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Introduction
The purpose of this synopsis is to lay out a basis for a digital rhetorical analysis of the YourStories project. 

In the reflection on the project we have focused on two main perspectives. First, an examination of the classical rhetorical framework of the YourStories project, focusing on traditional rhetorical elements such as the five canons of rhetoric, the audience/sender relationship and the Aristotelian proofs of Ethos, Pathos and Logos. 

Second, we focus on the digital elements of project through the context of the YourStories as a development of the MyStory genre as presented by Gregory Ulmer. We will discuss the role of the individual in relation to the YourStories project and the use of individual MyStories as a means to create a collective MyStory – an OurStory. Based on this, we will examine how digital technologies facilitates a convergence of media, structured patterns and automated arbitrariness that allow a wholly new way of ideological rhetorical discourse. 





The Classical Rhetorical Framework of the YourStories Project
The YourStories project is basically a set of rules constituting a playing field on which the users are given a limited amount of freedom to play. This kind of designed digital, rhetorical space is difficult to analyze and understand fully without seeing it in action. As of now, it is still merely an inert, lifeless thing. Void of content and soul which only the users' input can supply in the same way as a MOO with no users to create and interact with the environment. In this way, we can only project how an idealized user-audience may use the YourStories – but we are limited in much the same way that any designer is limited in predicting how users might perceive or use a designed object.
The Canons of Rhetoric
Thus, the users of the YourStories play a double role – both providing and using the content. But due to the dual output of the YourStories – both as a collective collage on the website, but also as an individual image or message sent to the user – the YourStories will be perceived rhetorically on two separate levels. One level designed and controlled by the project managers, and one offered to the users and readers to play with. 

Describing these levels according to the 5 canons of traditional rhetoric, could look like this:

Project Website
Individual User
Invention 
– generation of effective rhetorical material
The idea itself. The themes, the title and slogan.
The situation, the inspiration necessary to take a picture or write a message – to contribute.
Arrangement
- ordering the text according to its purpose
The rules for submitting content, the general placement of content on the webspace. The parameters for the dynamic collage.
No influence. Complete computer determined arbitrariness – though this may not be perceived so by the actual users.
Style
- choosing imagery or words that will have an favourable impression on readers
The presentation, the design of the dynamic collage, the ease-of-use to draw in users.
The composition of text or picture. cf. modes of discourse.
Memory
- treasury of things invented
The archive of submitted content.
The picture or text produced, the memory of the situation – and the new picture or text received in return.
Delivery
- the actual presentation of discourse
Passive, randomly explorable – a maze awaiting discovery.
Instantaneous, easy, ubiquitous mobile technology. Four digits to remember to participate.
These two levels describe two separate creative and rhetorical processes. Mainly, the user level which is subordinated the project level that in turn is completely dependent on the user in order to function according to its stated purpose. A parallel could be a post office that makes a copy of every post card that comes in and puts them on display in a random and possibly magic collage, while at the same sending these postcards on to a new, randomly selected recipient.
The Application Layer
Esben Aarseth suggests that the main difference between “old” analogue media and “new” digital media is the addition of an intermediary layer between discourse (the actual rhetorical presentation i.e. news, speech, poetry) and channel (the means of presentation i.e. radio, TV, etc.), namely the application (Aarseth 2004:419-420). This layer is typically a computer program that mediates the output between what one types on his screen and what another might see. The application layer is usually defined by rules that – for example – can allow one player to “gag” another player in a MOO, thus removing that person's input from her screen. Or, as in this case, set up basic parameters of arbitrary shuffling images and text presenting these on the website and sending them to random recipients. This layer is what Lev Manovich calls automation – the removal of human intentionality from a process (Manovich 2001: 31-34). And it is what Jay David Bolter refers to when he writes that “there is a third player in this game, the electronic space itself” (Bolter 1991:176).

The YourStories project uses this not only to save human labour, but to encourage and create new connections and associations that wouldn't occur through an intentional editing process. This making of collage through computing is a new rhetorical development of exposition – the classic rhetorical mode of discourse focusing on elements of comparison and contrast. The audience will automatically seek connections between the various pictures based on the overall theme, creating connections where none previously existed – what is often cited as the basis of new hypertextual aesthetic.
Audience and Sender
But this aesthetic blurs the distinction between author and reader, sender and audience, by empowering the reader to add his own content, as well as to explore and interprete the content as he so pleases. This new, empowered reader is what Jay David Bolter calls the wreader. A combination of writer and reader made possible by “…digital technologies [that] seem to reduce the distance between author and reader by turning the reader into an author herself…” (Bolter 1991:4).
This agency changes the rhetorical scope of the project – leaving all the predefined themes and categories open to interpretation based the random pattern and content of the collage.
The audience cannot be easily categorized, as it can be both mediated, evoked or – in this hypothetical case – fictive. But in any case, the YourStories audience defy the traditional meaning of the term, as they can interact with the project at any time – both on a personal and a collective level. This leaves us with the basic, hopeful concept of an audience of young, receptive and technologically able people sharing a basic leisurely set of mind.

Since all of the submitted pictures and texts are presented on the web site without an individual sender, or with the phone number of the web site when sent to individual phones, the website appears as the sender, but this is most of all an illusion. As Carolyn Miller argues, users tend to perceive and treat responsive computer programs as human. This “Eliza effect” (named from the first chatbot) exists simply because we expect humans to be behind any kind of human-like response. As Miller puts it: “A rational social world is possible only with an irrational, presumptive trust” (Miller 2002: 272). Thus, we predict that a fair number of users of YourStories will treat the specific messages received and the order of the web site collages as the result of human intentionality and action. As Miller points out, this anthropomorphizing is based to a fair degree on the ethos – or character credibility – of the responsive computer programme. This leads us to an examination of how the YourStories project uses the three basic proofs, or Pisteis, of Aristotle's theory of rhetoric.

 (moves an audience by activating their faith in the credibility of the rhetor)
Carolyn Miller suggests that when it is unknown whether the sender is a machine or a human being, the central element of persuasion towards one or the other naturally becomes the way that the sender is presenting herself – the way that she manifests the credibility of her own character, a process known in Greek as ethopoeia – creation of character (Miller 2002:268). This process becomes much more important in a digital setting with its inherent anonymity and distance. Roger Silverstone offers the notion of “Proper Distance” as a way towards an ethics of the digital realm. He considers that because of its anonymous and mediated nature, the internet offers us a way to avoid responsibility for our actions – for instance sending in racist or sexist images to the YourStories website. Yet, he says, we cannot as moral beings allow ourselves to withdraw from our responsibility. 
Since the individual users to some degree pass on their responsibility – especially as senders of the rhetorical discourse – to the project itself, the credibility and editorial responsibilities of the project becomes much more in focus, further requiring human intentionality in examining the submitted content. It does raise intriguing questions of how the project creates and presents its ethos, and whether it is ethically justifiable to let the automated process work on its own accord – without moral censorship. 

(stimulates the feelings of the audience and seeks a change in their attitudes and reactions).
Apart from the institutionalized pathos of the charity organisations involved, and the pathos-laden themes chosen, there is little concrete pathos in the design of the web site. It is the opportunity to add and share this pathos themselves that would be one of the big attractions of the site – especially seeing the emotions of others, and thus creating an empathic bond through an otherwise often sterile medium. The idea and design of the project is to create a sense of closeness and community through the sharing of pathetic moments and situations. Requiring this investment of the users has worked with great success in other contexts on the web, notably the Post Secret blog, the 43 things site and del.icio.us. Through reciprocity, the sharing of life experience and hopes, the users create a strong emotional community around the site – not specifically on a person-to-person level as there are no specific named senders, but rather on an individual-to-community level. Not unlike radio shows with a dedicated following, such as P3's the Electric Barometer.

(mobilizes the powers of reasoning)
In Steffen Walz's article on the rhetoric of computer games, he suggests that “the whole purpose of a given game is first, to have the player identify with the game, and second, to persuade the player to play the game, and to keep playing” (Walz 2004: 193). Much the same can be said of the purpose of the YourStories project – for without users, there would be no content. The YourStories project tries to reason with its users both to make them identify with the project and to persuade them to use it. Through its humanitarian focus and inherent altruistic ideology, it offers goals and ideas that the young, idealistic target audience will find appealing and enjoyable to pursue. By participating in the project, the users share their own lives, indirectly expecting that the good and positive ethos of the project will rub off on themselves.
This rhetoric of reciprocity, of sharing for a greater good, also gives offers some motivation to continue to participate, as they do receive a tangible, personal reward every time: A picture or text message magically chosen just for them. This function gives an iterative lottery kind of effect that might prove to be the greatest incentive of all.

The Digital Rhetorics of the YourStories Project
One of the key purposes of the YourStories-project is to set up a mediated and communicative virtual space that enables each individual user of the project to participate in a community with a clearly defined purpose. These individual submissions are based on Gregory Ulmer’s concept of MyStory (Ulmer 2004: 101).
The MyStories in the YourStories
A MyStory is a collection of diverse meanings and references that bind together to form a coherent expression or perspective for a given individual. The MyStory is not necessarily bound by any strict formal logic other than that of the very personal and intuitive inner workings of the person who created it. Like conventional art, it is in its very essence an intimate expression that may be only interpreted or experienced by other people. 

As such, a MyStory is in a sense what happens when the medium through which we express ourselves is not primarily bound by the strict logic of grammar, but relies on the logic of the pattern – it is with the words of Lev Manovich: “associated logic” (Manovich 2001). The logic of the pattern is the thought of network as found on the Internet, the idea of linking and creating meaning through association – the dynamic that lies in the fluid and seamless combination of images and hypertext. 

The YourStories is thus a large collection of MyStories, that bind together in order to form one giant OurStory. As Ulmer writes, “my design [the MyStory] is motivated theoretically by the proposition that the computer is the prosthesis that makes it possible for groups meeting in a virtual bar [space] to write the unconscious.” (Ulmer 2002: 102). In this sense, the continuing production of the OurStory can be seen as both a by-product and the main purpose of setting up a system that lets individuals tell their own stories using a variety of text and images.  
The digital element of the YourStories
If you split the phrase digital rhetoric, one of the words you end up with is the word digital. And what is different rhetorically in concern to the YourStories project is that it is digital and therefore rely on digital means to reach its form. There are several qualities of the digital, but here we only focus on those qualities specifically different from the analogue.

The YourStories project relies on the rhetoric of images rather than on the written/spoken word conveying a belief that images speak louder than words. Günther Kress says that there is a revolution moving “from the centrality of writing to the increasing significance of image” (Kress 2005: 6). Furthermore, using images helps the logic of the pattern, because it minimizes the search for the logical meaning and maximizes the meaning of association and connotation. 

The Internet allows us to use images and words in combination – but also to create a dynamic web page with constantly changing images. Anders Fagerfjord writes: “Letters and moving images have not been considered to work together that well. With a Web browser, however, things are a little different” (Fagerfjord 2004: 293). Relying on images and the dynamic is to us the most concrete depiction of digital rhetoric and can be described by the term convergence as introduced by Fagerfjord (Ibid. 294). He states that understanding this rhetorical convergence of various media forms is central to understanding new media and digital rhetoric. 
Pattern and Arbitrariness
To sum up, the YourStories project relies on specific digital rhetoric in two ways; through digital technology (web and mobile technology) and through the logic of patterns. And you might even say that the logic of the pattern gets transferred to the technology through the concept of arbitrariness. Signs in digital rhetorical “texts” are arbitrary – and the underlying principle of the rhetorical situation here used is random. Attendees send in a picture – and through a program (computer intelligence?) they get a picture in return conveyed through arbitrariness – or it might be pattern. Furthermore people enter the web page at different stages of the collage and it’s unlikely that two users will get the same impression of the collage or even see the exact same collage – once again arbitrariness. In relation to this, it would be relevant to consider whether digital rhetoric rely on arbitrariness or pattern or a combination of the two, if digital rhetoric conveys the meaning or only the surface of the text.
The YourStories project as a socially engaged community
Greg Ulmer writes that “The internet brings into potential communication all the institutions of society.” What we’re trying to achieve with the YourStories is to use the power of the new digital medium to combine, filter and display a large amount of personal information from as many people as possible - in order to give them a voice that is both unified and diverse. Because of the instant and widespread use of digital communication technologies, this kind of thinking in relation to digital communication could be an interesting pathway towards building alternate and potentially very powerful communities that binds together for a short period of time in order to do two things: 

Achieve a common, unifying purpose 
Exchange what might appropriately be called “emotional information” (Pathos)

Seen from the perspective of the individual, the YourStories-project intersects the personal and emotional sphere with the mediated forms of digital media. The users of the YourStories-website are expected and encouraged to engage on a more personal level and to actually contribute to the system and to other people. So it’s not just about donating money, but more about coming together and experiencing and relating to each other on a more emotional level.
The YourStories project as a socially engaged digital rhetoric
As Darin Payne (Payne 2004) shows, computer games can convey ideology. In the same way, the digital form of the YourStories can convey how everyday life gets increasingly hectic – how there is no time to dwell on things, because everything changes constantly. In its digital representation, The YourStories project can be said to convey an ideology of egalitarianism – both through the project’s identification with the values and themes of the humanitarian organizations involved, and the basic form that allows that we are all equal and that everyone should be heard and trusted on an equal basis. In this way, you might say that both the message and the rhetoric of the YourStories can be conveyed as ideological. 

The YourStories collages will be polyphonic (Kampmann Walther 2003: 160) since everyone will have their opinion taken into account and none will be preferred in either being or performance. Thereby the digital collage differs from the traditional real life collage which normally would be constructed by one or two authors – and what is depicted will be his/their version of the truth. In the YourStories collages the truth consists of a collection of images and text submitted by hundreds of different voices speaking together and forming a new common, yet polyphonic whole. 
This corresponds to the hypertext theory of George P. Landow who states that “One experiences hypertext as an infinitely de-centerable and re-centerable system” and that “All hypertext systems permit the individual reader to choose his or her own centre of investigation and experience” (Landow 1992: 2-34). Hereby he points out that the hypertext doesn’t have a centre, but finds its realization in the whole – in the experience of the text.

The digital form of the YourStories project relies on this way of living by presenting dynamic art, art that changes and can never be understood fully because of its changing nature. Furthermore the YourStories collage represents the network structure of the Internet, where everything moves between each other on same level, miming today’s society where people change ideas, beliefs and friends without a second thought. 
As Jay David Bolter puts it:

The culture of interconnections both reflects and is reflected in our new technology of writing, so that, with all these transitions, the making and breaking of social links, people are beginning to function as elements in a hypertextual network of affiliations.
(Bolter 1991: 204)

This is the crux of the YourStories project: It explicates the link of affiliation itself by turning it into a physical connection between the users. The users become the anchor links connected through the web site itself creating an interdependent and reciprocal relationship.

It might be stated as well that there are aspects of the YourStories project that works against ideology as well. The YourStories project relies as told on the MyStory concept, with which Gregory Ulmer wanted to invent electracy (Ulmer 2002), the possibility to write the unconscious. The MyStory prefers the logic of emotions and associations, of the unconscious, the real world society demands logic and choices made on the base of arguments. By taking small leisurely texts and images from the lives of hundreds of people, the YourStories project seeks to fulfil this ambition of creating a picture of the collective unconscious. It becomes a digital rhetorical monument for the Roskilde Festival – a confiding memory pattern reminding the participants of their shared experience.
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Similar projects on the web, using both edited and randomly selected material to make dynamic collages. Of images, texts, news, bookmarks – some even of secrets and desires based on user submissions:
http://www.jwz.org/webcollage/
http://www.jwz.org/dadadodo/
http://www.seb.cc/ntphoto/
http://www.tenbyten.org/10x10.html
http://del.icio.us/
http://www.postsecret.blogspot.com/
http://www.43things.com/http://www.43things.com/
http://www.43places.com/http://www.43things.com/
http://www.43things.com/

http://www.43people.com/http://www.43things.com/


http://www.etherpeg.org/http://www.etherpeg.org/ and http://www.ex-parrot.com/%7Echris/driftnet/http://www.etherpeg.org/ and 
 

