Knowing What Needs to be Said:PRIVATE 

Vicissitudes of the Concept of Rhetoric
Over the last decades, the term "rhetoric" has been given a variety of meanings--some that would cast it in a merely ancillary role, others that would make it subsume nearly all intellectual endeavour. I suggest that both these roles envisaged for rhetoric are misconceived. There is a point in saying this because the term "rhetoric" has recently advanced from being mainly a term of scorn (as in the phrase "it's just rhetoric") to being a battle-cry. This latter status is symbolized by the view that everything the human sciences do, and the other sciences too by the way, is essentially rhetoric--the It's all rhetoric school of thought.


It is true that over the centuries rhetoric has, for long periods, been seen as central to human learning. But ever since the age of Reason began in the Seventeenth Century, the dominant tendency in Western thought has not been to say that "it's all rhetoric", let alone that rhetoric is all, but rather that rhetoric is very little. Generally, rhetoric has come to be understood as an art of stylistic tricks and ingratiating devices, and in the same measure it has been a low-status concept. 


The general law that seems to apply regarding the status of rhetoric in intellectual history is that whenever rhetoric was "mere" rhetoric, it was, in the general esteem of academic opinion leaders, unfashionable; when rhetoric was into style, it was out of style. 


Periods in which this was the case have generally been the same in which scientific theory and the philosophy of language were committed to some version of a correspondence or "windowpane" theory of language; if language, or at least scientific language, is supposed to be a windowpane through which we get an undistorted view of the world, then rhetoric has generally been identified as the cultivation of what little is left do to once the windowpane is in place: embellishment of the frame, mere style. 


The age of Enlightenment was such a time. Philosophers and scientists of the Eighteenth Century felt they had no use for rhetoric, although contemporary literature, politics, and homiletics did. Kant, in his Kritik der Urtheilskraft, makes a few condemning and cursory but suggestive remarks about it:


Wer, bei klarer Einsicht in Sachen, die Sprache nach deren Reichtum und Reinigkeit in seiner Gewalt hat, und, bei einer fruchtbaren, zur Darstellung seiner Ideen tüchtigen Einbildungskraft, lebhaften Herzensanteil am wahren Guten nimmt, ist der vir bonus dicendi peritus, der Redner ohne Kunst, aber voll Nachdruck, wie ihn Cicero haben will, ohne doch diesem Ideal selbst immer treu geblieben zu sein.

In other words: all a speaker needs is clear insight in his subject matter, richness and purity in language, a fertile imagination, vivid and heartfelt involvement, a mastery of emphasis--but mind you, no art, no rhetoric! A footnote specifies that "der bloße deutliche Begriff" of one's subject matter, "mit einer lebhaften Darstellung in Beispielen verbunden" will already in themselves have "hinreichenden Einfluß" on human minds. 


Such is the notion of Rhetoric we find in the greatest philosopher of the Enlightenment: rhetoric is the needless embellishment that goes over and beyond the admirable and needful qualities just mentioned; these, by Kant's definition, are not part of "rhetoric".

The three turns
On the other hand, there have been times when the term rhetoric was in style; our time, the nineties, is such a time. 


The elevation of rhetoric to prestige status has come, it might be argued, as the final result of a long development. The philosopher Richard Rorty, at the 1984 Iowa Symposium on The Rhetoric of the Human Sciences, made the observation that the history of the those sciences in recent decades had been marked by three major "turns": "First the 'linguistic turn', then the 'interpretive turn', and now the 'rhetorical turn'" (quoted in Simons 1990: vii). 


As is well known, the linguistic turn in the human sciences is represented by such tendencies as, e.g., Wittgenstein's theory of "Sprachspiele", "ordinary language" philosophy, and the theory of speech acts. Common to these is movement away from the most recent version of windowpane theory, alias the "Modernist" paradigm--the objectivist or correspondence theories of language underlying logical positivism and other theories of 20's and 30's. 


It is less often pointed out is that another powerful agent in the linguistic turn was "New Criticism" in literary studies. Common to the theory and pedagogy of the New Critics is the understanding of the text as an object rather than a statement; or in the phrase that Cleanth Brooks had made famous, the poem as a "well-wrought urn". As Archibald MacLeish has it in a programmatic poem: "a poem should not mean/but be"--a paradoxical statement since it comes from a poem which, presumably, should be and not mean.


All in all, there is no doubt that the linguistic turn set the agenda in large sections of the humanities through a couple of decades. Rhetoric, in the meantime, stood in the wing waiting for its hour upon the stage; indeed, some of the notable theorists usually connected with New Criticism (we could call them "proto-neo-rhetoricians") were among the first to in this century to use the term rhetoric as high-status term denoting a new comprehensive discipline yet in need of development; I.A. Richards's Philosophy of Rhetoric appeared in 1936, and Kenneth Burke published his Rhetoric of Motives in 1950. In The Rhetoric of Fiction in 1961, Wayne C. Booth's coined a seminal new use of the term, applying it to what a novelist does to his engrossed reader. Center stage, however, was to be occupied for some years by the interpretive turn.


The interpretive turn is represented by the surge of 

interest in hermeneutics. Not only is speech action, understanding is action as well. There is only a small step from the insight that the speaker of a text commits an act, to the corresponding insight that the recipient of it does so too. The understanding subject is no mere passive recipient of acts performed by others. We enter into "transactions" or "negotiations" with texts. Anyone engaged in understanding a text also has, by the same token, an interest that guides his interpretive transactions. In literary theory, this turn is inaugurated by the "Rezeptionsästhetik" and "Reader Response" theories that entered the stage in the seventies. Experiencing a literary text is literally an act in which the reader forms sympathies, makes assumptions, has expectations, all of which may be gratified, thwarted, or circumvented; and these are the phenomena of which the act of reading, for each individual reader, crucially consists.


In all these developments in the humanistic sciences, "rhetoric" made brief appearances on the stage, bringing letters. The rise of rhetoric to stardom came in the eighties. Catchwords since then have been terms like "the rhetoric of inquiry", emphasizing the point that all inquiry is in itself rhetorical, never an unmediated view of the world as such; and "social construction", a term which suggests that any insight about the world, any concept used to understand, is constructed and negotiated socially. 


A field in which the rhetorical turn has been particularly notable is anthropology. One of the nestors of the discipline, Clifford Geertz has established the notion of "interpretive anthropology" with key phrases such as "the imaginative construction of a common ground between the Written At and the Written About" (1988:144). He briskly substitutes the notion of "rhetorical strategy" for the traditional notion that anthropologists, thanks to their professional skills and instruments, should seek to understand things as they really are:


The pretense of looking at the world directly, as through a one-way screen, seeing others as they really are when only God is looking, is indeed quite widespread. But that is itself a rhetorical strategy, a mode of persuasion; one it may well be difficult wholly to abandon and still be read, or wholly to maintain and still be believed (1988: 141).

By the end of the eighties, the stance that scholarly discourse in any discipline was rhetorical strategy was already well entrenched. The ground had been well prepared. In the community of professional rhetoricians, a moderate version was set forth al early as 1967 in Robert L. Scott's much-debated article "On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic". Worried by the ancient notion that rhetoric simply packages truths found by philosophers for easier consumption, he made a claim closely related to that of hermeneutics: not only in understanding the world, but also in communicating about it is the self engaged in a crucial way that makes rhetoric a producer of truth rather than just its vehicle. In a recent recapitulation of his position, Scott questions his own choice of the term "epistemic" but continues to assert that in an important sense, "rhetoric does not simply make the Truth effective but creates truth"; and "rhetoric does not simply transport Truth like a package wrapped in the qualities of effectiveness but creates truth" (1993: 126-127).


Other prefigurations of the view that truth is created by rhetoric, not found, were represented in the seventies by scholars in several fields, notably in history by Hayden White, whose Metahistory was to set the agenda for years of debate in historiography. Central to his view is that the historical work, whatever else it tries to be, is always a narrative: 


I will consider the historical work as what it most manifestly is--that is to say, a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing them (1973: 2).

The theme inherent in White's provocative book is replayed in even more grandiose orchestration in several programmatic statements by the "Rhetoric of Inquiry" theorists John S. Nelson and Allan Megill:


Our world is a creature and a texture of rhetorics: of founding stories and sales talks, anecdotes and statistics, images and rhythms; of tales told in nursery, pledges of allegiance or revenge, symbols of success and failure, archetypes of action and character. Ours is a world of persuasive definitions, expressive explanations, and institutional narratives. It is replete with figures of truth, models of reality, tropes of argument, and metaphors of conscience. In our world, scholarship is rhetorical (1986: 23).

Not surprisingly, about ten years after a turn has been proclaimed in American scholarship, it comes through in full force, like a wave arriving on a distant shore, in Denmark. The latest and fullest expression of it has been Hans Hauge's book Den litterære vending (The Literary Turn) (1995). 


The title of Hauge's book is well chosen. It marks a logical termination point in a development that we may sketch as follows:


 The "Modernist dogma" saw science as a representation of reality. The Linguistic turn sees any utterance as an individual's transaction with reality. The hermeneutic turn sees even interpretive acts as such transactions. But in all these traditions, reality is still the end and the origin of any utterance made about it. In the "rhetorical turn", however, scholarly discourse is ultimately brought into the same category with literature. Any distinction between scholarship and literature based on the notion that literature is discourse not directly purporting to comment on the world is obscured or even jubilantly negated. That is why the "rhetorical turn", represented by the orientations we find in the quotations above, should perhaps really be called the literary turn, as Hauge has it. This is only natural, now that we are asked to accept that literary and scholarly discourses are fundamentally alike. 



A related view that postulates the same identity and does so in the name of rhetoric, albeit with a different goal, is Terry Eagleton's as expressed in his Literary Theory (1983). Eagleton calls for a new underlying paradigm in the study of texts--all texts:


What would be specific to the kind of study I have in mind ... would be its concern for the kinds of effects which discourses produce, and how they produce them. ... It is, in fact, probably the oldest form of 'literary criticism' in the world, known as rhetoric. Rhetoric, which was the received form of critical analysis all the way from ancient society to the eighteenth century, examined the way discourses are constructed in order to achieve certain effects. It was not worried about whether its objects of enquiry were speaking or writing, poetry or philosophy, fiction or historiography: its horizon was nothing less than the field of discursive practices in society as a whole, and its particular interests lay in grasping such practices as forms of power and performance (1983: 205). 

Although this brand of rhetoric (on which Eagleton has since been strangely silent) has a strong social-critical perspective, its hallmarks are still the conflation of the distinction between literary and practical/theoretical texts, and its disinterest in anything that discourse might, with or without justification, say about reality. Instead of such an interest, rhetoric à la Eagleton professes an excusive interest in the effects of discourse upon reality.

The Epistemological Turn
To a rhetorician, there is something disturbing in the acclaim that has recently come to our discipline--or rather, to the term "rhetoric" itself. It seems to me that what we see in the various versions of the rhetorical turn is really a sharp epistemological turn. In a late and sometimes vindictive attempt to get back once and for all at the Modernist dogma, the self-styled new rhetorical turners seem to disclaim the power of utterances to illuminate reality. Indeed, some of the versions of the rhetorical turn, including those that prefer to go the whole way and call the turn literary, appear to stand so diametrically opposed to the Modernist dogma as to be Post-Modernist in the full sense of the word. Academic writing becomes literature, or in George L. Dillon's word, carnival.

We are witnessing, as he says, "the repeated polemical and by now ritual slaying of positivism, foundationalism, correspondence theories of truth, and Methodology--and the carnivalesque dancing upon their graves" (1991: 2). 


Like Dillon, I believe that rhetoricians who respect their own discipline should distance themselves from the carnival. Rhetoric needs to sort out where it stands on the issue of the epistemological status of reasoned utterances about the world. What follows is an attempt to do that.


What the rhetorical turn rally amounts to, it seems to me, is that rhetoric is called upon to furnish an alternative epistemology, a whole new paradigm to replace the essentially contested dualism of object and subject, a sweeping refutation of objectivism, ending in an all-inclusive claim that "it's all rhetoric". 


Rhetoricians should be ill at ease with sweeping statements of this sort. Rhetoric, I believe, should not lend its name to a wholesale rejection of the distinction between fact and representations of facts. Indeed, there have been enough intellectual movements in recent decades whose main thrust has been to try to overturn a practical, even if debatable distinction. In literary studies, for example, the distinction between fictional and non-fictional texts has gone overboard, leaving literary studies no option but to become textual studies of some sort. As we have seen, Terry Eagleton has warmly defended such a move.


It is true that some distinctions are questionable or leave a number of borderline cases, which are often the most interesting. But that is a very different insight from the arrogant attempt to abolish the distinction altogether; such a move is much more likely to obliterate insight rather than bring it about. What usually happens is that the discarded distinction is merely deferred: if fiction and non-fiction are essentially the same, being merely "texts", then we shall need at some later point to distinguish, with other terms perhaps, between subtypes of texts, one of which will probably have a lot in common with what used to be called fiction. And if we abandon any distinction between the world-out-there and our representations of it because all we can say about it is "all rhetoric" anyway, then we shall need, at a later point but pretty soon, to distinguish between rhetorical utterances that, e.g., are translatable into predicted outcomes of action, and utterances which are not. 


Indeed it is a central problem with the "it's all rhetoric" theories is that they invariably get involved in what Woolgar and Pawluch (1985) call "ontological gerrymandering". This means that if you are a true believer in the rhetorical turn, e.g., a true social Constructionist, you have to deny the existence of brute facts on the one hand; but on the other hand you still need to grant some statements a status as facts of some kind, for example because you want to show that someone with whom you disagree has used a form of rhetoric that falsifies or misrepresents them. So some facts are bruter than others. 


Now in an sense I believe that some facts probably are indeed bruter than others; but this is a problem for people who are committed to a theory that there are no facts at all, just "rhetoric." There are cases where we have something which, for all intents and purposes, we may call facts; or at any rate, there are cases where we should all agree that facts exist and that we would like to know them. When we have our child's throat grafted for a strep infection, then we will want to know he facts about this presumed infection. A decision hinges upon it. If the test result I am waiting for is all rhetoric, then at least it is a peculiar kind of rhetoric, which used to be called knowledge.


Such reflections should help us, not to abolish a distinction that is undoubtedly indispensable even if troublesome, but to set up a new one: some facts are interesting to get hold of because decisions hinge upon them. 


As the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus has it, the world "is the sum, not of objects, but of facts". But nothing would be more paralysing than knowing the sum of all facts. In A Study in Scarlet Sherlock Holmes, much to Dr Watson's consternation, declares himself ignorant of any facts about the solar system, and on being force-fed a few facts, states that he will do his best to forget them, since they "would not make a penny-worth of difference to me or to my work". 


With a reference to the world of medicine that might have been of interest to Dr Watson, it seems to be a growing concern among doctors doing clinical work that hospitalised patients nowadays are routinely tested for so many factors that when all the results are in, the doctor can see no point to it all; often he will find that a talk with the patient would have been a better method of diagnosis.


Similarly, anecdote has it that captain Smith of the Titanic had in fact received information that there were icebergs in the waters he was about to cross; but he had also, even at this early stage of information technology, received so much other information that the bit about icebergs literally drowned in it.

Rhetoric as Knowing What Needs to Be Said
The kind of Rhetoric we need in situations such as this is the art of asking better questions--questions whose answers may have a point because they may help make different decisions. The point about rhetoric is not whether it deals in making truth or packaging it, but that it distinguishes between truths. Or data, as we call them nowadays.


Like exponents of all the three turns in the humanistic sciences, rhetoric properly speaking insists that a windowpane or correspondence theory of language is false. Here is already a point that separates a rhetorician from those in other disciplines who profess the so-called rhetorical turn. A rhetorician has no problem with saying that a given theory is outright false, even though that implies that one is also prepared to say about a given other theory that it is outright true. Truth and falsity do exist. 


For example, the correspondence theory of language, including the still fashionable form that purports to describe linguistic meaning exhaustively in terms of "truth conditions," is false. What makes it so is that it fatally ignores or misrepresents the purposiveness of language. 


As an example, let us consider a sentence like The stadium was almost full. The meaning of the word almost is not amenable to description in terms of truth conditions in a way that will distinguish it from, e.g., not quite. The difference is not in the truth conditions of these two terms, but in what Oswald Ducrot has called their argumentative orientation. According to his analysis, the distinctive semantic feature of almost is that the sentence in which it occurs may be used in support of a conclusion to which the sentence The stadium was completely full would lend even stronger support. Thus the meaning of almost can only be described in terms of the use that is made of it in argument. 



This view of the meaning of a common lexical element is, I believe, in line with the historian Quentin Skinner's insistence that concepts found in the sources studied by historians should be seen as speech acts, and that this implies that they should be seen as tools in argument: "Concepts must not be viewed simply as propositions with meanings attached to them; they must also be thought of as weapons (Heidegger's suggestion) or as tools (Wittgenstein's term)" (1985: 51). Skinner, in a reply to critics of this view, went on to explain: 


To understand a concept, it is necessary to grasp not merely the meanings of the terms used to express it, but also the range of things that can be done with it ... there can be no histories of concepts; there can only be histories of their uses in argument (19xx: 83).

This insight emphasized by one of the leading Anglophone representatives of conceptual history touches the essence of what rhetoric has always been about. Rhetoric is a discipline and a perspective which tries to understand words and concepts as tools, and utterances as goal-directed acts; it tries to identify the uses that are made of concepts, and of linguistic resources generally, in argument. 

 
The generalized insight that follows is that language is not an instrument for "showing" reality; it does not "mirror" it, let alone allow us to see reality directly as through a windowpane. It should be remembered that for seeing reality, windowpanes are quite unnecessary. A hole in the wall would do better: the windowpane is only there to shield us from cold and rain. So surely enough language, and utterances made by means of it, are not there to show or mirror reality. 


This is why all utterances about reality, true or false, are utterly different from it. Reality has no syntax, no subjects or objects, no verbs, no tenses, no pronouns, no adverbs, no deixis, no sentence connectives, no modal particles, no cohesion, no functional sentence perspective, no argumentative orientation--to mention just a few of the concepts in language description which are only now beginning to give us a coherent view of how language works, and which will continue to baffle any language theory based on "correspondence". 


What is true of lexical elements and of sentences is true of whole utterances as well: their function, without which there would be no reason to make them, is that, in referring to reality, they purport to influence our outlook on it, and hence our actions in it too. An utterance about some aspect of reality tries to make a point about it because reality itself makes no points. 


In one of his extremely pointed essays Stephen Jay Gould dramatically drives this distinction home. He demonstrates, in vivid detail, that nature is full of phenomena which we would all see as cruel; yet nature is not evil, for it has no point or motive or intention, being profoundly nonmoral: However, in writing an essay about precisely that, Gould is most definitely making a point. The essay is a well-formed (or, to use J.L. Austin's word, "felicitous") utterance by a scholar in biology precisely because of this fundamental difference between the utterance and the reality that it is about.


But in spite of this insistence on the purposiveness, or pointedness, of felicitous utterances, a "proper" rhetorician sees no reason at all to make the grand epistemological move of the rhetorical turners and question or relinquish the concept of truth. Neither should we let go of the concepts of truth conditions or referentiality, for that matter. It is foolish to deny that language makes reference to, and claims about, non-linguistic reality, describable in terms of truth conditions; it is just as foolish as claiming that language does nothing but that. 


Rhetoric is against a windowpane theory of language, not against the notion of truth: the point that rhetoric has to make is not that truth is all rhetoric, but rather that not all truths are created equal. Some are more relevant than others; in any situation, the rhetorical assumption is that certain things need to be said, while others do not, or do so less. 


The essence of rhetoric is that utterances should make a point. This follows from the notion that utterances are acts--an insight that J.L. Austin was the first to systematize. If one utterance is one act, and if an act is defined as sequence of human action that seeks to bring about one thing, then a felicitous utterance should seek to be about one thing. One the other hand, if it seeks to bring about nothing, it is a meaningless act.


For the scholar or scientist who seeks to understand nature or humanity, rhetoric is the constant quest to find a point, or points, to it all. The art of rhetoric is finding out what needs to be said, what should be said, what is relevant to say at any possible moment in a given situation. In that, rhetoric follows Aristotle's prescription: "to find the available means of persuasion in any given situation". Rhetoric crucially takes its point of departure in the given moment and the given situation. 


The terms that the ancient Greeks had for this moment was kairós. Any given science or discipline, at any time, can be seen a complex situation, a haystack type of situation, and the questions that rhetoric will teach us to raise are, What is the relevant notion now? What is the concept that we need? What are the projects we should now undertake? 


Speaking metaphorically, we could say that an essay with a point is, and should be, like a needle. I am not going to make any epistemological statements on what the world is like, but if instead we consider the sum of utterances about the world, or even a small subset of these, for example all utterances by biologists about the world, we may continue the metaphor by saying that this great body of writing is, as Polonius would have said, exceedingly like a haystack. 


More broadly speaking, the structure of any scholarly or scientific discipline is precisely that of the haystack. There is a multitude of interconnected or contradictory elements and partial structures, some of them compatible, some of them not. There is no overall structure that is accepted by all contributors. What the hopeful scholar does in contributing to this non-structure, is to try to add a needle to the haystack - one that will we found and noticed by colleagues, possibly one that they will take as point t of reference in trying to add more needles, possibly even trying to structure a set of needles to a coherent whole that will be even more noticeable for those groping in the haystack. 


The clearest reflection of this state of affairs is perhaps to be found in the area of teaching students to write academic texts. 

The Place of Rhetoric in Academe
The "information explosion" is becoming a key term in all sectors of society. In the academe, the phenomenon it designates is not new. In the world of learning, the ideal of amassing knowledge has always been dominant, regardless whether it has been called "truth", "facts", or "data". The role that rhetoric has to play among the other disciplines, I believe, is not to supply new reflections or definitions as to the epistemological status of these concepts, but to make us conscious of what, in knowledge and the exposition of it in texts, is needful. 


The proof comes from student's texts, ranging from freshman term papers to dissertations. Proof also comes from our own scholarly publications. What is worrying is not that we write too little, or that it is badly written, but that so often we are left in doubt as to the question, Why does this need to be said? That goes not only for the lower levels of organization in our texts: the levels where we wonder, e.g., does this section or material have anything to do with what the writer is trying to achieve--and if so, what? It also concerns the top level of textual analysis: what, we find ourselves asking, what is this text actually trying to achieve, and why?


In all subjects, we learn the use of methods and analytic tools; seldom do we realize, until much later in our careers, that all these are only means, whereas the ends, and the relevance of the means for the ends, are our own responsibility. On the intra-disciplinary level--that is, when we look at the concepts of a discipline in relation to each other--or on the extra-disciplinary level, looking from the discipline towards the world outside, the paramount question that rhetoric would teach us to ask is how it matters. 


Looking back to Kant and to the times when the term "rhetoric" was is low esteem, we might say that he was really not so far off the mark regarding what matters in the worlds of public and scholarly argument. Two qualities that are explicitly singled out in his statement of what is needed for those who would convince others are engagement and emphasis: "lebhafter Herzensanteil" and "Nachdruck". To these qualities add "klare Einsicht in Sachen" and "eine fruchtbare, zur Darstellung seiner Ideen tüchtige Einbildungskraft". These are exactly the qualities needed to identify, in a stream of "data", those that matter, and hence what needs to be said. With this, Kant maintains, you need no rhetoric. 


The problem is not so much what we call these qualities, but rather how to acquire them. Which discipline in academe will guarantee that they are respected and taught? With that in mind, one could also say, "These are all the rhetoric you need." 
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