Reversed magnets? Rhetoric and International Relations

Rhetoric – the short definition

Rhetoric is the praxis and theory of human expressions, understanding and belief-building.

Or

“Rhetoric is an empirical and normative science about the production and reception of expressions, regarded in their entirety. It’s project is to study definite human expressions seen in their total situational context”.
 

- Christian Kock, Professor of Rhetoric, University of Copenhagen

Brief history of Rhetoric and its basic conflict

Rhetoric emerged as a concept in the Greek world of the 5th century BC, following a growing importance of the judicial system. It consisted of a number of guidelines for making an effective speech. This is things such as invention (finding subject matter), elocution and ordering of the speech. 

But these practical tools instantly had a more existential impact. This can be seen in the intersection between law and eloquence, summed up by a later writer as “It is harder to convince someone of a truth that sounds improbable, than of a lie that sounds probable”
. 

And to sound probable was a priority of the highest order for a poor Athenian in danger of losing his life or property on a malicious accusation. It was realised that language was powerful and decided faiths for both man and state. 

And sometimes it seemed that the eloquent could even bend what was hitherto accepted as the truth and define a new. The probable-improbable and truth-lie dichotomies is constituent for the great struggle for rhetoric and rhetoricians
. Platon was one of the first to criticise the rhetors for just selling frosting and nice seductive words, but not helping anyone closer to the truth. This is the basic criticism that still echoes today in phrases like “mere rhetoric”. 

The rhetoricians were split on this issue. Some, like the infamous Gorgias, would hold that rhetoric was a powerful weapon that could make others react in certain ways, a very behaviouristic notion. He would probably frown at the notion of “truth” and emphasise “doxa”, the common opinion, as the only standard that mattered.

Truth had a more prominent place in the thinking of other contemporaries, but probability and opinion are still the foundation of rhetoric . Realising that truth in human matters seldom could be isolated in a test tube, they saw rhetoric as a mean to get closer to the truth. This could be obtained by letting two standpoints discuss and together find a greater truth, the process of “controversia”, a dialectic principle. To Aristotle dialectic and rhetoric were sister disciplines, the difference was the subject matter – dialectics deal with truth, rhetoric with probability. Their basic tools were alike: The argument in form of the dialectic syllogism and rhetoric’s enthymeme.

Rhetoric, dealing with human opinion, naturally entailed a sort of worldview and apart from the philosophy/ethic it included a psychology (know your audience), pedagogy (the practical rhetoric demanded knowledge about language, history and philosophy) and sociology (what social situation calls for what kind of language). 

Modern Rhetoric

This heritage is basically intact in the modern rhetoric, though the science and praxis of rhetoric declined from the middle ages and  onwards – with a resurgence in the renaissance and a near-death experience in Europe post WW2. Rhetoric has survived more intact in the US, and today there is a very strong tradition for public speaking and composition, among other things. 

European rhetorical studies are heaving themselves out of the stupor. Modern rhetorical thinkers are among others Chaïm Perelman, Kenneth Burke, Stephen Toulmin, Jürgen Habermas and Gadamer. There is no unity of theory or projects in the rhetorical community, but most build to some extent on the ancient concepts. Furthermore the last decades have shown a general ”Rhetorical turn” in the social and human sciences, where scientist from other backgrounds realise language’s constituive nature.

The University of Copenhagen has had a department of Rhetoric since the 70s, (with a full BA, MA and PhD. programme since the 90s) making it one of the oldest along with Tübingen in Germany and Sofia in Bulgaria. Scandinavia and the UK is following suit – with KCL as a possible participant (as Dr. Barrie Paskins informed me).

Subjects

The composition of effective communication is still the core of the studies most places. This means that rhetoric often is very practical, with cookbooks for the creative process (called ”partes”), figures of speech and physical training. That it takes actual practice as communicator to be a thinker about communication is a strong notion in rhetoric. But the rhetorical worldview still enevitable leads to a broader field of work. Philosophy of language, ideological critique, argumentation, architecture and cultural studies are but a few of the directions. 

Typically a rhetorical paper consists of an analysis of a piece of discourse (the days where public speeches were the only study object are long gone), where the practical apperatus is used to ”reverse engineer” the speech to show the underlying concepts, principles or structures. 

My BA was an analysis of russian presidential speeches, from which I tried to define if a special rhetorical behaviour (genre) was provoked by special restraints in the surrounding social and political environment.

Rhetoric and IR

It seems self-evident to me that the science of human symbolic interaction must have something in common with the science of the interaction of states. The most obvious, practical overlap of the two field is to be found in the disciplines of diplomacy and public speaking. 

But surprisingly I haven’t found more than a few texts dealing specifically with these two disciplines joined (linguistic works seems to be better represented though). This might stem from the strange propensity the two sciences have acquired. As reversed magnets they repulse each other, despite their evident connectedness. The core of this repulsion is the different worldviews. 

Whereas rhetoric, observing humans, has come to the understanding that co-operation is essential
, Realism, observing states, holds that self-interest is central. 

I have detected a small rhetorical “post-realist” movement (headed it seems by Francis A. Beer and Robert Hariman) that tries to reform realism
. 

If nothing else, then I think that rhetoric could at least inform realism. It seems to me that the ghost in the realist machine, corporation and “unexplainable” benign motives, has spurned reactions all over, for example the formulation of sophisticated realism. And rhetoric with its footing in the humanities might allow IR to catch fleeting, but accurate glimpses of that ghost in the machine. As an example, another profound issue in rhetoric is the relationship of power in the form of authority and persuasion. It has forged the concept of “ethos” and a vast collection of theories thereupon.  

The opposite might also very well be true: That Realism can shed its bright revealing light on the eternal moral struggles between persuasion and “doxa”.

So now what?

I would like to find out where I can sink my teeth in this intersection between my two studies. But where to start, with only 3.000 words in a Diplomacy essay to use? And is it folly to bring in a field that is generally unknown at the department? Would that take too many pages of necessary, but painstaking basic explanations? Or would it be an advantage? Is it possible at all to project an actor-based theory of interaction of humans to a inter-state scene? 

A suggestion

I came to think of a potential subject for an essay. Contrasting the realist conception of non-state actors with a rhetorical analysis of Osama Bin Ladens latest speech (where I have strong notions that he is engaging in a sort of political persuasion or, if you will, diplomacy
). 

I am a mere novice in IR and Diplomacy so far, so I would really like to deal with those subjects as a first priority. 

Suggestion for further reading

· Thomas M. Conley: “Chapter one” in Thomas M. Conley: Rhetoric in the European Tradition. The University of Chicago Press 1990.
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� Rhetorica ad Herennium, from memory





� Well, apart from the Gorgianic strand, that is. Actually some writers have called Gorgias “Machiavellian”, which might suggest a bond to realist notio


� Francis A. Beer and Robert Hariman, ”Post-Realism: The Rhetorical Turn in International Relations” (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1996)


� I’ve made some scribbling on this on www.nisleerskov.com 





