Introduction: Rhetoric as the

Liberal Art of Soul-Leading in Writing

[1.1] “Rhetoric” is a term of abuse, of course: Im-
mediately after someone has distorted the truth
during an interview on television, for example, the
journalist will comment, “We know that was just
rhetoric.” Rhetoric: this pejorative term now means
any language, spoken or written, which is mislead-
ing or actually untrue. There is reality, and there is
rhetoric. As a consequence of such usage, my read-
ers may be surprised to learn that they will be study-
ing this suspect art in order to learn how to write
the academic essay. In fact, the art of rhetoric has
always been suspect in the Western philosophical
tradition, an outlaw of disciplines only occasionally
allowed respectability; even so, many of the most
important figures in the Western intellectual tradi-
tion were indeed trained in this art. In literature,
the epic poets Virgil, Ovid, Dante, and Milton were
themselves educated in rhetoric, and Homer argu-
ably invented it. Shakespeare’s schooling was thor-
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oughly rhetorical. In philosophy, rhetoric’s maosi
thoughtful critics, Plato and Augustine, were both
trained in rhetoric, and Augustine was himself a
teacher of the art, even after his conversion to Chris-
tianity. Nietzsche was a professor of rhetoric. Even
the “anti-philosopher” Jacques Derrida hoped to e~
vive the art of rhetoric, though in its sophistic form.
In politics, the founders of the American regime wene
rhetoricians, in part because they were lawyers, bui
more importantly because they were liberally edm-
cated, and, until very recently, a liberal educatiom im
the humanities was a rhetorical education. Jeffersom,
Madison, Lincoln, Cady-Stanton, King: these Amemi-
can leaders were all students of the art of rhetomic.
Arousing both fear and interest, rhetoric has always
been suspect, but it has still, interestingly, alwaps
been studied.

[1.2] The fear is mistaken, but the interest is mai.
This small book has two rather large rhecoricalgums
poses of its own. On the one hand, it hasasigll
practical goal: improving the reader’s writinggespe-
cially of the academic essay: It will examine rhesosic
as a productive art, the principled process of muakmg
a product, in this case an essay. On the otheziamsl
it also has a more general goal: persuading che seaien

¢ that rhetoric, as both a productive and a libezakag,

is a good thing. To argue that rhetoric is a liberal amt
is hardly common. Intellectuals in both the humami-
ties and the sciences generally believe thar rhesoric
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is a corrupt form of inquiry—those in the humani-
ties convinced either that its calculation precludes
sincerity or that its informal reasoning precludes
seriousness, those in the sciences convinced that

/1, its interest in the emotions precludes objectivity.

As well, some in the humanities actually concede
that rhetoric is not interested in truth, yet then
defend it on those grounds; for them, rhetoric is
composed of the rules of any discourse, and an
interest in the truth or falsity of any word is naive.
Though they may or may not realize it they are
defending, not rhetoric, but sophistry. (We will re-
turn to this in a moment.) T grant that rhetoric is
often misused, and I grant that it has its own limi-
tations as an art. Many good things are limited,
though, and there is nothing that cannot be
abused. The misuse of rthetoric, according to
Aristotle in the Rhetoric, does not condemn it:

Ifit is argued that one who makes an unfair
use of such a faculty of speech may do a great
deal of harm, this objection applies equally
to all good things except virtue, and above
all to those things which are most useful,
such as health, wealth, generalship; for as
these, rightly used, may be of the greatest
benefit, so, wrongly used, they may do an
equal amount of harm. (r.1.13)

Rhetoric is no more essentially destructive than
physics. There is no need to fear this art. As the
reader’s writing improves, he or she should expe-
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rience an increasing intellectual power. This power
is a good power, even if the student were to misuse
it. When a journalist exposes misleading or untrue
statements, for example, that is a good thing. What
the journalist simply may not recognize, or will not
admit to the audience, is that the exposure is just as
rhetorical as the statement exposed. The art of rheto-
ric is not unjust; those who use it unjustly are. As
Aristotle explains, “What makes one a sophist is not
the faculty but the moral purpose” (1.1.14). Aristotle
believes that rhetoric and sophistry are distinct:
rhetoric is persuasion aimed at the truth; sophistry
is persuasion aimed only at the appearance of truth.
This book, then, offers a defense of rhetoric. The
most important of its proofs is that rhetoric is a lib-
eral art which liberates one both to defend oneself
against untrue persuasions and to fashion true ones.
Often, those untrue persuasions are one’s own; af-
ter all, we are all familiar with the sophist within,
that part of us who arises, especially in haste or an-
ger, to utter sham arguments, arguments that—in
calmer, more reflective moments—we know are mis-
taken. So rhetoric can free one even from one’s own
ignorance, disclosing the ‘weaknesses of one’s own,
idea; having done so, it can then free others. Indeed,

in freeing others, one frees oneself. I realize that this
is quite a claim. After defining rhetoric and exam-
ining its constituent appeals and parts, I will make
good on it.
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[1.3] According to Aristotle, rhetoric is “the fac-
ulty of discovering the possible means of persua-
sion in reference to any subject whatever” (1.2.1). We
need to discuss that definition at length. There are
three essential parts to the definition. Generally,
thetoric is a faculty of mind. Two other aspects dif-
ferentiate it from other such faculties: first, this fac-
ulty of mind discovers means of persuasion; second,
it does so in particular circumstances. Rhetoric is
not a formula, but a faculty; though it involves for-
mulae, it is not essentially formulaic. A formula is a
“rule” of composition, but such “rules” are them-
selves the resulc of thought. For example, every
reader of this book is likely a master of a contempo-
rary formula of composition, the Five-Paragraph
Essay. The “rule” is this: every essay has five para-
graphs—an introduction, three points, and a con-
clusion. Three other formulae follow: The introduc-
tion should begin generally and funnel into one’s
thesis, the last sentence of the first paragraph; the
next three paragraphs should be numbered—first,
second, and third; and, finally, the conclusion
should summarize the essay and funnel out toward
some very general point. One can write such an es-
say without much reflection at all. Here is a very
brief Five-Paragraph Essay:

Eating is important. Because everyone eats,
restaurants have an important social purpose.
My favorite restaurant is McDonald’s. I like
McDonald’s for three reasons.
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First, I like McDonald’s because the food
is very good.The Big Mac is particularly tasty,
so I order one every time I go there.

Second, I like McDonald’s because the food
is inexpensive. I can eat lunch for under four
dollars. This means that I can eat there often.

Third, Ilike McDonald’s because someone
[ don’tlike works there, and, while I enjoy my
inexpensive lunch, I can watch him slave over
the grill for minimum wage.

In conclusion, I like McDonald’s because
the food is good and inexpensive, and the staff
entertaining.

Does this essay sound familiar? The reader’s essays
have been much more subtle, no doubt; even so, once
a formula is so easy to parody, it has probably lost
its persuasive force. This formula does do limited
work, granted, and there may be rhetorical situa-
tions when it is appropriate, even graceful. But the
formula is not very flexible. Some of the “rules” of
composition are often not rules at all, then. There
are rhetorical principles which usually operate in
most situations; there are even formulae which make
composition much easier. In fact, the Five-Paragraph
Essay is a variation of a much more flexible, classi-
cal shape that we will examine in Chapter 3. But
rhetoricis not essentially those formulae; essentially,
it is the faculty of discovering them. The Greek for
“faculty” is dunamis, “power or capacity”; dunamis is
the root of the English word “dynamism.” Rhetoric
is the power or capacity of the mind to discover, the
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actualization of a human intellectual potential that,
when actualized, releases energy.

[1.4] So far, of course, that is true of any other
discipline. The first differentia, or distinguishing char-
acteristic, separating rhetoric from other disciplines
#sehat it is always discovering means of persuasion.
For Aristotle, philosophy discovers truth; rhetoric,
sghe means of convincing an audience of that truth.
However, thetoric often helps us discover what we
believe about a subject as well, even as we are learn-
ang how to convince an audience of its truth. Al-
though Aristotle probably would not agree, philoso-
phy does not always precede rhetoric; instead, rheto-
wieis often an occasion for philosophy. As one
Searches for means of persuasion about one’s sub-
wect; one learns more about it. Generally, there are
hiree “means of persuasion”: logos, pathos, and ethos—
the logical, emotional, and ethical appeals. All three
are legitimate, and all three are part of any suasion.
Wogos, though, is the primary appeal in academic
whetoric. One argues that one’s case is the most rea-
senable. At times, one will arouse and direct a
reader’s emotion; at times, one will represent one-
self in such a way as to establish one’s own intellec-
tual and moral authority. Even so, logos—to repeat—
ssthe central appeal in academic discourse. Rheto-
“pic, chen, is here the faculty of discovering the most
wonvincing logos.
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[1.5] Rhetoric’s second differentia is contingengy.
The rhetorical faculty of discovering the most con-
vincing logos always operates in particular circum-

- stances. One does not always argue in the same way

regardless of circumstance. Although there are gen-
eral principles of persuasion, one must accomme-
date variables, four of which we need to examine
here: genre, subject, audience, and purpose. Fifse,
different genres—or kinds of writing—lead ro difffer-
ent resources. For example, if one is writing a letter,
one would probably be better served imitaring an-
other letter rather than a short story. (I will mor dis-
cuss this generic variable since the present boolk com-
cerns only the academic essay.) Secomd, diff
subjects entail different appeals: each disciplime
looks at the wotld differently, a disciplinary wisiom
always both allowing some arguments and prechud
ing others. The papers you wrote in high schaooll fior
English probably differed from those you wrote fior
history. The general method of rhetorical inwesigs
tion is always in creative tension with discipli

refined ones. Third, different audiences demand
different approaches. One does not write z letrer or
an e-mail message the same way to a sibling as toa
parent, for example. Academic audiences:in partices-
lar, are peculiar. Educated, critical—even impatient—
the academic is a difficult audience to write for. Aca-
demics expect that students will be like them, and
one of the things you learn at a university is the
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“way” to respond academically to the world. You
Imitate your professors to learn that “way,” not nec-
essarily by parroting their actual arguments—
though a few demand just that—but instead by imi-
tating their methods of argumentation. Indeed, one
of the purposes of academic rhetoric is to learn that
“way.” Fourth, different purposes demand different
appeals. The reader may believe thart the primary pur-
pose of academic writing is a good grade; such a
grade is only a sign, however, a sign of achievement.
Your primary rhetorical purpose in academic writ-
ing should be to achieve and share the intellectual
excellence or virtue of understanding. Regardless of
the subject, regardless of the professor, the best stu-
dent is the one whose written work persuades the
reader—whether a faculty member, a tutor, or a fel-
low student—to take pleasure in the operation of
such a mind. That pleasure is educational, the plea-
sure of experiencing a free mind releasing the en-
ergy of logos. Using Aristotle’s definition of rheto-
ric, one can see its substance: writing within a genre
to an audience about a subject, the rhetor finds
means of persuasion to achieve the end of persua-
ston, whose own yet further end is understanding.

[1.6] We can now see thatrhetoric is the intellec-
tual power to discover, even fashion, formulae to per-
suade an academic audience to believe that one’s ar-
gument about the subject at hand is true. Having
defined rhetoric, we are ready to examine its three

9
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parts, discrete but related elements of the art of com-
position: invention, organization, and style. This
examination will be brief because each is the focus
of its own chapter. In short, invention is what you

. argue; organization, in what order you argue; style,

" how youargue. (In the classical rhetorical tradition,
there were two other elements, memory and deliv-
ery, both of which are essential to spoken rhetoric,
but not to written.) An essay’s substance is the in-
vention or discovery both of the argument that
guides the proofs, or points, and of the proofs that
themselves defend. that argument. Though inven-
tion is necessary, it is not, however, sufficient; that
is, it has to be present, but other things have to be
present as well. The discovered matter has to be
shaped, given form. Organization gives form to the
argumentative matter, providing a beginning, a
middle, and an end to the small universe of the es-
say. The ordered substance must then be communi-
cated through the medium of style, the words and
sentences that carry the reader through that small
universe.

[1.7] The parts of rhetoric provide the shape of
this book. I will explain invention in much greater
detail in Chapter 2; organization, in Chapter 3; and
style, in Chapter 4. In Chapter s, I will explain how
these three parts can operate as a writing process: A
first draft invents; a second arranges; a third styl-
izes. This three-part understanding of the essay in-

10
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forms my discussion of one student’s essay on
Homer’s Odyssey, an essay I have included to indi-
cate not only that undergraduates can write excel-
lent essays, but also that they can master difficult
and important texts.

[1.8] How does the art of rhetoric defined and
outlined above liberate both rhetorician and audi-
ence, though? By providing the writer with the power
to give shape to the reader’s world. Richard Weaver,
in The Ethics of Rhetoric, offers a fine explanation of
just this phenomenon:

[TThe right to utter a sentence is one of the
very greatest liberties; and we are entitled to
little wonder that freedom of utterance should
be, in every society, one of the most conten-
tious and ill-defined rights. The liberty to
impose this formal unity is a liberty to handle
the world, to remake it, if only a little, and to
hand it to others in a shape which may influ-
ence their actions. It is interesting to specu-
late whether the Greeks did not, for this very
reason, describe the man clever at speech as 4 0
deinos, an epithet meaning, in addition to Za
“clever,” “fearful” and “terrible.” The sentence
through its office of assertion is a force adding
itself to the forces of the world, and therefore
the man clever with his sentences . . . was re-
garded with that uneasiness we feel in the
presence of power. The changes wrought by

11
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sentences are changes in the world rather than
the physical earth, but it is to be remembered
that changes in the world bring about changes
in the earth. (118-19, my emphasis)

The study of rhetoric educates-one in a particular
liberty, the “liberty to handle the world, to remake
it, if only a little, and to hand it to others in a shape
which may influence their actions.” Through this
“office of assertion,” the writer is a leader of souls.
As Plato explains in the Phaedrus, rhetoricis “the art
of soul-leading by means of words” (261a). Each time
one asks another person to read one’s work; one is
in the Socratic position of leading that reades
through the small world of the essay, a reading ex-
perience that gives shape somehow to the world ie
self. Ray DiLorenzo argues in Peitho: A Classical Rbeto:
ric that rhetoric is “the care of words and things”;
that care is associative, a practice one learns—and
never stops learning—in the presence of others, the
ones you lead and are led by. Such soul-leading is a
liberal power, one which in its finest and fullest
manifestation is a form of love: the finest rhetori-
cian not only loves wisdom, but also loves others
who do so. The finest rhetor, then, is a friend. As
Aristotle explains in the Nicomachean Ethics, “The
perfect form of friendship is that between the goed,
and those who resemble each other in virtue” (8.3.6).
The best university is-a rhetorical commumewef
friends, and the ultimate purpose of this bookis ta
teach the reader how to live within such-a commus-

- 12
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nity with words so full of care that they release the
light of brilliance.

[1.9] Itis,of course, the nature of aliberal art that
its study is a good in and of itself, regardless of its
utility as a means to some other end. AsJohn Henry
Newman puts it in The Idea of a University, knowl-
edge, “prior to its being a power . . . is a good; it is
not only an instrument, but an end” (137). Rhetoric
is certainly a powerful instrument, but, I will argue,
it is also an object of knowledge thatis good in and
of itself. It is difficult to imagine that rhetoric coxld
be such an art; after all, its end is persuasion, and
persuasion by its very nature involves yet a furcher
end. The rhetor persuades his or her audience to
believe and/or to do something else. This is often
the case, granted. Even so, in its highest form, rheto-
ric reflects upon such further ends, even if from
within its own highly contingent circumstances.
What is the end of persuasion in an academic com-
munity? The truth of the matter at hand, not as an
object possessed, but as a disposition toward the
subject, a disposition that is truer than before the
rhetorical moment, a disposition shared with one’s
audience. That disposition is, according to Socrates,
the highest good of human life, for, as he would have
it, the unexamined life is not worth living. The care
of words and things—that is, the care of things
through the care of words—in a generous, disciplined
forum: this human activity is rhetorical through-

13
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out, the true influence of friends who have, as
Phaedrus puts it at the close of the Phaedrus, “every-
thing in common” (279¢), in particular the shared
motion toward the real. As you can see, we will be
discussing more than Punctuation.

14
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Conclusion: Rhetoric as

the Office of Assertion

[6.1] This conclusion can be brief. “The sentence
through its office of assertion is a force adding it-
self to the forces of the world”: Richard Weaver ar-
ticulates the defining principle of the classical rhe-
torical tradition—rhetoric moves an audience, and
that movement is a “force” because all agents of in-
fluence move others. This movement can take two
forms. In the first form, one moves others without
their awareness or consent. This motion can appear
to be a kind of magic, the rhetor casting a spell on
his or her audience, and, in fact, some theorists of
rhetoric believe that is exactly what rhetoric essen-
tially is. In the second form, though, one moves an-
other to move him or herself. What is so compelling
about rhetoric is that the true rhetorical spell does
not corrupt, but rather restores and exercises the lib-
erty of reflection and action on behalf of rhetor and
audience. In the rhetorical community of a good uni-
versity, rhetors become audiences, and audiences

119
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thetors. This is another way of saying that, in sucha
Socratic environment, every teacher is a student and
every student a teacher, both giver and receiver of
slight but distinct attractions toward reality.

[6.2] It may seem strange to consider invention
[2], organization [3], and style [4] as forms of at-
traction, but that is what they are. When you per-
suade readers to believe [1.3-8] that your thesis [2.3]
is true because you have defended it with developed
ideas [2.4-14] and explicated text [2.15-17]; because
you have arranged that developed, explicit thesis into
a cosmic whole [3.1-2] with a beginning [3.3-7], a
middle [3.8-10], and an end [3.11-13]; because you
have styled that harmonic case with mature diction
[4.4-6], artful predications [4.7-11f, and imagina-
tive figures of speech [4.12-15]: When you persuade
readers thus, you are attracting them toward a truer
grasp of the idea, event, text, or artifact under dis-
cussion, moving them closer to it. The motive char-
acter of rhetoric explains Plato’s understanding in
the Phaedrus that rhetoric is the art of soul-leading
through language, that rhetoric is essentially erotic,
arousing as it does our desire to move toward the
real that is manifest in any true word. A fine essay 1s
a gift.

[6.3] One might go so far as to say that the office
of assertion is the office of human association. In all

120
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of your many offices, you are what Weaver calls in
The Ethics of Rbetoric a “language citizen”: X

Like the political citizen defined by Aristotle,
language citizenship makes one a potential
magistrate, Or one empowered to decide. The
work is best carried on, however, by those who
are aware that language must have some con-
nection to the intelligential world, and thatis
why one must think about the rhetorical na-
ture even of grammatical categories. (142)

The language citizenship you acquire during your
undergraduate career will certainly prepare you for
many other offices—in your personal, academic, and
professional lives—and in this regard your rhetori-
cal education will certainly be practical. There is litcle
writing you will do from this point on that will not
be improved by attention to your class essays. Such
citizenship is not simply utilitarian, nor is itinstruc-
tion that simply “norms” the young to serve society,
2 sacrifice of self. In his discussion of bilingual edu-
cation in Hunger of Memory, Richard Rodriguez dis-
tinguishes between private and public individuality
in order to celebrate the adulthood of what Weaver
calls “language citizenship™

But the bilingualists simply scorn the value
and necessity of assimilation. They do not re-
alize that there are two ways a person is indi-
vidualized. So they do not realize that while

121
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one suffers a diminished sense of private indi-
viduality by becoming assimilated into pub-
lic society, such assimilation makes possible
the achievernent of public individuality. (26)

Whether you agree with Rodriguez on bilingual edu-
cation or not, his point stands: public individuality,
what the classical rhetoricians might call ethos, re-
quires that you have command of the public lan-
guage. Though not in the least romantic, the classi-
cal rhetorical tradition may very well be the best way
to cultivate your public individuality.

[6.4] This would, indeed, be a civic good, a good
that would, I believe, improve our democratic cul-
ture. The more articulate our citizens, the more pro-
ductive and flourishing would be our economic and
civic life. Even so, such a rhetorical education is a
good in and of itself, a liberal art. What is the good
of understanding and employing language well dur-
ing occasions of public individuality? In A Room of
One’s Own, Virginia Woolf explains that the language
citizen or public individual—the writer—has a greater
share of reality: “Now the writer, as I think, has the
chance to live more fully than other people in the
presence of this reality. It is his business to find it
and collect it and communicate it to the rest of us”
(114). All liberal arts, in both the sciences and the
humanities, are animated by the fundamental hu-
man desire to know, the fulfillment of which is a

122
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Conclusion

good, even if it provides no economic or political
benefit whatsoever. An education for economic pro-
ductivity and political utility alone is an education
for slaves, but an education for finding, collecting,
and communicating reality is an education for free
people, people free to know what is s0. Remember,
knowing the real is a good before it is a power. What
is that reality? Well, chat, you see, is the very ques-
tion you will need to answer as you take up the of-
fice of assertion, asserting where you stand, and
standing afterwards in the presence of what you have
asserted. Reader: stand by your word.
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