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  BOOK REVIEW 

 
Scot Barnett, Rhetorical Realism: Rhetoric, Ethics, and the Ontology of 
Things. New York: Routledge, 2017, 243 pp., $92.00, ISBN: 9781138648210.  
 
As part of Routledge’s expansive series focused on “Studies in Rhetoric and 
Communication,” one will find Scot Barnett’s (2017) Rhetorical Realism: 
Rhetoric, Ethics, and the Ontology of Things. Barnett’s contribution is a good 
reminder that philosophy can benefit from the insights derived from the 
rhetorical tradition, especially when it comes to speculating about reality. 
This point is clearly evident in Barnett’s thoughtful articulation of the claim, 
“that attunements to nonhuman beings and extrahuman realities are nothing 
new for rhetoric” (5). Barnett saliently argues for how rhetoric is ideally 
situated to help new philosophical schools of thought like speculative realism, 
thing theory, new materialism, and actor-network theory negotiate the move 
away from the anthropocentric paradigm towards, “ways to accommodate 
nonhuman agents, such as animals, technologies, spaces, and everyday 
things” (5), in what is ultimately a viable form of realism and an ethics of 
care. 

Unlike other rhetoricians who choose less charged terms like “complexity,” 
“ecology,” or in the case of Thomas Rickert “ambience,” Barnett engages 
fully with the contentiousness of realism, and begins his project by situating 
rhetoric within the debate between realism vs. anti-realism (44). While 
realism is not an easily definable perspective, Barnett instructs that we can 
first understand realism as “epistemological realism” or what is more widely 
known disparagingly as “naïve realism.” The epistemic position works from 
the claim that, “our representations and language are accurate mirrors of the 
world as it actually is” (128). Barnett suggests that given the precarious or 
naïve nature of holding onto the epistemic position, the anti-realist position in 
contemporary thought has become dominant and in a discipline like rhetoric, 
realism has been and is often neglected.  

Barnett challenges the modern attachment to the anti-realist stance and 
does so convincingly in my opinion, by advocating for not just realism, but 
the key role that rhetoric plays in approaching or “attuning” us to a viable 
realist position. Thus, the goal of Barnett’s project is to explicate what makes 
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rhetoric realist and realism rhetorical (45). Barnett acknowledges, that 
rhetoric, understood broadly as discourse, has long been viewed as having an 
epistemic function, since discourse has a central role in our construction of 
knowledge about reality. Yet, Barnett is cautious not to “rethink” or 
reestablish naïve realism, as he views rhetorical discourse and action as 
emerging, “… in relation to worlds outside or in excess of knowledge and 
language” (30). This is to say, Barnett’s view of rhetorical realism requires a 
mind-independent reality or as he writes, “mind-independent reality is the 
hallmark of all versions of rhetorical realism explained in this book,” but this 
does not mean that rhetorical realism is epistemologically grounded (45). 

Instead, Barnett’s rhetorical realism is equally if not more so ontologically 
oriented. It is in this move towards an ontological orientation that Barnett 
aligns himself with contemporary object-oriented philosophers like Graham 
Harman and Levi Bryant, and like the aforementioned thinkers, Barnett 
himself draws heavily from Martin Heidegger. Similar to Heidegger, 
Barnett’s rhetorical realism changes the focus from “…what we can know 
about objects to what such beings are with respect to their being-in- 
the-world” (68). Put differently, rhetorical realism is ontologically minded in 
that rhetorical realism, “displaces the human’s privileged status by refusing to 
treat objects as constructions of humans” (128). While rhetorical realism in a 
way joins epistemological and ontological realism, the ontological orientation 
is central to Barnett’s rhetorical realism, because as will be more fully 
explained later in this review, it entails a need for epistemic humility. 

Another key influence present in Barnett’s work is Bruno Latour. To my 
mind, Latour is a natural perspective to call upon to help guide Barnett’s 
historiography of realist commitments, because of Latour’s assertion that we 
have “never been modern,” which is a challenge to “the Modern 
Constitution.” This “Constitution” holds that modernity is typified by a clear 
split between the two “ontological zones” of society and nature. Latour 
argues that no such split between these ontological zones has ever been 
achieved and thus we cannot be said to be modern. Latour’s “nonmodern” 
view of history allows Barnett to reinforce his claim that the realist 
commitments are not a recent result of some linear progression of rhetorical 
theory that has led us to this moment, but are instead part of a “series of 
non-linear ‘counter-revolutionary’ practices” (55). 
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In chapter two, Barnett aligns himself with James W. Hikins assertion that 
Aristotle was a realist. Additionally, Barnett advances a sense of Aristotle’s 
rhetorical realism as being ontologically concerned by stating that for 
Aristotle, “… skillful rhetors must do more than obtain knowledge of 
audience and situation … rhetors must have cultivated an attunement to being 
and to the being of beings, the way that natural, artificial, and human beings 
move, change, and endure as beings in the world” (68). Specifically, Barnett 
identifies Aristotle’s “intertwining” of art (technē), nature (phūsis), and logos 
as central to Aristotle’s rhetorical realism and Aristotle’s understanding of 
being as the interplay of presencing and movement (69). It is here that 
Barnett follows the lead of Daniel Gross and in many ways that of early 
Heidegger, offering that the key to Aristotle’s rhetorical realism and 
ontological orientation is the idea of, “… an attunement to the being of 
beings (living and nonliving, human and nonhuman) and an 
understanding—or more accurately a desire to understand—that such beings 
move and are moved by one another” (93).  

From Aristotle we move in the third chapter to the era of early modern 
rhetoric and the impact of British Empiricism on the tradition. Barnett 
highlights figures like Francis Bacon and the British Royal Society as 
advancing a desire for “a world without rhetoric,” where a “plain style” of 
language would overcome the ambiguities and problematics of ordinary 
language (104). Of particular interest is John Wilkins and while he was a key 
member of the British Royal Society, he is of greater interest to Barnett for 
his attempt to devise a universal language. Wilkins’s hope for his “real 
character” was that it would prompt a “… return to an Edenic state when 
word, self, and world were coincident with one another …” (113), and this 
view is cited by those like Stanley Fish, as well as Patricia Bizzell and Bruce 
Herzberg, as a prime example of the anti-rhetorical sentiment of the period. 
Conversely, Barnett suggests that a more nuanced view of Wilkins and 
modern British rhetoric can be had if we look at how Wilkins blended the 
epistemological and ontological wings of realism in his project. For Barnett, 
Wilkins’s real character clearly adheres to an epistemological realism, but 
Barnett contends that the being of things is not necessarily excluded by this 
commitment. Therefore, Wilkins is seen as enfolding the epistemological and 
ontological in his real character, which for Barnett was a “critical” change in 
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rhetorical realism that has had a continued impact on the tradition (128). 
In Barnett’s penultimate chapter he paints an image of the structure of 

contemporary rhetoric as Kantian in nature, which is to say anthropocentric. 
Despite Kant’s negative attitude towards rhetoric, Barnett suggests that the 
Kantian structure of transcendental idealism established the ground for 
modern anti-realism and made it possible for an epistemic turn in the 
discipline of rhetoric that still persists. Barnett points to Robert L. Scott’s 
1967 article “On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic” and Scott’s pronouncement 
that rhetoric is a knowledge making art, as prime examples of the impact of 
Kant’s structure on the rhetorical tradition.  

Robert Scott’s article does not mention Kant directly, but Barnett views 
Scott’s work as ushering in a turn away from objective truth towards a more 
vernacular or “rhetorical understanding of reality” (164). In the epistemic 
turn it is we humans who act as the gatekeepers of reality or what is better 
known in Kantian terms as the “transcendental subject.” While the idea of a 
“transcendental subject” is largely rejected now, Barnett deems it be an 
important indicator of the Kantian Compromise, which along with Kant’s 
discussion of the noumenon or thing-in-itself, substantiates how realist 
commitments are still being relied on despite Kant’s and epistemic rhetoric’s 
proclivity towards anti-realism. 
  Barnett notes that the “peculiar tension” at work in the Kantian 
Compromise is that while, “… knowledge originates in human beings, and 
not in the world outside of thought, knowledge is always bumping against the 
limits of its own explanatory power, which is nothing less than the 
limits—the recalcitrance—of things-in-themselves” (174). However, rather 
than seeing this as a limit and a reason for adopting an anti-realist stance, 
Barnett appeals to the epistemic rhetoric of Richard Cherwitz and James 
Hikins who postulate a realist view of rhetoric or a Rhetorical Perspectivism 
that views rhetoric, “as a kind of mediator helping us to uncover and 
coordinate differing perspectives of reality” (174). Barnett writes that, 
“Rhetorical perspectivism thus recognizes that knowledge is necessarily 
determined by our perceptions of reality. At the same time, it suggests that 
our perceptions never fully capture or exhaust the totality of reality” (175), 
and it is this inability to exhaust reality that Barnett sees as crucial for 
moving us towards an “ethics of care.”  
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Barnett’s overall ambition in Rhetorical Realism, is to show how, 
“attending to the rhetoricity of things constitutes an ethical as much as a 
historiographical project” (107), and this move towards ethics hinges on our 
appreciation for our inability to exhaust reality. While it is true that our 
perceptions of reality help us to arrive at some kind of knowledge or 
understanding about reality, it is equally important as we orientate towards 
things or objects that we learn how to appreciate that our knowledge or 
understanding will never fully exhaust reality or the reality of the objects we 
share the world with. Rather than trying to master the world we need to 
engage in an “epistemic humility,” as it is epistemic humility that has the 
ability to move us towards a full appreciation for everyday things. 

In the final chapter, Barnett instructs that rhetoric should be viewed as an 
ethical art where rhetorical realism engages us in an ethics of care, since it is 
in the rhetorical situation that we have a responsibility to care for reality and 
the reality of things. In what is another fitting perspective to call upon, 
Barnett engages Heidegger’s notion of Gelassenheit “releasement” or 
“letting-be,” to help him articulate how the responsibility to care for reality 
entails epistemic humility or what can be understood as the “letting-be” of 
reality. In addition to Heidegger, Barnett approaches the letting-be by way of 
Levinas’ view of The Face. However, given that Levinas does not extend his 
ethics to everyday things, Barnett finds what I think is a stronger line of 
appeal via Silvia Benso’s use of Heidegger’s “the thing” and “the fourfold” 
from her book (2000) The Face of Things: A Different Side of Ethics. Benso 
offsets Levinas’ lack of concern for things and Heidegger’s lacls of concern 
with ethics, by bringing the two thinkers together. Benso argues that the 
things or objects that we engage with in the world are each individually 
gathering places for “the fourfold” and it is this gathering that calls out for an 
attentive response. It is from this initial gathering call encountered in 
everyday objects that we have an ethical responsibility to respond by way of 
the letting-be. This letting be is a showing of epistemic humility that cares for 
the reality of things by not imposing or trying to exhaust them ontologically.  

Barnett uses the example of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon explosion and 
environmental disaster that occurred in the Gulf of Mexico in the United 
States, to illustrate his point that prior to the incident and in its aftermath, 
those impacted by it both directly and watching it unfold at home on the news 
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were confronted with the issue of “responsibility.” However, responsibility 
here was understood more as who was at fault, as opposed to how we all as 
rhetorical beings, have the ethical responsibility to care for the reality of 
things. Barnett’s speculation is that had more attention been shown for the 
ethical responsibility to care for things, something like the Deepwater 
Horizon incident may have been avoidable or at the very least, the aftermath 
may have produced a more didactic response.  

Stated at the beginning of this review was the point that rhetoric and 
philosophy can mutually benefit from an interdisciplinary partnership where 
philosophy and rhetoric look to each other for support. Thus Barnett’s thesis 
and the motivation behind my recommendation of this book, is that one such 
important contemporary area where philosophy can gain assistance and 
insight from rhetoric is with regard to the decentering of anthropocentrism 
and the reorientation of our ontological perspective towards everyday objects. 
For philosophers, listening to rhetoric on this matter means in part 
recognizing rhetoric’s historical engagement with realist commitments. More 
importantly, this also means acknowledging rhetoric’s place as an ethical art 
that can provide significant input on how to develop an ethics of care for the 
things we share our being-with such that “the good life” (189), as Barnett 
suggests, is not just a reality for humans, but extended to include all things 
that are equally a part of reality. 
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