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One score and five years ago, our forefather, Robert L. Scott, brought forth within this discipline a now concept, epistemic rhetoric, conceived in controversy, and dedicated to the proposition that all reality is created rhetorically.  Now, and ever since then, we have been engaged in great scholarly war, testing whether that concept or any idea so conceived and so dedicated, can continue to generate publications.  We are met at SCA, an annual battle-field of that war.  We have come to assess and reconnoiter, and to praise all those journals that gave up space that we might become tenured.  It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do so.

I, however, am tired of fighting the old battles.  Besides, if I say anything about past scholarly disagreements, Hikins, Cherwitz, and Darwin will rehearse old grievances, Farrell will magisterially remind us all to be more philosophical, Scott will rise up to tell everybody where I go wrong, and Zagacki will rule me out of order.  So let me talk, instead, about scholarship of the future.

The future, of course does not yet exist.  Neither does the scholarship about which I wish to speak.  That hasn't stopped me yet.  What I want to do today is simply to remind us about some principles that are as old as classical rhetoric, ideas with which we are all familiar.  Then I want to sketch out the general direction of a book length project that I have started.  What all this amounts to is a rather personal and low-powered musing about some issues that I think need investigating, some issues that constitute at least my next phase in thinking about epistemic rhetoric.

 
Rhetorical theory has often seemed primarily to offer practical advice to practicing rhetors.  It began with the ancient Greek Sophists, going from town to town, offering quick instruction in effective public speaking.  Many great rhetorical theorists have also been classroom teachers of oratory, such as Quintilian.  Much rhetorical theory has simply sounded like practical advice, in reviewing the different circumstances of persuasion, the kinds of audiences and how to analyze them, and the different sorts of appeals that work best under specific conditions.  And of course, much rhetorical theory can be taken as practical advice about how to argue effectively.

But rhetorical theory is not fundamentally practical or instructive.  It is fundamentally epistemic.  When it gives us knowledge about how to persuade, it tells us what counts as truth or knowledge in a given culture, so that persuasion can take place.  As William Nothstine argues, rhetoric observes and records how people “come to terms with their condition and their finitude through language-use, to orient themselves to the world of tensions and discontinuities in which they always already find themselves.”(1)  The advice that rhetoric offers to rhetors must always be derivative from the observations that it makes of rhetorical practice.  Those observations constitute a popular epistemology.  As
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descriptions of what persuades, of what people will accept to be true (or at least probable), as statements about different kinds of effective arguments or linguistic strategies, rhetorical theory is also about what most people know and how they know it.

Cicero understood this popular, descriptive character of rhetoric when he has Crassus declare that “there is either no art of speaking at all or a very thin one.”  Rhetorical theory does not reveal techniques and strategies hitherto unsuspected, in the way that biologists discover Amazonian butterflies or astronomers discover quasars.  For that reason, if  “an art is defined as consisting in things thoroughly examined and clearly apprehended, and which are also outside the control of mere opinion, and within the grasp of exact knowledge, then to me there seems to be no such thing as an art of oratory.”  But Cicero/Crassus suggests that rhetoric may in fact be a different sort of art:  “If however the actual things noticed in the practice and conduct of speaking have been headed and recorded by men of skill and experience, if they have been defined in terms, illuminated by classification, and distributed under subdivisions . . . I do not understand why this should not be regarded as an art . . . .”(2)  Rhetoric is an art of systematic observation and ordering, in short, the epistemic art of criticism.  It offers practical advice only if it has observed good practice.

If rhetoric is primarily an art of criticism, then it is an art of social and political observation.  To lay bare the process of suasory public discourse is to lay bare the terms through which the public knows.  And how rhetoricians have loved their technical vocabularies.  The history of rhetorical theory can be seen as a succession of taxonomies.  Theorists have always proposed schemes of terms to remind rhetors of what could be said, schemes naming topoi, tropes, figures of speech and of thought.  Each set of terms has served as a prod to thought about argument or language, or both.  In other words, rhetorical epistemology has most often been organized, has taken flesh, in technical vocabularies.

Here I will not
try to distinguish among the verbal schemes of topics, tropes, or figures.

Indeed, I will perversely use those terms interchangeably, for two reasons.  First, there is little historical agreement about usage.  Distinctions among those categories, not to mention distinctions among subcategories within each main division, are difficult and sometimes blurred.  Richard Lanham, for instance, complains of “continually surprising differences of opinion about what sometimes basic terms mean.”(3)  Richard McKeon agrees:  “Places, topics, loci, commonplaces and proper places have had long paradoxical histories since they entered into the languages of the West.  They were as ambiguous in ordinary Greek as they are in ordinary English . . . .”(4)  Michael Leff also notes that “the term 'topic' is notoriously ambiguous, and even in its technical uses, its meaning ranges from recurrent themes appearing in a certain kind of discourse to abstract patterns of inference.”(5)  Contributing to this confusion is the sheer proliferation of the sub-categories of figures, tropes, or topoi.  Robert Dick notes that there are over two hundred dialectical topoi in Aristotle's Topica alone.”(6)

There is a second reason for blurring over the distinctions among these terms:  Here, I want to treat all of them as epistemic, a quality that they share.  They all lead the rhetor to recall knowledge, or to reorder what is already known for an audience's sake.  It is as true for
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all these categories as it is for topoi, that they are “the place where the orator finds the needed argument.”(7)  They are all “resources for arguments” on any subject.”(8)


Topoi, tropes, and figures are epistemic in a more important way than just suggesting what to say, however.  They are epistemic because all of or at the very least, as meaningful linguistic constructions.  These rhetorical devices are mirrors of the times in which they are proposed.

Now, let me call our attention to three characteristics that I think all of these schemes and taxonomies throughout history share. 1) They all at least appear to be non-partisan.  They seem to be able to generate arguments on both sides of a question, with no stable political bias one way or another across arguments, issues, or situations. 2) All these schemes are verbal.  They are words or brief phrases about words.  Reading or recalling “The Possible and the Impossible”, or “The Greater and the Lesser” is supposed to bring to mind a great many further words that take shape in a public discourse. 3) The schemes and taxonomies of today's rhetorical theories are for the most part macroscopic, describing general structures and functions of rhetoric, rather than microscopic, describing specific kinds of strategies, techniques, or appeals.  I believe that the suasory sights and sounds of today's public discourse are identifiable and systematizable, but that few have been involved in so ordering them. What this means is that rhetoric today depends on transparent tropes, topoi, and figures; transparent because they are there, but we don't know what they are.

What is needed in rhetoric today is a new category system that would bring to opacity our transparent topoi, tropes, and figures.  Such a system would need to include at least three dimensions:  1) It would need to show the ways in which today's postmodern epistemology is partisan.  That is to say, we no longer communicate within a single, or even a few, received cultural systems of values and knowledge.  Today, we do not argue within a monolithic epistemology; rather, I defend my epistemology against yours.  So any system of terms for today's rhetoric would need to show, not a term that generates arguments for every side, but rather which sides are favored by the specific terms of a partisan epistemology.  2) It would need to try to get at the increasingly non- or extra-verbal ways of thinking and discoursing that people use nowadays.  3) Obviously, it would need to be contemporary; grounded in how people persuade each other now.

Obviously, I have sketched out a life's work.  There's not the time to sort it out here.  So from here on out, this gloss gets even worse.  I will call our attention to three “things” or categories that I think might eventually become parts of such a contemporary taxonomy; I'll use the term invent (in'-vent) for each individual category:

I) I can't really sum up this first invent in a single term, because it's both diffuse and imagistic, so let me point you to a representative image instead: the closing sequence to Michael Jackson's video, “Black or White,” in which the chorus is sung by a series of people, photographed naked from the shoulders up, who merge serially from one into another, changing race, gender, and age with a special effects smoothness possible only through recent cinematic software.  But the invent itself is older than that, and is also manifest in Michael Jackson's own experiments with physical change through cosmetic surgery rather than computers, or in
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David Bowie's or Boy George's manipulation of gender through style. If this invent of the primacy of merger shows us what knowledge is, from a particular partisan perspective, what knowledge does it support, ground, or lay claim to?

The invent manifested by the “Black or White” video sequence suggests that reality is mutable.  The video sequence tells us to reject absolutes of any sort, because change is dominant, and thus it champions a total relativism.  The video sequence fuels an ontology of change and instability.  Paradoxically, that ontology of change is here asserted as a shared human substance so fundamental that what we thought of, as powerful or natural categories such as gender or race, are entirely conventional.  This invent generates images and appeals to rhetorical power, such as the “Black or White” sequence, based on that epistemology.  Not everyone will agree with these truths, with this knowledge; surely not my esteemed colleagues on this panel. I merely suggest that the invent shows, “These things are true,” and thus undergirds public discourse expressing that truth.

II) Again, I can't sum up this invent in a single term, but would refer you to most music videos, especially rap music videos, or if you insist on a particular example, then Arrested Development's “Mr. Wendall,” or Onyx's “Slam.”  What I would point to here is the peripatetic camera, looping, jumping, moving, never content to see anything from the angle for more than a moment.  This same experience may be found in lots of television, in magazines geared to teenagers, and perhaps increasingly in everyday life.  We find it in our impatience with two second waiting periods while our computer searches for a file or directory.  If I had to come up with a mere word to describe the invent manifested in these experiences or images, it would be rhythm.

This kind of knowledge says that what is true is the beat rather than the sustained chord of a Lincoln-esque argument.  The heartbeat is central to this invent, the yes-no, 1-0 of digital life.  This is knowledge in a nanosecond; if it takes longer than that, forget it, it must be analog.  Images change to the beat, and because the beat is primary, it is an epistemology of form, not content.  We need to know what the words say just to be able to sing along to the beat; beyond that, they could be the ingredients to rat poison and it wouldn't matter.  Discontinuity reigns here.  Short attention spans.  Quick development and resolution.  Incomplete sentences.   Not the stuff of journals, legal briefs, or sermons.  And that is how it's partisan.

Let me just add that invents I and II are not presented here as epistemological foundations for the rhetoric of MTV (with MTV taken a synecodche of pop culture) as opposed to the rhetoric of more substantive public discourse.  I would reject the distinction.  Substantive public discourse today is conducted on MTV, and when it is conducted elsewhere, it is increasingly consistent and continuous with MTV.

III) This invent is a little more verbal.  I call it management.  Public discourse, especially in news coverage, is increasingly about how someone manages a controversy, not about the issues themselves.  Nobody knows whether Lani Guinier should have been confirmed, nor what she was being considered for, nor what her ideas are.  The real issue was, did Clinton handle the controversy well, did he manage skillfully, did he spin the talk and the issues just right?  This partisan epistemology grounds
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reflexivity and self consciousness.  It is metarhetorical, being about rhetoric.  It is partisan because it favors those who manage images and impressions as opposed to those who manage great wads of information about history, and policy, in short, as opposed to those who read.

Well, let me close.  Convention papers are allowed to be provocative, suggestive, and unfinished in ways that published scholarship is not.  I claim that privilege.  My point is that the invents I am sketching are, I believe, a few of our equivalents of the classical systems of topoi, tropes, and figures.  I think we need to be at work idenfying them, although it may be contradictory to try to systematize them completely.  That's one of the things I intend to work on in the future.
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[I suggest that you see three movies related to the concepts expressed in this article:  “The Matrix,” “Insider,” and one with Dustin Hoffman and Robert DeNero (but I can’t remember the name just now).]  Dan Gross

