more 

important that U.S. rhetorical studies scholars working in topical invention have a 

definition of topical invention that extends beyond the traditional terms. In modern 

historiography, the existence of uses of these terms to signal something other than the 

specialized knowledge of topical invention will frustrate older historiographical methods: 

They will fill database and card catalog searches, they will confuse search result 

relevancy algorithms, and they will lead to a collection of texts that has a schizophrenic 

understanding of the scholarly tradition on the topic.  

Classical Topical Invention 

 After 1988, many scholars in the U.S. rhetorical studies community accurately 

apply ancient Greek and Latin ideas of topical invention without any substantive changes. 

In another piece using ancient Greek and Latin topics as analytical tools, Katz (1992) 

found “many of the topoi first defined by Aristotle in the Rhetoric” in a Nazi memo 

seeking upgraded gassing vehicles “just months before the Final Solution of gas 

chambers and death camps was fully operationalized” (pp. 256–257). Blinn and Garrett 

(1993) deployed Aristotle’s topics as methodological tools for analyzing differences 

between Western and Chinese inventional strategies; notably, they found that the 

Aristotelian topic of contrasting opposites was not used by the Chinese object text while 

other topics were (pp. 107–108). Bliese (1994) discovered Aristotelian topics present in 
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ancient and medieval military manuals although the topics were not presented in any 

systemized way (p. 119). Farrell (1995) analyzed the philosophical import of Aristotle’s 

topic of magnitude. In 2004, J. Enoch found that the topic of definition—here, a 

rendering of the topic by merging Aristotle and Cicero’s topics of definition—was a 

traditionally Western argument that could be subverted to admit a flexible and politically 

powerful definition of “Chicana” by feminist Chicana authors (pp. 34–35). D. J. Ochs 

(1989) argued that the set of questions in Cicero’s stasis theory were a topical invention 

system designed for creating the “wisdom” of argument, rather than the eloquence. There 

is an abundance of accurate references to ancient Greek and Latin topical invention. 

 Building on the glut of accuracy in treatments of ancient Greek and Latin texts, 

ancient rhetoric’s accuracy is suspicious following 1988. In 2006, McAdon questioned 

whether Aristotle’s special topics were special topics and whether they were Aristotle’s 

ideas at all (p. 404). And, Walzer and Inabinet (2011) disagreed with McAdon (2006). It 

is fair to say that the truth probably lies somewhere in the middle ground between 

McAdon (2006) and Walzer and Inabinet (2011).  

Alas, some treatments of topical invention’s history were questionable or 

confused. On the other hand, O’Leary (1993) used the term topoi, Aristotle’s term for 

topics, to capture topics as both “themes” and “lines of argument” and attributed this 

confusion to works as diverse as Weaver’s Ciceronian definition of topics and 

D’Angelo’s philosophical Aristotelian definition (p. 421). If O’Leary (1993) is any 

evidence, getting ancient Greek and Latin topical invention right is still difficult today. 
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Topical Invention, 1989 to 2014 

The last 25 years of topical invention reflect many of the same interests as the 20 

years prior: Historians continue to rediscover theories of topical invention, composition 

scholars continue to use topical invention to inform education, and critics keep using 

topical invention as a tool or discovering topical invention works in places we have not 

tried it in before. The last 25 years, however, has seen scholarship that takes a much more 

critical look at topical invention than before: Topical invention might not be appropriate 

for contemporary composition-focused U.S. rhetorical studies (Leff, 2006). And, much of 

the technical vocabulary of topical invention becomes divorced from its previous 

meaning. Finally, the prominence of topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies’ 

theoretical scholarship is diminished by post-structural language theory while some 

scholars attempt to adapt topical invention to the new post-structural theoretical 

paradigm. Topical invention does not disappear in the last 25 years, but it is not as 

prominent in U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship as it was between 1968 and 1988. 
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Conclusion 

 Topical invention does not have a coherent history. Leff (1983a) made this 

observation about topical invention in ancient Latin rhetoric (p. 24), and his claim applies 

just as well to topical invention in the last 100 years. Leff (1983a) narrowed his history to 

a mere 500 year period of writing from authors in the Roman Empire speaking the same 

language. In this study, I narrow my history to a mere 100 years from authors in the same 

nation, speaking the same language in the same discourse community. Why, then, are 

they not all talking about the same thing? 

 Topical invention does not have a coherent history because, as Leff (1983a) 

concluded, Latin rhetorical theory does not have a single, coherent history. U.S. 

rhetorical studies scholars do not refer to the same Latin rhetorical theory probably 

because topical invention’s roots in ancient rhetoric are already quite tangled. But, that 

would not be fair to the dozens of U.S. rhetorical studies scholars who rely upon 

Aristotle’s topics: They have the same origin for their theory of topical invention and still 

arrive at different interpretations. Take, for instance, McBurney (1936) who argues that 

Aristotle’s formal topics create “lines of argument” (p. 60), but Consigny (1974) looks at 

the same text and declares that topics are a method of selection and arrangement (p. 181). 

These two authors draw on the same text and arrive at two different positions: One 

espouses that topical invention creates the formal structures of arguments, and the other 

that topical invention selects arguments and arranges them, not their structures. And, I 

should mention that this is not one of those many instances where an author misinterprets 

an ancient text: Both McBurney (1936) and Consigny (1974) have valid points. Even if 

topical invention were narrowed to only authors in the last 100 years speaking the same 
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language in the same discourse community in the same country studying the same text, 

topical invention would not have a coherent history. 

 Topical invention is neither a straightforward concept nor a univocal term. It is 

clear that different authors have different ideas of what topical invention is conceptually. 

Different authors also use dissimilar words to describe topical invention. The first use of 

the term “topical invention” did not appear in U.S. rhetorical studies until Mills’ (1942) 

analysis of Daniel Webster’s speeches, but in that use, “topical invention” referred to 

selecting subject matter, not developing arguments. It was used again by Opie (1954) to 

designate how people imagine a regional identity. It was not until 1960 that “topical 

invention” was used to refer to arguments (Wagner, 1960), and it does not become 

widespread until Bevilacqua (1972) and Leff (1983a, 1983b) popularized it.  

But what about “topics”? Most authors do not use “topics” to refer to individual 

items in a heuristic set: They invoke “topos” or “locus” or “commonplaces” or 

“arguments from …” or half a dozen other terms. And, many of these terms have 

meanings that do not fit the ideas that Classically-grounded topical invention can 

represent: “Locus” is nearly interchangeable today with “place” in academic writing, 

“commonplace” more often than not signifies something trite, and “arguments from …” 

is as likely to be “arguments from definition” as it is “arguments from Rick Santorum.” 

Words or concepts do not make topical invention’s history.  

A history of topical invention must settle on a set of concepts shared by 

discussions of topical invention. Since the concept and terminology of topical invention 

vary so greatly over a period of just 100 years, a set of concepts can hone in on the 

history of topical invention while permitting variance in the discourse that makes up that 
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history. I imagine there are many concepts that can be used for this task, but Leff (1983b) 

supplies those locating concepts for this history. These concepts are structures present in 

conceptualizations of topical invention: a topic, data, a source, a linkage, and claims or 

conclusions. Topical invention typically has several, if not most, of these concepts 

because although discussions of topical invention in U.S. rhetorical studies seldom share 

the same concepts or words, they often share a similar “deep structure.” 

Despite considerable variation in the understanding and application of terms and 

concepts connected to classical topical invention, U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship of 

the last 100 years tends to include the structures of topics, sources, linkages, data, and 

claims or conclusions. Topics are some sort of name by which one of several entities can 

be called: They capture an act of naming that differentiates one item from another in a list 

or hierarchy of items. Each of these named items, the topics, has several of the four other 

structural concepts: data, sources, linkages, and claims or conclusions. Data are some set 

of contextual knowledge; that could mean statistical data, perceived reality, accepted 

opinion, etc. Data are starting points, things that are usually not up for debate. Claims or 

conclusions are statements or sets of statements that express a truth value based on data; 

they are what we traditionally call a proposition or argument. Linkages are the expressed 

or implicit relationship between data and claims or conclusions; they are the grounds or 

basis that a claim has in the data upon which it relies. Lastly, a source is the method for 

finding linkages: Topics are often called heuristics, but unlike heuristics in problem 

solving or computation, topics are not necessarily self-evident in how they work. Sources 

account for that need to adapt the heuristic quality of topics to a malleable situation. 
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These 5 terms create a structure that most discussions of topical invention as a rhetorical 

process share. 

Using these structures, the many different conceptual identities of topical 

invention in the last 100 years are discoverable. In the following section, I have attempted 

to summarize these different topical inventions, pun not intended. The second major 

section, Futures of Topical Invention, discusses potential ways that topical invention can 

be developed in the future using this structural framework. The final section, Topical 

Invention, offers some concluding remarks on the value of topical invention. 

Conceptual Identities 

 Topical invention is a collection of conceptual identities that all orbit around a set 

of similar processes that U.S. rhetorical studies associates strongly with the act of 

discourse creation or discovery. If topical invention was a coherent concept or word in 

the last 100 years, it might be possible to identify how it changed or developed. Instead, it 

is a collection of conceptual identities, and some of them change or develop while others 

emerge and still others disappear. Given this, looking at the structures, the concepts that 

make topical inventions, and the ways various scholars have categorized them produces a 

more valuable summary of the apparently incoherent past of topical invention. 

Data 

 Much of the positioning of topical invention begins with what data are appropriate 

bases for invention. Data often include some notion of “fact,” whether that means 

accepted opinion, perceived reality, or knowledge. The more psychologically inflected 

approaches to topical invention incorporate a notion of subjectivity into what appears as 

“fact,” such as a person’s or audience’s perspective, the audience’s or rhetor’s 



235 

 

motivations, or socio-cultural norms, values, and beliefs. A few approaches to topical 

invention, especially those influenced by post-structural language theory or the rhetorical 

turn in continental philosophy, buck these trends and opt for very different considerations 

of data. 

 Theories of topical invention that are embraced by the traditional side of U.S. 

rhetorical studies, those scholars who frequently rely heavily on ancient Greek and 

Roman authors, tend to establish data as accepted opinion or “fact.” This trend, of course, 

begins with Aristotle (trans. 2007) for whom topical invention relies on endoxa, or 

opinions commonly believed to be true or accepted by the many or the wise. Cicero’s late 

writings, Topica (trans. 1949) and De Oratore (trans. 1942), structure data on the same 

basis while his earlier De Inventione (trans. 1949) relies on “facts” in a naïve sense—a 

person has a characteristic if an example of that characteristic exists and acts occurred if a 

person claims they happened. Cicero’s De Inventione is influential for Sloan (1989) and 

Ochs (1989) since both of them argue that stasis theory is topical invention and uses the 

issue, the fundamental question up for debate, as the starting data. Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) also rely on data that are accepted opinions or believed by 

authority figures, particularly scientists, and even the anti-neo-Aristotelian, Black (1970), 

offers a topic premised on the accepted understanding of civilizations’ histories. 

Considering accepted opinion as data is an approach to topical invention born out of 

ancient rhetoric. The strength of data as accepted opinion is in the way it suggests that the 

world is up for debate or in need of communicative acts—those who position accepted 

opinion as the data for topical invention almost never demonstrate a line between fact and 

opinion; there is only opinion.  
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 For some, data are objectively true. Both Bitzer (1968) and Consigny (1974), two 

of the partisans in the rhetorical situation debate, propose that topical invention relies on 

objective reality as data. Consigny (1974) is, to be fair, not as invested in objective reality 

as Bitzer (1968): Consigny (1974) suggests that the linkage of an argument manages and 

structures that objective reality for the audience. And, Topinka (2012) discusses the 

architecture of Iowa Street, a material space, as objective although that reality permits 

different actions for drivers than for pedestrians. In a somewhat similar trajectory, Olsen, 

Weber, Trimble (2002) and Zagacki and Keith (1992) define the data of topical invention 

as knowledge. Objective truths and arguments are strange bedfellows: If an objective 

reality is the starting point for rhetoric, it is hard to imagine that the communicative act 

needs to do anything other than to deictically point to reality. 

   Data as objective reality and data as accepted opinion share a common weakness 

in that neither fully addresses the question of “whose?”: Whose objectivity or whose 

acceptance establishes reality or opinion is the concern that psychologically inflected 

approaches to data excel at handling. These are considerations of data like Woolbert’s 

(1918) idea that data are reality-as-perceived by a person or Burke’s (1945/1969a) 

rendition of perspective as potential data. And, Kneupper (1979) exhibits the same 

treatment of perspective as data in Burkeian topical invention. Walter (1955) is highly 

critical of the Burkeian treatment of motivation and provides a competitive psychological 

understanding of motivation as data. Norms, values, and beliefs become data for some 

social psychological considerations of data, yet they can have different meaning for the 

potential of topical invention: Wallace (1963) draws the rhetor’s and audience’s norms, 

values, and beliefs into topical invention to emphasize the ethical aspects of topical 
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invention while Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) make norms, values, and 

beliefs the data for emotional topical invention and an excuse to avoid addressing the 

complexity of emotion. Cronen (1973) is not satisfied with Toulmin’s (1958/2003) 

ignorance of norms, values, and beliefs and takes him to task for leaving psychology out 

of persuasion. However, if topical invention goes too far down the psychological route, 

the psychological influence on data overdetermines the available claims and linkages so 

much so that topics no longer apply. Where data in topical invention include the 

subjectivity of the audience or rhetor, whether that is the audience’s and rhetor’s 

perspectives, motivations, or norms, values, and beliefs, it is a safe assumption that the 

system of topical invention has been significantly influenced by psychology.  

 When structures are the boundaries for capturing a complex history, it should 

come as no surprise that post-structuralism tests those boundaries. Yarbrough (2000) 

positions the data for topical invention as an individual’s idiosyncratic understanding of 

the world around him or her—this bodes ill for the future of topical invention as 

generative or teachable, but it pulls topical invention toward a semiotic understanding of 

metaphor that shelters it from the nihilism that post-structuralism can have for the 

structural ideas of topical invention. Yarbrough’s (2000) adaptation of topical invention 

salvages topical invention’s role in U.S. rhetorical studies’ theory albeit at the cost of 

making topical invention a semiotic, not traditionally argumentative, function. Yarbrough 

(2004) relaxes the idiosyncrasy of topical invention while maintaining that it serves a 

semiotic role in managing the movement between perceived or objective reality and 

language. In an entirely different approach to reconciling topical invention with post-

structural linguistic theory, Muckelbauer (2008) makes data equivalent to topics, turning 
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the enterprise of topical invention into a flat ontology. In Muckelbauer’s (2008) theory, 

the data of topical invention are objects themselves, not the perception or semiotic 

meaning of objects, and topics are objects as well. This does not make for a productive 

discussion of topical invention even though it might make a place for topical invention in 

a post-structural linguistic world. When post-structuralism appears in discussions of 

topical invention, it drastically changes the structure of topical invention. Post-structural 

theories of topical invention that retain some idea of data as starting points for a 

generative process shift the practice of topical invention toward a semiotic understanding 

of the movement between signs and meaning. And, on the other hand, post-structural 

linguistics can make the act of invention too idiosyncratic: When it is too idiosyncratic, 

topical invention has a theoretical existence in which it no longer makes for generative 

strategies that can be taught, generalized, or analyzed, explaining the lack of examples in 

Yarbrough (2000, 2004) and Muckelbauer (2008). 

Claim or Conclusion 

 Most of the propositions establishing a truth value—claims or conclusions—that 

topical invention leads to are appeals to logic. Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) topical invention 

is largely concerned with logical claims or conclusions although he included structures 

that resemble topical invention for emotion, pathos, (pp. 128–147) and topical invention 

for character, ethos (pp. 147–156). These sections on invention for emotion and character 

are rarely considered as topical invention, and they do not have the systematized 

approach given to the common and special topics. Lee (1939) is one of the few who 

brings attention to topical invention for emotion or character in Aristotle; however, Lee’s 

approach does not develop any topics for emotional or ethical claims or conclusions. In 
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the last 100 years of topical invention, this is a consideration of topical invention whose 

future is wide open for development. If we follow the psychologically influenced idea of 

topical invention as being a function of the human brain’s ability to abstract claims from 

data, emotion and ethical appeals as claims should exist as the products of topical 

invention. It is up to future scholars of U.S. rhetorical studies to discover the system(s) of 

topics that lead to these emotional and ethical claims or conclusion. 

 Some considerations of Aristotelian topical invention cleave to the logical idea of 

topical invention in On Rhetoric (Aristotle, trans. 2007) while giving the structure of 

Aristotle’s naming conventions for topics credence over the claims or conclusions those 

topics create. Both Wallace (1963) and Consigny (1974) portray topics as creating 

opposing claims or conclusions—a given topic leads to a claim and its opposite, so the 

claims “more money is good” and “more money, more problems” come from the same 

topic. These approaches are meant to represent an Aristotelian approach to topical 

invention by using the naming convention that Aristotle (trans. 2007) sometimes used, 

“more or less” for example, to indicate the claims or conclusions that topics produce. 

This approach to topical invention makes for a limited idea of topical invention because 

topics that follow it cannot openly construe or interpret data and, instead, these topics 

express only binary claims or conclusions. Binary claims or conclusions might essentially 

represent the idea of argument, but that essentialism makes nuanced arguments less 

apparent for topical invention. Yet, the idea of argument as two contrary positions held by 

opposing interlocutors represents a core concept of ancient rhetoric’s traditional 

argumentative communication model.  
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 Many texts considering Roman topical invention follow the path of the informally 

logical claims or conclusions that Cicero’s and Quintilian’s ideas of topical invention 

lead to. Ochs (1989), Sloane (1989), Solmsen (1938), Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

(1969/2008), Leff and Hewes (1981), and Leff (1983a) follow the Ciceronian and 

Quintilian approach and create informally logical claims and conclusions. Treating claims 

or conclusions as informally logical, that is, in such a way that claims or conclusions 

“look like” logic but do not strictly follow rules of formal logic, makes for an approach to 

topical invention that mirrors the common experience of argument more than it adheres to 

a strictly logical argumentation approach. For example, the now-famous point in 

President Clinton’s grand jury testimony, where he questions what the definition of “is” 

is, seems laughable partly because this question, which is logically sound in formal logic, 

does not represent the informal logic that makes the American public’s common 

experience of argument. When these scholars interested in informally logical claims or 

conclusions discuss definition, it is not the minutely concerned definition of formal logic, 

where the definition of “is” might matter.  

 Informally logical claims and conclusions are produced by psychological 

approaches to topical invention as well as by those influenced by Ciceronian theories. 

The sterling argument for the value of these psychologically-inflected, informally logical 

claims and conclusions comes from Cronen (1978), who pointed out how students often 

could not tell the difference between a formally logical and informally logical conclusion. 

Occasionally, the psychological influence drives these informally logical claims or 

conclusions to a very basic level of communication: Woolbert (1918) argues strongly for 

topical invention that creates informally logical arguments, but in doing so makes the 
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claims or conclusions pre-verbal thoughts. Having topical invention happen during pre-

verbal thoughts makes teaching topical invention look similar to teaching general 

semantics: It becomes a question of being mindful of how one arrives at a thought. 

Conceiving of topical invention at a pre-verbal level allows it to capture a wide range of 

non-logo-centric ideas, such as how one knows to navigate an unknown building based 

on common architectural practices or how two non-parallel lines might suggest depth in a 

two-dimensional image. 

 Having claims or conclusions that topical invention creates appear at the pre-

verbal level—before propositions-as-sentences ever happen—is where psychological and 

post-structural forms of topical invention meet. Woolbert’s (1918) topical invention 

should lead to visual claims or conclusions in addition to the more traditional oral or 

written claims or conclusions; however, that rendering of claims or conclusions puts the 

role of argument in a pre-verbal, even semiotic, level. Yarbrough (2004) arrives at a 

similar position, but he comes out of the post-structural influence on U.S. rhetorical 

studies. Yarbourgh (2004) positions the claims or conclusions that topical invention leads 

to at the semiotic level, which makes for an idea of “argument” that resembles C. S. 

Peirce’s (1955) idea of logic as semiotic (pp. 98–119, esp. see pp. 118–119) more than it 

does the ancient rhetorical tradition that Yarbrough (2004) suggests it comes from. A 

future of topical invention as creating arguments at the semiotic or pre-verbal level of 

thought cleaves closely to the fundamental goal of psychology to understand human 

thought, but these claims or conclusions happen at a level that is difficult to handle 

artistically: In this possible future of topical invention, how can we artistically or 

intentionally generate claims or conclusions from topics if topics happen before skill and 
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active thought? To try to ground this in an example, can someone who has grapheme-

color synesthesia and sees letters as colored intentionally arrive at the conclusion that a 

letter is not colored? 

 In an entirely different approach to topical invention’s claims or conclusions, 

Topinka (2012) shows how claims or conclusions can be actions. In Topinka’s (2012) 

reading of Iowa Street, topics lead to claims or conclusions that are tactical directions for 

walking, a non-verbal action. Including physical action in the possible claims or 

conclusions of topical invention is a viable future for topical invention. Following 

Topinka’s (2012) analysis, topical invention can account for the movement of an 

individual through a building or the mouse pad movements someone must make to 

operate a graphical software user interface.  

 When these claims or conclusions are considered in a milieu of public debate or 

an ongoing exchange, the way that topics adapt to or modify that situation is poorly 

understood. Crandell (1947) suggests that the claims or conclusions from one 

interlocutor’s topical invention limits or restrains another’s topical invention. As 

mentioned in Chapter 5, this captures the way the Montgomery Bus Boycott may have 

limited the responses that the city could appropriately pursue as claims or conclusions. 

How, then, topics generate appropriate or inappropriate responses in situ becomes an 

important question for the future of topical invention, and it is a question that topical 

invention theories have never handled. Regardless of whether invention is rendered as 

discovery or creativity, U.S. rhetorical studies scholars do not identify how topical 

invention changes as a process adapting to a situation, or adaptive of a situation in 

Muckelbauer’s (2008) case. “Appropriate” is a word that U.S. rhetorical studies relies 
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upon heavily, but what appropriateness means for topical invention is left undiscovered. 

This means that we have systems of topics, but these systems do not respond to what 

claims or conclusions may be inappropriate for a given situation. 

Linkage 

 The linkage, the relationship between data and claims or conclusions, used in 

topical invention may be most definitive of what claims or conclusions are available to 

any particular topic. Thus, many linkages rely on formal logic. This kind of linkage is 

included in the systems of topics developed by Aristotle (trans. 2007), Cicero (trans. 

1942, 1949), Quintilian (trans. 1920, trans. 1921), Brockriede and Ehninger (1960), Leff 

and Hewes (1981), and Bailey (1964), among others. Formally logical linkages are 

relationships like definition, genus, cause and effect, or partition: They structure, select, 

or connect data through logical arrangements that are reflective of principles used in 

formal logic. In many ways, this linkage is one that has remained largely the same since 

Aristotle’s (trans. 1960) dialectical topics in Topica.  

 Despite the coherence of the formally logical linkage, some considerations of 

formally logical linkages have changed topical invention in the last 100 years. In 1936, 

McBurney differentiated between topics that have a formal linkage between data and 

claim or conclusion and topics that express a material premise as data for a claim or 

conclusion. McBurney’s (1936) separation of formal and material topics changes many 

theories of topical invention to follow. The formal linkage between data and claim or 

conclusion is not necessarily a formally logical one although those two terms overlap 

considerably. Rather, the formal topic is one that provides a form for the linkage: A 

structuring and connective shape that, typically, follows some logical principle. Thus, 
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“from precedent” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 174) is a formal topic that always offers the 

linkage form of “if something has a certain value, a similar thing has the same value”—

so, “if Hector [did no wrong in killing] Patroclus, Alexander also [did no wrong in 

killing] Achilles” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 174). Under McBurney’s (1936) formula, the 

material topics only provide material, or data, for claims or conclusions; however, these 

material topics also rely on data. Thus, one of Aristotle’s (2007) material topics is that 

“people become richer not only by adding to what they have but by cutting down 

expenses” (p. 54). Here, both of these statements may be data for a claim: People become 

richer by cutting down expenses, so Republican politicians argue against additional 

spending. That same material topic relies on economic information or common 

wisdom—that itself is structuring data. Material topics work as linkages much the same 

as Toulmin’s (1958) warrants: They are expressed as sentences that link data to a claim 

and can, themselves, be fodder for a conclusion.  

 Bailey (1964) is also a proponent of the nearly formally logical linkage. For 

Bailey (1964), the logical linkage used in many systems of topical invention is not about 

formal logic—it is a human psychological trait for observing and relating the world as we 

experience it. This is not an approach usually associated with psychologically influenced 

systems of topical invention—those tend to treat the mind, be it motivation, perspective, 

or feelings, as data. Bailey (1936) demonstrates through an example of using the visible 

light spectrum as a logical pattern that not all formally logical linkages work for topical 

invention. Thus, there seems to be a limit to how far formally logical linkages will go in 

topical invention. 
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 In the more psychologically influenced approaches to topical invention, linkages 

are treated differently. Woolbert (1918) cleaves to the formally logical rendition of 

linkages, admitting that these formally logical linkages happen as a pre-verbal mental 

process. Cronen (1973) and Burgoon and Hale (1989) make these linkages less knowable 

and suggest that they are known only by their effects. And, Rarig (1940) makes the 

linkage between data and claim or conclusion a pre-rational desire. Burke (1945/1969a) 

offers perspective, rendered as motivation, as a linkage between data and claim or 

conclusion. Unlike many of the psychological approaches to understanding what links 

data to a claim or conclusion, Burke (1945/1969a) makes motivation a trainable and 

malleable concept. Ideas of the linkage between data and claim or conclusion that are 

influenced by psychology always place the onus of the linkage on the human mind; 

whether that means that the linkage is not always formally logical or rational depends 

upon the particular scholar’s approach. 

 Linkages become sites for future research and analysis in U.S. rhetorical studies, 

especially as evidence of a rhetor’s ethical and political character. Weaver (1953), 

Wallace (1963), and Black (1970) argue that the linkages used in a rhetor’s topical 

invention demonstrate the rhetor’s ethics or politics. Weaver (1953) argues that the 

linkages of a rhetor’s argument demonstrate philosophical political affiliations. Wallace 

(1963) makes topics about finding good reasons such that the linkage between data and 

claim or conclusion is the rhetor’s idea of “good.” And, Black (1970) shows how one 

topic in particular uses a linkage that has a political affiliation. This approach to topical 

invention seems ripe for use in rhetorical criticism where a text’s linkages may be 

analyzed to show a latent set of politics or ethics, and it is an open ground for further 
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investigation of whether particular linkages are always politically or morally construed or 

whether that connection is a temporal or cultural one.  

 Finally, linkages appear to structure the data that they use. Many discussions of 

topical invention from the perspective of argumentation leave out how data is changed or 

selected by the linkage chosen to make a claim or conclusion. Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca (1969/2008) obliquely point to this phenomenon, but their own system of topics 

leaves out the way that a claim or conclusion changes the data. Vatz (1973) and Consigny 

(1974) make the way linkages change or select data an integral part of what topical 

invention does; however, neither offers any precise understanding of what linkages 

change. In the contemporary science, technology, engineering, and mathematics oriented 

American university system, understanding how data is changed by the linkage it has to a 

claim or conclusion is of paramount importance: For example, imagine buoys are 

measuring the temperature of the Atlantic Ocean in Kelvin; any instance where the 

temperature reading is 0 Kelvin will be removed from the data set because, under the 

physical logic of temperature, the Atlantic Ocean cannot be 0 Kelvin. Thus, the data is 

structured by its linkage. It seems entirely possible to locate the rhetoric for a scientific 

age within this dynamic alone.  

Source 

 When it comes to methods for discovering or creating linkages, only a few 

approaches are available. It is typical of theories of topical invention to assume that the 

source for linkages is readily apparent, which lends credence to psychological 

considerations of the linkage as a basic function of the human brain; of the psychological 

approaches, Woolbert (1918) is the best example of this belief. Treating the source as 
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self-apparent for the human brain also characterizes Bevilacqua’s (1972) rendition of 

Vico’s topical invention although it is not psychologically influenced.  

In the few cases where there are sources, they are hardly well thought out. 

Aristotle (trans. 2007) has nothing more than suggestive wording, and this is the case 

with most treatments of topical invention’s sources in the last 100 years. Some offer 

directive questions, following Cicero’s (trans. 1949) and Quintilian’s (trans. 1920, trans. 

1921) models; Ochs (1989) is a perfect example of offering directive questions for a 

source. Miller (1987) suggests that the source for special topics comes from the speech 

genre, rhetor’s institution, or the discipline of knowledge of a speech but offers no more 

detail than that. Rarely, sources are more fully discussed: Brockriede and Ehninger 

(1960) offer an explicit understanding of the data, linkage, and claim or conclusion that 

each of their topics invents. But, Brockriede and Ehninger’s (1960) system of topics is 

the exception to the rule when it comes to explaining the source.  

Understanding the source for topical invention is a wide open field for the future. 

There are many theories of topical invention, and even some that are tested in classrooms 

in the last 100 years. There are, however, very few that explain the method for using 

them. It is strange that an approach to invention that, across its history, is so evidently 

meant to be used by people creating or discovering discourse has so few clear discussions 

of how to use it. If linkages are not fundamental functions of the human brain, more 

theoretical, analytic, and pedagogical work needs to be devoted to the sources for topical 

invention. 
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Topic 

In keeping with this dissertation’s understanding of topical invention, the topic 

captures the naming of the individual items for topical invention. The topics are 

frequently named by their data, linkage, or claim or conclusion. In Aristotelian systems of 

topical invention, topics are predominantly named by their formal linkage: This is the 

case in Aristotle (trans. 2007), Cicero (trans. 1942), Ehninger (1946), and Weaver (1953). 

These are names like “from analogy or precedent” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 174). In 

more Ciceronian approaches to topical invention, topics are named by a confluence of 

their data and linkage, such as how Quintilian (trans. 1921) names a topic as the cause of 

the act where “cause” captures a formal linkage and “act” is the data (p. 245). This is also 

the naming practice for Ochs (1989) and Brockriede and Ehninger (1960). Occasionally, 

topics are named by the claim or conclusion they lead to; this is most apparent in Walter 

(1955).  

Naming conventions in topics reveal the disciplinary and historical influences that 

inform the author’s understanding of topical invention. A couple of times in the last 100 

years, this influence has not been a theory of topical invention from ancient rhetoric or a 

set of psychological research. In these cases, namely Ehninger (1946) and Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008), the influence on the author’s understanding of topical 

invention is something other than prior research. In both of these examples, the largest 

influence is one of time: Ehnginer (1946) captures how Lami updated Aristotelian 

naming to fit contemporary discourse, and Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) 

make topics appropriate to a burgeoning interest in quantitative science by making the 

largest two sets of topics the “loci of quantity” and “loci of quality” (p. 85). Making 
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quantity and quality the two most distinctive topics in their explicit system of topical 

invention shows how Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/2008) internalize the 

distinction between qualitative work and quantitative work—a distinction not used in 

naming topics before the modern era of quantitative science. Thus, the influences on the 

author of a system of topics is still apparent even though it may not be a previous theory 

of topical invention. 

The names that authors give to their topics also point to what aspect of topical 

invention receives the most attention in a particular approach to topical invention. Thus, 

Aristotelian approaches to topical invention favor the logical linkage, and Ciceronian 

approaches to topical invention favor the data just as a court trial is interested in the facts 

of a case. This is a potential future for topical invention: If all of the systems of topics in 

the past four chapters are viable, then the system of topics that a rhetor chooses to use 

reflects the rhetor’s preference for a clear linkage between data and claim, an observable 

data set, a psychological state of the audience, or the claims or conclusions that are the 

outcome of topical invention. 

Framework 

 In summary, using Leff’s (1983b) model of topical invention makes for an 

effective method of searching for and analyzing topical invention, its systems, and its 

individual topics. Conceiving of topics as things that provide a source for discovering 

propositions that connect the data of an argument to the claim or conclusion of an 

argument represents explicit systems of topics from ancient rhetoric and the last 100 

years well. The same definition can be used in rhetorical criticism to find contemporary 

topics and analyze if they are new. I have collected various systems of topics and 
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thoughts on topical invention from the last 100 years, and these theories point to the 

range of potential data, claims, linkages, sources, and topics that may do inventive work 

today. Knowing just which topics and systems work for contemporary topical invention is 

the work of a different project, but with this framework and this history of use, that 

project has a solid foundation upon which to build. 

Futures of Topical Invention 

 “Reinvention” is an all-too-frequent pun for beginning a discussion of how 

invention can be improved for the future. Yet, working out a way forward or modernizing 

a past is important work for studying rhetoric. Future discourses are a key concern for 

rhetorical scholarship. As Murphy (1997) defined it: 

Rhetoric is the study of means for future discourse. What distinguishes rhetoric 

from grammar, then, is that grammar analyzes the language itself, not its future 

uses. What distinguishes rhetoric from logic is that logic analyzes the validity or 

invalidity of argumentative forms, not the uses of those forms in the future. (p. 

188)  

Topical invention, however, is not a single, coherent body of principles. Most of the 

different takes on topical invention described in the last five chapters have future uses, 

and many of them are different futures of discourse. I will probably define something 

tomorrow, and depending on how I go about defining something, Aristotle’s idea of 

topical invention may deserve credit. But, I may use a metaphor to radically alter an 

accepted definition of something so that my pragmatically minded friend can come to an 

agreement on what that thing is—and then Woolbert’s (1918) or Williams and Enos’s 

(2002) metaphorical topical invention, depending on whether my metaphor was pre-
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verbal or a clever act of imagination, and Burke (1945/1969a) deserve credit. Most of the 

different varieties of topical invention collected in the preceding five chapters are viable 

futures for topical invention, and many need more work in applied analyses that can test 

their limits, in classrooms where we can know if they help educate students or are too 

complex, and in theoretical treatises that can fill in the gaps in their structures.  

Topical invention has some notably missing futures—futures that are yet to be 

developed significantly. There are knowable futures that discussions of topical invention 

have never attempted. More potential futures for topical invention exist than I can cover, 

but a few immediately come to mind.  

• Rhetorical work has relatively recently expanded to consider visual rhetoric, but 

invention in visual rhetoric is still underdeveloped, topical invention doubly so. 

Although emotional appeal, pathos, has long been a part of invention, it has not 

been considered thoroughly in topical invention.  

• In the late 1980s, Donna Haraway and Sandra Harding approached the idea of 

feminist epistemology, and during the same time period, the rhetoric of inquiry 

became an interest in U.S. rhetorical studies. What feminist epistemology means 

for topical invention, however, has not been discussed.  

• U.S. rhetorical studies became very aware of black voices during the Civil Rights 

movement, especially following the 1969 decision to pursue an alternate site for 

the 1971 Conference on College Composition and Communication (Executive 

Committee). Racial identity, however, has seldom been discussed as an influential 

factor in topical invention, and topical systems for racial discourse are non-

existent.  
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• Finally, given the Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 

focus of the current climate in American universities, U.S. rhetorical studies is a 

community of scholars in an excellent position to develop and analyze topical 

invention for STEM fields’ communication and research practices. Since STEM 

fields still rely heavily on rhetorical practices for scholarly publication and 

dissemination of knowledge and since topical invention typically provides a clear 

set of practices, a strong affinity between the composition practices of STEM 

fields and topical invention can lead to useful new systems of topics. 

Visual Rhetoric 

 Visual rhetoric is a frequent concern of the modern college composition and 

rhetoric classroom, and U.S. rhetorical studies is interested in the connection between 

rhetoric’s traditional focus on oral and written speech and the persuasive effect of images. 

Visual rhetoric does not have a theory of topical invention of its own. In the few cases 

where U.S. rhetorical studies discusses topical invention of visual images, the discussion 

is a reference to ancient Greek topical invention—usually without any acknowledgement 

that ancient Greek systems of topics fit modern images and multimodal media poorly.  

Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz (2003) propose considering visual rhetoric at the level 

of appeals. They view images as visual arguments, which suggests that there are no 

images that are not argumentative. The furthest Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz take the 

argumentative side of visual rhetoric into Aristotle’s classic three appeals: “visual 

arguments based on character” (p. 315), “visual arguments based on facts and reason” (p. 

320), and “visual arguments that appeal to emotion” (p. 325). This approach to visual 

rhetoric is stuck in a semiotic appreciation of images without moving beyond that basic 
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linguistic level to appreciate images as constructed and structured to argue for or against 

something. Thus, Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz make being a good or effective visual arguer 

a question of a person’s visual literacy: If one can read the persuasion of an image, one 

can create a visual argument.  

The Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz (2003) model may work for combining text and 

image in a college composition classroom, but it does not suit modern image compositing 

where multiple images are combined using a graphic design program such as Adobe 

Photoshop. In this type of visual argument, modified parts from many images are 

combined for a reason or goal: Images are the data, and the final image is the claim or 

conclusion. There are logics or heuristics guiding this procedure: One would not choose 

any tree to put in a composite image advertisement for Corona beer since only palm trees 

would be appropriate. There is no extant theory of topical invention for handling images 

as data or images as claims or conclusion. 

Odell (2013) offered a framework for multimodal communication directed at 

improving how visual rhetoric is integrated into written and oral communication typical 

of the composition classroom and informing assessment of that practice (p. 144). Within 

this framework, Odell stresses that the sentence- and paragraph-level flow, that is, 

“moving from given to new,” requires “establishing logical and perceptual relationships 

that are essential to verbal and visual communication alike” (p. 146). These relationships 

are the place that ancient Greek and Latin topical invention tends to reside, and Odell 

appreciates this by recommending a few of Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) list of 28 topics: 

“comparison and contrast, classification, location in a setting or scene, and temporal and 

causal sequence” (p. 146).  
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Recommending only this handful of the 28 topics belies a lacuna in topical 

invention for visual rhetoric: Many of Aristotle’s (trans. 2007) topics are not appropriate 

for visual rhetoric. For example, neither “precedent” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 174) nor 

“turning the argument on the opponent” (Aristotle, trans. 2007, p. 175) make for useful 

processes of invention for visual rhetoric. Or, if they do, it is by changing them 

considerably from how Aristotle (trans. 2007) or the numerous Aristotelian topical 

systems conceive of those topics. Odell (2013) points to the place where topical invention 

should exist in the multimodal composition classroom and provides an inductive example 

for how topical invention fits there, but he does not offer a complete system of topics 

geared for the multimodal composition classroom. This is a potential place for traditional 

U.S. rhetorical studies scholarship aiming at updating ancient Greek and Roman topical 

invention for multimodal composition to find a future. 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2007) present a semiotic grammar for visual design that 

could make for a robust theory of topical invention for visual rhetoric. Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s grammar often goes beyond the regular boundaries of grammar as 

“description” and into the traditionally rhetorical realm of political values and structured 

thought (pp. 44–46). In other words, Kress and van Leeuwen (2007) identify the grammar 

of the visual literacy advocated by Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz (2003) and go a step 

further by showing what structures make up visual argument. Or, to think of this 

linguistically, Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2007) grammar offers subjects, verbs, and 

predicates and shows what common patterns in visual design use them—the visual 

equivalent of sentences, prepositional phrases, and relative clauses. 
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Of particular importance for creating a system of visual topics for visual topical 

invention—not to be confused with adapting linguistic topics to visual rhetoric—is Kress 

and van Leeuwen’s (2007) “narrative structures in visual communication” (p. 74). To 

understand these narrative structures, it is helpful to think of how images are discussed as 

having composition or vectors that direct the eye from a part that initially captures 

attention to another part. The sequential movement of the eye across the image makes for 

a narrative, and that narrative can be a proposition—an argumentative structure. Much of 

Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2007) work is devoted to categorizing these narrative 

structures and the values that they convey, which makes for an almost complete visual 

topical system for visual rhetoric. 

Feminism 

 In the last 100 years of topical invention, most U.S. rhetorical studies scholars 

who contribute to discussions of topical invention are men. And, while feminist 

historiography and feminist rhetorical criticism are well represented at last in the pages of 

U.S. rhetorical studies publications, no feminist approach to topical invention has been 

proposed. Perhaps there is no discernable difference between the systems of topics in this 

history and feminist systems of topics—or systems of feminist topics—but, that 

assumption presupposes its own answer by excluding a priori a feminist approach to 

topical invention. That is, there will not be a feminist topical invention as long as U.S. 

rhetorical studies scholars do not attempt to create or discover a feminist topical 

invention. Or, perhaps, it is a case of topical invention being considered an innate human 

mental capacity possessed by all able-minded adults that structures how they make sense 

of their experience of the world. 
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 If topical invention is an innate faculty of the human mind, like many of the 

psychological approaches to topical invention indicate, then it has an objectivity problem. 

The last 100 years of topical invention predominantly dealt with attempts to create 

objective systems of topics, and this tendency can be corrected with what Haraway 

(1988) proposed as “feminist objectivity”: “Feminist objectivity is about limited location 

and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and object” (p. 

583). Some systems of topics already provide this limited and situated approach: Burke 

(1945/1969a) makes perspective a fundamental part of topical invention; Consigny 

(1974) and Vatz (1973) place topical invention in a similar perspectival role by making it 

complicit in the creation of situated knowledge. But, many systems of topics do not 

permit a situated approach. Most of topical systems that have formally or informally 

logical linkages allow that “logic” to be objective for all rhetors who may use them. 

Haraway’s (1988) argument that feminist objectivity is about “splitting, not being” (p. 

586) may be a fundamental breakthrough in adapting these logical linkages to a situated 

knowledge. For example, where “definition” is a topic, it reliably uses a logical linkage 

of essentialism or, sometimes, genus; incorporating splitting in adapting “definition” 

might make for “definitions” where the logical linkage asks what definition is situated to 

the data, not what definition is essential to being or the being of the genus. Room exists 

in the multifaceted history of topical invention in the last 100 years for a new feminist 

system of topics, and Haraway (1988) may have principles for developing such a system. 

 In a similar vein, feminist topical invention may be gendered topical invention. 

While I am drawing on Harding’s (1986) standpoint epistemology here, I do not want to 

suggest that gendered topical invention need rely on some gender essentializing idea that 
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men are from agonism and women are from cooperation. Rather, topical invention may 

have gendered use: Perhaps masculine arguments rely on certain topics or systems of 

topics while feminine arguments rely on a different set of topics. This suggests that 

additional research needs to be done on gendered use of topics for invention. One manner 

of conducting such a study is to follow Blinn and Garrett’s (1993) study using topics as a 

way to analyze the argumentative differences between Chinese and American logics as 

culturally situated. A study of gendered use of topics could scour gendered texts for 

evidence of using topical invention and determine if there is some way that Americans 

see topics as having gendered use. This is, of course, just one of a number of different 

ways that gendered use of topical invention could be studied; the point is that it has not 

been studied and can promise to fulfill a gap in theories of gendered invention.  

Race 

 U.S. rhetorical studies, like many American scholarly communities, spent much of 

the last 100 years ignoring race. It was not until 1969 that clear published evidence of the 

community’s awareness of race appeared. In 1969, the Executive Committee of the 

Conference on College Composition and Communication proposed that the organization 

search for a different venue for the 1971 conference to demonstrate the organization’s 

displeasure with the way Chicago Mayor Richard Daley handled riots following M. L. 

King Jr.’s assassination and the Democratic National Convention (Executive Committee). 

This marked the first major action by U.S. rhetorical studies scholars to acknowledge 

race as a social issue, and scholarship on racially different rhetoric exploded in the 

following years. The few times that U.S. rhetorical studies scholars attempt to discuss 

race as having an impact on topical invention in the last 100 years, they have been 
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instances where topics are indecipherable from tropes (see chapter seven; c.f., Hoerl, 

2007). 

 Making topics indecipherable from tropes is similar to a viable post-structural 

future for topical invention. Yarbough’s (2004) positioning of topical invention as 

heuristics mediating the semiotic relationship between sign and signifier is remarkably 

similar to how Gates (2001) considers signification in black vernacular. According to 

Gates (2001), signification in black vernacular is “associated with a concept that stands 

for the rhetorical structures of the black vernacular” (p. 1554). In other words, the 

signification that Gates (2001) identified as the master trope of black vernacular is a 

rhetorical reconfiguration at the semiotic level “within the larger white discursive 

universe” (p. 1555). Thus, Yarbrough’s (2004) positioning of topics as inventional 

resources that happen at this same semiotic level of language allows Leff’s (1983b) 

framework for topics to accommodate black vernacular topical invention. Thus, Gates 

(2001) black master trope, signifyin(g), could be associated to a yet unstudied system of 

topics following the post-structural line of topical invention.  

 Black vernacular is just one example among many where topical invention is 

unstudied. It is remarkable that so many U.S. rhetorical studies scholars claim that 

systems of topics and topical invention are “culturally situated” yet never identify how 

that cultural situation occurs. The idea that topical invention and its systems of topics are 

culturally situated is credible prima facie; however, “culturally situated” in this use ends 

up being a weasel word. That is, by simply acknowledging that it is culturally situated, 

scholars of U.S. rhetorical studies have situated topical invention in cultures which are 

easily accepted as fluid and amorphous making studying the culturally situatedness of 
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topical invention seem impossible. This is, of course, not the case. United States 

rhetorical studies has warmed to the idea of emic research perspectives and ethnographic 

research methods—it is now possible to do clearly “rhetorical” research in situ gaining an 

emic perspective of what culturally situated systems of topics mean. This has not been the 

practice in studies of topical invention—there seems to be a still-standing barrier between 

what is a ritual appropriate to U.S. rhetorical studies writ large and one that is appropriate 

for the study of topical invention. Even Blinn and Garrett’s (1993) study of Chinese 

versus American topical invention, the only study of the culturally situatedness of topical 

invention in the last century, is conducted from an etic research perspective. 

Understanding how topical invention is culturally situated is, then, a wide open future for 

U.S. rhetorical studies. 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

 As mentioned above, the focus on STEM, or more recently STEAM (STEM + 

Arts and design) education in American universities changes the field for U.S. rhetorical 

studies. As more of us fall victim to the adjunctification of higher education in order to 

teach increasingly denigrated English Composition, Public Speaking, and Introduction to 

Communication classes as general education support services for institutions devoted to 

STEM fields, the substance and theory that Leff (2006) felt was lost in U.S. rhetorical 

studies returns to prominence as a question of whose substance and theory. Perhaps this 

sentiment is more real to a rhetorical studies scholar at an engineering school, but 

substance and theory appear to be a boom industry of knowledge for STEM fields even 

while it disappears from U.S. rhetorical studies.  



260 

 

 This does not need to be case: Topical invention can be deployed by U.S. 

rhetorical studies scholars in STEM research. As heuristic tools, systems of topics already 

align with most of the contemporary scientific methods, and understanding how the 

linkages of topical invention change the available data and available claims or 

conclusions gives U.S. rhetorical studies scholars a critical tool for doing science and 

technology studies—if not for doing scientific research itself. Finally, topical invention 

can make for educational material for courses in STEM taught by U.S. rhetorical studies 

scholars. I have found in my own classrooms that topical invention is a framework that 

helps students in STEM fields improve their communication, and topical systems have 

been useful for teaching students in advanced scientific writing courses how to design 

and write about their research. For example, Rensselaer professor Dr. Barbara Lewis and 

I used topical invention to explain strategies for developing images in science writing that 

demonstrate the deposition of nanomaterials on a substrate to show the consistency of the 

growth or the density of the growth, and we have used Cicero’s later system of topics to 

explain arrangement of arguments and research questions. If U.S. rhetorical studies 

scholars develop systems of topical invention germane to STEM research, our teaching 

focus could someday be applied to Introduction to Science or Research Methods courses 

in STEM. 

Topical Invention 

 Topical invention is not a single, univocal concept, and this complexity empowers 

the future of topical invention for rhetoric. While it would be helpful to have some 

manner to differentiate which tradition a scholar’s use of topical invention hails from—

and I offer a few loose associations of topical invention that can serve this purpose—the 
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greatest value of topical invention comes from its ability, alone among the approaches to 

rhetorical invention, to systematize the inventive process. But, topical invention is only 

one manner of performing rhetorical invention among many, and it does not supplant 

those other methods. Instead, topical invention is the most structured method of 

discovering or creating discourse, and as a structured method, it is both limiting and 

empowering. 

 There are many futures for the various types of topical invention, and none of 

them are as bleak as Leff (2006) suggests nor as in need of post-structural reform as Kent 

(1989) and Muckelbauer (2008) propose. The futures of topical invention can involve 

theory, pedagogy, criticism, and practice, individually or collectively. But, the most 

important part of these futures, to my mind, is the deliberate and self-reflective process 

that topical invention suggests. A happy future for rhetorical practice in American 

discourse is one where rhetors take the time to consider their position in all the available 

topical systems because I cannot imagine a fiery, uncritical, ad hominem debate in which 

each participant has considered his or her position as many different available claims. 

 Aside from the civility that topical invention can nurture, topical invention has 

had a robust history in the last 100 years. Many changes in topical invention, new topics, 

and new systems of topics have been published since 1914 that have never been pursued 

again. It is facile to think of topical invention as a tired topic, worn out by American 

rhetorical scholarship, but topical invention’s history does not show that to be the case. 

Instead, there are dozens of new systems of topical invention that have been proposed but 

left undeveloped, and this dissertation collects many of them. And, between these 
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theories of topical invention and the framework that they share, the future of topical 

invention has ample ground to build upon. 
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