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ON VIEWING RHETORIC

AS EPISTEMIC

RoBerT L. ScoTT

The common justification of rhet-
oric as “‘making the truth effective”
courts an attitude which has nearly
always viewed rhetoric as the harlot
of the arts. “Truth,” of course,
can be taken wn several senses. If
one takes it as prior and immu-
table, then ome has mno wuse for
rhetoric except to address inferiors.
If one takes it as contingent, then
perhaps one ought avoid the term
altogether or at least re-examine
the famaliar justification, since 1t
implies truth as somehow existing
prior to persuasion.

Every beginning is against nature; the
beginning is a leap and nature does not
make leaps.

Pierre Thévenazl

Rhetoric 1s among the oldest of
the arts of Western civilization. As
the familiar tradition informs us,
1t sprung up in the fifth century
B.C. during the aftermath of demo-
cratic revolts 1n several Greek
polers on the island of Sicily. But
professing rhetoric seems always
eventually to lead to embarrass-
ment. In Plato’s dialogue, Socrates’
questions soon silence  Gorgias
leaving young Polus to inquire,
“Then what do you think rhetoric
1s7” In one way or another Soc-

Mr. Scott (Ph.D., University of Illinois,
1955) is a Professor in the Department of
Speech and Theatre Arts, University of
Minnesota.

1“The Question of the Radical Point
of Departure in Descartes and Husserl,”
in What Is Phenomenology? and Other
Essays, edited with an introduction by
James M. Edie, trans. by James M. Edie,
Charles Courtney, and Paul Brockelman
(Chicago, 1962), p. 96.

rates’ answer has had a way of
echoing through history.

At best good men grant rhetoric
a shight role but grudgingly. A few
years ago, Arthur Larson, cast in
the role of rhetorician by virtue of
his appointment as Director of the
United States Information Agency,
found himself trying to explain the
importance of his mission to a Sen-
ate subcommittee. There creeps
throughout the testimony the feel-
ing that undertaking to persuade
others is not quite right. Recall
that Socrates remarks in respond-
ing to Polus that Gorgias has not
made his profession altogether
clear,?2 and consider Senator Ful-
bright’s statement to Larson:
“Well, this 1s a very Interesting
subject. I would not want to mini-
mize the difficulty, either, by
simply saying that you have not
made 1t clear. Certainly all mem-
bers of Congress have struggled
with 1t. . . . It 1s a very difficult
thing to sit here in peacetime and
feel that it i1s constructive.””

Fulbright’s remark goes to the
heart of the matter. Invoking those
well known arguments of Aristotle’s
from the opening chapter of his
Rhetoric do no good for clearly
the art of persuasion 1s granted
sufferance only on the grounds that
men are not as they ought to be.
Were all men able as some men
are to reason soundly from true

2 Plato, Gorgias 463.

3 Hearing Before the Subcommittee of
the Committee on Appropriations United
States Senate, Eighty-fifth Congress, First
Session on H. R. 6871, Making Appro-
priations for the Departments of State
and Justice, the Judiciary and Related
Agencies for the Fiscal Year Ending June

30, 1958, p. 530.
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premises, then rhetoric would be
superfluous.

The assumption  that  has
spanned the centuries from that
dialogue 1in Athens to the one 1n
Washington, D. C., 1s that men
can possess truth., If indeed one
can, 1n the sense that “truth” 1
ordinarily taken, then rhetoric 1s
of limited value. If some men can
possess truth, and others under-
stand truth, then what need the
former do but present truth to the
latter! Only in unusual circum-
stances, for example, as Fulbright’s
statement implies, in time of war,
or for those incapable of respond-
ing to right reason, may rhetoric
be sanctioned.

Accepting the notion that truth
exists, may be known, and com-
municated leads logically to the
position that there should be only
two modes of discourse: a neutral
presenting of data among equals
and a persuasive leading of inferi-
ors by the capable. The attitude
with which this position may be
espoused can vary from benevolent
to cynical, but 1t 1s certainly un-
democratic. Still the contemporary
rhetorician 1s prone to accept the
assumption, to say, in effect, “My
art is simply one which 1s "useful
in making the truth effective in
practical affairs,” scarcelv conscious
of the 1rony inherent in his
statement.

It 1s absurd, of course, to typify
in a few paragraphs the attitude
that has dominated rhetoric. But
inasmuch as my purpose is to set
forth a different position as a start-
ing point for rhetoric, a longer con-
sideration would be inappropriate.
My undertaking can be described
as philosophizing about rhetoric.
The result will not be the discovery
of a fresh starting point; I merely
hope to clarify through a fresh
analysis a way which has always
been open and sometimes chosen,
but seldom 1in a clear, incisive
manner.

CENTRAL STATES SPEECH JOURNAL

Obviously I take as a sufhcient
meaning for “philosophy” that in-
dicated by Maurice Natanson who
sees 1t as a study of beginnings,
which is to say that every discipline
starts with some assumptions and
that it 1s the business of philosophy
to discover those assumptions and
to study their meanings.*

My point of departure will be
drawn from the work of Stephen
Toulmin. Interestingly, Toulmin’s
book, The Uses of Argument, has
had a remarkably potent influence
on rhetorical theory and teaching
in this decade, but rhetoricians have
borrowed from the third chapter of
that book, “The Layout of Argu-
ments,” tending to ignore the
larger concern of which that analy-
sis IS a part.

I

Plato’s  Socrates  confronted
Gorgias with a choice: “Shall we,
then, assume two kinds of per-
suasion, the one producing belief
without certainty, the other knowl-
edge’”® The choice seems simple
enough, but the grounds mvolved
need examining.

The terms “certainty” and
“knowledge” confront one with
what has become known as episte-
mology. It 1s to a fundamental
inquiry about epistemology that
Stephen Toulmin directs his analy-
sis in the book mentioned. He
argues that the question “How do
I know?” 1s an ambiguous one. In
one sense it seems to ask, “How do
my senses work?” and 1s a phv>i0—
psychological question. As such,
requires the compilation of da‘ra
which can be analyzed in an em-
pirical fashion—a posteriors. This 1s
not, however, the fashion in which
epistemologists have worked. Their
methods have been speculative or

4 “Rhetoric and Philosophical Argu-
mentation,” Quarterly ]oumal of Speech,
XLVIII (February, 1962),

5 Gorgias 454.
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at least abstract and a priori. The
goal has been to obtain some stand-
ard or standards to satisfy the
question, “How can I be certain
of my conclusions?”

Toulmin suggests that we can
set aside the psychological aspects
of the central question, “How do I
know?” This 1s not to say that
these aspects are unimportant; it
simply 1s a maneuver to allow us to
concentrate on the philosophical
aspects; he sees these as logical.

The quest for certainty presents
a question which 1s often begged
simply by entering into epistemo-
logical discussion. The question
may be posed, “What do you mean
by certain?” To say, “I am certain
that the sun will rise tomorrow,”
may be to make a common state-
ment which will probably not elicit
argument, unless one is engaged in
an epistemological discussion. (The
fact that this example 1s often used
in logic textbooks is evidence sup-
porting Toulmin’s disposition to see
epistemology, considered philosoph-
ically, as basically an Inquiry into
logic.) But to say, “The sun will
not rise tomorrow,” does not con-
tradict the grounds on which most
people feel certain that the sun will
rise. Our conclusion, based on ex-
perience, does not follow necessarily
from true premises. This is to say
that we are mot certain by the
standard required.

The only sort of arguments which
will answer the demands of cer-
tainty made 1in epistemological
speculation are those arguments
which Toulmin calls analytic. It is
questionable  (although Toulmin
does not put the matter in this
fashion) whether or not analytic
arguments should be called argu-
ments at all since the word “argu-
ment”’ suggests the drawing of con-
clusions which are somehow fresh,
new, unknown or unaccepted other-
wise. Consider Toulmin’s model
analytic argument:

11

Anne is Jack’s sister;
All Jack’s sisters have red hair;
So Anne has red hair.6

The conclusion of this argument,
Toulmin says quite rightly, might
better be introduced with the
phrase “in other words” rather than
“so” or ‘“‘therefore.” If the argu-
ment is to be analytic, the premise,
“All Jack’s sisters have red hair,”
can only be asserted in the presence

of his sisters, including Anne.

Toulmin contrasts analytic argu-
ments with arguments he calls sub-
stantial. He claims that analytic
arguments, which have been taken
to be the model to which philo-
sophic arguments ought be held,
are rare. I am inclined to believe
that they are non-existent, that is,
that they can be indicated only
with special sorts of notational sys-
tems which can never make ex-
istential claims. In terms of Toul-
min’s example, if one is not in the
presence of Anne, then the con-
clusion makes a claim about a
present condition on the basis of
past experience, 1.e., all Jack’s
sisters had red hair when last we
saw them. To deny the conclusion
is not to contradict the truth of the
premises. If one is in Anne’s pres-
ence, then no argument 1s necessary.

The famous illustrative syllogism
concerning Socrates’ mortality 1s
ambiguous. If the major premise,
“All men are mortal,” 1s taken as
a statement about our past ex-
perience, then the argument 1s not
analytic; as a matter of fact, the
argument turns out to be quite
like that one from which we con-
clude that the sun will rise to-
morrow. On the other hand, if we
take the premise to be one defining
what we mean in part by “man,”
then I would have to say that we
have no argument; Toulmin would
say, at least, that we have no
substantial argument. In the case

6 See Uses of Argument (Cambridge,
1958), PP. 128-130; 222-223.
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of taking the premise to be a defi-
nition, we could define men as
being purple, and our argument is
as good analytically. The rejoinder,
“But men are not purple,” appeals
to a non-analytic criterion.

As Toulmin sees them, substan-
tial arguments involve some sort
of type shift, that is, the conclu-
sion contains an element not pres-
ent in the premises, e.g., “cause” or
“other minds.” The type shift
Toulmin concentrates on, and one
which in my opinion 1s crucial, is
the shift in time. In substantial
arguments a shift in time always
occurs. If a shift m time does not
occur, then one is simply reporting
what 1s present, not arguing. That
one is able to report, that is, share
his perceptions with others, may
be called into question if the ana-
Ivtic 1deal 1s taken as the criterion
for knowing.”

The observations thus far made
lead us to believe that analytic
arguments must be tenseless; they
cannot exist in time.® The certainty
demanded must arise from what
has been true, 1s true, and shall be
true, which 1s to say that it must
be settled once and for all—immu-
table, changeless. Can there be sub-
stantial truths, that 1s, statements
with content, not empty, which
can be used in analytic argument?
If so, then they must be stated in
time and cannot be stated in time.
Technically this 1s the conclusion
of a reductio ad absurdum. The
possibility of such truths can be
rejected on formal grounds.

Although the possibility may be
rejected formally, one may accept
the conclusion labeled as nvalid.
One may not follow the reasoning

7“If a genuine claim to knowledge
must be backed by an analytic argument,
then there can be no authentic claim to
knowledge in such fields as these. The
future, the past, other minds, ethics, even
material objects: about all of these we
ought, strictly speaking, to admit that we
know nothing.” Ibid., p. 231.

8 Cf. ibid., p. 235.

CENTRAL STATES SPEECH JOURNAL

or not accept the grounds. These
possible responses underscore the
use of the word “truth” in the fore-
going paragraph. Once might argue
that “truth” is not coincident with
the analytic 1deal. It 1s possible but
difficult to use the word without the
freight of the analytic ideal. This
strong tendency to associate one
with the other should make us
suspicious of a rhetoric which
claims to be based on truth.

By “truth” one may mean some
set of generally accepted social
norms, experience, or even matters
of faith as reference points in work-
ing out the contingencies in which
men find themselves. In such cases
the word might be better avoided,
for in 1t the breath of the fanatic
hangs threatening to transmute the
term to one of crushing certainty.
If truth is somehow both prior and
substantial, then problems need not
be worked out but only classified
and disposed of. Unwittingly, one
may commit himself to a rhetoric
which tolerates only equals, that 1s,
those who understand his “truths”
and consequently the conclusions
drawn from them; such a rhetoric
approaches those who are not able
to take 1ts “truths” at face value
as inferiors to be treated as such.

The attractiveness of the ana-
lytic 1deal, ordinarily only dimly
grasped but nonetheless powerfully
active 1n the rhetoric of those who
deem truth as prior and enabling,
lies in the smuggling of the sense
of certainty into human affairs.

IT

In order to press further into the
possibilities presented by rejecting
prior and enabling truth as the
epistemological basis for a rhetoric,
I shall make several observations
about the adaptations of Toulmin’s
concepts by contemporary rhetor-
ical theorists. The earliest and
most thorough use of his concepts
has been made by Douglas Ehn-
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inger and Wayne Brockriede.? They
have adapted Toulmin’s form for
“laying out” argument, holding 1t
to be a more clear and complete
pattern than the traditional syllo-
gism, without pushing further into
the philosophic 1ssues for which
Toulmin’s scheme of analysis 1s
preparatory. In this respect, Ehn-
inger and Brockriede do not differ
from others who have used Toul-
min’s “layout” 1n speech textbooks.

One might argue that these fur-
ther 1ssues are irrelevant to the
interests of rhetorical theorists, al-
though one of the purposes of this
paper is to show that such a po-
sition 1s untenable. Furthermore,
Ehninger and Brockriede take care
to indicate a point of view toward
debate which might be well de-
scribed as a philosophical founda-
tion for their treatment of rhetor-
ical concepts. Although there 1s
no evidence that their treatment
owes anything to Toulmin, their
description of debate as cooperative
critical inquiry!® 1s nonetheless con-
gruent with some of the implica-
tions of his criticism of analytic
argument as he applies it to episte-
mology.

When Ehninger and Brockriede
descrlbe debate as Cooperatlve crit-
ical inquiry, they may be inter-
nreted as taking a radical departure
from the typical point of view. If
debate 1s critical inquiry, then 1t
is not simply an effort to make a
preconceived position effective. It
would be absurd for anyone who
begins with the attitude that he
possesses truth, in the sense iIn

9 Decision by Debate (New York, 1963).
Also Wayne Brockriede and Douglas
Ehninger, “Toulmin on Argument: An
Interpretation and Application,” Quar-
terly Journal of Speech, XLVI (Febru-
ary, 1960), 44-53.

10 See Decision by Debate, preface and
chapter two. See also, Douglas Ehninger,
“Decision by Debate: A Re-Examination,”
Quarterly Journal of Speech, XLV (Octo-
ber, 1959), 282-287.

13

which I began this essay, to embark
on any genuine enterprise of co-
operative critical inquiry. Of course
these statements do not mean that
Ehninger and Brockriede reject in-
vestigation before speaking or the
use by speakers of experience, ret-
erences to social norms, or even to
articles of faith. What these state-
ments do suggest 1s that truth is
not prior and immutable but is
contingent. Insofar as we can say
that there 1s truth in human affairs,
it 1s In time; it can be the result
of a process of interaction at a
given moment. Thus rhetoric may
be viewed not as a matter of giving
effectiveness to truth but of creat-
ing truth.

Ehninger and Brockriede’s de-
bate-as-cooperative-critical-inquiry
1s one vantage point from which to
see rhetoric as epistemic. This
notion is most coherent when 1t is
taken as normative rather than as
descriptive. When so taken, 1t calls
for a commitment to a standard and
several matters become clear: one
may be committed and, being hu-
man, fall short of the standard;
further, one may make use of the
attributes associated with the stand-
ard without at all being committed
to 1t.

I have already suggested that
Ehninger and Brockriede may err
in not examining their philosophic
position 1n light of the disclosures
toward which Stephen Toulmin
leads. I am now arguing that they
err in presenting their fundamental
position as descriptive of debate.
A confusion arises from their at-
tempt to describe the process of
debate (the title of their sec-
ond chapter 1s “The Process of
Debate”) as the “rationale of de-
bate as an instrument for settling
inferential questions critically.”?
As a description this statement is
plainly contrary to much of our ex-
perience; we commonly use the

11 Decision by Debate, p. 15.
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word “debate” to refer to situations
in which anything but cooperative
critical inquiry 1s occurring. The
confusion may be cleared away if
we recognize that Ehninger and
Brockriede’s ideal 1s one of the uses
of the process of debate to which
men may be committed. They do
argue that the process tends to
assure this use, but that 1t tends
toward rather than determines such
a use 1s clear. As a matter of fact,
the authors modify their statements
at times, e.g., “the highest tradi-
tion of debate,”'? and are driven
finally to exp]am that “any con-
trol, internal or external, may, of
course, be circumvented, or debate
may be so ineptly practiced that
much of its effectiveness 1s lost.
Such failure, however, is human
and 1s not to be charged against
debate as a method.”!® But just
as the failure 1s not to be charged
against the method neither should
the success, 1.e., debate at 1its
“highest tradition,” be attributed
to the process itself rather than the
human commitment and the energy
and skill to make that commitment
meaningful.

The direction of analysis, from
Toulmin through Ehninger and
Brockriede, leads to the conclusion
that there 1s no possibility in mat-
ters relevant to human interaction
to determine truth in any a prior
way, that truth can arise only from
cooperative critical inquiry. Men
may have recourse to some uni-
versal 1deas in which they are will-
ing to afirm their faith, but these
must enter into the contingencies
of time and place and will not give
rise to products which are certain.

ITI

This analysis has led toward the
tragic view of life: man who de-
sires certainty understands that he
cannot be certain and, moreover,

12 Ibid., p. viii.
13 Ibid., p. 17.

CENTRAL STATES SPEECH JOURNAL

that he must act in dissonant cir-
cumstances. One of the great sym-
bols of man, Faust, sits in his
chamber at the point of suicide
early mn Goethe’s drama. He 1s
vastly learned in all four of the
great professions, but he is cer-
tain only that he cannot be cer-
tain.'*

Later Faust sits translating the
Bible. He 1s working on the begin-
ning of the Gospel according to St.
John. The troublesome word 1s
logos, which he renders as “word,”
then “mind,” then “power,” then
“aCt.”15

The word logos and its derivatives
have long had a suggestion of di-
vinity about them. For the ancient
Greeks, it was often an expression
for “universal mind’ >. and 1t retains
something of this sense in Plato.
Man could know because he was
identified with the substance of
God, that 1s, the universal mind.
From the universal mind (logos),
man’s mind (logos) can reason
(logos) to bring forth speech
(logos). The wonderful ambiguity
of logos retains the identity, that 1s,
truth.

All of this may be quite right,
the Greek Sophist Protagoras said
in effect, but I have no way of
knowing that 1t 1s.26 All T have is
experiences, and my experiences,
being finite, cannot reveal the in-
finite to me. The argument of the

14 My paraphrase is intended to under-
score the argument I have been making.
Walter Kaufmann translates:

Called Master of Arts, and Doctor to

boot,

For ten years almost I confute

And up and down, wherever it goes,

I drag my students by the nose—

And see that for all our science and

art

We can know nothing. It burns my

heart.
(Goethe’s Faust, 11. g60-365. Garden City,
New York, 1962).

15 Wort! .. .. Sinn! .. ... Kraft! . . ..
Tat! (1. 1225-1237.)

16 See Mario Untersteiner, The Sophists,
trans. Kathleen Freeman (Oxford, 1954),

pp. 27-28.
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Greek sophist Gorgias for his fa-
mous three propositions (nothing
1s; if anything 1s, i1t cannot be
known, if anything 1s and can be
known, 1t cannot be communi-
cated )™ may be interpreted as an
attempt to show that man can be
certain of no absolute standard.
We may be aware of the attributes
of our experiences, but there 1s no
way for us to recognize any attri-
bute which 1s essential among ex-
periences. (Gorgias’ inquiry was in-
to the reality of that primary at-
tribute, being itself.) There may
be some quality (value, norm,
standard) which identifies all ex-
periences with all others, or some
with some others, but we cannot
make such 1dentifications with ab-
solute certainty.

In human affairs, ours is a world
of conflicting claims. Not only may
one person contradict another, but
a single person may find himself
called upon to believe or act when
his knowledge gives rise to direc-
tives which are dissonant. He may
be caught, for example, in a con-
flict of duty toward his family and
his country. As a father, he may
reason that he ought kee a well-
paying job to provide for the ma-
terial necessities of his children and
by his presence help guide them
during their immaturity. As a cit-
1zen, he may reason that he 1s ob-
ligated to lower his income and re-
move his presence from his home
to serve in the armed forces. He
may decide that his duty to country
must take precedence and even that
in following the demands of that
duty he will in many ways serve
his famlly, but although he 1s able
to make such a decision, the right-
ness of the decision does not obviate
the responsibilities generated by
the rejected claim.

The illustrative example can be
easily modified into other quite
common sets of circumstances: a
draft board considering a partic-

17 Ibid., pp. 146-156.

15

ular case, arguments concerning the
policy of the draft, or even war as
a particular or general policy. All
these questions must be settled by
specific men 1n specific circum-
stances. Even taking uncritically
the dictates of some past solution
is to take that solution in a partic-
ular circumstance.

The sophists facing their experi-
ences found consistently not logos
(in this context we might read
simple explanation” or ‘“a solitary
moral imperative”) but dissos logon,
that s, contradictory claims.™®
From another point of view, Ste-
phen Toulmin gives a similar sug-
gestion: “Practice forces us to rec-
ognize that general ethical truths
can aspire at best to hold good 1n
the absence of effective counter-
claims: conflicts of duty are an in-
escapable feature of the moral
life.”19

My argument 1s not that one has
the choice to act on prior truth or
to act to create truth. One may act
assuming that the truth is fixed and
that his persuasion, for example, 1s
simply carrying out the dictates of
that truth, but he will be deceiving
himself. Pierre Thévenaz’ statement
summarizes this point of view:
“The phenomenon of expression
cannot be reduced to logos: it is
both more fundamental and more
general. Man acts and speaks be-
fore he knows. Or, better, 1t 1s by
acting and i action that he 1s en-
abled to know.”?°

IV

The attractiveness of the notion
that first one must know the truth
and that persuasion at its best is
simply making the truth effectlve
rests 1n large part on man’s desire
to be ethical. “How can I assure
myself that my actions are good?”
1s the question with which he nags

18 Ibid., passim.
19 Toulmin, p. 117.
20 “What Is Phenomenology?” op. cit.,

D. 33.
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himself. The question 1s a good
one. The position I have argued 1s
not one that sets it aside but one
that holds that the question cannot
be answered in the abstract and
that whatever principles one holds
are only guides in acting consist-
ently with moral demands.

The point of view that holds that
man cannot be certain but must
act in the face of uncertainty to
create situational truth entails three
ethical guidelines: toleration, will,
and responsibility. I shall suggest
why these principles follow from
the point of view set forth.

If one can be certain, then one
needs no commands or urgings
(either from oneself or from others)
to act. Failure to act can only be
a sign of a momentary misunder-
standing or of a flawed intellect. In

either case, there 1s no good reason

to tolerate dlsagreement As a mat-
ter of fact, if one can be certain,
tolerating deviations from the de-
mands of certainty may itself be
deemed evil.

On the other hand, uncertainty,
taking truth as a toehold to climb
into the yet-to-be-created rather
than as a program to unfold regard-
less of the circumstances, demands
toleration. It would be inconsistent
with one’s starting point and one’s
quest to act otherwise. When one’s
undertaking involves the belief and
action of others, one spoils his own
potentiality for knowing, by Thév-
enaz’ criterion at least, if one fails
to respect the integrity of the ex-
pression and action of others.

This demand, the sine qua non
of a democratic state, 1s called by
Karl Popper one of ° ‘the most im-
portant principles of humamtarlan
and equalitarian ethics.” His phras-

g of the principle 1s “tolerance
towards all who are not intolerant
and who do not propagate intol-
erance.”’?!

21 The Open Society and Its Enemies:
Volume I, The Spell of Plaio (New York,

1963), P. 235.

CENTRAL STATES SPEECH JOURNAL

If one cannot be certain, how-
ever, then one must either with-
draw from the conflicts of life or
find some way to act in the face
of these conflicts. He must say with
Gorgias, “I know the irreconcilable
conflicts, and yet I act.”?? That

“man can so act, he knows from ex-

perience. What 1s true for that man
does not exist prior to but in the
working out of its own expression.
Although this working out may not
always involve attempts to com-
municate with others, such at-
tempts are commonly involved, and
thus we disclose again the poten-
tiality for rhetoric to be epistemic.
Inaction, failure to take on the
burden of participating in the de-
velopment of confingent truth,
ought be considered ethical failure.

If one can act with certainty of
truth then any effects of that ac-
tion can be viewed as ievitable,
that 1s, determined by the prm—
ciples for which the individual i
simply the instrument; the 1nd1-—
vidual acting is not responsxble for
the pain, for example, that his
actions may bring to hlmself or to
others. The man who views himself
as the instrument of the state, or
of history, or of certain truth of
any sort puts himself beyond
ethical demands, for he says, In
effect, “It 1s not I who am re-
sponsible.”

On the contrary, one who acts
without certainty must embrace the

22 Untersteiner, pp. 181-182. “If Gor-
gias speaks of the many virtues and not
of absolute virtue, he did not deny ‘the
formal concept of a supreme ethical
law’; rather, Gorgias’ ethical concept was
intended especially to overcome the ri-
gidity of an absolute concept which his-
torical experience also had shown to be
contradictory. To make virtue possible
in the active turmoil of life, Gorgias de-
taches it from the empyrean of an ab-
straction overruled by the incessant re-
production of the antitheses, and makes
it relative. In the face of all idealistic
dogmatism he stands for the inner tur-
moil of a tragic decision which gives so
profound a meaning to life.”



Downloaded by [ECU Libraries] at 08:36 19 August 2015

FEBRUARY, 1967

responsibility for making his acts
the best possible. He must recognize
the conflicts of the circumstances
that he 1s in, maximizing the poten-
tial good and accepting responsibil-
ity for the inevitable harm. If the
person acts 1In circumstances in
which harm 1s not an ever-present
potential, then he 1s not confronted
by ethical questions. Such circum-
stances are apt to be rare in human
interaction. Looking to the future in
making ethical decisions, we must
be prepared to look to the past.
“Certainly nothing can justify or
condemn means except results,”
John Dewey has argued. “But we
must include consequences impar-
tially. . . . It 1s willful folly to fas-
ten upon some single end or conse-
quence |or intention| which i1s liked
and to permit the view of that to
blot from perception all other un-
desired and undesirable conse-
quences.”?® To act with intentions
for good consequences, but to ac-
cept the responsibilities for all the
consequences 1n so far as they can
be known 1is part of what being
ethical must mean. “ ‘“That which
was’ 1s the name of the stone he
cannot move,” The Soothsayer
tells Zarathustra of man. To re-
deem the past, man must learn “to
recreate all ‘it was’ into ‘thus I
willed 1t.” 7%

Perhaps a final example is nec-
essary. Consider a story from his
youth told by the Italian novelist
Ignazio Silone.? Briefly, he and
other village boys were taken to a
puppet show by their parish priest.
During the performance a devil-
puppet suddenly turned to ask the
children where a child-puppet was

23 Human Nature and Conduct (New
York, 1922), pp. 228-229.

24 Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Part II.
See The Portable Nietzsche, trans. Walter
Kaufmann (New York, 1954), p. 251.

25 See The God that Failed, ed. Rich-
ard Crossman (New York, 1952), pp. 84-
86.

hiding. Rather than reporting “un-
der the bed,” the children lied. The
priest was upset, for lying was con-
trary to the precepts he had taught
them. His demands for truth were
not met. “But,” the children pro-
tested, “the truth is that there was
the devil on one side and a child
on the other. We wanted to help
the child.”

At best (or least) truth must be
seen as dual: the demands of the
precepts one adheres to and the
demands of the circumstances 1n
which one must act. The children
had to act and acted to maximize
the good potential in the situation.
In chastising the children, as he did,
the priest had to act also. He also
had to make what he could of the
situation as well as of his precepts.
One may doubt that insisting re-
peatedly only that “a lie 1s always
a lie,” in the face of the children’s
question, “Ought we to have told
the devil Where the child was hid-
ing, yes or no!” as Silone reports,
the priest did make maximum the
good and minimum the harm po-
tential 1n the situation.

Man must consider truth not as
something fixed and final but as
something to be created moment
by moment 1n the circumstances n
which he finds himself and with
which he must cope. Man may plot
his course by fixed stars but he
does not possess those stars; he
only proceeds, more or less effec-
tively, on his course. Furthermore,
man has learned that his stars are
fixed only 1n a relative sense.

In human affairs, then, rhetoric,
perceived in the frame herein dis-
cussed, 1s a way of knowing; 1t 1s
eplstemlc. The uncertainty of this
an may seem too threatening to
many. But the other way of look-
ing dt the world offers no legmmate
role to rhetoric; 1f one would accept
that way, then one may be called
upon to act consistently with it.



