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ABSTRACT:

Psychologist Stephen Gibson published an article in 2013 in the British
Journal of Social Psychology that offers a rhetorical analysis of the
transcripts and audio recordings of Stanley Milgram'’s mid-20t" century
obedience experiments. Gibson’s rhetoric of inquiry project has the
potential to advance both the fields of psychology and rhetoric. He uses
rhetorical methods to examine both the experimenter's deployment of
rhetorical strategies to influence research participants and the
participants’ deployment of rhetorical strategies to resist the authority
of the experimenter. Despite its relevance to the field of rhetorical
inquiry, Gibson's research has been overlooked by scholars of rhetoric,
and Gibson himself does not engage with contemporary rhetorical
scholarship. This article encourages a transdisciplinary exchange that
will benefit both the field of research known as the rhetoric of science,
technology and medicine and the subfield of social psychology known
as rhetorical psychology.
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In 2013, psychology professor Stephen Gibson published an article in the British Journal of
Social Psychology titled “Milgram’s Obedience Experiments: A Rhetorical Analysis.” Perfectly
legible to rhetoric of science, technology, and medicine (RSTM) scholars, the paper is a
textbook case of research that fits in the Project on the Rhetoric of Inquiry (the sponsor of
this journal, POROI). It applies a rhetorical lens to a set of psychological experiments
conducted half a century prior, taking audio recordings and transcripts from a selection of
Stanley Milgram’s infamous obedience experiments and considering them as texts for
rhetorical analysis. Gibson's article focuses on “the use of rhetoric by the participants and by
the experimenter” (2013, p. 290) to understand how they deployed the available means of
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persuasion in the situation they faced. To accomplish this task, Gibson used a “theoretical
and methodological framework” known as “rhetorical psychology” (2013, p. 293).

The tradition of research upon which Gibson drew was developed by social psychologist
Michael Billig during the height of the “rhetoric of inquiry” movement in the social sciences
through books such as Arguing and Thinking: A Rhetorical Approach to Social Psychology (1987)
and Ideology and Opinions: Studies in Rhetorical Psychology (1991). In the 1980s and 1990s,
researchers in the human sciences, which for the most part meant social scientific fields such
as sociology, psychology, and economics, were making a turn to rhetoric as they reflected on
their own disciplinary research practices (see, for example, Nelson et al., 1987; Simons, 1989;
Simons, 1990; Roberts & Good, 1993). However, most attempts by social scientists to bring a
sensitivity to rhetoric into their fields were short-lived. In the following years, rhetoric of
science developed as a robust specialty area within departments of communication and
English, producing landmark case study research, mostly about how natural scientists argue
with each other in the making of knowledge (Harris, 2018). As it grew over time, the area of
research known as rhetoric of science turned more attention to the public communication
of science, both by scientists and non-scientists (Ceccarelli, 2015; Condit et al., 2012), and it
expanded its professional scope to include the rhetoric of technology and medicine (Gruber
& Pietrucci, 2021). Meanwhile, according to Chris Ingraham, the rhetoric of inquiry
movement, after peaking in 1993, has “all but disappeared from current conversations in the
field” (2015, p. 10).

For this reason, RSTM scholars today might be surprised to learn that a community of
social scientists—with a theoretical and methodological framework rooted in the rhetorical
tradition and an interest in how persuasion influences the process of inquiry—has continued
to thrive as a subfield of psychology. This offshoot of the rhetoric of inquiry movement
remains an isolate community, producing research uninformed by recent developments in
RSTM. In this paper, we critically analyze Gibson’s article to introduce the two intellectual
communities to each other, helping each to recognize what they are missing by not being in
conversation with the other. First, we will establish that Gibson’s work is indeed a case study
in rhetorical analysis that has received attention in the field of psychology but has gone
unnoticed by scholars whose primary identification is with RSTM. Then we will take a closer
look at what Gibson revealed in his study that RSTM scholars would do well to recognize, as
well as what Gibson might have missed because he was unaware of recent research in RSTM.
Our critical analysis of Gibson’'s article will conclude with a call for a transdisciplinary
exchange between the two communities of research.

A SIGNIFICANT RHETORICAL ANALYSIS THAT HAS ESCAPED THE

NOTICE OF RSTM

In Gibson's 2013 British Journal of Social Psychology article, rhetorical psychology is described
in terms that will sound familiar to scholars of rhetoric:
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The specific focus of rhetorical psychology is on the identification of discursive
strategies and lines of argument in discourse. By paying close attention to the way in
which language is used, it aims to specify the ways in which patterns of argumentation
are related both to the immediate discursive context, and to the wider themes of
cultural commonsense. (p. 293)

Although Gibson'’s article identifies rhetorical psychology as “a member of the wider family
of discourse analytic methods” (p. 293), and suggests that it is an approach to “qualitative”
social science (p. 295), the study itself appears to be a close reading no different from what
might be expected from a rhetorical critic trained in the humanities branch of
communication studies, or the rhetoric and composition arm of an English department. For
example, it looks at how a psychology experiment’s participants used a “rhetorical strategy”
to undermine the experimenter’s authority (p. 295), and at how the experimenter deployed
a “rhetorical strategy” in an attempt to restrain the participants’ agency (p. 298). It identifies
an utterance as “a classic rhetorical move” and argues that this and other such moves
“perform a particular rhetorical function in the local context of their use” (p. 295). Elsewhere,
it points to “an interesting rhetorical manoeuvre” by a participant (p. 298) and celebrates how
participants reach into “their rhetorical armoury” to extricate themselves from a difficult
exigence (p. 305).

Gibson'’s article draws on “classical rhetorical scholarship” (p. 293) to name one rhetorical
strategy used by the experimenter “a logos which potentially makes available a powerful anti-
logos” for the participants to use (p. 304). The article does not mention Protagoras, whose
Antilogiae is presumably the theoretical foundation for this claim; instead, it draws the
concept of a logos having a corresponding anti-logos secondarily from Billig. But Gibson’s use
of the concept is nonetheless effective in conveying the way the strategy worked in context.
Gibson also introduces the concept of “witcraft” to describe the participants’ resistance of
the experimenter’'s arguments as “the creative use of rhetoric to suit the demands of the
particular argumentative context in which one finds oneself” (p. 298). Witcraft is another
term the article borrows from Billig rather than acknowledging its deeper intellectual history
(Lever, 1573). But regardless of its provenance, Gibson uses the concept to good effect to
illuminate what was happening in the particular case.

Producing a rhetorical analysis of Milgram’'s research design, execution, and
interpretation, Gibson argues “that a central aspect of Milgram'’s obedience experiments has
been largely neglected,” namely, the rhetorical character of the interactions between
experimenter and participants (2013, p. 290). Gibson's close rhetorical reading of the
archived transcripts and audiotapes of Milgram’s obedience experiments finds:

..that not only did some participants successfully extricate themselves from the
experimental situation, but that they did so by negotiating and arguing their way out
of it. In short, they engaged in the creative and flexible use of rhetoric in order to
resist the authority of the experimenter. (pp. 292-293)
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This finding has received considerable uptake in the field of psychology. According to
Google Scholar, as of December 9, 2025, Gibson'’s article has been cited 149 times. But none
of those citations are by authors who would identify as rhetorical scholars from the
community known as RSTM. Gibson also wrote a book in 2019 that extended the argument
of his article. But according to Google Scholar, that too has not been cited by rhetoricians as
of December 9, 2025. Bringing Gibson'’s article to the attention of readers of PORO/ will help
to rectify that oversight, allowing RSTM scholars to learn something from the field of
psychology about the rhetoric of authority while encouraging a renewed interest in
scholarship on the rhetoric of inquiry in the social sciences. A critical analysis of the article
as an artifact in its own right can also help its authors, and others who make up the research
community of rhetorical psychology, recognize that their work can be improved by engaging
with contemporary scholarship on the rhetoric of science.

GIBSON'S RHETORICAL INSIGHTS AND OVERSIGHTS

In an effort to introduce Gibson's study to RSTM scholars, we begin with an appreciative
reading of what this psychologist accomplishes in dissecting the intricate rhetorical dynamics
of Milgram’s obedience experiments. Contrary to the common understanding of what
Milgram'’s experiments demonstrated, namely that most people are all too willing to obey
authority figures when told to perform harmful acts against others, Gibson identifies a series
of rhetorical strategies used by the experimenter to elicit obedience and maintain control,
as well as a number of rhetorical strategies used by participants to resist the experimenter’s
authority. As we will also show with our critical reading of this article, Gibson could have
developed a richer understanding of the case he was studying had his knowledge of
rhetorical theory extended beyond the moment when rhetorical psychology broke off from
the broader field of rhetorical inquiry. Introducing Gibson and others in rhetorical
psychology to contemporary rhetorical scholarship could help them further advance their
research.

As Gibson establishes early in his article, Milgram first published findings from his
obedience experiments in the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology in 1963, with other
publications soon following, the most complete of which was Milgram’'s 1974 book,
Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View. The experiments themselves involved an
experimenter (or rather, an actor playing the role of a researcher), and a participant (or
research subject) who was being paid to assist in a study that was ostensibly about the
effects of punishment on learning. The participant was taken to a room and seated in front
of a switch that would allow the participant to give a series of electric shocks to another
person, the “learner,” who was strapped to a chair in another room, out of sight. The shocks
were to be given whenever the learner made a mistake on a memory test that was being
administered. Those shocks increased in voltage with every mistake made by the learner.
Mercifully, the learner was in reality a fake test subject, but the participant giving the shocks
did not know that. As the shocks increased in voltage, there were signs from the confederate
occupying the role of learner that the shocks were inflicting great pain. In the version of the
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experiment that Gibson analyzed, the learner actually cried out in pain, eventually
demanded to be released, and if the shocks went beyond 330 volts, ceased making any
sound at all, as if unconscious or dead. Milgram'’s experiments demonstrated that around
half of the participants in the study were willing to obey the authority of the experimenter
and administer shocks all the way up to 450 volts, at which point, the experimenter called an
end to the experiment.

While half is an alarming fraction of people willing to harm others at the command of
another, what Gibson reveals in his rhetorical analysis of the transcripts and audio
recordings of the experiments is that the interactions between experimenter and participant
were far from one-sided displays of obedience; instead, they were complex negotiations
imbued with rhetorical maneuvering on both sides. For example, according to the research
protocol, whenever the participant administering the shock showed a reluctance to continue,
the experimenter used a series of prods to keep the participant going. Those prods escalated
from an entreaty (“please continue”) to an impersonal instruction (“the experiment requires
that you continue”), to a more urgent but still impersonal claim (“it is absolutely essential that
you continue”), to an imperative that denied the agency of the participant (“you have no other
choice, you must go on”) (Gibson, 2013, p. 291). There were also a couple of extra prods that
the experimenter could use to answer questions by the participants, as needed, including an
assurance that “there is no permanent tissue damage” from the shocks, and an insistence
that “whether the learner likes it or not, you must go on until he has learned all the word
pairs correctly” (Gibson, 2013, p. 291). The innovation that Gibson introduces to psychology’s
understanding of the Milgram experiments is to treat those prods not as authoritative
commands, but as rhetorical strategies. Also, rather than focus on why so many participants
obeyed the experimenter, Gibson asks how a substantial number of them managed to
disobey, extricating themselves from the experimental situation by negotiating and arguing
with the experimenter before ultimately walking away.

For instance, Gibson highlights one participant who challenged the experimenter’s
authority with the following response to the reassurance that there is no permanent tissue
damage: “Well, that's your opinion” (Gibson, 2013, p. 294). This response effectively
undermined the experimenter's position, questioning the experimenter's epistemic
authority and introducing doubt about the legitimacy of the instructions being given. Further
developing a rhetoric of resistance, this participant justified his refusal to continue by shifting
allegiance from the experimenter to the learner: “If he [the recipient of the shocks] doesn't
want to continue, I'm taking orders from him” (Gibson, 2013, p. 294). This rhetorical move
repositioned the source of authority from the experimenter to the learner, subverting the
hierarchical structure imposed by the experimental setup. It reflects a stance where the
participant aligns with the person experiencing harm, rather than the authority figure
facilitating it. In response to the final prompt of “you have no other choice, sir, you must go
on,” this participant responded with a potent line of resistance in the U.S. public imaginary
during the 1960s: “If this were Russia maybe, but not in America” (Gibson, 2013, p. 294). As
Gibson put it, these rhetorical strategies of resistance “enable the participant to subvert the
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experimenter’s authority, and in so doing provide a potential ‘way out’ of the experimental
situation” (p. 295). Rather than mindlessly following orders, the participant was a wily
rhetorical agent defying a demand that acts against his conscience. These are the kind of
rhetorical strategies that teachers of rhetoric would do well to learn about in our present
political moment. For this reason, if no other, we think RSTM scholars should acquaint
themselves with Gibson'’s article.

Of particular interest in Gibson'’s rhetorical study of the transcripts and audio recordings
of two of Milgram’s experiments, we find that, contrary to received opinion, the fourth prod,
denying the agency of the participant, was “particularly ineffective” at persuading participants
to continue (Gibson, 2013, p. 301). In almost every case that it was used, this prompt resulted
in the participant refusing to go on with the experiment. When told that they have no other
choice but to go on, participants regularly denied the demand of the authority figure. It
appears that the rigid, authoritative nature of this prod actually strengthened participants’
resolve to assert their personal agency.

When studying the rhetorical moves made by participants to justify breaking off the
experiment upon hearing this prod, Gibson finds that the most frequent strategy was
“straightforward rhetorical negation” (Gibson, 2013, p. 301). He explains:

By conceptualizing the experimenter’s use of prod 4 as a rhetorical move, we can see
how it in fact contains within it the very ingredients for its own refutation. Such a bald
assertion of lack of choice tacitly makes available the powerful anti-logos of choice. (p.
302)

This is noteworthy because the theory Milgram had used to explain the results of his
experiments treated obedience “as a psychological tussle between individual autonomy and
seeing the self as a vehicle for the agency of an authority figure (the agentic state)” (Gibson,
2013, p. 305). In contrast, Gibson gives scholars of rhetoric a different way of seeing the
experiment:

It is notable that the experimenter’s responses to participants who appear reluctant
to continue do not take the form of orders designed to elicit obedience, but are instead
arguments designed to convince and persuade. Indeed, the most order-like
interventions appear to have been overwhelmingly resisted. (2013, pp. 304-305)

This observation strikes at the heart of our understanding of obedience and authority.

Traditionally, Milgram'’s experiments have been interpreted as a stark demonstration of
an individual's tendency to obey authoritative commands, even when such orders conflict
with that individual's morals. Gibson's analysis invites us to reconsider this notion by
examining the rhetorical dynamics at play. As Gibson concludes, this shows us that “rather
than providing a striking demonstration of the power of ‘obedience,” Milgram'’s experiments
are testament to the overwhelming failure of straightforward attempts to elicit ‘obedience’in
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the face of powerful ideologies of autonomy” in modern Western society (2013, p. 306).
Gesturing to Michel Foucault and Nikolas Rose, Gibson reminds us that “the subjects of
capitalist liberal individualism are not governed through the direct administration of blunt
disciplinary authority, but are instead shaped to become self-disciplining subjects” (2013, pp.
305-306). Correspondingly, the opportunity to assert agency by defying authority turns out
to be a move that such subjects are eager to make. Scholars of rhetoric who study demands
for obedience and acts of resistance in the current moment would do well to attend to this
finding.

Another finding that Gibson uncovers is that the experimenter's rhetorical strategies
sometimes deviated significantly from the official script provided by Milgram. In attempts to
persuade reluctant participants, the experimenter frequently skipped or altered the prods
to strengthen his rhetorical appeals. For example, in one case, the experimenter was told by
the participant administering the shocks that he would not continue unless the learner said
it was o.k. The experimenter then left the room, ostensibly to check on the learner. When
the experimenter returned, he reassured the participant that the learner “seems willing
enough to go on” (Gibson, 2013, p. 298). Gibson identifies this as “an appeal to privileged
insider information” on the part of the experimenter (2013, p. 299), and a kind of embodied
argument in which “the physical act of leaving the laboratory functions rhetorically” (2013, p.
300). It worked to elicit two more shocks before the participant demanded to speak to the
learner himself before proceeding. This variation from the official experimental set-up did
not get included in Milgram’s experimental write-up, but it is rhetorically significant. As
Gibson puts it, this finding “raises an intriguing point about the nature of rhetoric itself.
Specifically, rhetoric can be bodily as well as discursive” (2013, p. 306).

This observation is, of course, unsurprising to anyone who has kept up with the research
literature in rhetoric over the last twenty-five years or so (see, for example, Selzer & Crowley,
1999; Hawhee, 2004; Knoblauch & Moeller, 2022). But Gibson appears to be unaware of that
research. Earnestly declaring an empty niche that is ripe for exploration, Gibson draws on
his observation about this hidden aspect of the Milgram experiments to announce “the
possibility of a widening of the scope of what we might understand as being rhetorical. Not
only are words used to convince and persuade, but so too are physical actions” (2013, p.
306). Since the scope of rhetoric was expanded long ago in RSTM, this call will ring as naive
to most readers of this journal. We believe that Gibson’s study would have been enriched
had he known something about the abundant body of research on nonverbal rhetoric that
has been flourishing in the field of rhetorical inquiry in the years since rhetorical psychology
was established by Billig (some recent notable examples include Bloomfield, 2022; Kjeldsen
& Gelang, 2024; Eckstein, 2025).

A TRANSDISCIPLINARY EXCHANGE

The rhetorical analysis Gibson produced of Milgram'’s obedience experiments tells us much
about the use of arguments in resistance to authority and about how the design and
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execution of a social psychology experiment can lead to misleading results. What it misses
is a sensitive reading of the embodied nonverbal rhetoric at play in this case, a reading that
could have been made more rich had it been grounded in an up-to-date understanding of
rhetorical theory and criticism.

RSTM scholars have long wanted to have an impact on the fields we study, to reform “bad
science” when possible, or at the very least, get scientists to think harder about the way
rhetoric influences the design and interpretation of their research (Condit, 1996). We have
scolded each other for not doing enough to engage the scientists we study, and we have
contemplated ways of extending our reach beyond our own professional communities
(Ceccarelli, 2013; Druschke, 2014; Cagle, 2017). So, the fact that Gibson is already doing
rhetorical analysis in the field of psychology is a delight. But the fact that he is doing it without
engaging the larger body of RSTM scholarship is a missed opportunity for both research
communities.

For RSTM scholars, the loss from not engaging with such work is what rhetorical
psychology might teach us about cases that we have not yet studied. There is a whole body
of research on the use of rhetoric by scientists and subjects in social psychology
experiments. We would benefit from incorporating this research into our field since it can
help us to better understand how arguments made by people with attributed expertise work
to persuade, as well as how publics resist such arguments. Becoming acquainted with
research in rhetorical psychology also has the potential to reinvigorate RSTM scholarship on
the rhetoric of inquiry in the social sciences. Since some of us RSTM scholars are situated in
communication departments, where we work alongside social scientists, we might take
advantage of the opportunity we have to put the lessons of rhetorical psychology to work in
our own discipline, for example, by helping colleagues in interpersonal communication think
strategically about how the architecture of power is established in the design of their
research (Scharp & Thomas, 2019).

For rhetorical psychology researchers, the loss of remaining cut off from the broader
community of rhetoricians is felt when they lack methods that have been developed in that
larger community (say, about how to analyze nonverbal rhetoric) but which have not made
their way into the isolate population. Just last year, another rhetoric article was published by
researchers in psychology, this one analyzing the “rhetoric of psychological measurement
theory and practice” (Slaney et al.,, 2024). Unlike Gibson’s article, this one at least
acknowledges the existence of rhetoric of science as a field of study, beginning with “a brief
overview of the rhetoric of science scholarship” and citing several RSTM scholars in setting
up its own analysis of “various discourse practices in published psychological measurement
and validity literature” (Slaney et al., 2024, p. 1). However, most of those citations are to work
that is 20-30 years old. It appears that there is at least some interest on the part of
psychology researchers in crossing disciplinary boundaries to learn from RSTM scholars, but
there is a need to update their state of knowledge of the field.
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Defining transdisciplinary work as research that transports itself between disciplines,
transforming each discipline in turn, we would like to encourage a transdisciplinary exchange
between RSTM and rhetorical psychology. Co-authorship is one mechanism to achieve this
end, as we have done in this article. Another would be a joint conference where each
research community introduces their work to the other, eventuating in a special issue of a
journal. Such opportunities for transdisciplinary exchange can teach scholars in the subfield
of rhetorical psychology about RSTM as it currently exists, to see what a more complete
understanding of research in rhetoric might do to strengthen their research methodology,
interpretation of results, and experimental design. A familiarity with contemporary rhetorical
theory can not only assist those psychologists doing new research studies, but also those re-
evaluating landmark experiments like Milgram’s. At the same time, such opportunities for
transdisciplinary exchange can teach RSTM about rhetorical psychology, to see what
psychologists’ findings on authority-defying rhetoric or the legitimization of measurement
practices can teach us about rhetoric and about science. Such work can also re-invigorate
scholarship in RSTM on the rhetoric of inquiry. In short, let us introduce rhetorical psychology
to RSTM, and RSTM to rhetorical psychology. POROI, a journal originally created to encourage
transdisciplinary research on the rhetoric of inquiry, is the ideal place to launch such an
exchange.
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