Ant i dosi §8
An Apol ogy for the Art of Rhetoric

Thomas M Rivers

Because there has been inplanted in us the power to persuade each other and to
make cl ear to each other whatever we desire, not only have we escaped the life
of wild beasts, but we have cone together and founded cities and nade | aws and
invented arts; and, generally speaking, there is no institution devised by man
whi ch the power of speech has not hel ped us to establish (fromlsocrates’
Ant i dosi s)

The O J. Sinpson trial confirnmed for a magjority of Anmericans
their low opinion of |awers and revealed their |ow opinion of
rhetoric, especially the rhetoric of public discourse. For over
thirty years | have taught the art of rhetoric to many students
who initially, at Ileast, have shared this majority view
believe that nore than anything else that it is the mstrust and
m sunderstanding of this art that accounts for our despising
| awyers, politicians, public relations professionals, and
adverti sing executives.'z|

Per suasi on depends on | anguage, and the defining attitude of

too many Anericans toward |anguage is a profound distrust. What

! The title for this piece comes fromthe work of the same name
witten by Isocrates of Athens (436-338 B.C.E.). This work is one
of the nost fanpbus defenses of the art of rhetoric.

2 A nore recent telling exanple involves the denonizing of
Kenneth Starr by a majority of Americans. This exanple is
interesting since Starr was a prosecutor, not a defense attorney,

and the case itself was political, if not Starr’s notives as
wel |l . Lawyer and politician conbined, a scapegoating two for
one.



we love is certainty. W wish our |aws and the process whereby we
arrive at themto be perfect. W wish justice to be a matter of
denonstration, not persuasion. W have cause to be concerned by
the degree to which our students and the public at Ilarge

m sunderstand the role rhetoric and persuasion play in our

legislative life, our judicial I|ife, and our entrepreneurial
life. This distrust and m sunderstanding is no nore evidenced
than in the fact that nmny polls reveal that | awers,

politicians, public relations professionals, and advertising
executives are sone of the nost despised people in our comunity.
Yet their functions are essential for the success of our civic
life.

It is inpossible to inmagine a state of affairs nore
threatening to the life of a free nation and a free people than
despising the very instrunent by which our civic life is advanced.
Qur denocratic and entrepreneurial systens are at risk unless
rhetoric and our understanding of the relationship between
| anguage and knowl edge are vastly inproved. Wthout this
understanding, we wll continue to scapegoat politicians, |awers,
PR peopl e, those in advertising, seeing their art as manipul ati on,
propaganda and lies--nere rhetoric.

This distrust of rhetoric has been wth us since the
begi nning of western denocracy and can be traced back to the

di spute between Plato, the philosopher, and the sophists, the



practitioners of the art of rhetoric in early Greece.

Plato mstrusted the denocratic practices of Athens and the
probability-based rhetoric--to him the deception- based rhetoric
-- of the sophists. As a philosopher, he believed the sophists
never approached the primary concern of philosophers, truth. He
al so worried that w thout such philosophical truths the governing
of human beings would not rest on a firm foundation. In other
words, all activities that were not based on "the truth" would be
based on false beliefs or at best “nere” opinion.

Plato had a profound distrust of denocracy and the chaos

necessarily inherent in denocracy. Behind this distrust of

denocracy and the practitioners of denocracy -- |awers and
politicians -- was a profound mstrust of rhetoric. Plato was a
word hater, in spite of the fact that he was a brilliant user of

words, an artist who gave us the dialogues that raise the very
question we are exam ning. The phil osopher Plato was a word hater
because he believed that words interfere with the understandi ng of

the world around us and that rhetoric is little nore than the art

® Plato was concerned with the witten word and believed that it
was a threat to both nmenory and the dial ectical search for truth.
About the practitioners of this witten art, the sophists, he
said they had the “snmell of the | anp” about them testifying to
their witing at night with the help of oil lanps. The Egyptians
had a simlar distrust, but one of the spoken word, not the
witten. According to D odorus, a Roman historian, the Egyptians
were convinced that if the advocates (lawers) were allowed to
speak they would greatly becloud the justice of the case.
Therefore, all crimnal proceedings were conducted in silence and
everything was done in witing. At the end, when all witing had
been exam ned, the judge placed a carved i nage of truth upon one
of the two pleas w thout once ever speaking a word.



of flattery and at worst an art that can nmake the best seem the
wor st and the worst the best. 4

Yet it is inportant to understand that Plato did not win this
battle with the sophists. In his day, Plato was not the winner. In
fact, the winners were the sophists, who argued that the |aws we
wll live by in the future, judgnents about past events, judicia
rhetoric, and the praising and blam ng of present things (what the
G eeks called epideictic rhetoric, which wuld conpare to
advertising and PR today) do not belong in the realm of
phi | osophi cal or netaphysical truths, the realm of certain and
absol ute and verifiable truths, but in the real mof persuasi on—+the
real mof nmere opinion. For Plato, rhetoric's only role, if it was
to have one at all, was to communicate truths that were arrived at
t hrough philosophy. For the sophists, rhetoric was a node of
inquiry. It is how our comunities cone to agree on the beliefs
and values that we would have within a culture. These val ues and
judgnent are not a matter of absolute truths that can exist

i ndependent of rhetoric, but are the result of shared inquiry.

Wen Plato does defend rhetoric in one of his dialogues

“1t is not my intent to inply that all attacks agai nst Denocracy
are based on a mstrust of |anguage, though | believe it is a
factor in many anti-denocratic notions. For a fuller "nmenu" of
notives | would recomend Garry WIls' A Necessary Evil: A

H story of Anerican Distrust of CGovernnent (1999). Neverthel ess,

| would note that in his excellent chapter entitled "The
Wthdrawers” (in particular his focus on Thoreau) WIIs quotes

Thoreau: “It is not so inportant that many should be as good as
you, as that there be sone absol ute goodness (my italics)
somewhere; for that will |eaven the whole lunp."” Good and evil in

denocratic terms do not mx at all wth absolutist thinking. To
commune with others was sonething that Thoreau could barely



called the "Phaedrus," he defends a very anti-denocratic version
of rhetoric, sonmething that we would call propaganda. It is
perfectly consistent with Plato's view that if you know what is
true independent of |anguage, then |anguage’s job becones nothing
nore than mani pul ating people into comng to know the truths that
are for their own good. So ironically, when Plato does allow for a
rhetoric, it is a rhetoric of propaganda and nani pul ation, not a
rhetoric of shared inquiry and discovery.

Quintilian was a Roman rhetorician who wote about rhetoric
after a point in Roman history when rhetoric no |onger played a
role in discovering the shared beliefs and values of a community,
when the Roman Republic has been replaced by the absolute rule of
the Caesars. He makes the case that when a | awer has determ ned
the guilt or innocence of a client, that | awer has every right to
deceive or to lie to free his client.®G cero, who came before
Quintilian and had not absorbed Plato as had Quintilian, lived in
a time when Rone was a Republic and not under the rule of the

Caesars. He understood best that it was the process of inquiry

tolerate.

> On arelated matter it is noteworthy that Quintilian

pronul gated a doctrine known as the "vir bonus" which asserted

t hat one could not be a good orator unless one were a good nan.
This was an absolutist position and it is still relevant today as
we watch the savaging of the character of politicians. This is
not to suggest the relevance of character or ethos as a necessary
and effective avail abl e neans of persuasion. The character of the
speaker is relevant, but the perfection of the speaker's
character is only an ideal that the nore practical C cero
understood only so well. The endl ess attacks agai nst the
character of politicians, already under attack for being
politicians, is nade all the nore problematic by another
absol uti st standard.



that determnes guilt or innocence. Qiilt or innocence is not
sonething that is known in advance, but is "discovered" together
t hrough rhetorical inquiry and persuasion.[g

It is in fact true that OJ. Sinpson is either innocent or
guilty, a logical and absolute truth if you wll. Certainly if one
"knew' in advance that Sinpson was guilty or innocent, there would
be the tenptation to either give the accused a |esser defense if
one decided that he is guilty, or to suborn perjury or conceal
evidence or to outright lie to get himacquitted if one decided
that he is innocent.

The problemof course is that guilt or innocence is not known
in advance. One of the points that the sophi sts made agai nst Plato
is not so nuch that they disagreed with his philosophica
concerns, but that they saw that in the realm of human affairs
involving laws for the future, determning justice for past
events, and the praising and blam ng of present things, rhetoric
is the only nethod we have to cone to shared beliefs. Utimtely,

O J.Sinpson's guilt or innocence before the | aw was based on what

a jury believed. Verdicts are finally not about mere” facts, but
persuasion and belief. It is this process that we distrust. It is
the practitioners that we despise. But in despising and
m sunderstanding the instrunent of rhetoric, we cut off the

|'ifebl ood of denocratic survival. | mght add that fromrhetoric’s

® There are certainly | awyers, both prosecutors and defense
attorneys, who in fact practice such a notion of the law. Wat is
ironic is that fromthe position | am advocating here, herein
lies the greater offense; |awers who take the law into their own



poi nt of view the “bad” lawyers in the O J. Sinpson trial were the
prosecutors who acted as if DNA facts spoke for thenselves and
confused persuasion with denonstration

Qur denocratic way of life requires a proper understandi ng of
rhetoric as a node of inquiry (this public and essential role of
rhetoric certainly does not exhaust all other uses of rhetoric),
of how rhetoric takes part in the creation of know edge, which was
at the center of the epistemc debate between the sophists and
Plato. Rhetoric is not concerned with netaphysical truths or
scientific facts, but wth the essentials of our civic life--the
things that we val ue, but which we unfortunately relegate to "nere
opi ni on".

I began this short history of rhetoric with the quarrel
bet ween the phil osopher Plato and the orators, the sophists, and
the influence of the Geeks on Roman rhetoric. But the negative
i nfluence of Plato can be felt right up to nodern tines. In a
sense, a vast nunber of American citizens are Platonists, whether
t hey have ever read Plato or not. For too many Anericans, |anguage

is nostly about comunicating truths that are a mnmatter of

denonstration, not about shared inquiry and the conplexity of

per suasi on.

In any case, the next major step in the denigration of
rhetoric occurred with the downfall of Rome and the rise of
Christianity. Miuch of Christian thought was anenable to Platonic

thinking, and though Augustine worked diligently to rescue

hands, as opposed to those who play by the rules.



rhetoric, Christianity overwhelmngly rejected rhetoric, believing
that faith in God's word al one was enough. But even if Augustine's
enterprise of rescuing rhetoric and linking Christianity with the
secular and pagan thought of the Romans and Geeks had been
successful, it would not have rescued rhetoric in the sense that
rhetoric had any epistemc or know edge-inventing power. Truth
came only fromthe Bible and even Augustine's view, at best, would
nmerely have enhanced the art of preaching revealed truth.

It is not until the Renai ssance, beginning first in Italy and
later in England, that nruch of the oratorical or sophistic
tradition was reborn. However, any pronotion of rhetoric as a node
of inquiry and of inventing the cultural values we would |ive by
would be short Iived, not only because the excesses of the
Renai ssance resulted in reactionary forces that [imted the scope
of rhetoric in civic life, but primarily because of the advances
of science.

Al t hough the materialist-based phil osophy of science nmay seem
far renoved fromthe idealismof Plato, there is in the tenets of
the "new science" a profound concern with the discovery of
absolute laws, governing not only the notions of the physical
worl d, but the "notions" or notives of human activity, the “social
sciences”. These |laws would exist outside the probability-based,
shared and agreed to beliefs born of rhetoric.

Descartes, a French philosopher and proponent of the new
science, wote: "W reject all such nerely probabl e know edge and

nmake it a rule to trust only what is conpletely known and



i ncapabl e of being doubted" (First Mditations). The ultinmate

concern of science in the so-called period of the Enlightennent
was the discovery of these absolute and denonstrable truths, and
the rejection of know edge and beliefs that were the result of
persuasion. If rhetoric had a role to play it would nerely be to
comuni cate such truths, and in a worst-case scenario for
rhetoric, rhetoric wuld, as it was for Plato, have the role of
mani pul ati ng audi ences for their own good. lronically, propaganda,
outright deception and manipulation will be nore plentiful when
one's view of rhetoric as a node of inquiry is less. If one
believes that one's audience is not sophisticated enough, or
phi | osophi cal enough, or scientific enough, then one can engage in
bad rhetoric for the so-called good of one's audience and the
advancenent of truth.

One of the great ironies of denbcracy is that while it
brought with it a trust of the people against the experts, against
aristocracies and nonarchies, it also brought with it a distrust
of |anguage. The Achilles heel of denocracy is not trust of the

peopl e, but r at her the people’s distrust of rhetoric.d

" Not all distrust of government is traceable to distrust of
rhetoric (as a matter of fact this paper contends that this
notive is often overl ooked). Distrust of government, a view
toward governnment well docunmented in Garry WIlIs' recent book (A
Necessary Evil), is often a result of prevailing views about
freedom The classical sophistic tradition had a view toward
freedomthat could be |abeled “positive freedonf that entailed a
greater respect for community, obligations, responsibilities and
self-discipline. In the United States the tradition regarding
freedom has stressed rights, the individual, and a resistance to
authority and traditi on—negative freedoni. Attitudes toward rhetoric
cannot be divorced fromattitudes toward freedom Rhetoric does not




Furthernore, in so far as a bad rhetoric relies on discovering
what wll nove people, a citizenry uneducated in rhetoric or

hostile to it beconmes easier to manipulate and deceive.

What happened in the Enlightennent was sonething well beyond
the desire to know what noves the planets and our physical world,
but what noves human beings -- to nove human notivation into the
realm of facts, as if facts could exist independent of beliefs
and to renove rhetoric and |anguage from their primary role of
bei ng the prine nover of human behavior. What the sophists knewis
that seeing is not believing, that belief precedes seeing, that
facts don't speak for thenselves, that soneone's val ues speak for
them -- their fictions, if you will, speak first. This does not
argue for an easy relativism It doesn't argue against
nmet aphysi cs; it doesn't argue against science. Wuat it argues for
is that if you are going to have laws for the future, if you are
going to try to nake determ nati ons about past events in order to
pronote justice--to free the innocent or punish the guilty -- and
if you are going to engage in selling products, facts do not cone
first. To teach the mathematical "fact" that the shortest distance
between two points is a straight line is also to preach the val ue
of that fact. That mathematical fact does not contain or argue for

its value--we teach such facts because we believe they are

flourish well where it has little epistemc power, and |ikew se, it
does not flourish well where freedomis non-existent or where freedom
is disconnected froma strong sense of community and citizenship

10



val uabl e. &l

The | egacy of the Enlightennent has been this preoccupation
with fact and the crucial downplaying of the role of rhetoric in
our civic life, and the placing of fact in a hostile relationship
wth "fictions" or beliefs. W privilege only that which is
denonstrabl e, and relegate to "nere opinion" that which is not. It
is here that easy relativismis forned, not in the crucible of a
probability-based rhetoric, but in the fact/value split fostered
by scientific philosophy. Once in the realm of nere opinion,
rhetoric becones aligned with "nmere rhetoric."

The problemis that what is good or bad, just or unjust, good
law or bad lawis not a matter of denonstration. It is a matter of
inquiry and persuasion. Unfortunately, | anguage, the very
instrunment that we need to nake such determ nations, is profoundly
mstrusted. The nore it is mstrusted the nore our rhetoric
becones shrill and manipul ati ve. And the nore it becones nere
propaganda the nore entitled we feel to distrust it.

| have suggested Pl atonism and science as nmajor contributors
to our pejorative view of rhetoric. Wuat current activities
reinforce and reveal this pejorative view of rhetoric?

| would first of all restate that many polls |ist |awers and

8 Wien John G enn got a second chance to return to space a
controversy ensued as to whether his trip was for legitimte
scientific purposes (anong mhlch was t he deternlnat|on of any il
effects on senior C|t|zens) or nere spin". Here again, | would
suggest that it was the "nere spin" that most justified the

m ssion. The facts di scovered from exploring space cone after the
belief, the fiction, that space ought to be explored. John

G enn's second trip was an argunent, a reinforcenment of our

11



politicians and PR specialists and advertisers as anong the nost
despi sed of professionals. This is a form of scapegoating. The
wrangling chaotic process that Plato witnessed in Athens is also
what we wtness every day in Washington and did on TV with the
OJ. Sinpson trial. Such a process dismays us. W protect
ourselves fromthis process by blamng "them" W blane "them for
not going to Washington, or to our state capitals, or to court,
and doing the clear and denonstrable "right" thing.

But in our civic life the right thing cones after the
process, not before, and the "right" thing will not be a
nmet aphysi cal certainty or a scientific fact. Wat we want nore
than anything, revealing our Platonic roots, is certainty and
perfection. W want our truths to be self-evident. |In our
Declaration of Independence it is witten that we hold these
truths to be "self-evident," though at +the tinme it wasn't
sel f - evi dent who actual ly coul d vot e- - t hat only seened
self-evident after a lengthy struggle to change our collective
m nd.

None of this argues against the possibility that we will be
convinced of sone things that turn out to be problematic beliefs-
-voters, jurors, and consunmers can make m stakes. The sol ution
however, is not to disparage rhetoric, but to get better at it.
The quality of our nation's rhetoric cannot be divorced from the
quality of our citizens--the audience that politicians, |awers,

and advertisers address. Voters, jurors, and consuners share

political will, to continue to do so.

12



responsibility for the quality of an argunment. An educated
citizenry, a citizenry that can both wite and read critically is
essential. It 1is wunderstandable that the funding for higher
education is linked to jobs and econom c devel opnent. But one | ook
at the civic unrest that exists throughout the world, as well as
the serious problens that face our nation, should serve as a
warning that the nobst essential aspects of public supported
education is the maintaining of civic life and the foundations
upon which all else rests.

Tal k radio, on both the left and right, is shrill and abounds
Wi th problematic appeals, including the appeal to the self-evident
and the absol ute. Non-sequiturs, ad hom nens, inductive fall acies,
i nnuendo, half-truths, false dichotomes, either/or thinking are
all present and all allowed. Sone of the people, at |east sone of
the time, to paraphrase Lincoln, are susceptible. W need a
citizenry that cannot be fooled all the tine.

Negative canpaign ads are not the sole responsibility of
their makers. W share responsibility. If the defense seens to be
getting away with nurder, then the prosecution needs to do its job
better. If you believe that a product is a good one, then convince
people of it. If you believe a | aw needs changing, then find the
available neans to do so. Al of this requires respect for the
ability of rhetoric to enhance our civic life and to search for
shared beliefs and val ues. The real tendency of denocracy will
not be away from dictatorship, but toward dictatorship. A synptom

of this can be found in our attitude toward rhetoric and | anguage.
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| nsofar as denocracy mstrusts rhetoric its default setting wll
be towards | ess freedom And the greater the mstrust of rhetoric,
the greater the likelihood that rhetoric and its role in civic
life wll be replaced by the less liberating activity of
pr opaganda.

One good thing that canme fromthe OJ. Sinpson trial was the
opportunity to understand how rhetoric and the law work. | won't
say that a better understanding will occur automatically, because
| sense that for many citizens what took place was further proof
for attacking rhetoric and |awers. But an opportunity exists to
exam ne underlying assunptions. The Rodney King trial, as well as
the trial involving the beating of Reginald Denny, also have
served as opportunities to examne beliefs about the self-evident
nature of justice. In both cases, the belief that videotapes
presented self-evident and denonstrable truths interfered wwth a
|less clear and nore conplex view of how the law works. In the
process, we nmay discover that discretionary powers given the
police are too broad and that penalties for assault and battery
are too lenient. Furthernore, we wll discover that context plays
a crucial role in determning neaning. Tapes (or DNA)—facts--
don't speak for thensel ves.

Journalists also play a role in propagating a pejorative view
of rhetoric. The epistenology of journalismis a flawed one. Wat
the press seeks is clarity over conplexity. It is the nature of
news that readers be bonbarded by facts that are often w thout

cont ext . It is the point of the news to be clear, not conplex.

14



What happens is that such a view brings with it the inevitable
privileging of facts over "nere opinion.”EI

The opinion page is a specially designated section of a
newspaper. It is never the front page, which is reserved for "non
opinion." But in a very essential way the front page is an opinion
page. This does not nean that the facts on the front page are not
true (there are also facts on the opinion page), but it does nean
these facts are preceded by the opinion that they matter and that
readers should know them or want to know them The headlines are
cues as to how the reader should enter the text and are not per se
facts. They are the judgnents of the various editors as to what
counts in this community, what this conmmunity val ues and needs to
know. I n other words, they are opinions.

That this is so is not cause for alarm Rather, it is cause
for celebration. Human beings are about valuing. W are first and
forenost judgnment nekers. And these judgnents take place in the
real m of persuasion, not denonstration. Nevertheless, the news
media carries with it, not so nmuch a worked out epistenol ogy that
is false, but the inpression that know edge is about facts, that
opi nions have to be segregated to a separate page (as if the only

persuasion that is going onis in this special section).

°® Kat hl een Jani son, the Dean of the Annenburg School of
Journalism in her book Everything That You Thought You Knew
About Politics and Why You Are Wong, points out that political
speeches are not the |ousy discourse we believe they are. Most
citizens get their understanding of the content of political
speeches fromthe press which presents them as attacks--drama
sel |l s papers. The newspapers have their own interpretive
framework. lronically, they are not giving us the facts, but the

15



Furthernore, it is not unusual for journalists to attack word
users (lawyers, politicians, and advertisers) as a sure-fire way
to curry favor with their readers. The irony is that newspapers
t hat depend on | anguage and the art of conmunicating do not have a
strong enough respect for rhetoric. They carry with them this
Platonic and scientific perspective that is rather hostile to
| anguage as a neans of inquiry. To be sure, the press is quite
vocal about the constitutionally guaranteed right to freedom of
the press, and no doubt this does a great service for denocracy.
But in another sense, its reinforcenent of a pejorative view
toward the art of persuasion and shared inquiry does denocracy
har m

Tel evi sion docunentaries, |ike the sort produced by Jacques
Cousteau, that attenpt to raise our synpathies about the plight of
dol phins, often unintentionally dimnish human |anguage in order
t o ant hroponor phi ze the | anguage of dol phins. Cousteau referred to
t he communi cation acts of dolphins as if they are of the sane kind
as humans.

But human | anguage is much nore than this. Cousteau confused
the sign | anguage capacity of dol phins with the synbol -usi ng power
of human beings. The difference is a profound one. Behind
Cousteau' s cel ebrations of hi gher or der manmal s is a
m sunder st andi ng of the synbol-using activities of human bei ngs.
The synbolic activities of humans are found in math, the visua

arts, music, and words. As Helen Keller discovered, the W etched

facts contextualized in a way guaranteed to distort the matter.
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across her hand, which was a sign for water, could also be a
synbol for water. She could create worlds in which the self can
transcend the material aspects of life and create and invent not
an i mmanent world where the sign exists in an environnment, but a
synbol that projects a world of our own naking. Et ynol ogi cal |y,
the words sign and synbol are enlightening on this point. The word
"sign" has its roots in the notion of "following," while the word
"synbol" nmeans "to project” or "to wll or determne" as in a
projection of the mnd. W don't just "follow' each other’s
meani ngs when we engage in comrunication. W also wll it, inagine
it, create it.

It is human | anguage, what Walker Percy calls the Delta
factor, which places us in a realm beyond that of the
communi cation skills of dolphins or great apes. And it little
matters how large or small the clains about their vocabulary may
be. Cousteau's perspective reveals a view toward | anguage t hat may
rescue dol phins insofar as they are |ike us--physical creatures in
an environnment using signs to conmunicate. There is good reason,
however, to be cautious about this synbol using power when we
realize how our synbolic actions "project” us into a world of evil
and human atrocities that are beyond the inmagination and sign
action of dol phins. For instance, only humans have the m nus, or
the negative, or the zero (a term if you will, for no-thing).
Only humans can inmagine or will a world so that the elimnation of
a whol e peopl e becones possible. Once we have inagi ned, persuaded

ot hers and ourselves that soneone is a zero, a negative, a mnus,
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a no-thing, then it beconmes possible to kill with inpunity and
engage in atrocities that are "uni magi nabl e" for dol phins.

Such a capacity should serve to remnd us of the fal seness
of our distinction between "words and deeds." There are no nore
prof ound deeds than those synbolic deeds or actions that persuade
people to commt unspeakable acts (as well as our nost awe-
inspiring ones). Nevert hel ess, Cousteau' s ant hroponor phi zi ng
dol phins does perpetuate the view that |essens our understanding
of human | anguage and thus our understanding of rhetoric and the
role it plays in imagining the world that we choose to live in.

One can also see the Platonic strain of anti-rhetoric in nmuch
of contenporary religion, particularly the separation of the
revealed truths of one's sacred texts from any sort of
hi erarchical tradition and authority. | think churches play a very
positive role in our <civic life. Churches wth a strong
theological tradition do in fact contextualize the teachings of
the Bible and recognize the Iimtations of biblical exegesis that
ignores context. But where people want their truths to be
sel f-evident and absolute, there one wll find a negative attitude
toward rhetoric and its role in inventing our shared values. It is
also noteworthy that the nore a religion is non-hierarchial,
non- epi scopal, less influenced by tradition and context, the nore
one will see a small nunber of worshipers who hire a ninister who
shares their beliefs in the self-evident truths of the Bible. W
point is not to debate any particular clainms that are made by

t hese various and varied churches who claimto be in possession of
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self-evident truth, but mnerely to note that this atnosphere
contributes to our msunderstanding and ms-valuing of rhetoric
and the art of persuasion.

The decontextualizing of know edge, the renoval of humanistic
studies froma particular historical, philosophical, or religious
perspective serve also to renpbve persuasion fromits central role
in our universities and its role in creating the values we would
live by. Instead, it has been replaced wth a desire for
self-evident, absolute, and ahistorical truths. Wether these
truths are religious or whether they are the truths of diverse and
di sparate parts of the university and its various sciences (al
reduci ng human notivation to the terns and equipnent of their
science), they threaten to replace persuasion with denonstration.
They threaten the very idea of a uni-versity with di-versity in
which no framework exists to preserve and advance our civic life.
The goal of an education ought not to be the choosing of a point
of view, but to use points of view to nmake choi ces.

The fear | suppose is that if truths are not self-evident and
a matter of denonstration, then such truths will have no standing.
To have standing they nmust be universal, ahistorical, absolute and
self-evident or they are "nere opinion." But in fact, such beliefs
can have standing. They may stand on ground less “firnf then the
denmonstrably or tautologically so, but we are quite capable of
living well with shared beliefs and values that are the result of
shared inquiry and assent. Recent debates about the w sdom and

justification for the dropping of the atomc bonbs during WNI
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illustrate this point. For some history is only about facts, facts
that speak for thenselves. To nove the debate into the real m of
persuasion and out of the realm of denonstration is taken as a
threat to the truth, but the "truths" we share about our past are
matters of assent. They are not givens, but "gots."

One of the greatest ironies is that the real threat to the
faith and hope of our students is not the so-called threat of
relativism (though | wunderstand the worry), but the inevitable
skepticism that renoves the nost inportant aspects of our civic
life into the realm of "nmere opinion" and gives standing only to
revealed truths or scientific truths that privilege fact over
opinion. There is no doubt that college students rel egate nost of
the inportant issues of our day to "nmere opinion", but the ngjor
cause for this is our collective failure to understand the nature
of rhetoric and know edge and the limting of know edge to only
the denonstrable and the self-evident. It is no accident that,
for many Anericans, our up-front focus on |anguage, and one
certainly fostered by too many English teachers, is on clarity and
correctness. W hide from view the essential opaqueness of
| anguage by focusing on grammar and surface features.

Another area where one can sense a reinforcenent of a
pejorative view of rhetoric is in the artifacts of our
entertai nnent industry. A Stallone novie called Judge Dredd is a
case in point (though numerous dint Eastwood novies or the
CGodf at her sequels would do as well). Justice is swift and clear,

wi t hout |awyers and the process of persuasion. The fact that such

20



novi es have a public suggests that noney can at |east be nmade in

catering to the anti-rhetoric attitude that I|ies beneath the
surface. In such novies justice is self-evident. No talk, no
| awyers. Simlarly, detective stories thrive on the denigrating
of lawers and give them equal billing with sociopathic killers.

Lawyers in such texts serve only to get "off" the self-evident
killer.

W hate |anguage. W hate what is the essential aspect of
| anguage--an instrunent of persuasion. W hate that aspect of

| anguage we call rhetoric. W pejoratively |abel it nmer e
rhetoric."” The defining attitude of Americans toward | anguage is a
profound distrust. What we love is certainty--perfection. W w sh
our laws to be perfect, our justice to be perfect, and our
entrepreneurial life to be perfect.

W believe that voting is the ultimate act of civic
responsibility. It is not. Talk is. Good talk. Inquiry and the
search for common ground and shared beliefs are the ultinate acts
of civic responsibility. Wthout this the voting booth and the
ballot are only about power. As our political life becones nore
about power and propaganda and |ess about discovering shared
beliefs, as it reflects nore and nore the absolutist positions
found across our political spectrum then the nore the sound of a

vote being cast is nore and nore indistinguishable fromthe sound

of a shell being | oaded into a shotgun.
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