Rhetorics: the theory of effective discourse – persuasion by argument and eloquence

From the Encyclopædia Britannica (Rhetoric in literature - THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF RHETORIC):

The traditional rhetoric is limited to the insights and terms developed by rhetors, or rhetoricians, in the Classical period of ancient Greece, about the 5th century BC,

to teach the art of public speaking to their fellow citizens in the Greek republics and, later, to the children of the wealthy under the Roman Empire. Public

performance was regarded as the highest reach of education proper, and rhetoric was at the centre of the educational process in western Europe for some 2,000

years.

but it has consistently maintained its emphasis upon creation, upon instructing those wishing to initiate communication with other people.

[Modern Rhetoric]

History, philosophy, literary criticism, and the social sciences are apt to view a text as though it were a kind of map of the author's mind on a particular

subject. Rhetoricians, accustomed by their traditional discipline to look at communication from the communicator's point of view, regard the text as the embodiment

of an intention, not as a map. They know that that intention in its formulation is affected by its audience. They know also that the structure of a piece of discourse is a

result of its intention. A concern for audience, for intention, and for structure is, then, the mark of modern rhetoric.

All discourse now falls within the rhetorician's purview. Modern rhetoricians identify rhetoric more with critical perspective than with artistic product.

Rhetoric has come to be understood less as a body of theory or as certain types of artificial techniques and more as an integral component of all human discourse.

Rather, having linked its traditional focus upon creation with a focus upon interpretation, modern rhetoric

offers a perspective for discovering the suffusion of text and content inhering within any discourse. And for its twin tasks, analysis and genesis, it offers a

methodology as well: the uncovering of those strategies whereby the interest, values, or emotions of an audience are engaged by any speaker or writer through his

discourse.

It should be noted at the outset that one may study not only the intent, audience, and structure of a discursive act but also the shaping effects of the

medium itself on both the communicator and the communicant. Those rhetorical instruments that potentially work upon an audience in a certain way, it must be

assumed, produce somewhat analogous effects within the writer or speaker as well, directing and shaping his discourse.

Figures of speech: rhetorical ‘tools’

For the tasks imposed by the rhetorical approach some of the most important tools inherited from antiquity are the figures of speech: for example, 

the metaphor, or comparison between two ostensibly dissimilar phenomena, as in the famous comparison by the 17th-century English poet John Donne of his soul and his mistress’s to the legs on a geometer's compass in his "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning"; another is the allegory, the extended metaphor, as in John Bunyan's classic of English prose Pilgrim's Progress (1678, 1684), wherein man's method of earning Christian salvation is compared to a road on which he journeys, and the comparison is maintained to such an extent that it becomes the central structural principle of the entire work. Such figures may be said to pertain either to the texture of the discourse, the local colour or details, or to the structure, the shape of the total argument. 

Ancient rhetoricians made a functional distinction between trope (like

metaphor, a textural effect) and scheme (like allegory, a structural principle). To the former category belong such figures as metaphor, simile (a comparison

announced by "like" or "as"), personification (attributing human qualities to a nonhuman being or object), irony (a discrepancy between a speaker's literal statement

and his attitude or intent), hyperbole (overstatement or exaggeration) or understatement, and metonymy (substituting one word for another which it suggests or to

which it is in some way related--as part to whole, sometimes known as synecdoche). To the latter category belonged such figures as allegory, parallelism

(constructing sentences or phrases that resemble one another syntactically), antithesis (combining opposites into one statement--"To be or not to be, that is the

question"), congeries (an accumulation of statements or phrases that say essentially the same thing), apostrophe (a turning from one's immediate audience to address

another, who may be present only in the imagination), enthymeme (a loosely syllogistic form of reasoning in which the speaker assumes that any missing premises will

be supplied by the audience), interrogatio (the "rhetorical" question, which is posed for argumentative effect and requires no answer), and gradatio (a progressive

advance from one statement to another until a climax is achieved).

Origins:

Since the time of Plato it has been conventional to posit a correlative if not causal relationship between rhetoric and democracy. Plato located the wellsprings of

rhetoric in the founding of democracy at Syracuse in the 5th century BC. […]To help litigants [procederende partij, RV] improve their persuasiveness, certain teachers began to offer something like systematic instruction in rhetoric.

In Athens early teachers of rhetoric were known as Sophists. These men did not simply teach methods of argumentation; rather, they offered rhetoric as a central

educational discipline and, like modern rhetoricians, insisted upon its usefulness in both analysis and genesis. With the growth of Athenian democracy and higher

systematized education, the Sophists became very powerful and influential. Today the word sophistic refers to a shabby display of learning or to specious [schoonschijnend, misleidend, RV] reasoning […].

Though the Platonic-Socratic ideal is

more specialized in its focus on creating discourse, nonetheless, like the Sophistic ideal, it sought a union of verbal skills with learning and wisdom. Specifically,

Platonic-Socratic rhetoric became a means of putting into practice the wisdom one acquires in philosophy. In this way Plato and Socrates resolved one of the most

serious intellectual issues surrounding the subject: the relationship between truth and rhetorical effectiveness. The resolution, of course, presupposes and maintains a

bifurcation [splitsing, RV] between the two.

One of the masterstrokes of Aristotle's thought on the subject is his teaching that rhetoric itself is not a productive art of

making but is an art of doing, embodying a power which is employed in certain kinds of speaking. Further evidence of his brilliance on the subject is his division of

speaking into the forensic, the deliberative, and the epideictic and of persuasive appeals into the ethical, the emotional, and the logical. His division of speaking into

three kinds reflects his efforts to distinguish rhetoric and its counterpart, dialectics, from philosophy and science. Rhetoric and dialectics, he felt, are concerned with

probable matters, in which there are several roads to truth; philosophy and science, on the other hand, are concerned with demonstrable matters, in which the roads

are fewer but the truth more certain.

By the age of Quintilian three intellectual issues had become firmly fixed within the orbit of rhetoric. Two of these were

consciously faced: (1) the relationship between truth and verbal expression and (2) the difficulties of achieving intellectual or artistic integrity while communicating

with a heterogeneous audience.

The orator,

according to Cato the Elder, must be a good man skilled in speaking.

A third issue arose in part as a consequence of literacy and in part as a consequence of social change: rhetoric became a productive art, but one whose role and

status were unclear. The audience was no longer quite the full partner in the creative event that it had been in older days of freer public discussion; subsequently,

from the classical period through the Middle Ages rhetoricians began to conceive of their art as a kind of methodical, solitary progress toward literary creation.

Officio oratoris: the duties of the orator:

By the time of Cicero, rhetoric was considered to be a discipline that encompassed five "offices": invention, analyzing the speech topic and collecting the

materials for it; disposition, arranging the material into an oration; elocution, fitting words to the topic, the speaker, the audience, and the occasion; pronunciation or

action, delivering the speech orally; and memory, lodging ideas within the mind's storehouse. Not only orations but also poems, plays, and almost every kind of

linguistic product except those belonging peculiarly to logic (or dialectics) fell within the rhetoricians' creative art. Thus, the function of rhetoric appeared to be the

systematic production of certain kinds of discourse, but the significance of this now clearly productive art became increasingly dubious in ages when governments did

not allow public deliberation on social or political issues or when the most significant speaking was done by church authorities whose training had been capped by

logic and theology.

Basis of agreement and types of argumentation.

The orator, in order to succeed in his undertaking, must start from theses accepted by his audience and eventually reinforce this adherence by techniques of

presentation that render the facts and values on which his argument rests present to the 

of rhetoric and other techniques of style and composition that are well known to writers.

If the discourse is addressed to a nonspecialized audience, its appeal will be to common sense and common principles, common values, and common loci, or

"places." Agreement about common values is general, but their object is vague and ill-defined. Thus, the appeal to universal values, such as the good and the

beautiful, truth and justice, reason and experience, liberty and humanity, will leave no one indifferent, but the consequences to be drawn from these notions will vary

with the meaning attached to them by the different individuals. Therefore, an agreement about common values must be accompanied by an attempt to interpret and

define them, so that the orator can direct the agreement to make it tally with his purposes. If the discourse is addressed to a specialized group--such as a group of

philosophers or jurists or theologians--the basis of agreement will be more specific. […].

Scope and organization of argumentation.

A discourse that seeks to persuade or convince is not made up of an accumulation of disorderly arguments, indefinite in number; on the contrary, it requires an

organization of selected arguments presented in the order that will give them the greatest force. After its analysis of the various types of arguments, the new rhetoric

naturally deals with the study of the problems raised by the scope of the argumentation, the choice of the arguments, and their order in the discourse.

Although formal demonstrative proof is most admired when it is simple and brief, it would seem theoretically that there would be no limit to the number of arguments

that could be usefully accumulated; in fact, because argumentation is concerned not with the transfer from the truth of premises to a conclusion but with the

reinforcement of the adherence to a thesis, it would appear to be effective to add more and more arguments and to enlarge the audience. Because the argumentation

that has persuaded some may fail to have any effect on others, it would appear to be necessary to continue the search for arguments better adapted to the enlarged

audience or to the fraction of the audience that has been hitherto ignored.

In practice, however, three different reasons point to the need to set bounds to the scope of an argumentation. First, there are limits to the capacity and the will of an

audience to pay attention. It is not enough for an orator to speak or write; he must be listened to or read. Few people are prepared to listen to a 10-hour speech or

read a book of 1,000 pages. Either the subject must be worth the trouble or the hearer must feel some obligation to the subject or orator. Normally, when a custom

or an obligation exists, it binds not the hearer but the orator, setting limits to the space or time allotted to the presentation of a thesis. Second, it is considered impolite

for an orator to draw out a speech beyond the normally allotted time. Third, by the mere fact that he occupies the platform, an orator prevents other people from

expressing their point of view. Consequently, in almost all circumstances in which argumentation can be developed, there are limits that are not to be overstepped.

It thus becomes necessary to make a choice between the available arguments, taking into account the following considerations: first, arguments do not have equal

strength nor do they act in the same manner on an audience. They must be considered relevant for the thesis the speaker upholds and must provide valuable support

for it. It is essential that they do not--instead of reinforcing adhesion--call the thesis into question again by raising doubts that would not have occurred to the

audience had they not been mentioned. Thus, proofs of the existence of God have shaken believers who would never have thought of questioning their faith had such

proofs not been submitted to them. Second, there is constant interaction between the orator and his discourse; thus, the speaker's prestige intensifies the effect of his

discourse, but, inversely, if his arguments are weak, the audience's opinion of his intelligence, competence, or sincerity is influenced. Therefore, it is best to avoid

using weak arguments; they may induce the belief that the speaker has no better arguments to support his thesis. Third, certain arguments, especially in the case of a

mixed audience whose beliefs and aspirations are greatly varied, may be persuasive for only one part of an audience. Therefore, arguments should be chosen that

will not be opposed to the beliefs and aspirations of some part of the audience. Thus, by stressing the revolutionary effect of a particular measure, for example, one

stiffens the opposition to that measure on the part of those who wish to prevent the revolution, but one draws to the measure the favour of those who wait for the

revolution to break out. For this reason arguments that have value for all men are superior to those that have more limited appeal; they are capable of convincing all

the members of what could be called the universal audience, which is composed of all normally reasonable and competent men. An argumentation that aims at

convincing a universal audience is considered philosophically superior to one that aims only at persuading a particular audience without bothering about the effect it

might have on another audience in some other context or circumstances.

Further, for a discourse to be persuasive, the arguments presented must be organized in a particular order. If they are not, they lose their effectiveness, because an

argument is neither strong nor weak in an absolute sense and for every audience but only in relation to a particular audience that is prepared to accept it or not. In the

first place, the orator must have a certain amount of prestige, and the problem in question must raise some interest. Should the orator be a small child, a man of

ill-repute, or one supposed to be hostile to the audience or should the question be devoid of interest for the audience, there is little chance that the orator will be

allowed to speak or that he will be listened to. Thus, an orator is normally introduced by someone who has the public ear, and the orator then uses the exordium, or

beginning portion of his discourse, not to speak about his subject but to gain the audience's sympathy.

Effective arguments can modify the opinions or the dispositions of an audience. An argument that is weak because it is ill-adapted to the audience can become strong

and effective when the audience has been modified by a previous argument. Similarly, an argument that is ineffective because it is not understood can become

relevant once the audience is better informed. Research into the effectiveness of discourse can determine the order in which arguments should be presented. The best

order, however, will often be whatever is expected, whether it be a chronological order, a conventional order, or the order followed by an opponent whose

argumentation has to be refuted point by point.

In all these considerations--concerning the techniques of presentation and argumentation and the arrangement of a discourse--form is subordinated to content, to the

action on the mind, to the effort to persuade and to convince. Consequently, the new rhetoric is not part of literature; it is concerned with the effective use of informal

reasoning in all fields.

It has been seen that common principles and notions and common loci play a part in all nonspecialized discourses. When the matter that is debated belongs to a

specialized field, the discussion will normally be limited to the initiated--i.e., those who, because of their more or less extensive training, have become familiar with

the theses and methods that are currently accepted and regarded as valid in the field in question. In such instances, the basis of the argumentation will not be limited

to common loci but to specific loci. The introduction in some field of a new thesis or new methods is always accompanied by criticism of the theses or methods that

are being replaced; thus, criticism must be convincing to the specialists if the new thesis or method is to be accepted. Similarly, the rejection of a precedent in law has

to be justified by argumentation giving sufficient reasons for not applying the precedent to the case in question.

