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Oratory 
The crafting of persuasive appeals that finds its 
conditions of possibility in and has the capac
ity to exceed the context of its production. So
phistic oratory can be read as both a symptom 
of and a cha llenge to the socioeconomic, politi
ca l, and cu ltura l climate of ancient Greece. 
Emerging out of a society destab ilized by the 
precarious movement from fragmentation 
and tyrannical rule toward unification and de
mocracy, sophistic oratory was a force of trans
formation within the polis. Anticipating the Ar
istotelian division of rhetoric into forensic, 
deliberative, and epideictic types, sop histic ora
tory played an active ro le in the reclamation of 
property lost in tyrannical rule, the instruction 
of proper citizenry and just govern ance, and the 
inculcati o n of va lues through the praise and 
blame of prominent figures . 

The theoretica l underp innings of sophis
tic oratory, like its practice, responded to and 
were shaped by the context o f their produc
tion. Deriving large ly from the Gorg ia n and 
Protagorean perspectivist critiques of epistemol
ogy (critiques initiated a t least in part by the 
need to conso lidate and justify the collective 
identity of particul ar city-states), sophistic ora
tory operated from the premise that a ll claims 
to knowledge were equally true but not equally 
va lua ble. In the Greek judicia l system, for in
stance, the sophists played key roles as orator
hirelings for the propertied elite. The emphasis 
on value rather than knowledge in sophistic 
oratory exacerbated the division of subjects into 
upper and lower classes in ways that enhanced 
the power of the elite; thus speech in the courts 
served largely as an instrument of domination. 
Sophistic oratory operated unabashed ly in the 
service of doxa rather than episteme, belief and 
op inion rather than know ledge and truth. On 
this view all cla ims to knowledge and truth were 
submitted to the law of va lue and subject to the 
play of poli tica l economy. 

Responding to the decline of the Greek 
city-state a nd the predominance of sophistic 
perspectiva l ism, Plato dev ised a theo ry of 
governance and a corresponding conception of 
oratory that sought to ground the polis in the 
Absolute rather than the transient. Platonic dia
lectic, facil itated and conveyed by oratory, was 
des igned to reconstitute Greek po li tics and cul
ture. In an attempt to fu lfi ll the Parmenidean 
project, Plato sought to disclose the eternal that 
gives shape to the temporal, the permanent that 
unifies the mult iplicity and flux of lived expe-



rience. Often drawing attention to the link be
tween oratory and capital, a link that led him 
to ca ll the fee-taking soph ists prostitutes, Plato 
advanced his own redeemed theory of oratory 
in the Phaedrus. Here the rift between rhetoric 
and ph ilosophy is sutured by understand ing 
proper oratory as a means of fac il itating the 
process and, ultimately, transporting the Truth 
of dia lectic. 

For Isocrates, Plato's near-contemporary, 
Pa nh ellenism, or the dream of Greek unifica
tion, served as an idea l by which particu lar va l
ues were to be questioned, critiqued, and refash
ioned. Hence, the functio n of oratory-be it 
fore nsic, de liberative, or ep ideict ic-was to 
conduct "socia l surgery" on the body po li tic, to 
mend the wo unds of a society fraug ht with in 
terna l conflict by extend ing the influ ence of 
Athens. T he fragmentatio n of Greek cul ture 
at large was to be repa ired, then, by ora tions 
whose ove rwhelming purpose was to promote 
so li dar ity by way o f the inculcat ion of Greek 
va lues and the construction of an "other" or an 
enemy aga inst w hic h those va lues cou ld be 
meas ured, indeed va lorized . In contrast to so
phistic oratory, then, the animating impulse of 
Isocratean rhetoric is not to adva nce the needs, 
des ires, o r dema nds of spec ific communiti es 
bu t, instead, to advocate th e in te res ts th a t 
bind them together. Ta king history and cultura l 
memory as the primary reso urce for rhetorica l 
in vent ion as we ll as the warrant for po li t ica l 
action, Isocratea n oratory seeks to transport the 
past in to the present, thereby articulating a telos 
th a t c irc umscr ibes act ion. Hence, Isoc ra 
tea n oratory becomes a mechan ism of po litica l 
change and socia l contro l. 

What di stingui shes the trea tment of ora
tory in Aristot le's A1·t of Rhetoric fro m that o f 
his predecessors is not merely its comprehensive 
and systema tic cha racter but a lso its ove rt re
fu sa l to deliberate ly craft a theory of the art of 
civic disco urse th a t supports and adva nces a 
particul a r politics. Ra ther than conceiving o ra
to ry as a practice th at serves a particul a r poli ti
ca l agenda, Ari stotle considers o ratory in terms 
of its pure or generic poss ibilities. T he purpose 
of th e Rhetoric appea rs to have been to layout 
a set of genera l principles of pers uas ion th a t 
would be applica ble to any pa rticula r situation. 
Bu t if, on the one hand, the Rhetoric's declared 
project was to divide o ratory in to types, tempo
ra lities, and topoi such that the techniques or 
stra tegies mi ght have effi cacy in unlimi ted set
tings or contexts, on the o ther hand , the presup-

positions that support and serve as its resource 
hi nt at Aristotle's affin ity with a form of gov
ernance that operates in co ncert with man's 
fu nda menta l des ire for happiness and the no ble 
li fe. Indeed, for Aristotle the determ ining mo
t ive of human life and po li t ica l existence is 
man's desire fo r happ iness; it is precisely this 
desire that is the object of persuasive discourse. 
Hence, whether proofs appea l logica lly or emo
tive ly, sy llogistica ll y or enthymematica ll y, at 
their best they attempt to generate conditions of 
persuadabili ty that lead to the no ble li fe and, 
hence, a polis whose governing principle is the 
common good. 

Aga inst the Ar isto teli a n pe ncha nt for 
a ge neric or uni versa ll y app li ca ble theo ry o f 
civic discourse, Ciceronian oratory, in both its 
theory and its practice, exhi bits a renewed com
mitment to and in volvement with the immed i
ate and pressing demands of rea l-li ved po litica l 
li fe. Indeed, emerging out of and direc ting itself 
to a socio historica l moment wh erein the tradi 
tions of rep ublica n Rome are virtua lly in ruins, 
Cicero's great treatise on rhetoric, De oratore, 
adva nces a portra it of the active and compelling 
statesman whose role is to rescue Rome from 
demagoguery and chaos . Uniting wisdom and 
eloq uence, the a rts of thinking and of speaking, 
the ora tor integra ted theoretica l and practica l 
knowledge in an effort to shape the politica l li fe 
of the community. 

The movement o f th e locus o f rh eto 
r ic from the sociopolitica l sphere and into the 
church gives medi eva l o ra tory its dis tinctive 
cha rac ter. Ta king as its prima ry goa l the ad 
va ncement of Christian doctrine, the theoriza
ti on and prac ti ce of o ratory iss ues prima ril y 
fro m th e church fa thers and preachers ra ther 
than from the statesmen and civil servants. To 
be sure, Augustin e's synthes is o f Ari stotl e's 
theory of words as sensible signs with a Chri s
tia n notion o f the sacra lity that provides them 
w ith mea nin g a nd import in th e world , ad 
vances a conce ption of oratory th at, in unifying 
the speculative and dogma tic aspects of rheto
ric, functi ons both as th e extra po la ti on and the 
transmission o f doctrine. 

Public sermons tha t sought to di ssemina te 
to a broad er publi c a code o f meritori o us 
conduct constituted medieva l subj ects as indi 
vidua l recipients o f the Christian message and 
as personal agents o f virtuous deeds. Although 
patterned after the info rmal co mmenta ries on 
Scripture tha t typi fied wo rship services befo re 
Co nstantine na ti ona lized C hri sti anity, th ese 
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sermons were now delivered in church sanctu
aries rather than in private households. Toward 
the end of the Middle Ages, a virtual exp los ion 
o f new preaching manuals, drawing heavily 
upon the pragmatic and technical approach to 
persuasion found in Cicero's De inventione and 
in the ano nymo us Rhetorica ad Herennium, 
instructed preachers in th e use of rhetorica l 
devices and forms appropriate to the invention 
of thematic sermons that encouraged the prac
tice of virtuous conduct. 

New forms of preaching in the Refor
mation emphasized classica l principles of intel
ligibility, clarity, and figuration tha t constituted 
the text of the vernacular Bible as the primary 
locus of authority, thereby encouraging a pri
va te encounter with the Scripture as the basis 
for re ligious exper ience, moral decision, a nd 
public life for the common man. Because of this 
shi ft in theological focus from the practice of 
virtue to the experience of faith, many preach
ers o f the Reformation re lied heavily on rhe
torical devices that produced a n emoti onal re
sponse on the part of an audience. Reformation 
sermonizing challenged the ecclesiastica l struc
tures of the Roman Catholic Ch urch by privi
leging, as Lutheran preaching did, the biblica l 
text over the Christian church as the final au
thority for truth. The authority of the biblica l 
text became the basis for popular preaching that 
went much further than Luther and other mag
ister ial reformers like Zwingli a nd Ca lvin 
in cha llenging the status quo. Preachers like 
Muntzer and Hut, two radical reformers who 
abandoned the pulpit to preach to embittered 
peasants a nd disillusioned commoners, ap
pea led to the authority of textual interpretati on 
ove r and aga inst the authority of the institu
tional interpretation of the church. Significantly, 
the emergence of printing at this time assisted 
in extending the influence of Reformation ora
tory beyond the walls of the sanctuary and the 
confines of loca l ga therings. Indeed, it is per
haps the reproduction of Reformation oratory 
in the new mass media of print tha t enabled the 
sermon to reach larger and mo re diverse audi
ences than had been poss ible ever before. 

The orators of the American and French 
revo luti ons used th e logic of Enlightenment 
philosophy to oppose contemporary political 
a rrangements and to cast themselves as histori 
ca l agents of the common people. Resting their 
cases for revolution on first principles apparent 
in natural law, these revolutionary ora tors con
stituted public speech as the means to extract 
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liberty and freedom from the bonds of monar
chy and aristocracy. For example, Colonial ora
tors such as Samuel Adams, Patrick Henry, and 
James Otis took on the dramatis personae of 
so ldiers in a battle of ideas with tyrants and 
oppressors; in courtrooms, public assemblies, 
and even in churches, these orators opposed 
personal freedom to British monarchy, an an
tagonism best exemplified in Patrick Henry'S 
memorable appea l to the Virginia legislature for 
" liberty or death." In France as in America, the 
revolution expanded the public sphere, creating 
aud iences for impass ioned political oratory in 
the Republican clubs, the courtrooms, and in 
the newly formed Nationa l Assembly. 

Theories of oratory produced in England 
at this t ime evidence an Ar istote lian revival, 
a lbeit with a caveat that is both an effect of and 
response to the tempestuous character of the 
age : For George Campbell , Hugh Blair, and 
Richard Whately, logic and argumentation are 
taken to be the primary concerns of rhetoric; 
however, the limits of reason are brought into 
the ca lcul at io n. T hus significa nt attention is 
paid to the passions that are understood to 
transport audiences from conviction to a com
mitment to act ion. Additionally, George 
Campbell 's Philosophy of Rhetoric challenges 
the presumed uni versa l app licab ility of the top
ics and commonplaces laid o ut in Aristotle's 
Rhetoric by boldly asserting that they simply do 
not engage modern man. 

Between the 1820s and 1860s, the period 
commonly called the Golden Age of Oratory in 
America, civic discourse was considered integral 
to conducting the affa irs of the new nation, in
dividual spea kers were taken to be folk heroes, 
and aud iences expected to be overcome by the 
power of eloquence. Shuttling between its two 
opposing aspects, the playful and the rational, 
oratory was understood as a craft that on the 
one ha nd enterta ined a udi ences and , on the 
other, settled politi ca l disputes . Inextricably 
linked with eloquence a nd a t the same time 
founded upo n the principles of good reason, 
oratory-whether practiced in congress or on 
the stump-was perceived to be America's a l
ternative to violence in the stru ggle over the 
relationship between the powers and limits of 
individ ua l states and the federa l government. 
More part icul a rly, in the yea rs immed i
ately preceding the Civil War, multifaceted de
bates over the rights and responsibilities of in
dividu al sta tes were di still ed into a bipolar 
struggle over the emancipation of the slaves. 



Abra ham Lincoln's "Gettysburg Address" is 
one celebrated instance of this general trend in 
American oratorica l practice. Simila rly, in the 
post-Civil War period, the dualistic logic that 
underwrites abo litionist rhetoric is appropri
ated by the suffragist movement. In both cases 
oratory shows itse lf to be a force for socia l 
change: the speeches of Frederick Douglass, So
journ er Truth, William Lloyd Garrison, Wen
dell Phillips, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and others, 
made visible oratory's capacity to help reshape 
the sociopolitica l landscape of a democratic 
state in crisis. 

By the turn of the century, the American 
public began aga in, by and large, to be skepti
ca l of orators and the power of their words to 
shape the course of history. T he general percep
tion-not surprisingly, considering the realign
ment of socia l relations effected by the transi
tion to industrial capita lism-was that political 
decisions were made by business tycoons and 
party bosses and , hence, that public delibera
tion, debate, and ora tory were practiced only to 
provide the semblance of democratic decision
making. In short, the once-celebrated statesman 
was looked upon as the mere pawn of the indus
trial elite and party machines whose platforms 
and programs were manufactured with an eye 
to the accumula tion of wealth rather than the 
preserva tion and accretion of rights. However, 
rapid changes in the social, economic, and tech
nica l domains during the early decades of the 
twentieth century fostered powerful upheava ls 
in the practice and theory of oratory. The threat 
of fascism, the hardships of yet another world 
wa r, a nd the devastating rea lit ies of a thor
o ughl y depressed economy transformed the 
pub lic's ea rlier cynicism toward the power of 
rhetoric into a widespread and desperate desire 
for a new kind of public discourse, one tha t 
could nourish the human spirit and inspire col
lecti ve ac tion by speaking to two sensibilities
rea li st and romantic-at once. It was FDR's 
fireside cha ts tha t both substantively and stylis
tica lly forged an a llegiance between the two and 
thus captured the imaginat ion and ea rned the 
trust of Americans. 

From the early 1940s to the mid 1960s, 
rhetorica l theories emerged to make sense out 
of the dynamic changes taking place during the 
postwar era . New forms of mass culture, con
sumer society, technology and social unrest (for 
example, the Civil Rights and Women's Move
ments) ob liged a rei nterroga ti on of received 
conceptions of the constituent elements of the 

rhetorical situation. As was the tendency across 
the human sciences, rhetorical theory was trans
formed by a hermeneutics of suspicion tha t 
demanded a movement beyond the di scipline 
and toward the works of Marx, N ietzsche, and 
Freud. Whi le Kenneth Burke's "Freud oid " the
ory of identification and his incorporation of 
Marx into a reconstructed history of rhetor ic in 
A Rhetoric of Motives signified an attempt to 
uncover the (politi ca l) unconscious of the time, 
Richard Weaver's rehabilitation of Platonic ide
alism for rhetor ic, as well as Cha'lm Perelman's 
theory of the uni versa l audi ence, signified an 
attempt to disclose the conscious, a lbeit some
times implicit, rationality of modern man to 
himself. 

Transformations in the theory of rhetoric 
at the time were para lleled by dynamic changes 
in oratorica l practice. Despite similar ities be
tween movement goa ls and med ia strategies, the 
discourse of the Women's Movement was sub
stantively and stylisticall y unlike that of the 
Civil Rights Movement, its unique character the 
manifestation of a decided ly different under
standing of the ro le of leadership, constitution 
of audience, and purpose of public discourse. 
Unlike the Civil Rights Movement (in which 
there was some controversy about who shou ld 
lead but re latively littl e difference of opinion 
about whether there shou ld be leadership at all) , 
the Women's Movement was at least conceptu
ally committed to ega litarianism. Hence, since 
leaders imply fo llowers, a hierarchica lly orga
nized and orchestrated revolution would vio
lentl y contradict the overarching goal of the 
movement: eq ua lity among a ll persons. Addi
tionally, whereas the Civil Rights Movement 
presumed an already existing black community 
(in churches, neighborhoods, and schools), the 
Women's Movement recognized the need to 
articulate an audience, one whose internal dif
ferences (race, class, ethnicity, sexual orienta
tion, geography, religion) could be sublated into 
a common ca use and collective identity. Finally, 
rather than rely primarily on speeches by grea t 
orators in churches and other public spaces in 
order to move people to act (as was th e case 
for the Civil Rights Movement), the Women 's 
Movement developed a " bottom up" approach 
to persuasion that anchored itself firmly within 
"personal " experience. 

On the whole, modernist rhetoric and rhe
torical theory sought to pose a resolution to the 
social contradictions and ineq uities that riddled 
co ll ective li fe during the 1940s, 1950s, and 
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ea rly] 960s by looking to an underlying struc
ture or deep logic out of which a coherent lib
era tory politics might ensue. It was, however, 
the very persistence of a radical disjunction 
between th e emancipatory promise of En light
enment rationality and its material instantiation 
out of which postmodernist rhetorical theories 
and rhetorics emerged. Lyotard, Habermas, and 
Den'ida, for instance, revisit Auschwitz so as to 
determine the absolute limit of rational dispu
tation (Lyotard), to make visible the complicity 
betwee n pure reason and apoca lyptic pro
jecti ons (Derrida), and to retrieve rationality 
from th e a bu ses of Ursprungsphilosophie 
(Habermas). Similarly, the work of the New 
French Feminists targets Enlightenment ratio
na lity as a crucial site of contestation, seek ing 
to supp lement a revised conception of reason 
with a thoroughly libidina lized theory of desire. 

No doubt, the critique of Enlightenment 
rationa lity was to a great extent spurred on by 
the rad ica lly a ltered configuration of culture. As 
if in response to a shift from a genera lized sense 
of a lienation to a pervasive feeling of fragmen
tati o n, postmodern oratorical practices ove r
whe lmingly exp loit fragmentat ion as the 
rh eto rical means through which decided ly het
erogeneous pub lics can be moved to act in con
cert, a lbeit for quite disparate reasons. 

T he fragmentation that is "the structure 
of feel ing" (Wi lli ams) as well as the "cu ltura l 
dominant" (Jameson) of postmodernity has a l
tered both rhetorical theory and criticism by, 
amo ngst o th er thin gs, decentering the object 
inqu iry. Not on ly has it become necessary to 
pay attention to discursive practices that are not 
ve rba l but visual (a theoretical-practical sh ift 
in the fie ld ina ugura ted by the Kennedy a nd 
Nixon presidential deba tes); more important, at 
a time when politics has become the pulpit of 
industry, the appeal of the fragmentary-under
stood as a spectacle or simulacra-must be ac
counted for by refusing to read discursive prac
tices as simply representationa l or constitutive. 
Bm'bam A. Biesecker and James P. McDaniel 

University of Iowa 
Susan Biesecl~er and Gerald Biesecker-Mast 

University of Pittsburgh 
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The Other 
The name recently given to the interna l (sexual) 
differential that is the conditi on of possibility 
for rhetorical acts. The question of the rela
tion of self and other is the inaugurating ques
tion of Western philosophy and rhetoric. From 
Parmenides' inquiry into the problematics of the 
one and the man y regarding the uni ty of Being, 
through G.W.F. Hegel's formulation of self-con
scio usness and identity, a nd to the lita ny of 
thinkers working within and aga inst the dialec
tical tradition, the history of the thinking on the 
relation of self and other registers the movement 
from being (ontology) through knowing (epis
temology), through doing (ethics) and , finally, 
to acting (rhetoric). 

Trad iti o na ll y, rhetorical theor ists have 
understood the problematic of se lf and other 
as that which mere ly stru ctures the relati o n
ship between spea ker and audience. Howevel; 
Jacques Derrida, argua bly the most influentia l 
post-Hegeli an philosopher, obliges the recogni
tion that a lterity res ides w ithin rather than sim
ply obtains between those two constituent ele
ments of the rhetorica l situation. Taking up the 
question of act ing and rhetor ic but working 
outside the Hegelian morpho logy, hi s work 
invites rh etorica l theorists and critics to think 
the re lationship between self and other not in 
terms of a relationship between interiority and 
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