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Introduction 

“We might say that a place is a geographical space that is defined by meanings, 

sentiments, and stories rather than by a set of co-ordinates…It is interpretation and narrative that 

give identity and it is identity that transforms space into place,” writes Cliff Hague, former 

president of the United Kingdom’s Royal Town Planning Institute (4-5).  Whether referring to 

memory, present understanding, or future conception of a place, the mental constructs of a place 

contribute to its meaning as much as its landscape and built environment.  Certainly, the physical 

appearance of a space matters and affects its definition.  From there, as Joseph Pierce et. al 

explain, “people experience the concrete, material dimensions of a place affectively and 

cognitively” (60).  Beyond this, however, “understandings of place are also constructed, and 

especially communicated, through social negotiation, including conflict and difference” (Pierce 

60).   The composition of a place as opposed to merely a space, therefore, concerns the 

communication about the place as much as it concerns the architecture.  

The placemaking approach to urban planning hinges on this notion.  Placemaking ideally 

provides opportunities for individuals in a community to have their voices heard and for their 

collective vision to guide a place’s transformation process (“What is Placemaking?”).  

Ultimately, the intent is to design and build a space that reflects the public’s voiced interpretation 
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of what the place should be.  Founded by Fred Kent nearly forty years ago in New York City, the 

Project for Public Spaces (PPS), the self-proclaimed pioneer of placemaking, has published a 

definition and guiding principles for the approach that emphasize its collaborative nature.  

According to PPS:  

Placemaking is a multi-faceted approach to the planning, design and management 

of public spaces. Put simply, it involves looking at, listening to, and asking 

questions of the people who live, work and play in a particular space, to discover 

their needs and aspirations. This information is then used to create a common 

vision for that place. The vision can evolve quickly into an implementation 

strategy, beginning with small-scale, do-able improvements that can immediately 

bring benefits to public spaces and the people who use them. (“What is 

Placemaking?”) 

A review of this suggests that the idea of placemaking affects definitions of “place,” not 

only the definitions of particular places.  The more place is conceived as a pliable, dynamic 

social construct rather than strictly a built environment on a map, the more important it becomes 

to study who controls the shaping of a place.  With regards to placemaking specifically, it 

becomes important as well to note how different people connected to planning processes use and 

define placemaking as well as place.  Ronald Lee Fleming, the founder of Townscape Institute 

planning organization, writes in The Art of Placemaking:  

Certainly, we hear the word ‘placemaking’ more often these days. ‘Place’ words 

are now attached as a requirement to many planning and urban-design proposals in 

this country, and that is a significant change.  There is now increasing lip service 

paid to the importance of place.  But the larger condition of place, encapsulated in 
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the well-worn term ‘a sense of place,’ appears ponderously in the fulsome 

language of architectspeak…We would argue that this profligate use of the phrase 

attests to its now being included in the consciousness of the age, but, because it is 

such a heavily freighted phrase, it is often at risk of losing its integrity. (13-14) 

Should placemaking continue to be a major idea in urban development, rhetorical 

scholars ought to look at it closely, paying attention especially to nuances in the definitions of 

placemaking as each community understands and uses the word.  If leaders of certain 

communities begin straying from the definition of placemaking as a collaborative, community-

driven process but continue to use the language of placemaking as outlined by institutions such 

as the Project for Public Spaces, the implications are significant.  “As placemaking becomes 

trendy, the term is in danger of being co-opted in the same way that ‘mixed use’ and ‘urban’ 

have been exploited by some developers as a marketing tool for conventional projects,” 

(“Placemaking”).  As long as the widely accepted definitions for placemaking suggest that the 

process depends upon community involvement, we must ensure that community vision remains 

the driving force for such initiatives.  Placemaking should not become simply a buzzword tacked 

on a proposal to increase its popularity with a public. 

Relying heavily on the work of rhetorical scholar Ernest Bormann, with this project I will 

conduct a fantasy-theme rhetorical analysis to study how symbolic convergence does or does not 

occur through the placemaking process.  My project asks: can citizens of a city develop through 

communication a common understanding of and vision for the identity of a place?  If so, how?  If 

at the foundation of Bormann’s symbolic convergence theory is the idea that “reality is socially 

based and symbolically constructed,” how can placemaking initiatives create or draw on the 

visions of a rhetorical community (Larson 299)?  Specifically, what is the role of the public in 
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this rhetorical community?  According to Bormann, “if several or many people develop portions 

of their private symbolic worlds which overlap as a result of symbolic convergence, they have 

the basis for communicating with one another to create community” (Bormann, “Symbolic 

Convergence” 51).   

While analyzing the “swirling together of fantasy themes to provide a particular 

interpretation of reality,” I intend to also study how, in the formation of a rhetorical vision and a 

rhetorical community, only some voices may be heard and other ideas and interpretations may be 

disregarded (Foss 100).  James Throgmorton, an urban planning scholar who focuses on the 

rhetoric and narrative of planning, urges planners to consider “what kinds of communities, 

characters, and cultures…they want to help create” through the rhetoric of their work and to 

“strive not to speak purely scientifically or purely politically, but to find a rhetoric that helps to 

create and sustain a public, democratic discourse.”  He continues, “This should be a persuasive 

discourse that permits planners (and others) to talk coherently about contestable views of what is 

good, right, and feasible” (Throgmorton, “Planning as a Rhetorical Activity”).  As Throgmorton 

suggests, no matter how great of a “communicative turn” planning theory may have made toward 

including all citizens in the process, planners, as well as other community leaders and even 

simply circumstances, play a role in “shaping or organizing attention towards or away from 

issues” (Jones 121-122).  Placemaking may have developed as a philosophy to give everyday 

citizens a greater voice, but through my analysis, I intend to see if the voices of planners and 

other powerful figures dominate the other voices in the community or if symbolic convergence 

truly occurs. 

This project will focus specifically on the city of Owensboro, Kentucky’s 2008 

placemaking initiative.  In November 2007, hundreds of area residents assembled for a “We the 
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People” 21st Century Town Meeting to discuss their priorities for the city’s future.  From this 

meeting emerged an articulated desire for not only a revitalization of the city’s downtown, but 

also for greater transparency in the city and county governments.  In response, city leaders 

including the city government and the Greater Owensboro Economic Development Corporation 

(GO-EDC) soon hired the Gateway Planning Group to help them develop a placemaking strategy 

for the downtown area.  Through studying my primary rhetorical artifacts, the participant guide 

for the November 2007 “We the People” meeting, the report of findings from that meeting, and 

stakeholder summaries in the 2009 Placemaking Initiative Master Plan and Report, I hope to 

uncover snippets of these “private symbolic worlds” and then evaluate how those have 

overlapped to form a common vision.  

Background on Planning and Placemaking 

A historical review of city planning could date back to the orthogonal master plans of 

ancient Egypt, Greece, or Miletus.  Other highlights would include papal control of the fifteenth 

century Roman planning office, Pope Sixtus V’s master plan for Rome a century later, townships 

established through the U.S. Land Ordinance of 1785, or Charles L’Enfant’s plan for 

Washington, D.C in 1792.  Fast forwarding into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, planners 

were responsible for the Beaux-Arts City Beautiful movement, Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City, 

Le Corbusier’s Radiant City and even Baron Haussmann’s reconstruction of Paris.  These plans 

all involved a top-down approach to addressing land use and social problems.   

In the 1960s, however, urban activist Jane Jacobs revolutionized planning thought with 

her advocacy of learning from the public’s knowledge of a place.  In her seminal 1961 work The 

Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jacobs writes, “No other expertise can substitute for 

locality knowledge in planning, whether the planning is creative, coordinating, or predictive” 
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(418).  In calling for reforms of traditional top-down planning, she argued that if nothing else, 

city leaders and other planning figures should at the least pay attention to “what the citizens of 

that place consider of value in their lives, and why” (406).  The Project for Public Spaces has 

based their placemaking model on this very notion. According to the organization, placemaking 

improves on traditional planning by “listening to best experts in the field—the people who live, 

work and play in a place” (“What is Placemaking?”). 

From Jacobs’ work, a new model emerged.  This model, advocacy planning, expanded 

the scope of planning discourse to include the voices of citizens in the process (Jones 120).  

Then, in the 1970s, planning theorist John Forester introduced the communicative turn in 

planning (Jones 120).  This approach, as Patsy Healey explains, centers on “ways of fostering 

collaborative, consensus-building practices,” “offers a way forward in the design of governance 

process for a shared-power world,” and develops the ethics for “enabling all stakeholders to have 

a voice” (5).  Healey, in her book Collaborative Planning, portrays planning and policy making 

“as active processes of social construction” (xi).  Communicative planning theory, according to 

Healey, recognizes that people develop their preferences through social contexts and 

interactions, that public policy should consider the needs of all stakeholders of a place, and that 

consensus-building ought to be pursued over “competitive interest bargaining” (29-30).  Judith 

Innes, planning professor at Berkley, posited in a 1995 article that this shift toward 

communicative practices represented an entirely new paradigm in planning theory (117).   

Urban planner Ronald Fleming defines placemaking as “a process whereby people take 

ownership of their surroundings, staking a claim in the narrative that brought them to this point, 

and reclaiming both their visual environment and their community memory from the 

homogenous corporate forces and banal local development besieging the contemporary 
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landscape” (288).  The Project for Public Spaces argues that placemaking should be 

“collaborative; visionary; flexible; focused on creating destinations; context-sensitive; culturally 

aware;” and about “function before form.”  True placemaking is not, says PPS, “imposed from 

above; design-driven; overly accommodating of the car; homogenous; static; gentrification; 

privatization; a cost-benefit analysis; monolithic development” (“What is Placemaking?”).  I 

included a full definition from the organization in the introduction and highlighted its emphasis 

on collaborative work.  Placemaking is not strictly defined as a type of collaborative planning 

though.  Not all definitions of placemaking in use include a component about being community-

driven.   

Owensboro’s master plan report defines placemaking as a planning approach that 

“includes all the fiscal, social, cultural, and physical (design) principles that create vibrant, 

walkable neighborhoods and built environments with a “sense of place” (B1).  This definition 

makes no mention of a bottom-up process or community involvement.  Nevertheless, a look at 

the history of Owensboro’s most recent downtown development initiatives suggests that there 

has been a conscious attempt to engage the public in the planning discourse.  As I detail in the 

next section, community leaders conducted surveys, hosted town meetings, and consulted 

stakeholders before producing a final plan for downtown.  The question remains, however, 

whether the public has merely been engaged and informed or if a collective vision from the 

community actually undergirds the entire project.  After providing some historical context for 

Owensboro’s placemaking initiative, I will conduct a rhetorical analysis of the master plan report 

and other artifacts to determine what role the public’s vision and voice played in the process.  

A Look at Owensboro 
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Located on the Ohio River in western Kentucky, Owensboro is a city of roughly 57,000 

people and the county seat of Daviess County, a county of 97,000.  Owensboro’s metropolitan 

statistical area, home to more than 110,000, also includes neighboring Hancock and McLean 

counties.  The area was first settled in 1800 and named Rossboro in 1816.  A year later the city 

incorporated and was renamed Owensborough (later shortened to Owensboro).  The heart of 

Owensboro’s downtown today sits on the original Rossboro land right along the river.    

Since 1949, more than twenty studies have been conducted on how to better develop 

Owensboro’s downtown, the most famous being the 1991 Peirce Report.  Owensboro’s 

Messenger-Inquirer commissioned Neal Peirce and Curtis Johnson, now of the Citistates Group, 

to conduct the assessment.  In that report, Peirce and Johnson described some of the changes 

downtown had witnessed since the 1920s and made recommendations for the city how it should 

progress into the 1990s.  Describing how downtown had lost appeal over the past few decades, 

they wrote, “Like most cities, Owensboro saw its downtown retailing flee to the shopping centers 

and Wal-Marts.  The familiar, dreary story of so many cities was repeated here: mindless 

demolition of many fine, still serviceable old buildings, the appearance of gaping holes in the 

flow of a once-proud streetscape.”   

Ultimately, Peirce and Johnson suggested, “Owensboro must pledge itself to an intensive 

campaign to recreate a downtown with character and attractiveness, a true meeting place for the 

region’s people and visitors from afar.”  Subsequent studies from the University of Kentucky 

Landscape Architecture program, Economics Research Associates, EDSA, and other consulting 

firms, each proposed ways to encourage activity downtown.  Ideas included increasing mixed-

use development, bringing in more entertainment and dining options, and constructing a plaza to 

connect the riverfront and courthouse lawn (Gateway A1-A4).  Excepting the construction of the 



Miller  9 

RiverPark performing arts center, the addition of a fountain and memorial to riverfront Smothers 

Park, and the relocation of the Owensboro Museum of Science and History downtown, however, 

hardly any of those studies’ recommendations were implemented. 

In 2005 when the city realized its riverbanks were eroding, U.S. Senator Mitch 

McConnell helped secure $40 million of federal funding to build a river wall (Vied).  With the 

construction of the wall, downtown gained three acres of riverfront land.  The city designated 

that land toward expanding the waterfront Smothers Park from 0.93 acres to 3.2 acres.  At the 

same time, the city hired planning and design firm EDSA to redesign the park and draw up plans 

for a riverwalk and riverfront plaza.   

Even with these projects underway, downtown still was not actually the target area for 

Owensboro’s development up through 2007.  Most city leaders instead were counting on 

suburban development to the east along Highway 54.  For months, developers, city leaders, and 

the public debated whether to endorse a $300 million publicly financed suburban project for a 

signature tax increment financing (TIF) district at the possible expense of any future restoration 

of downtown.  Although many Owensboroans argued that a suburban project would best increase 

retail, downtown advocates became concerned that the project would further urban sprawl and 

keep key assets such as a convention center away from the downtown core.  Also, in August 

2007, the Public Life Foundation of Owensboro (PLFO) presented poll results to the Owensboro 

City Commission that revealed citizens would prefer for the city to build a new convention 

center or arena downtown rather than on Highway 54 by a two-to-one margin. 

Accordingly, the city and county governments along with the GO-EDC and Downtown 

Owensboro Inc. formed the Downtown Development Corporation (DDC), a seven-member 

group charged with recommending ideas for redeveloping downtown.  The group made their 
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recommendations for a downtown TIF district public in June 2007, but city officials then voted 

to not move on this downtown TIF until after July 1, 2008.  Once the state government denied 

the Highway 54 TIF proposal in December 2007 though, the community turned its attention back 

to investing in its downtown, with or without a TIF development area.  “There were several 

useful outcomes from that policy struggle. It focused fresh attention on the need to put those 

same big public assets downtown,” said Citistates associate and NY Times correspondent Keith 

Schneider in his 2011 Citistates Report.  As Schneider goes on to note in the report, this debate 

provided the fodder for PLFO’s first “We the People” town meeting in 2007. 

In March 2008, GO-EDC began this placemaking initiative with the intent of stimulating 

development of a downtown mixed-use core of business, retail, restaurants, arts, and housing 

that, through clustering, would function as an urban agglomeration economy.  Essentially, GO-

EDC was looking to draw and retain talent through making Owensboro a more attractive, livable 

place.  Thus, GO-EDC hired the Gateway Planning Group to develop a placemaking master plan.  

For the project, Scott Polikov, president of the Fort Worth based company, led a design team that 

included urban designer and Owensboro native Michael Huston.  The plan identifies 

developmental challenges and opportunities specific to the downtown district.  In particular, 

Gateway proposed key public projects such as a convention center, riverfront park, and street 

improvements as catalysts for additional development in the district. The report of this master 

plan, published online in February 2009, is the major artifact for my project.  After conducting a 

fantasy theme analysis of documents and discussions leading up to the report’s publication, I will 

compare the fantasy themes and rhetorical visions of each to see if elements of the public’s 

vision appear in the Gateway placemaking plan.  

Rhetorical Theory and Methodology 



Miller  11 

Symbolic Convergence Theory 

	   Building on the small group communication studies of Robert Bales, scholar Ernest 

Bormann conceived the symbolic convergence theory which seeks to explain how people, 

through their individual interpretations of communication symbols, come together in 

constructing a common “social reality” (Larson 299).  If through communication a group comes 

to agree on the meaning of a subjective word, story, or idea, then convergence occurs.  The 

primary assumptions of this theory are that reality is created through communication, especially 

through symbols, and that if people interpret those symbols similarly, they can then share this 

social reality (Foss 97).  According to Bormann, “if several or many people develop portions of 

their private symbolic worlds that overlap as a result of symbolic convergence, they share a 

common consciousness and have the basis for communicating with one another to create 

community, to discuss their common experiences, and to achieve mutual understanding.” (qtd. in 

Foss 98).  

Fantasy Theme Criticism 

Along with his symbolic convergence theory, Bormann developed a method of rhetorical 

criticism to study instances of symbolic convergence, fantasy theme criticism.  His theory 

suggests that communities with shared social realities may begin to “chain out” narratives from 

the dramatizing message known as fantasy themes, in which people may choose to participate 

(Larson 299).  In this context, the term fantasy refers to “the creative and imaginative 

interpretation of events that fulfills a psychological or rhetorical need” (Bormann 5).  Foss calls 

fantasy themes the “basic unit of analysis of symbolic convergence theory and fantasy-theme 

criticism” (98).  The fantasies refer to the content of dramatizing messages.  Dramatizing 

messages contain narratives about characters in a situation “other than the here-and-now 
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communication of the group” (Bormann, Force of Fantasy 4).  Fantasy themes can concern the 

characters, settings, or actions of a dramatizing message.     

If multiple people unite their fantasy themes into one composite narrative, this narrative 

becomes a rhetorical vision (Larson 299).  The rhetorical vision is the second level unit of 

analysis in this method. (Foss 100).  Bormann defines it as “a unified putting-together of the 

various scripts which gives the participants a broader view of things” (Force of Fantasy 8).  

Likewise, Cragan and Shields refer to the vision as a “composite drama” (39).  A symbolic cue 

such as a label, gesture, or slogan may identify the rhetorical vision.  Those people who have 

subscribed to this vision make up the rhetorical community.  Within this community, participants 

interpret and attempt to explain away events in light of the rhetorical vision (Bormann, 

“Symbolic Convergence” 54).   

Fantasy theme analysis allows the opportunity to study what themes individuals or entire 

rhetorical communities will respond to and what type of shared reality they might come to 

through symbolic convergence.  The rhetorical critic’s role is to read for evidence of symbolic 

convergence. According to Bormann, the critic accomplishes this through discovering a 

repetition of  “similar dramatizing material such as wordplay, narratives, figures, and 

analogies…in a variety of messages in different contexts”  (Force of Fantasy 6).  The recurrence 

of symbolic cues in discourse may also reveal points of previous convergence.  Furthermore,    

The symbolic cue phenomenon makes possible the development of fantasy types.  

When a number of similar scenarios or outlines of the plot of the fantasies, 

including particulars of the scenes, characters, and situations have been shared by 

members of a group or larger community, they form a fantasy type.  A fantasy 
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type is a stock scenario repeated again and again by the same characters or by 

similar characters.” (Bormann, Force of Fantasy 7) 

If references to fantasy types are present in discourse, not only do they communicate meanings 

from their use in other contexts, but they also prove that the fantasy themes have been shared, 

because  “people cannot generalize to the more abstract type without having first shared at least 

several themes of a similar nature” (Bormann, Force of Fantasy 7). 

Life Cycle of a Rhetorical Vision 

As explained above, Bormann’s theory claims that if people experience symbolic 

convergence, then they share a common consciousness.  In examining the life cycle of a 

rhetorical vision, there are three stages concerned with the development of the vision, 

consciousness-creating, consciousness-raising, and consciousness-sustaining.  During the 

consciousness-creating stage, symbolic convergence occurs, fantasy themes combine, and a 

rhetorical vision forms.  The next stage, consciousness-raising, occurs when members of a 

rhetorical community work to persuade others to adopt the fantasies and vision also.  

Consciousness-sustaining, the third and final stage before the vision begins to decline, calls for 

reigniting the passion participants of the rhetorical community had for the vision at its 

conception.  As Bormann notes, “Internal power struggles, changing circumstances, and other 

centrifugal forces cause members to become lukewarm, to leave for other visions, and so forth” 

(“Symbolic Convergence” 59).  Similarly, “Members with a low threshold of boredom or a short 

attention span may begin to lose interest.  While some love to hear the old familiar stories told 

and retold, others seek new symbolic sustenance” (Cragan 14-15).  This third stage, therefore, 

demands communication that revives excitement for or belief in the community and its vision 

(Bormann, “Symbolic Convergence” 59). 
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Analysis of “We the People” Participant Guide 

 Each of the 650 participants in Owensboro’s November 10, 2007 “We the People” 

AmericaSpeaks-style town hall meeting received a copy of a participant guide developed by 

community volunteers.  The guide introduced the steering committee and sponsors of the event, 

explained the participant’s role in the meeting, provided an assessment of Owensboro’s strengths 

and challenges, and outlined five community goals put forth by the steering committee.  For each 

goal is an extended assessment of the community’s progress toward the goal and a list of 

suggested options for how to attain it.  The acknowledged purpose of the guide was to encourage 

discussion, not provide answers, so a pro/con list accompanies each policy option. 

 In examining the fantasy themes present in this artifact, I begin with coding for setting 

themes.  As with the other artifacts, the scene is static as far as location is concerned: 

Owensboro.  This meeting was not only about downtown development, so the settings here are 

not strictly limited to only the downtown area.  The guide includes photo references to the public 

library and power plants outside the downtown core.  All other figures depicting locations, 

however, are of downtown spots.  Since fantasy themes must concern characters in a location or 

time other than the here-and-now, the information about Owensboro’s demographics and 

economic state as of 2007 does not contain any themes.  Thus, the setting themes present in the 

guide primarily involve the future downtown of Owensboro. 

 Concentrating on the second goal of the guide, establishing Owensboro as “a region of 

opportunity and appeal,” the character themes present include homebuilders, developers, 

homeowners, tenants, entrepreneurs, highly educated workers, and creative workers.  All of these 

characters are presented as people who would add value to the community, especially if attracted 

to downtown.  The community as a whole, represented as “we” in the document, is another 
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character, one portrayed as a major player in the process of developing and supporting 

downtown. 

 Within this document, characters from the first set identified above have passive active 

themes in the present.  None of them are depicted as currently working or living downtown.  

Rather, they are all characters envisioned for the future, characters whose actions someday may 

help “curb urban sprawl, strengthen the tax base and enhance the appeal and vitality of 

downtown and older neighborhoods.”  At present, however, these characters are just those that 

the major character, the community, should be working to attract.  Other action themes for the 

community involve “transform[ing] downtown,” “apply[ing] ample resources toward a 

distinctive downtown,” bringing in private investment, and building on the previous Riverfront 

Master Plan.  The guide, which attempts to offer fair treatment of opposing viewpoints, also says 

that the community should not just encourage investment downtown but rather support 

developers and similar characters wherever they locate. 

 The dominant rhetorical vision from this artifact is one in which the community as a 

whole works to make downtown Owensboro a center for economic growth.  There are references 

in the document to “improving overall community appeal and livability,” but even that is 

suggested for the sake of drawing in entrepreneurs and businesses.  The name of the specific goal 

about downtown also reflects this idea of creating a place where economic opportunity abounds.  

This vision has a pragmatic master analogue as it pushes for a plan based on what will 

effectively work best for creating this economically vibrant community. 

 As one of the first artifacts associated with the placemaking initiative, this guide was 

likely part of the consciousness-creating stage for this vision.  Community volunteers did 

collaborate ahead of the town meeting to write the participant guide, and they probably 
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incorporated ideas already floating around the city.  This guide, and the meeting itself, however, 

served as means of rhetorical innovation, as it introduced a coherent vision with several fantasy 

themes that could continue to chain out through the design process.  In analyzing my remaining 

artifacts, I will refer back to this analysis for comparison as to whether or not these themes did in 

fact chain out further.  

Analysis of “We the People” Final Report 

 After the November 10, 2007 “We the People” town meeting, PLFO published a 16-page 

final report of “the people’s priorities” from the meeting. The report includes both quantitative 

data on how participants ranked their ideas for Owensboro’s future and direct comments from 

participants. According to the executive summary, those in attendance had “a variety of visions 

for a revitalized downtown to help sell the community’s quality of life to potential employers 

and employees.”  

As with setting themes in the participant guide, Owensboro is the scene, and downtown is 

the main location discussed in the sections I am examining for this paper.  Other than for the 

purpose of explaining possible influences (i.e. TIF debate, Riverfront Master Plan) on 

participants’ responses, the report focuses only on what could be in the immediate future and 

beyond. 

The community as a whole reemerges as a character here, again often as the pronoun 

“we.”  Businesses, workers, entrepreneurs, new residents, and tourists appear frequently also.  

Just as before, these characters, though critical figures in the discussion, do not perform many 

actions beyond potentially relocating to a more appealing downtown.  The overall community 

remains the primary actor, charged with “preserv[ing] history and culture,” “capital[izing] on the 

river” and downtown’s beauty, and getting “back to roots.”  Additionally, the action theme of 
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creating a more physically attractive place in order to strengthen the area’s commercial and 

tourist climate is repeated multiple times.  Other comments from participants suggest that the 

community’s actions to revitalize downtown would result in a “thriving community,” one that 

would “attract visionary people” and “more diversity of people in terms of religion or culture.” 

Distinct, but not competing, rhetorical visions seem present in the report from this larger 

body of citizens.  Fantasy themes again point to the existence of a pragmatic vision centered on 

economic growth.  In breaking down the comments though, visions with social and righteous 

analogues seem evident also.   Many of the comments mentioned downtown’s history and 

culture.  These would point to a vision of a downtown revitalization plan devoted to rightfully 

restoring the area to a place of historical, cultural, and aesthetic value.  Such a vision contains a 

righteous master analogue, especially as participants wrote that the community should and needs 

to do so but did not connect those ideas to another motivation beyond that it would be best or 

right.  Finally, though not a fully developed or expressed vision here, it is important to notice the 

social themes brought up with the mention of increasing diversity and creating a strong sense of 

community downtown.  These themes may chain out in future documents. 

Analysis of Stakeholder Input Surveys 

 After the “We the People” meeting, GO-EDC secured funding from the City, PLFO, the 

Messenger-Inquirer, and other Owensboro companies to hire Gateway Planning to draw up a 

plan for the placemaking initiative.  Between June 30 and July 3, 2008, the full design team met 

with nine different stakeholder groups to get their input for downtown.  These groups included 

developers, homebuilders, the Chamber of Young Professionals, the Owensboro-Daviess County 

Convention and Visitors Bureau, employers and non-profit organizations, arts and culture 
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organizations, transportation officials, college administrators, and downtown advocates.  

Gateway published the results from the meetings in the final master plan report. 

 The setting themes still center on the future downtown Owensboro.  Looking at the 

summaries as a whole, the characters include the community, city and county governments, baby 

boomers and empty nesters, residents, families, teenagers, college students and faculty, college 

graduates, young professionals, medical professionals, employers, tourists, conventions, sports 

teams, pedestrians, cyclists, drivers, and people of diverse backgrounds.  The community 

remains the primary agent, but some of these stakeholders ascribe more responsibility 

specifically to the public sector. 

 According to these stakeholders, the community should be concentrating on the physical 

appearance, social environment, entertainment options, and tourism.  All of these things, in 

addition to being valued for their own worth, also factor into establishing a welcoming 

environment for business people and other talent that will support economic growth in the 

region.   

With respect to the physical appearance of downtown, much emphasis is placed on 

preserving its historical character, embracing its river views, and transforming its streetscape.  In 

one action theme, the community is asked to “educate people on the economic and cultural 

benefits of historic preservation” as “Owensboro has some wonderful buildings that we’ve just 

let go to waste.”  Another again suggests that the community “use every opportunity to use the 

river as backdrop.”  A third connected to the aesthetics of downtown depicts Frederica Street, the 

main north-south road running through downtown to the river, as a “great street,” Owensboro’s 

version of “Champs-Elyse.”  Essentially, the desire is for the community to create “a more 

visually appealing downtown.”     
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 Looking at additional action themes, I notice a pattern related to the need for creating “a 

buzz downtown.”  Characters such as college students and young professionals especially are 

shown to crave a place to play.  In the future, envisioned Owensboro, stakeholders picture these 

characters popping into places all throughout downtown’s “pedestrian-friendly” “centralized 

entertainment district” to “see people having fun,” shop, stop by for a drink, or eat dinner “at a 

restaurant patio overlooking the river.”  Many suggest capitalizing on downtown’s current 

“arts/culture niche.”   At the same time, there is a call for the community to remember the family 

characters, to provide “safe environments for children,” to provide “destinations for the entire 

family,” and to preserve the “hometown atmosphere that many people are seeking.” 

 Stakeholders also identify the need to fill a void created in downtown with the closing of 

the Executive Inn. The loss of a hotel and convention center seriously hurt Owensboro’s tourism 

industry, so many stakeholders relayed action themes about reestablishing downtown as a tourist 

hot spot.  They envision developers or the public sectors constructing new hotels and a 

convention center to bring back convention crowds, sports tournament teams, and concertgoers, 

people who would all not only use those facilities, but also continue adding to the activity of 

downtown.  A successful tourist market would certainly make the area more economically 

prosperous as well. 

 The various stakeholder groups represented here do each have their own motives and 

distinct ideas for what downtown Owensboro should become. In examining the themes each 

group expressed, however, real indications of a rhetorical community with a largely unified 

vision show through.  The collective vision is one in which the Owensboro-Daviess County 

community reinvents the downtown as a vibrant, attractive, socially and economically successful 

place while building on preexisting assets such as the Ohio River and historical buildings.    
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Summation of Analyses 

Throughout the past five years, the city of Owensboro has witnessed that “swirling 

together of fantasy themes” that Bormann wrote would occur as a rhetorical community forms 

and develops a collective vision for reality (qtd. in Foss 100).  All three of the artifacts I have 

analyzed here contributed to the consciousness-creating stage of the rhetorical vision.  Even 

before the professional Gateway planners started seeking public input, conversations in the 

community shaped the writing of the original “We the People” participant guide and the town 

meeting itself.  The guide began the dramatizing process as volunteers put forth a set of 

recommendations for how to improve the community.  During the town meeting, participants 

expanded on themes of improving livability and appeal, attracting investment, and creating new 

opportunities.  Those same themes appear again, though more matured, in the stakeholder 

meeting summaries.  For the most part, each new artifact did not introduce new visions.  Each 

step merely added detail to the rhetorical vision that had already started chaining out in 2007. 

Moreover, the fact that the “We the People” meeting and report represented the 

Owensboro-Daviess County population well demographically is quite significant.  According to 

PLFO in a February 2008 Public Life Advocate article, the participants nearly accurately 

represented the population in terms of age, race, income, employment, and city/county residence.  

The steering committee also made the meeting extremely accessible through providing childcare, 

transportation, interpreters, and large print versions of the participant guide.  This information 

alone is not enough to confirm whether some voices in the Owensboro public were quieted while 

others dominated, but it does indicate that at least substantial effort was made to give people 

outside of city leadership or the planning profession an opportunity to express their views.   
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Though I limited the scope of this analysis to three main artifacts, others, including 

Messenger-Inquirer editorials, PLFO Public Life Advocate articles, and GO-EDC blog posts, 

also suggest that a common rhetorical vision had emerged even before the final community 

design workshop and subsequent validation meeting.  Eventually, as the themes and all three 

master analogues came together in one plan, a vision developed that painted a future downtown 

Owensboro as an attractive and progressive, but historically and culturally sensitive, place.  This 

place would foster community pride and draw in young professionals, families, and empty 

nesters alike for both economic development and recreational activity.  To truly succeed, any 

plan drafted from the vision would need to address each component of it.   

  In this, the Gateway plan works.  In fact, in introducing the final draft of the plan on its 

website, the Gateway Planning Team declared that “Community support for this initiative has 

never been stronger with public momentum building up for the upcoming phase of 

implementation.”  Gateway presented the illustrative version of the placemaking plan on 

November 15, 2008, two months after the community design workshop.  This plan proposes 

preserving downtown Owensboro’s community heritage, making streets walkable and engaging, 

improving the streetscape, cultivating an even strong arts and festival district, making Frederica 

Street a grand boulevard entrance, and promoting connections to the waterfront.  A new 

downtown hotel and convention center are also key components of the plan.  Additionally, 

Gateway calls for developing more downtown housing, particularly for young professionals, 

empty nesters, or creative types.   

 Gateway’s full February 2009 master plan report fleshes out details for the same concepts 

presented in the illustrative version.  Just a review of the executive summary shows an emphasis 

on creating “vibrant, pedestrian friendly” streets, stressing historic preservation, promoting the 
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arts, capitalizing on river views, building a new hotel and convention center.  The plan reiterates 

calls for a downtown renaissance and touches on all of the motivations for revitalization 

established in the rhetorical vision—economic development, talent attraction, community pride, 

and social engagement.  Furthermore, this document provides the necessary historical and 

demographic background, planning process timeline, and market analysis for community 

members to gauge if the vision is actually feasible.  

Conclusion 

With this project, I have sought to rhetorically analyze the public input process for the 

Owensboro Placemaking Initiative in order to see if a common vision formed and whether or not 

that vision guided the actual master plan design.  I wrote in the introduction that placemaking 

ideally allows individuals in a community to voice their vision for a place and that the intent of a 

placemaking initiative such as this should be is to design a space that reflects that voiced 

interpretation.  Through conducting this fantasy-theme criticism, I find grounds to support a 

claim that a unified vision from the public did develop.  My research also suggests that this 

vision did very much shape the design team’s plan.  As such, I cannot accuse Owensboro of just 

paying “lip service” to the placemaking concept.  At least according to the terms PPS has set, 

this initiative has clearly demonstrated the qualities of principled placemaking, especially with 

respect to being community-driven. 

“To plan effectively, we have to learn how to take rhetoric seriously.  We have to learn 

how to construct persuasive stories about the future,” argues Throgmorton in Planning as 

Persuasive Storytelling (254).  “We have to recognize that we are embedded in an intricate web 

of relationships, that we have to construct understandings of that web, and that we then have to 

construct understandings of that web, and that we then have to persuade others to accept our 
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constructions” (254).  Like Throgmorton, I encourage planners, even those not concerned strictly 

with placemaking, to consider how they can see themselves as only one set of narrative voices in 

a rhetorical community.  I extend this advice further though, to all those that Throgmorton would 

call “coauthors” (54).  Through this fantasy-theme analysis, I have seen how the symbolic 

convergence of many different dramatizers can create a unified vision.  Not all of these 

dramatizers were planning experts or community leaders.  This did not negate the importance of 

their contributions.  On the other hand, I am not dismissing the knowledge and experience of 

professional planners either.  I do not advocate reducing the role of planners to that of “umpire or 

schoolyard monitor” as Dr. Thomas J. Campanella, associate professor of urban planning at the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, plainly puts it (146).  After all, planners tend to be 

much more objective and able to advocate the best interests of broader society (Campanella 147).  

My recommendation, rather, is that those who label their work as placemaking avoid an entirely 

top-down approach and continue to build on visions that stem from the communities themselves.  

These planners of course will still have to persuade others to support their ideas.  As Bormann’s 

theory would suggest, however, and as Throgmorton writes, this persuasion could occur “in the 

context of a flow of utterances, replies, and counterreplies” (39). 

 Through the above analysis, I have concluded that it was this type of persuasion that 

guided the Owensboro community through the consciousness-creating stage for this placemaking 

vision.  When GO-EDC and Gateway first published the master plan though, the rhetorical 

community entered the consciousness-raising stage.  The community that formed the vision had 

to sell the vision to the characters who would actually make the vision a reality.  This includes 

the city and county residents whose insurance premium tax rates each increased by four 

percentage points.  Developers, businesses, and residents outside of the original vision needed to 
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join the fold also, recognize their call as characters to invest in or relocate downtown, and 

encourage others to do so as well.  The public sector has upheld its part thus far through opening 

the redeveloped Smothers Park, commissioning a new convention center and hotel, constructing 

the Riverfront Crossings promenade, and subsidizing some private developments.  As businesses 

such as First Security Bank and Boardwalk Pipelines expand or relocate their headquarters 

downtown and additional hotels start construction, these physical developments become 

persuasive elements.  They serve as proof that a rhetorical community not only has created a 

dramatizing message, but also that it believes in its vision enough to invest millions of dollars in 

seeing it come to fruition.  Owensboro has yet to shift into the consciousness-sustaining stage, 

but as all of the catalyst projects finish construction, I would expect the community to launch 

new communication efforts to reignite excitement for the vision and encourage further activity 

downtown.   

Given the merit of this initiative, Owensboro has the potential to serve as an exemplary 

model for future placemaking initiatives, especially for cities with similar demographics.  The 

city has already received positive press coverage from the NY Times, Atlantic Cities, New 

Geography, Area Development, and the Regional Economist.  The National Association of 

Realtors also featured Owensboro’s initiative recently in its On Common Ground magazine as an 

example of successful, authentic placemaking.  If Owensboro is to be a model for other 

communities though, then I recommend that those communities focus on Owensboro’s 

placemaking process rather than its placemaking steps.  After all, if placemaking is truly to be 

community-driven, as this essay has argued, then each community ought to draw on its own 

narrative in physically developing its place. 
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