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While there has been considerable discussion on “figurative” language in the larger 
sense, especially on cognitive aspects of metaphor, this article describes an inter-

disciplinary experiment which focuses on the narrower and more technical definition of 

figurality, i.e. on rhetorical figures as formal patterns of sound or composition (such as 
alliteration or anaphora) as opposed to rhetorical tropes as methods of indirect 

signification (such as metaphor or metonymy). In line with Greek and Roman theory on 

the threefold function of rhetorical language (lógos, páthos, éthos; docere, movere, 

conciliare) we hypothesize that figures have persuasive, affective and aesthetic effects 
on the reader of a text that can be determined individually as well as cumulatively. The 

experimental study is specifically devoted to the reception of rhetorical figures in 

political speeches, taking Barack Obama’s “Acceptance Speech” as an example. By 
‘de-activating’ hundreds of figures in a single text, without affecting its imagery or 

semantics, we are able to measure differentially the degrees by which these figures 

enhance the effects on the recipients. In an additional experiment, we investigate how 
they condition the memorability of a text or its content. On the basis of classical theory 

(Gorgias, Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian), integrating psychology and neuroscience, 

psychiatry and psychotherapy, we aim at defining an interdisciplinary research agenda 

for empirical and experimental as well as intercultural rhetoric. 
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Am 4. Juni 2009 hielt Barack Obama eine vielbeachtete Rede an der Universität 

von Kairo. Sie sollte nichts weniger als einen “Neuanfang” einleiten, “a new 

beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world”. Wie jede 

Ansprache des US-amerikanischen Präsidenten war sie ein Muster klassischer 

Rhetorik: abgestimmt auf Ort und Publikum, wohlgegliedert, sorgsam formuliert, 

                                                             
* Der vorliegende Aufsatz beschreibt die Konzeption eines Experiments im interdiszi-
plinären Forschungsprojekt “Affektive und ästhetische Prozesse beim Lesen” am Ex-

zellenzcluster Languages of Emotion der Freien Universität Berlin. Projektteam: Oliver 

Lubricha, Ulrike Altmannb, Christine Knoopc, Winfried Menninghausc, Arthur Jacobsb. 
Weitere Mitwirkung: Malek Bajboujd, Thomas Nehrlichc, Philipp Ekardtc, Isabel Bohrnb. 

(a: Universität Bern, Komparatistik/Germanistik; b: Freie Universität Berlin, Allgemeine 

und Neurokognitive Psychologie / D.I.N.E. – Dahlem Institute for Neuroimaging of Emo-
tion; c: Freie Universität Berlin, Peter Szondi-Institut für Allgemeine und Vergleichende 

Literaturwissenschaft; d: Charité, Klinik für Psychiatrie und Psychotherapie.) Mein be-

sonderer Dank gilt Ulrike Altmann für ihr Engagement über die Fächergrenzen hinweg. 


