Rhetoric: the basics

In the classical world rhetoric was the “art of persuasion,” or as Aristotle put it more precisely “the art of discovering the available means of persuasion” in any given case. Rhetoric remained the paramount influence on public speaking and on all literary and language-based education in the Western world until at least the 18th century -- even if it was frequently under attack at the same time from those who saw it as producing dishonest, unoriginal or flashy language. In more recent academic writing, “rhetoric” has re-emerged as a key term for emphasising the way a given subject is understood as involving a specific language or form of discourse (e.g. “the rhetoric of laughter,” “the rhetorical construction of sexuality”). More widely, the awareness of modern persuasive techniques in relation to propaganda, advertising, political “spin,” editorial bias, commercial “hype,” etc. still owes a good deal to traditional rhetorical insights.

The main textbooks used in the teaching of traditional rhetoric come from classical Greece -- Aristotle’s Art of Rhetoric (4th century BCE), or from classical Rome -- Cicero’s De inventione (85 BCE), De oratore (55 BCE) and Rhetorica ad Herennium (attributed to Cicero), and Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory (90 CE). Apart from a work such as George Puttenham’s Arte of English Poesie (1589) which makes a deliberate (and often rather comical) attempt to find English equivalents for rhetorical terms, most terms in rhetoric are therefore based on Greek or Latin roots. They can therefore sound much more obscure than they actually are.

The practice of rhetoric was traditionally divided into three kinds: deliberative (in political assemblies), forensic (in law courts), and epideictic (in public celebration or praise, e.g. at a funeral), which covered the main occasions for speech-making in the classical world. 

In the Roman world, education came to be dominated by training in declamation, where students debated on either side of a given quaestio or topic – typically resolved by a determinatio, or verdict, from the teacher. These included speeches on topics drawn from history or legend (suasoriae, e.g. “Should Agamemnon have sacrificed his daughter?”) or on tricky legal/ethical disputes (controversiae). Other exercises involved the vivid description of a character from history or legend (ethopoeia), or speaking in the imagined voice of such a character (prosopopoeia). 

In the middle ages, specific areas of rhetorical teaching were devoted to the new needs of administrative letter-writing (ars dictaminis), the writing of poetry (ars versificatoria), and the preaching of sermons (ars praedicandi).

The three main parts of rhetoric are the successive processes used in producing a speech: invention (= the discovery of the arguments to be used), disposition (= the arrangement of the speech) and elocution (= the choice of a suitable style, including the use of appropriate figures). Often treated separately from these are two further parts of rhetoric which apply to oral speech-making only: pronuntiatio / actio (= the art of delivery, gesture and voice) – widely believed to have had an influence on styles of acting, and memoria (= the art of memorising a speech).

invention involves the selection of appropriate rhetorical “proofs,” or persuasive arguments. These can be found in three main areas: ethos (the credibility, reliability or authority of the speaker), pathos (emotional appeals to the listener), and logos (uses of evidence, example, authority or reason in the speech itself, importantly including the enthymeme = a generally accepted proposition or assumption, but one that is less rigorous than a logical syllogism, because one implied premise is unstated, e.g. Mark Antony in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar “I thrice presented him a kingly crown, Which he did thrice refuse: was this ambition?”).

The use of topics (topos in Greek, locus in Latin = place), or common grounds for argument, is an important part of rhetorical invention. “Topics” are arguments based not on formal logic but on a rhetorical appeal to what sounds reasonable – e.g. arguing by using analogy, by defining or redefining terms in a favourable way, by identifying self-contradictions in an opponent’s argument, by appealing to precedent or authority or to “common sense.” Consider these examples, which might be used as “arguments” against legalised abortion:

· “you’d call it murder if an unwanted old person was killed” (analogy)

· “I’m not anti-women, I’m pro-life” (definition of terms)

· “you’re opposed to capital punishment, and yet you support killing foetuses” (identifying an apparent contradiction in the opponent’s argument)

· “the Bible says: ‘Thou shalt not kill’” (appeal to authority)

The disposition of a speech traditionally has six sub-divisions: 1. the prooemium or introduction, 2. the narration, or overall statement of the case, 3. the division,  or outline of the major points in the argument, 4. the confirmation, or proofs of the case, 5. the confutation, or refutation of possible opposing arguments, and 6. the peroration, or conclusion.

elocution in traditional rhetoric involves deciding which level of style is appropriate to the subject-matter and the audience: the high style (intended to move), the middle style (intended to please), or the low style (intended to instruct). This would determine both which figures were then used and with what intensity.

“Figures of thought” or tropes (= turns or bends in the use of language) are any uses of language that involve non-literal or indirect meanings. These include, for example:

· irony (e.g. “Make my day”)
· metaphor

· metonymy (= the naming of something in terms of something connected to it, e.g. “Downing Street believes…”)
· personification

· puns

· simile

· synecdoche (= the naming of part of something to indicate the whole, e.g. “I’ve got some brand new wheels”)
“Figures of speech” or schemes are patterns of any aspect of language – words, sounds, or grammatical structures. These include, for example:

· alliteration (= repeated consonant sounds at the beginning of words or syllables)
· anaphora (= the same word or words at the beginning of successive phrases or sentences, e.g. Churchill’s “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender”)

· antithesis (= a structure that emphasises words or ideas with opposite meanings, e.g. Alexander Pope’s “To err is human, to forgive divine,” or Neil Armstrong’s “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind”)
· chiasmus (= words or sounds in mirrored order, e.g. John F. Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country”)

· gradatio (= a staircase, where one word from the end of a clause is repeated at the beginning of the next, building to a climax, e.g. St. Paul in Romans 5:3-4, “We glory in tribulations also; knowing that tribulation worketh patience; and patience, experience; and experience, hope”).
· isocolon (= successive phrases of the same structure and length, e.g. Shylock “If you prick us, do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh?…)
· tricolon (= successive phrases or clauses that repeat the same pattern three times over, e.g. Caesar’s “Veni, vidi, vinci,” “I came, I saw, I conquered”)

