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Introduction:  Editorial Vicissitudes and Rhetorical Rapprochement 
 

Sylvain Rheault 
University of Regina 

 
 

Before I present the content of Volume 3 of the journal, Rhetor, which, like the 

preceding volumes, provides a rich diversity of stimulating reflections, I would like to 

say a few words about the work of an editor.  Since becoming a member of the Canadian 

Society for the Study of Rhetoric (CSSR) in 1998, I have been an enthusiastic advocate 

of Internet resources.  In 2004, I was delighted to be able to convert Volume 1 of Rhetor 

to an electronic format, followed by Volume 2 in 2007.  This was not a difficult task but, 

for me, it was symbolic:  I was participating in the CSSR's official entry into the new 

millennium.  Now, in 2009, I have the great pleasure of both editing and converting 

Volume 3, which provides me with an ideal opportunity to share some thoughts on the 

role of the editor of an e-journal. 

 

In 2003, when the first issue of the new Rhetor journal was about to be published, 

the General Meeting had to decide whether to do so in print or electronic format.  The 

minutes of the meeting do not indicate any vigorous debate on the issue because the 

choice was clear: given the limited funding available to a small society like ours, it had 

become much more economical to publish on-line.  The cost of a printed publication 

would have been higher and, as well, we would have had to choose a printer, arrange for 

a limited print-run of a few hundred copies, and organize distribution to libraries, etc.  

Also, with the growing number of monographs and scholarly journals in recent years, 

space on university library shelves is at a premium and, increasingly, journals end up in 
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the recycling bin because there is no room for them.  For these reasons, the decision was 

made to publish in an electronic format, not because it was the way of the future, but 

because it was cheaper and less complicated.  My original idealism was put to the test 

during the work of editing. 

 

If I were to proclaim that the technological advances of the last twenty years have 

made it possible for ALL readers around the world to have access to the research of 

Canadian rhetoricians, those who use the Internet on a regular basis would react with a 

knowing smile.  Any rhetorician who is an Internet user knows that Rhetor articles 

represent only miniscule particles in the huge sea of information available on-line.  The 

only way for someone using the most popular search engines to find one of our articles is 

by chance, or by using very precise questions.  In the context of such information 

overload, how can we ensure that people interested in rhetoric find our articles?  

Moreover, time is accelerated in cyberspace.  When I was a university student in the 

eighties, an article published in the thirties in the journal, 18th Century Studies, did not 

seem particularly outdated.  Today, if something on a Web site was produced prior to 

2000, it has a dated air about it.  Does having an electronic format mean our articles will 

be relegated too quickly to cyberspace limbo?  These are some of the questions to which I 

needed answers to guide my editorial decisions.   

 

I will begin by discussing the issue of obsolescence.  For academics like me, 

articles that appear in Rhetor represent the state of knowledge in the Canadian intellectual 

landscape at a given point in time.  This is ample justification for their preservation for all 
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time, and it means that the editor's task is not limited to evaluating and compiling articles.  

Editing an e-journal also means ensuring that the articles entrusted to the journal are 

preserved for future generations.  Fortunately, to do that, one can count on the 

enthusiastic co-operation of university libraries.  In the case of Rhetor, the first three 

issues have been uploaded to the electronic archives of the University of Regina.  As long 

as the library exists, our articles will be there.  But, as a precaution, it would be good to 

have a number of mirror sites.  All members of the Society are invited to participate in 

this effort, by contacting their library archivists.  This will be a task for future editors of 

the journal.  Further, while writing ideas down is an essential intellectual exercise in the 

development of scholars and academics, the article that results from this exercise is not 

complete until it is read.  Editing also means ensuring that articles can be found by 

potential readers.  Of course, university library archives are included in the indexes of the 

major search engines, but we must also see that our articles are listed in recognized 

bibliographies, such as MLA or JSTOR, because it is there that serious research begins.  I 

have had Rhetor added to the catalogues of several bibliographical services, including 

EBSCO, but there remain many avenues to be explored.  However, even if the perfect 

editor had performed his duties admirably by ensuring that our articles would be 

preserved forever and that they could be found with a single click of the mouse, that 

would not necessarily mean that our articles would be read.  The work of editing has its 

limitations and it is now up to the members of the CSSR, who are teaching and doing 

research, to further that work.  In research, electronic articles should be accorded the 

same importance as print articles.  In teaching, we should ensure that our students learn 

how to find and to read articles on-line.  All members of the CSSR must make the effort 
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to educate others, as a way of enhancing the reputation of electronic journals like Rhetor 

and affirming that they are serious publications. 

 

The editor's lament will end here, as I move on to an overview of the content of 

this third issue of Rhetor.  The articles assembled in this issue appear to have a common 

feature: "rapprochement".   In Rhétorique générale (1970) the Groupe µ suggests that the 

figure of speech be viewed as a procedure applied to a raw material.  Elision, then, 

becomes the elimination of a letter.  In Clé des procédés (www.cafe.edu, 1998), Bernard 

Dupriez defines rapprochement as the process of taking two objects or concepts that are 

not compatible by nature and considering them together.  This may help to differentiate 

the phenomena present and, at the same time, to identify their commonalities.  By 

highlighting tensions, the practice of rapprochement also allows new perspectives to 

emerge, and this, in turn, allows us to better grasp the general problem. 

 

Colin Snowsell, in What's Hotter:  Hell House or Global Warming?  The Shifting 

of Rhetoric of the Evangelical Right, establishes a rapprochement between two events:  

the 2001 screening of the documentary, Hell House, and the 2007 Leadership Summit.  

Conceived by evangelists, "Hell House" attempts to frighten the unconverted by showing 

them the possible consequences of their current sins.  The Leadership Summit, also 

organized by evangelists, demonstrates concern for helping victims of AIDS and the 

starving people of Africa.  There appears to be a fairly wide divergence in the rhetoric of 

the two phenomena, which also occur at different times.  Snowsell explains that, 

fundamentally, evangelists support capitalism.  That may seem paradoxical because 
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capitalism has negative effects, like poverty, which the evangelists suggest they will then 

work to reduce.  Why not simply attack the source of the problem directly?  It is because 

evangelists believe they must gain the support of political parties, which defend capitalist 

ideology.  The use of fear makes way for social commitment, and while the rhetoric 

employed may have changed, the intentions and the methods of evangelists remain the 

same. 

 

In her article, Rhetorical Theory and the Institutionalization of Community 

Service Learning in Higher Education, Tania Smith examines community service 

learning.  This is a movement that seeks to bring together the community and 

universities.  This rapprochement is part of an institutionalization process, and, therefore, 

of structuring, and Smith tries to identify the impact this has on rhetoricians.   For 

example, to what degree can the university influence the community and, vice-versa, how 

far can the community go in imposing its objectives on the university?  Rhetorical theory 

examines the use of language as a vector for structuring individuals and groups, that can 

help the community to develop critical thought and to improve its tools for change.  

Historians of rhetoric can also contribute to the issue by recalling civic debates of the 

past. 

 

In The Sparrow and the Shaking Tent:  Containing the Convert in Two Anglo-

Saxon and Anglo-Ojibwe Conversion Narratives, John Moffatt brings together two texts 

dealing with conversion, one written by Bede, in 731, and the other by Peter Jones, 

published in 1861.  Despite the different contexts and eras, Moffatt demonstrates certain 
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common features.  The conversions must take place through accommodation, 

incorporating pagan elements, if necessary.  The supremacy of the Christian Logos is 

discovered through the use of pagan rites.  There are also two target groups.  The first is 

made up of contemporaries of the narrator, who have been brought up in the Christian 

religion.  The second group is internal to the text.  These are new converts to religious 

and intellectual ideas that they have not yet succeeded in embracing entirely because their 

pagan life is still too recent.  Members of this group feel welcomed into the new religion, 

but marginalized, as well, because of the limited development of their faith. 

 

The comedian Mary Walsh, best known for her role in This Hour Has 22 Minutes, 

provides original perspectives on Canadian identity, as Jennifer MacLennan explains in 

Life on the Rock:  Island and Identity in Mary Walsh's "A Hymn to Canada".  Mary 

Walsh was born in Newfoundland, an island that remained a British possession until it 

became a Canadian province in 1947.  According to MacLennan, it is as an islander that 

Mary Walsh gives expression to the themes of survival and physical belonging.  

MacLennan develops the metaphor of the island as a way of finding a Canadian identity, 

in a country whose culture is marginalized by its American neighbour.  Further, the 

technique of rhetorical enactment enables Walsh, through her personal anecdotes as a 

Newfoundlander, to use an original approach in examining Canadian identity, from the 

perspective of an outsider.  Rapprochement with its insular character could help the 

Canadian nation define its own identity. 
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In Bathos: Some Canadian Examples, Shannon Purves-Smith notes that bathos 

commonly appears in Canadian humour.  Bathos is the technique of moving quickly from 

the sublime to the banal or the ridiculous, for comic effect.  Purves-Smith uses an 18th 

century treatise, entitled Peri Bathous, or the Art of Sinking in Poetry, written by the 

fictional author Scriblerus, as a tool to analyse poems written by the fictional authors 

Sarah Binks (by the real writer Paul Hiebert) and Edith Babb (by the writer Naomi 

Norquay).  The work is the opposite of the treatise Peri Hupsous (On the Sublime). The 

application of the various recommendations of Peri Bathous are identified in the body of 

work of each poet and explained in detail.  Here again, the rapprochement of the texts 

allows us to discover new and exciting perspectives. 

 

Based on a personal experience (his seven-year-old grandson choosing to buy a 

brand-name wallet that was more expensive than the no-name ones), Jim Gough, in 

Communicating for Influence: Ethical Borders, questions the ethics of branding practices.   

By considering such practices together with texts on independence and human rights, the 

author of this article deconstructs the new strategies used by brand-name companies, 

including product placement in movies.  By doing so, the author explains how the choices 

available have been blurred.  The article proposes the establishment of some ethical 

conditions, including support for moral independence, research on the strategies used by 

brand-names, public dialogue and the development of critical thinking in families to help 

children to make choices. 
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In May Sinclair: Idealism-Feminism and the Suffragist Movement, Jim Gough 

presents the argumentative duel between Sir Ahmroth Wright, defending radical anti-

feminist positions, and May Sinclair, a feminist who should have been better studied 

deplores the author. In the manner of David confronting Goliath, May Sinclair 

endeavours to deconstruct, undermine and refute Sir Ahmroth Wright’s arguments that 

show women's incapacity to vote. Among other things, May Sinclair strives to rationally 

demonstrate that her opponent's suppositions are not corroborated by any scientific 

evidences. 

 

In the final article, The Rhetorical Paradigm of Nietzsche's Aphorisms, Joseph 

Schmidt, noting that Nietzsche is imitating the biblical style of Psalm 14 in his famous 

phrase "God is dead", suggests that we must take into consideration a much broader 

context than that contained within the aphorism itself.  By examining other examples, 

Schmidt demonstrates that the single or double layers of parody in Nietzche's 

concentrated expressions can only be identified by using intertextuality to its fullest 

extent.  In other words, to reach a complete understanding of the philosopher's thought, 

there must be a rapprochement of the individual elements and the text as a whole. 

 

I hope that there will be a rapprochement of reader and text as you reflect on the 

articles that follow. 

 
*  *  * 
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The 3rd volume of Rhetor was granted $500 by the Humanities Research Institute at the 
University of Regina. 
 

 
 
 
The rest of the expenses was covered the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric. 
 
For the 3rd volume of Rhetor, ten (10) articles were submitted and eight (8) were 
published. 
 
The reviewers who vetted the articles are as follow: 
 
David Ingham, St. Thomas University 
Donna Lillian, York University 
Christine Sutherland, University of Calgary 
Doug Brent, University of Calgary 
Josef Schmidt, McGill University 
Tania S. Smith, University of Calgary 
Rebecca Carruthers, University of Calgary 
Eyvind Ronquist, Concordia University 
John Baxter, Dalhousie University 
John Moffatt, University of Saskatchewan 
Tracy Whalen, University of Winnipeg 
Elza Tiner, Lynchburg College (USA) 
Pierre Zoberman, Université Paris 13 (France) 
Jim Gough, Red Deer College 
Andrew Stubbs, University of Regina 
Judith Rice Henderson, University of Saskatchewan 
Carol Poster, York University 
 
Proofreading in English: Sean McKenzie, University of Regina 
 
English translation of the introduction: Joanne Bonneville, University of Regina 
 
Webmaster: Sylvain Rheault 
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Introduction: Vicissitudes éditoriales et rapprochements rhétoriques 
 

Sylvain Rheault 
Université de Regina 

 
Avant de présenter formellement le contenu du volume 3 du Journal Rhetor qui, tout 

comme les précédents, offre une riche diversité de réflexions stimulantes, je souhaiterais dire 

quelques mots à propos du travail d'édition. Depuis que je suis membre de la Société canadienne 

pour l'étude de la rhétorique (SCÉR), en 1998, je me suis fait l'avocat ardent des ressources de 

l'Internet. Ce fut pour moi une sensation délicieuse que de convertir électroniquement le volume 

1 de Rhetor en 2004, puis le volume 2 en 2007. Il ne s'agissait pas d'un travail bien ardu, mais il 

revêtait à mes yeux une valeur symbolique: je participais à l'entrée officielle de la SCÉR dans le 

nouveau millénaire. Aujourd'hui, en 2009, j'ai le grand plaisir de combiner le travail de 

conversion du volume 3 avec celui d'édition et je crois que cette conjoncture représente une 

occasion idéale pour livrer quelques réflexions sur le rôle de l'éditeur d'un journal en format 

électronique. 

 

En 2003, lorsque le nouveau journal Rhetor était sur le point de paraître pour la première 

fois, il a fallu opter en assemblée générale entre le format imprimé et le format électronique. Le 

procès-verbal de la réunion ne signale pas de joute oratoire acharnée parce que le choix s'est 

imposé de lui-même; vu les fonds limités de notre petite société il était devenu beaucoup plus 

économique de publier en ligne. Dans le cas de l'imprimé, il aurait fallu, en plus de payer 

beaucoup plus cher, négocier le choix d'un imprimeur, s'arranger d'un tirage limité à quelques 

centaines d'exemplaires, organiser la distribution auprès des bibliothèques, etc. D'autre part, avec 

la multiplication des monographies et des journaux savants ces dernières années, l'espace sur les 

étagères des bibliothèques universitaires s'est rétréci comme peau de chagrin et de plus en plus 
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de livres prennent le chemin du bac à recyclage faute de place. Ainsi, la publication en format 

électronique s'est imposé non pas tant comme la voie de l'avenir, mais comme le plus 

économique et le moins encombrant des choix. Par ailleurs, l'idéalisme de ma vision originale a 

été soumis à rude épreuve lors du travail d'édition. 

 

Si j'osais clamer haut et fort que les avancées technologiques des vingt dernières années 

ont permis de mettre les recherches des rhétoriciens canadiens à la portée de TOUS les lecteurs 

et lectrices du monde, les personnes qui utilisent régulièrement l'Internet manifesteraient leur 

réserve d'un petit sourire en coin en entendant ce genre d'affirmation. Les rhétoriciens et 

rhétoriciennes internautes savent que les articles de Rhetor ne représentent que d'infimes 

particules dans l'océan des données disponibles sur l'Internet. Quiconque utilise l'un des moteurs 

de recherche populaires ne trouvera l'un de nos articles qu'au moyen de questions bien précises, 

ou qu'avec de la chance. Comment s'assurer, dans un tel contexte de sursaturation de 

l'information, que les personnes qui s'intéressent à la rhétorique trouvent nos articles? D'autre 

part, le cyber espace est devenu un lieu où le temps s'accélère. Lors de mes études universitaires 

dans les années quatre-vingts, un article de la revue 18th Century Studies publié dans les années 

trente ne paraissait pas obsolète. Aujourd'hui, lorsqu'une information trouvée sur un site web 

porte une date antérieure à l'an 2000, il semble en émaner comme des relents d'obsolescence. Le 

format électronique aura-t-il pour effet de reléguer trop rapidement nos articles dans les limbes 

du cyber espace? Voilà quelques-unes des questions auxquelles il m'a fallu trouver des réponses 

pour guider mes décisions éditoriales. Je commencerai par discuter de la question de 

l'obsolescence. Pour l'universitaire que je suis, les articles de Rhetor représentent un état des 

connaissances à un moment donné dans l'espace intellectuel canadien. Cela suffit amplement à 
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justifier leur conservation jusqu'à la fin des temps et cela signifie que la besogne ne doit pas 

s'arrêter à l'évaluation et à la compilation d'articles. Le travail d'édition d'un journal électronique 

comprend nécessairement la tâche de s'assurer que les articles qui ont été confiés au journal 

soient conservés pour les générations à venir. Heureusement, pour ce faire, on peut compter sur 

la collaboration enthousiaste des bibliothèques universitaires. Dans le cas de Rhetor, les trois 

premiers numéros ont été téléchargés dans les archives électroniques de la bibliothèque de 

l'Université de Regina. Tant que la bibliothèque existera, nos articles seront disponibles. Mais 

par simple précaution, il serait bon de multiplier les sites en miroir. C'est là une tâche à laquelle 

tous les membres de la société sont invités à participer en contactant les archivistes de leur 

bibliothèque. Ce sera là une tâche pour les prochaines personnes qui s'occuperont de l'édition du 

journal. D'autre part, si la mise par écrit des idées reste l'exercice intellectuel formateur 

primordial pour les universitaires, l'article ainsi produit n'atteint sa finalité que par le contact qu'il 

établit avec le public. Le travail d'édition comprend aussi la tâche de s'assurer que les articles 

puissent être trouvés par les lecteurs éventuels. Bien sûr, les archives des bibliothèques 

universitaires sont indexées auprès des principaux moteurs de recherche, mais il faut aussi 

s'assurer que nos articles soient répertoriés dans des bibliographies reconnues, comme MLA, ou 

JSTOR, parce que c'est là que débutent les recherches sérieuses. J'ai pu faire répertorier Rhetor 

auprès quelques services bibliographiques, dont EBSCO, mais il reste encore beaucoup de 

possibilités inexploitées. Cependant, même si l'éditeur parfait s'était bien acquitté de ses 

fonctions en s'assurant que nos articles soient conservés pour l'éternité et puissent être trouvés au 

premier clic de souris, cela n'impliquerait pas automatiquement que nos articles soient lus... Le 

travail d'édition a des limites et c'est maintenant aux membres de la SCÉR qui enseignent et qui 

font de la recherche à prendre la relève. Dans le contexte de la recherche, il faudrait accorder aux 
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articles en format électronique le même poids qu'aux articles sur support imprimé. Dans le 

contexte de l'enseignement, il faudrait apprendre à nos étudiants comment trouver et comment 

lire les articles en ligne. Cet effort d'éducation doit être fait par tous les membres de la SCÉR 

afin de valider la réputation et le sérieux de publications électroniques comme Rhetor. 

 

Mais cela suffit comme lamentations sur le travail éditorial. Voici maintenant un aperçu 

du contenu de ce troisième numéro du journal Rhetor. Une caractéristique commune semble 

émaner des articles réunis ici, et il s'agit du "rapprochement". Le Groupe µ, dans Rhétorique 

générale (1970), propose d'envisager la figure de style comme l'application d'une opération à un 

matériau. Ainsi, l'élision devient la suppression d'une lettre. Dans la Clé des procédés 

(www.cafe.edu, 1998), Bernard Dupriez définit le rapprochement comme le fait de considérer 

ensemble deux objets ou concepts qui ne sont pas naturellement compatibles. Cela peut avoir 

l'effet de mener à une meilleure différenciation des phénomènes en présence tout en faisant 

apparaître leurs atomes crochus. L'exercice de rapprochement, en faisant ressortir des tensions, 

permet aussi de faire surgir de nouvelles perspectives, ce qui permet ensuite de mieux 

appréhender la problématique générale. 

 

Colin Snowsell, dans What's Hotter: Hell House or Global Warming? The Shifting 

Rhetoric of the Evangelical Right, établit un rapprochement entre deux événements: le 

visionnement du documentaire Hell House, en 2001, et le Sommet sur le Leadership en 2007. Le 

"Hell House", une invention des évangélistes, cherche à faire peur aux non-convertis en leur 

montrant les conséquences potentielles de leurs péchés présents. Quant au sommet sur le 

Leadership, organisé aussi par des évangélistes, on y montre un souci de secourir les victimes du 
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SIDA et les affamés d'Afrique. Il semble y avoir un décalage assez grand entre les rhétoriques 

des deux phénomènes, qui en plus prennent place à deux moments différents. Snowsell explique 

qu'à la base les évangélistes appuient le capitalisme. Cela peut sembler paradoxal puisque le 

capitalisme cause des maux, comme la pauvreté, que les évangélistes se proposent de soulager 

ensuite. Pourquoi alors ne pas s'attaquer directement à la source du problème? C'est que les 

évangélistes considèrent comme essentiel de se gagner l'appui des partis politiques, qui eux 

défendent à la base une idéologie capitaliste. L'usage de la peur fait place à l'engagement social, 

et si la rhétorique employée a changé, les intentions et les moyens des évangélistes restent les 

mêmes. 

 

Dans son article intitulé Rhetorical Theory and the Institutionalization of Community 

Service Learning in Higher Education, Tania Smith s'intéresse à l'apprentissage par le service 

communautaire. Il s'agit d'un mouvement qui cherche à rapprocher la communauté et les 

institutions universitaires. Ce rapprochement fait l'objet d'une institutionnalisation, donc d'une 

structuration, et Smith cherche à en dégager les impacts pour les rhétoriciens. Entre autres, 

jusqu'à quel point l'université peut-elle influencer la communauté, et vice-versa, jusqu'à quel 

point la communauté peut-elle imposer ses visées à l'université? La théorie rhétorique s'intéresse 

à l'utilisation du langage comme vecteur structurant les individus et les groupes et pouvant aider 

la communauté à développer une pensée critique et à raffiner ses outils de changement. Les 

historiens de la rhétorique peuvent aussi contribuer à la question en rappelant les débats civiques 

d'antan. 
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John Moffatt, dans The Sparrow and the Shaking Tent: Containing the Convert in Two 

Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Ojibwe Conversion Narratives, rapproche deux textes traitant de 

conversion, l'un écrit par Bède en 731 et l'autre par Peter Jones et publié en 1861. Malgré les 

disparités de situation et d'époque, Moffatt met en évidence certains traits communs. Les 

conversions doivent se faire au moyen d'accommodements, en incorporant des éléments païens 

s'il le faut. La découverte de la supériorité du logos chrétien se fait au moyen des rites païens. On 

a aussi la présence de deux groupes de destinataires. Le premier est constitué par les 

contemporains du narrateur qui ont été éduqués avec la religion chrétienne. Le second groupe est 

interne au texte. Il s'agit des nouveaux convertis aux idées religieuses et intellectuelles encore 

imparfaites, à cause de la vie païenne encore trop récente. Ce groupe se voit à la fois accueilli 

dans la nouvelle religion et à la fois marginalisé à cause des limites du développement de sa foi. 

 

La comédienne Mary Walsh, connue surtout pour sa participation à l'émission This Hour 

has 22 minutes, offre des perspectives originales sur l'identité canadienne, comme l'explique 

Jennifer MacLennan dans Life on the Rock: Island and Identity in Mary Walsh's "A Hymn to 

Canada". Originaire de Terre-Neuve, une île qui, de possession anglaise, est devenue province 

canadienne en 1947, Mary Walsh, selon MacLennan, exprime par son caractère insulaire le 

thème de la survie et de l'appartenance à un lieu physique. MacLennan développe la métaphore 

de l'île comme piste à la recherche de l'identité canadienne, dont la culture se voit marginalisée 

par le voisin américain. D'autre part, la technique du jeu rhétorique permet à Walsh, à travers ses 

anecdotes personnelles de terreneuvienne, d'apporter l'originalité d'un regard externe sur 

l'identité canadienne. Ainsi, ce serait en se rapprochant davantage de sa culture insulaire que la 

nation canadienne parviendrait à mieux définir sa propre identité. 
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Dans Bathos: Some Canadian Examples, Shanon Purves-Smith remarque que la figure du 

bathos apparaît fréquemment dans l'humour des Canadiens. Le bathos est un procédé qui 

consiste à passer brusquement du sublime au banal ou au ridicule pour créer un effet comique. 

Purves-Smith utilise un traité composé au 18e siècle intitulé Peri Bathous, or the Art of Sinking 

in Poetry, par l'auteur fictif Scriblerus comme outil d'analyse pour des poèmes écrits par les 

auteurs fictifs Sarah Binks (par le véritable auteur Paul Hiebert) et Edith Babb (par l'auteure 

Naomi Norquay). Il s'agit de l'opposé du traité Peri Hupsous (On the Sublime). Les diverses 

recommandations de Peri Bathous sont recensées dans les poèmes du corpus et expliqués en 

détail. Encore une fois, le rapprochement des textes permet de découvrir des perspectives 

nouvelles et stimulantes. 

 

Partant d'une expérience personnelle (son petit-fils de sept ans fait le choix d'acheter un 

porte-monnaie griffé, plus cher que ceux qui ne le sont pas), Jim Gough, dans Communicating 

for Influence: Ethical Borders, s'interroge sur la validité éthique des pratiques de valorisation de 

marque. En rapprochant ces pratiques des textes sur l'autonomie et sur les droits humains, 

l'auteur de l'article déconstruit les nouvelles stratégies utilisées par les marques, entre autres 

l'introduction de produits dans les films. L'auteur parvient ainsi à mettre en lumière un processus 

de brouillage qui porte sur la manière dont les choix sont offerts. L'article propose enfin 

l'établissement de quelques conditions éthiques, dont la promotion de l'autonomie morale, la 

recherche sur les stratégies de marque, l'établissement d'un dialogue avec le public et le 

développement de l'esprit critique au sein des familles afin d'aider les enfants à faire des choix. 
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Dans May Sinclair: Idealism-Feminism and the Suffragist Movement, Jim Gough nous 

présente le duel argumentatif entre Sir Ahmroth Wright, aux positions anti-féministes radicales, 

et May Sinclair, une féministe qu'on aurait dû étudier davantage déplore l'auteur. À l'instar de 

David affrontant Goliath, May Sinclair s'attaque à déconstruire, saper et réfuter les arguments de 

Sir Ahmroth Wright qui démontrent l'inaptitude des femmes au vote. May Sinclair s'efforce entre 

autres à démontrer rationnellement que les allégations de son adversaire ne reposent sur aucunes 

preuves scientifiques. 

 

Enfin, dans The Rhetorical Paradigm of Nietzsche's Aphorisms, Joseph Schmidt, 

constatant que Nietzsche imite le style biblique du psaume 14 dans sa célèbre formule "Dieu est 

mort", suggère qu'il faut tenir compte d'un contexte bien plus large que celui contenu simplement 

dans les limites de l'aphorisme. En explorant d'autres exemples, Schmidt démontre que ce n'est 

qu'en faisant usage de toutes les possibilités de l'intertextualité que l'on peut dégager des couches 

parodiques simples ou doubles dans les formules concentrées de Nietzsche. Autrement dit, il faut 

rapprocher chacune des parties du texte de l'ensemble pour saisir dans sa justesse la pensée du 

philosophe. 

 

Au lecteur maintenant à se rapprocher des textes. 

 
*  *  * 
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What’s Hotter: Hell House or Global Warming?  
The Shifting Rhetoric of the Evangelical Right 

 
Colin Snowsell 

Graham Center, College of Engineering 
University of Saskatchewan 

 
If it’s not love, then it’s the bomb that will bring us together.—The Smiths1 
 
 
Introduction 
 

In 2002, the year I attended a showing of Hell House (George Ratliff, 2001), it was still 

common within the academy to refer to North American evangelical organizations as 

counterpublics.2 Hell House, a documentary film about an outreach program of Trinity Church, 

an Assemblies of God church in Cedar Hill, a suburb of Dallas, Texas, does nothing to stake a 

claim to the dignity of a more centralized position within the public sphere.3 Hell House 

ministries are not limited to either the Assemblies of God church or to the state of Texas or even 

to 2001. These were merely the conditions for the Hell House perfect storm: one of the largest 

evangelical denominations in a morally conservative state, a year after the election of George W. 

Bush, a self-professed evangelical Christian as the President of the United States.  

Despite Ratliff’s evenhandedness, Hell House (the mission not the movie) came off 

looking comic and cruel at the same time. There remains a great deal of truth in the old axiom, 

one that points to an imagined event only slightly less gruesome than the ones depicted by Hell 

                                                 
1 Morrissey & Johnny Marr 1987. 
2 See, for instance, the respective discussions in Fraser, Hansen, and Warner. It should be pointed out that the terms 
“counterpublics” and “partial publics” refer to the influential public sphere work of Jurgen Habermas. For 
refinements and critiques of the theory see also the collections of Robbins and Hall and Montag. 
3 Founded in 1911 in Arkansas, during a continent-wide revivalist movement, the Assemblies of God is the largest 
of the denominations to claim to be Pentecostal. As depicted in Hell House, Assemblies of God members claim to 
“speak in tongues,” and the denomination includes public glossolalia in its liturgy. Worldwide, the denomination 
claims 30 million members in 11,000 churches in approximately 120 countries. See Little 1997. Prior to Hell House, 
the Assemblies of God was best known to the mainstream media and public as the church of Jimmy Swaggart, a 
televangelist who in 1988 was exposed and subsequently defrocked for the hiring of prostitutes for pornographic 
purposes. 
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House: give ‘em enough rope. Ratliff was not biased; all he did was power on his camera and 

point. There is only so much sympathy a casual observer can muster for the spectacle of grown 

men devising ways to terrify teenagers into converting to Christianity—not in response to a 

nuanced depiction of God’s merciful love, but because of the blood-spattered, gore-filled 

consequences of failing a vengeful celestial beast who spares no devisable horror imaginable to 

those who give him the old snubaroo.  

At the 12th annual edition of the Willow Creek Organization’s Leadership Summit, a 

hybrid Live8/ motivational guru business seminar hosted August 9 to 11, 2007 from the Willow 

Creek Church in South Barrington, Illinois and broadcast live to over 100 regional sites, there 

were no scare tactics. Nor were any advocated as effective tools of outreach and evangelization. 

The message told to the 7,000 present in Illinois and the 93,000 others of us present through live 

video-feed, was two-fold: feel shame for the church’s past mistakes, learn to love a world in 

need. In this paper I wish to argue that these two signpost events—the 2001 documentary Hell 

House and the 2007 Leadership Summit—point to a significant change in rhetorical strategy that 

nonetheless preserves a coherent ideological goal.4  

I want to anticipate and address pre-emptively two intertwined critiques of these texts:  

1) What is the relationship between a film from 2002 and a conference from 2007? Primarily, 

what links them is me, my response to them as an active participant of two distinct but actively 

engaged audiences, and my sense from one to the other that a significant shift had taken place, 

and that the best way to analyze the broader culturo-theological change was to interrogate each 

text, but to do so in the context of the time and space of my consumption of each. The 

                                                 
4 After this document was written and submitted for publication, there was published in  May of 2008 “An 
Evangelical Manifesto” which signaled publicly a shift towards Christian humanitarianism and a repudiation of 
“cultural wars” on the grounds that the divisiveness of these so-called wars had proven counter-productive. 
Although none of the protagonists of my essay were on the committee’s steering committee, the manifesto’s appeal 
for a new public approach is the same call that I describe. (See An Evangelical Manifesto 2008). 
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comparison is not exclusively auto-ethnographical, but my experience of the texts as an audience 

member, and my experience of the audience’s response to the texts, provides insights which are 

not easily nor productively detachable from the texts themselves. 5 

2) Having granted that a secondary comparison concerns my observations of the 

audiences: their constitution, their varied consumption of each respective text, and my subjective 

response as member of each respective public, my primary comparison is of the events as texts 

themselves. I acknowledge that the selection of these texts/events may seem arbitrary, that the 

sample may seem small and that, in any case, comparing a film intended for art house cineaste 

consumption with a conference intended for leaders of the already-converted may seem ill-suited 

to the type of comparative contextual analysis to which I wish to submit them.  

I intend each of these texts to act as bookmarks of an unprecedented era of American 

Conservative Christian Evangelical political and cultural hegemony. The groundwork for this era 

began two decades earlier, cohering around the Presidency of Ronald Regan from 1981 to 1989. 

However, the tentative political machinations of this earlier incarnation seemed benign, no 

matter that we recognize them now as but the earlier stages of a consumptive cultural disease 

whose greatest ravages appear to have been halted with the election of Barack Obama to the 

American Presidency in 2008.  

This paper then is an attempt to analyze the shift in rhetoric that marked the promotion of 

a supporting actor to lead. Analyzing the conference as a rhetorical response to its predecessor 

                                                 
5 It might be suggested that an equally useful study would compare, for instance, the transcripts of the 2001 and 
2007 versions of The Leadership Summit; I welcome such a study. However, my analysis is not of the text itself, but 
of having been a participant at the summit itself, and my experience as such; short of a time machine (which, were I 
to possess one I would be disinclined to waste on 2001, the year before the start of Iraq war, and which I am happy 
to relinquish to history’s claims) I do not have the means of subjectively experiencing and closely reporting on a 
different evangelical text from 2001.  In any case, my interest in this topic stems entirely from the situation in which 
I encountered Hell House, and I find it productive to mark the theoretical and rhetorical beginning accurately and 
accordingly. 
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may seem to imply that the one has replaced the other. This is not the case. Hell House ministries 

continue. They have not been fully replaced by what I will argue the conference represents: a 

new narrative of love (Luo and Goldstein). Whether you view these rhetorical changes as 

positive or cynical will depend a great deal on your tolerance for the political maneuvering of 

culture-theological conservatism.  

The evangelical church as socially conscious movement did not begin with the 

unpopularity of the Bush administration. Left-leaning evangelical organizations, such as Jim 

Wallis’s Sojourners and Ronald J. Sider’s Evangelicals for Social Action, have long been 

involved in social justice. In Canada, as is well known, the evangelical church gave birth to a 

popular protest movement that evolved into the country’s enduring socialist party. What became 

the New Democratic Party was formed by Tommy Douglas, an evangelical pastor whose legacy 

is a national healthcare program.  

The persistence of scare tactics and the longevity of socially conscious evangelism are 

not, however, representative of broader trends within the public sphere. In both cases, they exist 

as vestigial manifestations of once dominant cultural and religious trends, tending to survive with 

greater prevalence in regional spheres resistant to broader cultural change. Tangentially, it may 

be interesting to observe that, in the history of 20th century North American evangelism, the fire 

and brimstone preacher versus the anti-capitalist reformist preacher existed as street corner 

rivals, if not different sides of the same reverend. The new rhetoric of the Christian right, I will 

attempt to show through these two texts, has not replaced one with the other, but has combined 

them anew and repacked them to a secular public grown increasingly resistant to the former. 

As Hart (25-26) notes, the rhetorical critic is a sampler. Although the selection of these 

two cultural texts is an expediency born of subjective circumstance, I intend to show that placed 
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together they form a sequential and coherent narrative that is reflective of a larger story; other 

topically analogous texts selected from, roughly, the same cultural and temporal periods, will 

identify the same trends. “The good critic,” Hart goes on to say, “never studies a particular text 

simply because it exists but because it promises to tell a story larger than itself” (25). 

The larger story here is how a former counterpublic grew to become the political 

mainstream; how it squandered the political capital it accrued along the way by over-reliance on 

a negative evangelism; and how it has shifted and softened its rhetoric to engineer a strategic 

retreat designed to appease and reduce the surplus of ideological foes its negative rhetoric had 

accumulated. A number of questions follow from this. Does the shift in rhetoric signal a core 

change in how evangelical North Americans propose to interact with those who do not share 

their belief system? If evangelicals continue to prioritize and produce the organized, concerted 

wide-scale and effective physical relief—in the specific manifestations of global AIDS and 

hunger relief—of persons without access to meaningful political action of their own, does it 

matter that they remain susceptible to quirks such as Hell House?   

Finally, and, I believe, most importantly, what does it mean when the greatest ameliorator 

of the ills of global capitalism remains, as does the Christian right, the single greatest political 

collective behind the most virulently capitalist entity late industrialism has ever produced?6 The 

                                                 
6 The critique of global capitalism which forms the world view from which this paper operates, but does not have 
nearly the scope to consider, is based in the work of, for instance, Hardt and Negri, Deleuze and Guattari, Passavant 
and, of course, Marx. A coarse and brief summation would hold that through its own logic, capitalism divides the 
world into owners and workers; workers sell their labour cheaply so that owners may profit from it by selling the 
fruits of such labour for more than what was paid for the labour itself. The maintenance of economic inequalities is, 
therefore, the basis of the system.  

Despite occasional concessions to appease discontented groups of workers, the logic of the system rests on 
inequality which tends to expand into systematic injustice. At all times, some global group or natural resource must 
be exploited so that those with capital may acquire for the lowest possible price what may be sold for the highest 
possible profit.  The pursuit of profit as the primary motivator of humankind must inevitably create misery, for it 
must ultimately evaluate all other concerns – humanitarian, ecological – as secondary to its primary motive 
whenever such values come into conflict. Such conflicts would arise when, for instance: the paying of decent living 
wages to factory workers in third world countries would reduce profit margins beneath levels acceptable to various 
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epigraph which begins this paper offers, I believe, a false dichotomy. Not love or the bomb, but 

love after the bomb, if we acknowledge that the bomb need not refer to nuclear holocaust but 

rather a world ravaged by an economic system that has expanded the gulf between those in the 

affluent West and those without into a crisis that few of any background, expertise or discipline 

pretend to know how to solve. Into the crisis caused by the same political climate that brought 

them into the political mainstream now steps a church ready to offer love. Not, therefore, if not 

love then the bomb. Rather, “why not love, after the bomb?” 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
Boards of Directors; or when the proffering of effective AIDS medication at prices people of chronic poverty could 
afford would erode what capitalists might consider an acceptable return on investment.      
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Hell House 
 

For more than a century, putting the fear of an eternity consumed in flames has been the 

stock in trade of a movement that tends to regard the more moderate theology of mainstream 

Protestantism, never mind Catholicism, as little more than the devil in disguise. The Hell House 

ministry is an astutely updated and masterfully re-packaged version of good old-fashioned fire 

and brimstone revivalist preaching. It professes the love of an almighty God, even as it seems to 

delight in his inflexibility, mercilessness, and free-wheeling vengeance. Using the format of a 

haunted house, the Hell House ministry herds small groups of attendees at a time through several 

hellish scenes. Among the scenes depicted in the film are doing drugs at a rave, suicide, drunk 

driving, premarital sex, death from AIDS, and abortion. To underscore the theology of eternal 

damnation without repentance, “unsaved” fatalities are dragged away to hell by actors dressed in 

demon costume. Fortunately, church members turned salvation counselors await at the exit of 

Hell House, ready to show erstwhile Halloween revelers, now turned terrified kids, how to save 

the immortal soul many had not even realized they possessed, yet alone realized was a car crash 

away from eternal flames. 

 The rhetoric is effective, for it understands it has two audiences: a primary audience of 

potential attendees, the local unconverted; and a secondary audience of cynics, an audience 

greatly magnified by the exhibition of the documentary. To the first audience, to those who do 

not reject the concepts of heaven and hell, and who have participated in any of the activities 

designated by Trinity as sinful, fear is an excellent persuader, as the film documents. If the 

purpose of the church is to expand its local membership while creating new Christians, the Hell 

House ministry seems effective. Within the evangelical community, this perception seems to be 
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shared, for Hell Houses were staged by local churches – and even some traveling Hell House 

troupes – across North America.  

However, the piece is even more effective in communicating to its secondary audience, 

even if this purpose is not fully conscious or intended. Hell House ministries, to any observer not 

immediately implicated in a public of evangelicals or a world view of good versus evil, heaven 

versus hell are fully ridiculous spectacles. For instance, I saw Hell House at Cinema du Parc, a 

repertory three-screen Anglo bastion in the student ghetto adjacent Montreal’s McGill 

University, on a night when the theatre was nearly full. Although the documentary has been 

lauded by mainstream film critics for its sympathetic, non-judgmental portrayal of Trinity 

Church’s congregation members, many of the situations played amongst the cultural elite at du 

Parc with the hilarity of a mockumentary.  

When trying to explain why the current year’s version (the Hell House ministry 

originated at Trinity in 1990) includes a date rape/rave scene, the scene’s originator, a young 

male church member, talks about his pre-salvation experience at raves. Asked to name the drug 

that he claims to have seen firsthand being dispensed and consumed, he fumbles awkwardly 

before announcing, “I’m pretty sure its official name is the date rape drug.” Seldom have I heard 

a film audience laugh so uproariously. The audience continued to laugh; it was laughter not 

resulting from the skill of the director, but at the spectacle of bumpkin born-agains spooking 

each other in the dark. Who on earth could take such people seriously? 

There are several problems with the left’s dismissal of evangelicals.  Julia Lesage writes 

in an excellent cultural studies’ analysis of the American Christian right: 

In the university where I teach, my peers…cling to a now self-destructive ignorance about the 

Christian right, ignoring the way it strategically defunds their workplace, that is, public education, 

and having little understanding of the conservative right’s cultural agenda or its social base. For 
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me, looking at the Christian right is often like looking in a mirror because its participants choose 

to live within a politically resistant counterculture (295-6). 

 
Films like Hell House seem to allow leftist cultural scholars and practitioners, such as the du 

Parc intelligentsia, to rest easy in their assumption that smart and good people do not have 

anything to do with the right, much less the evangelical Christian right. This, then, is the great 

triumph of Hell House type rhetoric: it works as a kind of front. By engaging in rhetoric that 

appears to the intellectual and cultural mainstream as repulsive and bizarre, the evangelical 

church becomes easily dismissible.  

As Lesage predicted it would be, and as most observers of the vagaries of North 

American politics now understand, ignoring this church was a mistake. Lesage quotes 

fundamentalist organizer Ralph Reed crowing about the unanalyzed ease with which the 

Christian right has achieved its dominance: 

Few in Washington understand…“the parallel universe” in which religious conservatives live, 

where the radio and television programs reach more people every day than network newscasts and 

where pro-family organizations can mobilize the grassroots as effectively as the labor unions and 

civil rights movement did at their peak (298). 

 
The Bush administration, twice elected by a polarizing rhetoric that pitted the evangelical 

Christian against the liberal, has wrought more negative change in the world than, arguably, any 

other American government has. From foreign wars to the near elimination of health care, public 

education and public assistance, this self-professed Christian government has brought 

considerable misery to the masses – both within and outside its borders. What has materialized as 

global revulsion against the world created by the Bush administration has drastically shifted the 

audience to whom the evangelical church must compete for members. Hell House scare tactics 
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seem both cynical and simplistic. For many families, the hell in which they live, as a result of 

Bush administration’s policies, is much greater than stage make-up and crepe paper flames could 

ever hope to portray. After Iraq, after AIG, it’s not the AFTERlife that scares people. 

 However, there is no indication that the evangelical right wishes in any way to relinquish 

the political capital it has taken three decades to accumulate.  There are few historic examples of 

groups with power voluntarily forfeiting it out of some sense of collective guilt. The task then for 

the church is to devise a new message. As signaled by the Summit, the church’s purpose seems 

to be to protect its power base while devising an appeal to those outside its sphere of influence 

that assuages concern that it intends to continue wielding their considerable lobbyist acumen to 

further goals not always and not necessarily shared by the broader political sphere.  

What I intended to show with the 2007 Leadership Summit is that the new rhetorical 

message is one of love: love for the poor, love for the hungry, love for the sick and diseased, love 

for the planet. The evangelical Christian right has, again in this regard, begun to practice what 

both it, and the left, preached: love—love based on a Bitzerian exigence (Bitzer 1-4). It is love 

that is willing to restructure itself according to the constraints of a specific situation, so that it is 

better able to fashion a message that speaks to a specific audience. This message of love is 

precisely the sort of message many have demanded – even begged – the cultural left to inhabit 

before anyone else got there first. Apostolidis, for instance, writes: “Activists need to take stock 

of the desiccate condition of liberal-left popular culture and respond to Christian right pop 

culture by creative new narratives of social transformation” (20). Michael Warner suggests that 

“language that takes us outside the usual frame of reference, teaching us to see or think in new 

ways, can be a necessary means to a more just world” (135). Perhaps predictably, it’s not 

activists or the cultural elite who have listened.   
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Six years after I saw Hell House, it was the conservative evangelical church which had 

taken Warner’s advice. It was at the 2007 Leadership Summit that I heard the use of language far 

outside its usual frame of reference, (which, as its context in Warner indicates, is in the realm of 

the academic: theorists of counterpublics, readers of Deleuze & Guattari, activists and anarchists) 

in order to achieve goals of social justice. The evangelical church, not the left, had taken stock of 

the desiccate left like Apostolidis suggested—to claim the DIY core that was once the property 

of the left in order to rehydrate it with a different message. I would posit that of any 

counterpublic you could name, none has been as responsible for shifting its rhetorical approach 

in the manner theorized by cultural studies’ academics as evangelical Christians. I would posit 

also, that of any counterpublic you could name, none has less familiarity with this theory than 

evangelical Christians. 

The evangelical Christian right, on the evidence of the Summit, sensing an urgent need, has 

listened to critiques of it, has listened to anything and has returned with an emotional message—

self-shame, global love—that engages its critics while also giving it a purpose tailored for a 

specific exigence. Consider the rhetoric of the 12th Annual Leadership Summit. The theme, as I 

discuss below, throughout the summit is this: we were wrong; we acknowledge we were wrong; 

we want to change. A desire to apologize, or to seek forgiveness, is not, and should not be, 

interpreted as uniquely or primarily a cynical tactic of self-preservation. But a public call for 

forgiveness that foregrounds a leadership retreat that acts as a collective regrouping is a public 

and intentional shift in strategy and should be interpreted as such. Backdrop to a segment 

featuring an interview with Richard Curtis, the founder of Comic Relief and director of HBO’s 
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The Girl in the Café, played The Beatles “Love is All You Need.”7 Six years ago, this stuff 

happened only in Jimmy Carter’s imagination. Speaking of President Carter, he spoke also—the 

invited guest of the heirs of the same conservative right that voted him out of office in 1980.  

 
Onward Christian Generals 
 

The conservative right gained power in the United States through the fusion of big 

business and moral conservatism. The dismantling of the American welfare state, the dominance 

of corporate interests, has been made possible through the rhetoric of family values, and by 

blaming the ills of the world on sin. Things look grim because of sin. What does sin look like? 

Hell House shows us. Things would improve if non-Christians would just stop sinning so much. 

That it is paradoxical that this rhetoric facilitates an aggressively conservative political agenda 

that vastly reduces the quality of life of many of the evangelicals from whom it draws support, 

does not concern its leaders. Any party that works for it on its two key moral issues: illegalizing 

abortion and keeping homosexuality out of the political and cultural mainstream, has almost 

carte blanche to fill the rest of its platform with whatever sort of policies it pleases. Whatever ills 

unfold, the right has remained ready to place the blame for any economic decline on the left’s 

identity politics. As Anna Williams (1998) writes: 

Taking benign capitalism as one of its basic assumptions, this ideology must deny the harsh 

realities of the global marketplace and posit false causes for its many shortcomings (for example, 

unemployment among the white lower middle class is “caused” by affirmative action and not by 

the relocation of manufacturing to cheaper overseas labor markets) (281). 

 

                                                 
7 The Willow Creek Leadership 2007 Online Experience, the web site documenting the event, contains archived 
video and audio footage of many of the event’s featured speakers and entertainers, as well as comprehensive 
discussions about various topics, and supporting biblical references. 
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To evangelicals the “false cause” discussed by Williams is a big tent called “sin.”  Finance’s 

troubles, as 2009 and the global economic collapse have made clear, have causes in policy 

deregulation caused by a takeover of government by Wall Street (Taibbi). However, until the 

collapse, it was common to blame non-Christian discourses for disasters, both economic and 

natural. Capitalism was not to blame; capitalism practiced by Christians would produce 

measurably better results than capitalism practiced by secularists and humanists. That voice, the 

voice of James Dobson, remains powerful.8 Yet it is no longer dominant.9  

Those two concerns remain paramount. But they are no longer the only two issues. 

Presently, they are not even the priority issues. The crash of the economy, the dimensions of 

global hunger, the speed with which AIDS and other diseases spread, frustration over the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq have, for the present, eclipsed the customary social conservative agenda. In 

this current environment, furthering the vilification of pro-choice and pro gay-rights factions has 

not nearly the receptive audience, outside the church’s core base, it might otherwise have. The 

2007 Summit was conducted against a backdrop of inevitability: no one seemed to think 

seriously that the Republicans had a chance in 2008. The shift in rhetoric showed impeccable 

timing and political savvy.  

Even if we momentarily suspend consideration of the global cost of the Bush 

administration’s policies, the domestic economic consequences of getting their morality publicly 

naturalized and universalized are so steep that, increasingly, even the majority of their 

members—the North American middle classes—are made to feel the sting of a global capitalism 

whose expansion they once believed would save them. In such an environment, the church has a 

                                                 
8 See, for instance, Apostolidis for what remains the best discussion of Dobson’s successful vilification of non-
family values discourses. 
9 As the New York Times notes, the National Association of Evangelicals chastised Dobson and other leaders of the 
Christian right for opposing the group’s involvement in anti-global warming initiatives (Goodstein). 



Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 14

new rhetorical purpose. Sensing that it was about to embark into a political wilderness where the 

halls of power were no longer occupied by a majority sympathetic to its conservative moral 

agenda, the church  devised a new appeal. It portrayed itself now as a unifying force for love, a 

big tent where the voice of anyone is welcome.  

Bill Hybels, the pastor of Willow Creek Community Church, is a leading practitioner of 

this rhetoric shift.10 While Bill Hybels may not have quite the public profile of Rick Warren, 

Bono takes Hybels’ calls.11 Prior to the likes of Warren and Hybels, few were the number of 

conservative evangelical leaders willing to consider the voice of anyone not aligned precisely 

with them on their two key issues: opposition to gay marriage and opposition to legalized 

abortion. The approach has reversed itself: now the moderate evangelical leader works 

simultaneously to appease the conservative base and unsettle it. Consider, for instance, the 

speaker list for the Leadership Summit. It read like an Agatha Christie murder mystery dinner 

party: the Harvard dean, the Cambridge-educated motivational guru, the General, the C.E.O., the 

parson and the congressman.   

If Hell House showed Christians as feeble rubes, the Leadership Summit shows a much 

different depiction that confirms their place directly in the centre of the public sphere. These are 

sophisticated and urbane professionals. One of 19 Canadian sites to host the Summit, 

Saskatoon’s Lakeview Free Methodist Church, seats 700 in a sanctuary as modern as any 

cinema. The acoustics and lighting are peerless. Rising rows of individual seats are padded, 

comfortable and, in the more sharply staggered seats behind the main entrance, each is equipped 

                                                 
10 This does not mean to imply, that without him, no shift would have taken place. Such broad rhetorical shifts 
seldom have a temporal, spatial or individual point of origin. 
11 One might just as readily point to Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California. Like 
Hybels in Illinois, Warren is at the forefront of an interdenominational movement that champions AIDS elimination, 
global poverty, and ecological preservation. His book, The Purpose-Driven Church, has been on the New York 
Times bestseller list for some 174 weeks, give or take, and has been translated into 56 languages (On the 
phenomenon of Christian books topping the New York Times’ best seller list see Donadio’s 2004 essay). 
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with a cup holder. Elsewhere in the city, perhaps only the new multiplex downtown has 

amenities which could compete with the comfort and design of Lakeview, which opened in 

February of 2007. Once seated, the modern amenities of Lakeview recede.  

Indeed, once seated you see on the projection screen on stage that Lakeview is but a 

smaller scale model of Hybels’ Willow Creek Church. You see this in shots transmitted live by a 

production team so professional you get the sense that if they were asked to fill in for the Super 

Bowl halftime show all they would need would be a couple hours of prayer. Having seemed to 

identify as problematic to their future growth and present survival a stale liturgy, and their 

perception as fanatics or fusspots obsessed with hymnals and ritual, North American 

evangelicals modified their rhetoric. The change was swift, dramatic and effective. Evangelical 

churches embraced the instruments of contemporary popular music, the technology of the mass 

media and the casualness of the suburban mall. Entering an evangelical church no longer felt like 

entering foreign space; it, and everyone in it, felt entirely familiar.  

With the Democratic Party ascendant and the global mood for another internecine 

American feud over abortion and gay rights low, the American Christian right has wisely 

decided to engage in high profile, non-controversial action in collaboration with whoever wants 

to lend expertise or money or manpower. The church has too much invested in its successful 

presentation of itself as normal to jeopardize its gains by insisting on the maintenance of appeals 

such as Hell House. The rhetorical shift aspires to convince the audience of core change, even 

though it is merely cosmetic and calculated. A group whose theology holds as central the 

inerrancy of scripture and its permanence over time can, ultimately, engage only in changes of 

this variety. To change anything significant would be to change its central defining 

characteristic. Seen in this light, there is nothing inconsistent with the invited speakers. 
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The church mollifies would-be opponents with well-publicized collective engagement in 

enterprises so charitable and worthy that it is difficult to find traction on which to oppose them; 

in so doing, the church protects its power base by removing itself from public debate of 

contested topics. There is nothing insincere in this. It is an effective strategy for a group that 

claims nowhere to have relinquished its goal of the constitution of a theocracy in which 

outlawing abortion and gay rights would be merely the jewels of a crown that many, who 

currently join it as allies of convenience, would ultimately find quite thorny to wear.12 That, 

however, is not the principal objection to the core goals that the rhetoric shift masks successfully.  

Presently, there is no American political party that would uncouple moral conservatism 

from big business operating globally. As we have seen, the necessary consequence of pursuing 

moral conservatism by supporting the politics of global capitalism is the creation of misery 

through the logic of capitalism. The conditions it currently wishes to be seen fixing are the same 

conditions it wishes in the future to continue creating. Logically, a church that opposes the 

creation of the condition that its new rhetorical approach addresses, would oppose the root cause 

of these conditions: voracious global capitalism.  

The immediate goal of the new rhetoric is to offer a truce to prevent further erosion of 

political capital; its ultimate goal is therefore to transition through an era of reduced power by 

offering to its former and future political opponents an image of itself as collaborative and 

charitable until such a time as it may wield its power to return to political power those interests 

who will facilitate its actual goal: imposed morality through de facto theocracy. At such a time, 

                                                 
12 “An Evangelical Manifesto” makes no claim to speak for any organized body of evangelicals; however the 
authors of this manifesto, which was released in 2008, recommend a rhetorical shift very similar to the one 
described in this paper. This does not mean that all evangelicals advocate a less confrontational approach: 
particularly following the February 2009 resignation, there exists a perceived power vacuum on the right. None of 
the leaders or groups touted as potential Dobson replacements offers any significantly different cultural policy. The 
differences are entirely in rhetorical approach (see, for instance, Gilgoff).  
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there is no reason why it would not return to a rhetoric of fear and shame to convert those whose 

codes of personal morality conflict with their own. This is why the group is known as 

evangelical: it evangelizes. By definition, it cannot be true to its purpose by leaving well enough 

alone.  Listening to the speakers there was no sense that once shame and love had exhausted 

themselves as effective emotional appeals, the church wouldn’t revert back to fear and guilt once 

a new social and political climate suggested such a rhetorical strategy effective once again. 

The leaders they invite do not challenge these core beliefs at all. On the contrary, they 

seem carefully selected to reinforce them. Does the evangelical Christian right continue to blame 

much of the world’s ills on identity politics and liberalism?  Does it continue to equate social 

redistribution—even when it comes from other Christians (on the left)—with evil? A 

technologically sophisticated public with the cultural clout to get Bono and Jimmy Carter isn’t 

going to crack like a scared witness in the final five minutes of a Law and Order episode and 

give the whole thing away. But the answers to anyone listening are, respectively: an emphatic 

yes and a equivocating yes. 

Floyd H. Flake, U.S. congressman from New York from 1986 to 1997, cautions that 

government is not the answer. Marcus Buckingham, the Cambridge-educated motivational guru, 

instructs us to focus on our strengths, not our weaknesses. So does Michael Porter, professor at 

Harvard Business School.  

The general, Colin Powell, present through a pre-taped interview with Hybels, tells us a 

good boss keeps an open door policy, listens to subordinates, doesn’t hire ‘yes’ men, creates 

conditions of trust and leads ethically and honestly. You keep expecting him to turn to the 

camera any moment and say, “I hope you’re listening George.”  
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Jimmy Carter’s canned interview on Day Three goes down the least well of all. Hybels 

introduces the segment by explaining that he received many calls and e-mails from pastors 

threatening to boycott if Carter was included. This is the strange evangelical mindset revealed: 

The meek may inherit the earth, but until then, more warriors and tycoons please. Carter is 

affable and humble and wants to talk about peace. The followers of The Prince of Peace don’t 

seem interested. Do not return evil with evil. Blessed are the peacemakers. These are biblical 

messages that the pastors do not seem to want to hear. If AIDS and Africa are now acceptable 

evangelical causes, Christians united in their opposition to war, seems much too big a step.  

Both the opening and closing addresses are delivered by Hybels. Hybels is a handsome, 

earnest and likeable man. Tanned, in good slacks and good shirts, he looks like what he is: a 

powerful C.E.O. at a leadership retreat. It is not possible to doubt Hybels’ sincerity. This is a 

man who believes that he has a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and believes that the local 

church, working separately and in isolation, is the great source of hope for the world. He is aware 

of the church’s historic failings. He believes in peace. He believes in prayer. He believes we 

currently have the resources to meet the battle of AIDS and hunger square on and to not do so is 

sin. Hybels also believes in capitalism.  

Money and commerce and sales pitches are everywhere throughout The Leadership 

Summit. Everything is for sale here: CDs, children’s books, DVD curriculum, pay packages on 

“spiritual gift analysis” for download. Perhaps it is naive to criticize Willow Creek for its 

commercialism. We live in a world of commerce and churches throughout the world collect 

money from their members and adherents in the form of tithes and offerings. Willow Creek and 

Saskatoon’s Lakeview church use the money they acquire to build excellent facilities which 
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benefit their respective congregation and community. They also use the money they collect to 

fund programs that feed the hungry and house those without shelter.  

The affinity between capitalists and evangelists is, in some measure, logical. If capitalism 

is founded in the need for perpetual growth, so is evangelism. Until the second coming of Christ, 

evangelicals believe they are tasked with growing the church into all corners of the globe. 

Captains of industry possess skill sets that translate fluidly to such a project. This is the source of 

the Willow Creek Organization’s schizophrenia: as the economic crash has made abundantly 

clear to observers across the political spectrum, all that North American evangelicals aim to fix, 

the ideology of the political party that sheltered them has first caused.13 

This, then, is the frustration one feels with the evangelical church’s new rhetoric. It is 

designed effectively to reflect merited critique. The governments they elect enable the 

humanitarian crises they seek to repair by allowing the corporations they serve to neglect their 

humanitarian responsibility in pursuit of profit. A well-known example that the church itself does 

not contest: the AIDS crisis became a pandemic during the two decades North American 

evangelicals fought vociferously against increased AIDS funding on the grounds that it was a 

gay disease. As Stolberg notes, Bush’s 2003 announcement to increase AIDS funding to Africa 

to $15 billion over 5 years, struck many observers as a return to the concerns of Jimmy Carter, 

more than a continuance of pragmatic Reaganism. This is only partially so. Bush was able to get 

funding approved by giving the spending of much of it to evangelical groups who would counter 

the disease as part of their spiritual ministries. Stolberg writes: “But for a conservative 

Republican administration, any initiative involving AIDS is tricky business. A moral battle, by 

definition, involves notions of right and wrong. And the same ‘church folk’ who applaud Mr. 

                                                 
13 This seemed like a controversial claim when it was first written. The recent global economic downturn, subject of 
countless editorials and news articles, has confirmed without any reasonable equivocation, the veracity of these 
claims. The clearest (and most damning) analysis I’ve seen comes from Taibbi.   
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Bush's compassion may also find themselves uneasy when confronted with its details.” Attaching 

the money to Christians gets around this unease. Clinton was only able to raise global AIDS 

funding to $225 million. While funding was stalled by successive congresses unwilling to anger 

their conservative base, the profits of pharmaceutical companies soared from the exclusivity of 

their AIDS medicine patents. Now that AIDS has become a pandemic and the companies have 

made their money, evangelicals have helped to create the finest hour in which they now, by any 

standard, shine.  

It’s simple to respond to criticisms such as the ones offered above: better late than never; 

better something than nothing. Forgive us, Hybels says. We were wrong. How do you argue with 

that? 

Conclusion 

The North American evangelical church cannot be, nor should it be, expected to stop 

trying to grow. The propagation of a specific theology, and the moral code attendant to that 

theology, is its ethos and its purpose. The evangelical church will, likely, always want to inhabit 

the public sphere to oppose abortion and gay rights. In order to do so, there is no reason why it 

would not – and every reason why it would – revert back to the rhetoric of fear, should it assess 

the audience as susceptible to such an approach.  

There is little one can do against the rhetoric of future Hell Houses. Perhaps all you can 

do is to turn away—provided that turning away does not involve ignoring the political 

maneuverings in which the evangelical church has traditionally engaged. A rhetorician can only 

observe that a more effective and more permanent rhetorical strategy might be one that doesn’t 

work to conceal the evangelical church’s fulfillment of its core goals through parties whose 
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ideologies necessitate the enactment of economic policies that do so many things that the New 

Testament finds abhorrent.   

“I’m done just adding more stuff to my overstuffed life,” Hybels remarked after the 

Carter session. He talked about the need for resource redistribution. In Saskatchewan and in 

Illinois, the audience murmured and applauded. Are North American evangelical leaders waiting 

for the great leap forward? A public sophisticated enough to produce events like the 12th Annual 

Leadership Summit can ignore the conclusion to that question for only so long without re-

injuring the ethos the rhetorical shift this paper has discussed has done so much to rehabilitate.  

Coupling moral conservatism to big business is flawed logic for a group concerned also 

with sustaining the compassionate global relief in which it now engages. As long as the church 

supports the ideology of political parties who enforce economic systems that enrich the few and 

impoverish the many, that, in other words, continually create the conditions the evangelical 

church aims to improve, evangelicals will continue to operate from an ethos that anyone 

concerned with meaningful and sustained change must necessarily find suspect.  

The evangelical church has every right to operate in the public sphere in pursuit of 

morality consistent with its theology. Should it wish to devise a rhetorical strategy tailored for 

the evangelization of a much broader audience, working to permanently improve the lot of 

humankind and its environs, seems like a logical appeal which its current rhetoric of love would 

make very persuasive. Such a strategy would, however, require the rescinding of the political 

carte blanche currently offered to those parties which promise to support its goals of moral 

conservatism. Until that happens, the evangelical Christian’s right rhetorical strategy is, though 

very persuasive, literally, mere rhetoric.  It’s a rhetorical strategy that requires ignorance of the 

first act. Who would laud anyone for helping up the man he had just knocked to the ground?   
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Rhetorical Criticism, History and Theory and the Institutionalization 

of Community Service Learning in Higher Education 

Tania Smith 
University of Calgary 

 
“[R]eason itself especially induces me to think that wisdom without eloquence is but of 

little advantage to states, but that eloquence without wisdom is often most mischievous, 

and is never advantageous to them.” (Cicero, De Inventione I. i.)  

 

Rhetoricians have continually reminded the public that eloquence is a necessary and 

powerful instrument and that therefore practitioners of rhetoric should use their eloquence with a 

strong sense of social responsibility.  But what about those who study rhetoric? Are they also 

responsible for using their eloquence and knowledge of rhetoric in a way that provides 

“advantage” to states or institutions?  How can they—and should they—participate in, critique, 

theorize and guide their university’s responsible service to communities?   

The theme of the 13th biennial conference of the Rhetoric Society of America (RSA) in 

2008 was The Responsibilities of Rhetoric.  Their call for papers asked the general question 

“How can the study and practice of rhetoric contribute to social progress?” and specifically asked 

“can rhetorical pedagogies … protect civil liberties, sustain civic cooperation, and promote 

understanding and identification?” (“Conference Bulletin”).  These questions ask about the study 

of rhetoric, the practice of rhetoric, and rhetorical pedagogy, respectively, as modes of enacting 

social responsibility in our field of study and in society.  Taking up the third mode, rhetorical 

pedagogy, an increasing number of academics answer the question of how rhetoric could 

accomplish these aims by saying “service-learning.”  In this article, I explore what service-
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learning is, the challenges it presents to rhetoricians and institutions, and how rhetorical 

criticism, history and theory can responsibly engage with the movement.  

Community service-learning (CSL), or “service-learning,”1 is a movement in community-

university engagement (and K-12 education as well) that aims to integrate academic learning 

goals with the aims articulated by the RSA conference call.  Community service-learning is 

defined on the home page of the website of the Canadian Alliance for Community Service-

Learning (CACSL) as “an educational approach that integrates service in the community with 

intentional learning activities. Within effective CSL efforts, members of both educational 

institutions and community organizations work together toward outcomes that are mutually 

beneficial” (CACSL).  Community service-learning is a vision of civic cooperation in which 

teachers become active partners with the community, a vision of “students, educators and 

communities building partnerships to learn from each other while working together in innovative 

ways to strengthen individuals, communities, and society” (CACSL).  Understanding and 

identification among these three partners (students, educators and communities) is forged 

through the process of forming and enacting community service-learning partnerships.  Service-

learning participates in a larger movement toward “civic engagement,” which is defined by the 

American Psychological Association (APA) as “individual and collective actions designed to 

identify and address issues of public concern” (APA)  

Service-learning may also be beneficial to rhetorical studies.  In her essay “The Public 

Intellectual, Outreach, and Rhetoric Education,” Ellen Cushman suggests that we can enact our 

discipline’s sense of social responsibly through service-learning—through developing or 

teaching outreach courses:  “As rhetoric educators, public intellectuals can craft outreach courses 

                                                 
1 The longer term “community service-learning” is more often used in Canada to emphasize the importance of active 
community partnership and community benefit.  I will use the shorter term when discussing American publications, 
and use the longer term when I am emphasizing community or discussing the Canadian context. 
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as one way to engage multiple perspectives in knowledge making, as one way to enact Big 

Rhetoric” (181).  Cushman explains what “Big Rhetoric” is and how it relates to service-

learning:  “As a metatheory, Big Rhetoric uncovers the rhetorical (theoretical) and literate 

(techne) activities in knowledge production, seeking to ethically account for the social 

implications of academic thinking” (181).  In other words, service-learning can be a route for 

demonstrating just how “Big,” and how ethical and socially responsible, rhetorical studies can 

be.  I have integrated community service learning in some of my courses (not all) because I 

desire to provide students with direct contact with nonacademic audiences for their rhetoric, 

community-based rhetorical advisors, and an opportunity to use rhetorical theory to investigate 

complex social issues.  These benefits balance the extra effort necessary to plan and execute a 

class collaboratively with community partners.  Thomas Deans has authored a scholarly book 

(2000) that cites prior research articles as well as a textbook (2003) supporting service-learning 

pedagogy in rhetoric and composition.    

To briefly offer skeptics some support to the value of service-learning practice across 

disciplines, a significant body of research does demonstrate positive academic and social effects 

of service-learning pedagogy—when it is integrated well with the intellectual content of a 

course.  Organizations like the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning, established in 

1994, and the International Association for Research on Service-learning and Community 

Engagement, established in 2005, have increased the rigor of social and educational research in 

the field through conferences and publications. Clayton A. Hurd’s recent (2006) review article 

cites numerous studies attesting to its enhancement of various aspects of academic learning, 

student retention, teaching effectiveness, as well as its enhancement of students’ sense of civic 
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responsibility and active engagement with the community through subsequent volunteerism and 

activism.   

The service-learning movement in higher education has strong roots in national and state-

level American institutions that fund service-learning practice.  Although the roots of civic-

experiential education are ancient, in recent history the movement identified as “service-

learning” goes back to at least the mid-1980s in the United States. In contrast, the community 

service-learning movement in Canadian higher education became instituted as recently as the 

early 2000s, when the CACSL alliance and ten universities were funded with millions of dollars 

by the J. W. McConnell Family Foundation. Campus Compact, a national United States 

organization committed to fulfilling the civic purposes of higher education through service-

learning and other forms of civic engagement in higher education, reported in their 2006 

statistics that “Campus Compact membership has increased dramatically over the past two 

decades, originating with 4 member institutions in 1985 and increasing to 1045 in October 2006” 

(“Institutional Culture 2006”).  Members pledge to fulfill the mandate of Campus Compact and 

pay annual dues.  On participating campuses, there was “an average of 35 [service-learning] 

courses per campus” (“2006 Service Statistics”).  The rhetoric of this movement often persuades 

by statistical data demonstrating the momentum of institutions adopting service-learning, which 

it charts through yearly research on its member institutions in visual charts and figures such as 

those in Figure 1 below (“Institutional Culture 2006”).     
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In March and April 2009, United States president Barack Obama signed two bills which 

together increased higher education service-learning funding from 10 million to 12.3 million and 

invested seven million dollars into a “Campuses of Service” program and (Service-Learning 

United).  Given the increased momentum and transformational aims of the movement, it is 

becoming more difficult to dismiss as an educational fad.  The influence of these laws is likely to 

increase the quantity as well as shape the form of service-learning during Obama’s tenure, and 

other countries may follow this example.  A better understanding of the relevance of rhetorical 

studies to the service-learning movement may enable rhetoricians to begin to play a guiding and 

informative role in integrating and sustaining service-learning in higher education in a way that 

will be advantageous to society and the university, as well as demonstrate the social 

responsibility of rhetorical studies.    
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The Challenges Presented by Service-Learning Institutionalization 

The first two aspects of rhetoric named by the RSA’s call to responsibility—rhetorical 

scholarship and practice, largely function outside of our classrooms.  This is where service-

learning institutionalization rhetoric occurs, as instructors are persuaded by colleagues, 

administrators, students, and community organizations, or persuade them in turn.  In 1996, Ellen 

Cushman made a call to rhetoricians in her article “The Rhetorician as Agent of Social Change,” 

where she suggests that “we can empower people in our communities, establish networks of 

reciprocity with them, and create solidarity with them” through participating in scholarly 

activism as rhetoricians and rhetors (7).  Cushman calls for rhetoricians to consider and to value 

“community engaged” scholarship and action.  She explains that we can take action as 

rhetoricians:  the “rhetorician as agent of change” (7) is not a missionary who imposes her 

knowledge as an expert, but one who brings to bear rhetorical theory, criticism, and practice on 

“the literate activities that already take place in the community” (13).   

But indeed, how can we, and how should we, play the role of agent of change, if many of 

us work at universities where we feel socially mandated to take an objective, critical stance?  

Many academics, even rhetoricians who study the rhetoric of politics and of social movements, 

often feel a social responsibility to avoid political or social action within their roles.  Stanley 

Fish, dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the University of Chicago, articulates 

this objectivist stance in a Chronicle of Higher Education article in 2003.  He critiques the 

philosophy of education underlying a book titled Educating Citizens: Preparing America's 

Undergraduates for Lives of Moral and Civic Responsibility, a book which participates in the 

service-learning and civic engagement movement.  Fish claims that any campaign of moral or 

civic education distracts academics from their primary function: disciplinary education. He states 
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that “the emphasis on broader goals and especially on the therapeutic goal of ‘personal 

development’ can make it difficult to interest students in the disciplinary training it is our job to 

provide,” and he adds that “this has spectacularly been the case in the teaching of writing” where 

an emphasis on culture and personal development has meant that “few students have actually 

been taught to write.” 

Indeed, some rhetoricians may agree with Fish and say that that service-learning is not 

always necessary or well-integrated with a teacher’s proper role.  To a great degree, instructors 

must continue to teach rhetorical history, theory and coach people in the necessary skills of 

written and oral eloquence from a disinterested position because their cultural authority on one 

side of an issue may shut down inquiry and debate.  However, scholarly action provides a way to 

engage with the movement less directly.  There are suitable academic roles for those who wish to 

avoid the practical and political complexities of practicing service-learning in the classroom and 

community engagement in our service.  The service-learning movement is knocking on our 

office doors.  Colleagues and students and administrators are engaging in persuasive rhetoric that 

encourages some of us to admire or become a little more like Ellen Cushman.  There is a need 

for some of us (perhaps not all of us) to become active as engaged scholars of the service-

learning and civic engagement movement.  If rhetoricians are not responsible for guiding and 

analyzing how they as scholars, and their students, administrators, and local communities, 

engage responsibly in community service-learning, then who is?  

Universities and colleges and their local communities are experiencing major institutional 

transformations, and one of the most powerful opportunities for positive change, as well as for 

dangerous mismanagement of the university system, is found in the community service-learning 

movement.  The rhetorical processes that lead to the institutionalization of service-learning 
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within universities are complex and tied up with national, local, and institutional politics, as the 

following questions and observations demonstrate. Why is service-learning directed and 

managed in some institutions by academics in partnership with the community (University of 

Alberta), and in others by nonacademic staff (University of Calgary), and in others by an entirely 

community-based institution (Trent University)?  How does a service-learning office’s location 

and administrative leadership shape educational processes and community partnerships?  Why 

does institutionalization occur more slowly at some places?  For instance, not having received 

McConnell funding in the early 2000s, my own institution, the University of Calgary, a research 

university in a large urban center, developed service-learning in a local, ad-hoc manner and has 

only recently (2008) hired a “manager of community service-learning and civic engagement.”  

On the one hand, when service learning is funded externally, it brings status, coherence, 

intentionality and measurement to the movement and can strengthen the ethics and effectiveness 

of the practice, but on the other hand, it also creates additional ties to funders that must be 

maintained.  At the level of curriculum and teaching, service-learning implementation may also 

be non-standardized, as one teacher will teach a given course through service-learning while 

another will not.  The pedagogy is an ideological and professional approach that does not suit 

every teacher, and it is not appropriate for every course, and therefore, like research, it requires a 

degree of academic freedom balanced by appropriate peer review.  From the community 

perspective, if service-learning is not integrated wisely and ethically on the community side, it 

can overload a community partner with work that is possibly going to yield sub-standard results 

from some students.  There are also reasons to be cautious about the implications of the 

institutionalization of service learning.  While some aspects of community service learning may 
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be better supported (such as the aspects that support partnerships and linkages to research), other 

aspects could become more inefficient, regulated and bureaucratized.   

How does rhetoric play a role in shaping service-learning institutionalization into all 

these complex and varied forms within a single country?  This question leads naturally into a 

discussion of what other rhetorical scholars have recently had to say about the rhetoric of the 

community service-learning movement.  

 

Rhetoricians’ Analysis of Service-Learning Rhetoric 

Rhetorical scholars who have already begun to engage with service learning discourse 

have sometimes taken a celebratory, and sometimes a critical, stance.  In 2000 and 2002, Thomas 

Deans produced an overview of service learning in rhetoric and composition, followed by a 

textbook supplying a rhetoric and readings.  Some of the following rhetoricians provide a 

counterpoint to Deans’ ideal vision for service-learning in writing and rhetoric by pointing out 

the competing philosophies that service-learning can be used to heighten.  

H. Brooke Hessler (2000) in her analysis of service-learning rhetoric in the United States, 

applied the rhetorical theories of Richard Weaver by pointing out which words in the 

movement’s rhetoric function as “god terms” and “devil terms.” Richard Weaver, who wrote in 

the 1950s in the wake of the Second World War, cautioned rhetoricians to be careful about using 

“god terms” and “devil terms” because of their vague definition and propagandistic tendencies.  

Hessler points out that the key terms in American service-learning rhetoric are “citizenship” and 

“democracy,” which are rarely defined or challenged.  The devil terms used by service-learning 

advocates in their manifestos tend to be “customer” and “efficiency,” words that evoke a 

contrasting vision of the university as a corporation.  The term “accountability,” Hessler 
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explains, is used to negotiate between the democratic vision and the corporate vision.  These 

valuable critiques of service-learning discourse have been taken up by other rhetorical scholars 

such as J. Blake Scott, Cesar Ornatowski, Linn Bekins, and Brenton Faber.   

Cesar Ornatowski and Linn Bekins have called scholars in the field of technical 

communication (a field largely overlapping with rhetorical studies) to critically examine the 

rhetoric of service-learning.  Similar to Hessler, they argue that the term “community” in 

community service-learning, as well as in the technical communication discipline, is in danger of 

becoming a “‘god-term’ in the sense coined by Kenneth Burke, reified, ubiquitous, always 

positive, and ultimately unexamined” (253).2 In place of this simple, unexamined promotion of 

community, Ornatowski and Bekins propose “a symbolic/rhetorical perspective on community 

that offers a more realistic and useful framework for teaching one important civic aspect of 

technical communication: the role discourse plays in constructing communities” (253).  

Although Ornatowski and Bekins’ article is aimed at theorizing service-learning 

pedagogical communication, its discussion of the term “community” is equally applicable to 

public and administrative communication about service-learning. Drawing on the work of 

Anthony Cohen, the authors portray a notion of community as a symbolic construct: the 

boundaries between members and non-members are constructed through people’s words and 

actions; community membership is symbolized by the habitual patterns of thought and speech in 

which members engage. Based on Ornatowski and Bekins’ analysis, the public perception of the 

academic institution as a community, and the internal sense of belonging among service-learning 

practitioners, is also constructed and changed through discourse around specific issues. Any 

                                                 
2 Richard Weaver, whom Hessler cites as the source of “god terms” and “devil terms,” was directly influenced by 
rhetorician Kenneth Burke’s theory of “god terms” through a seminar of Kenneth Burke’s that he attended in 1949.  
See Johannesen’s investigation of Weaver’s use of Burke. 
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community-defining issue (such as employment preparation, research funding, and civic 

engagement) will result in different boundaries between who belongs and who does not.  

Ornatowski and Bekins demonstrate how a rhetorical artifact that bridges communities (such as 

professionals and the public) serves the needs of many communities but not all the needs of any 

single one of them. Through an ethical process of collaborative composition and revision that 

submits itself to this productive tension, it becomes civic rhetoric that effectively serves the 

public interest.   

In a 2004 article, J. Blake Scott, who co-authored with Melody Bowdon the textbook 

Service-learning in Professional and Technical Communication, also examines how service-

learning and a “cultural studies” approach (including rhetorical studies) can counterbalance the 

unhealthy elements of “hyperpragmatism” in technical communication education.  

Hyperpragmatism focuses on developing practical skill development for the workforce. If 

service-learning is integrated without a critical, cultural-studies (rhetorical) approach, it can 

easily slide into the same sort of emphasis on career development and practical outcomes for the 

community partner.  But when students are encouraged to think critically about their service 

through readings and reflection, they can learn to “produce effective and ethical discourse and … 

create more inclusive forms of power” (289).  Once again we see the importance of a rhetorical 

meta-analysis of the service-learning movement in enhancing the “responsibility of rhetoric” to 

society.   

These scholars demonstrate the usefulness of engaging as critics of service learning 

institutionalization.  Yet our discipline is also deeply rooted in rhetorical history, and indeed the 

history of educational philosophy.  How can rhetorical historians assist by providing further 

insight into the institutionalization of service-learning and civic engagement?   
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 Rhetorical History and Community Service-Learning 

Rhetorical historians are needed to investigate the similarity between the contemporary 

debates about ethics and goals of service learning in higher education and the ancient debates 

about the ethics and goals of rhetorical education and practice.  James M. Dubinsky has already 

pointed out in a brief section of an admirable article “Service-Learning as a Path to Virtue: The 

Ideal Orator in Professional Communication” many of the ways in which Classical rhetoricians 

promoted civic education.  Yet Dubinsky overlooks the various disagreements and differences 

among the rhetoricians and philosophers in relation to civic engagement.  The roots of the debate 

about civic education within rhetoric and philosophy have been explored in a recent book edited 

by Takis Poulakos and David Depew, Isocrates and Civic Education, that demonstrates how 

Plato and Isocrates “set forth rival but comparable programs for civic education” (11).   

An examination of the debate within ancient rhetoric will help to correct a widespread 

misunderstanding about the historical origins of the service-learning philosophy in higher 

education.  James Muir’s 2005 article, building on the work of rhetorical historians like 

Poulakos, has shown that much of our contemporary history of experiential learning (which 

service-learning scholarship continually draws upon) stops at John Dewey.  Not only do most of 

these histories ignore the centuries before Dewey, but Dewey himself falsely gave Plato credit 

for “educational ideas and practices that were actually originated and developed by Isocrates and 

his followers” (176).  This is more than a technical error of historical fact.  It is dangerous 

because it disconnects an educational practice from its roots in an appropriate educational 

philosophy, leading to confusion and contradiction about how ideas shape pedagogy and 

institutions.   
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I provide this section to roughly outline how an understanding of service-learning-like 

philosophies and activities in rhetorical history may offer rich insight into the analysis of 

contemporary service-learning discourse. Through this outline, rhetorical historians may be 

inspired to investigate further the similarities and differences between classical and 

contemporary rhetorical culture that shape civic education.  Scholarship in this area can 

demonstrate the responsibility of rhetorical history to generate deeper cultural and philosophical 

understanding of this educational movement and its debates.   

Contemporary service-learning theory can open our discussion of its relevance to ancient 

debates about civic education.  Joel Westheimer and Joseph Kahne have acknowledged that 

underlying beliefs differ widely among those who promote civic education and service-learning, 

and delineate three images of the “good citizen”: the “personally responsible citizen,” the 

“participatory citizen,” and “justice-oriented citizen.” Although the analogy is not exact, there 

are some general parallels between these three types of citizens and the types of characters that 

ancient schools of philosophy and rhetoric sought to form.  The “personally responsible citizen” 

described by Westheimer and Kahne, is one who “acts responsibly in his or her community by, 

for example, picking up litter, giving blood, recycling, obeying laws, and staying out of debt” 

(241).  Similarly, Plato’s school of philosophy predicated the innate, stable identity of the self 

and one’s connection to universal principles of goodness and truth as a precondition of wise 

action and good rhetoric. The students of Plato led a morally responsible but largely academic, 

contemplative life and were not orators, lawyers, or senators, but rather philosophers, like 

Aristotle.  Isocrates, on the other hand, taught that a virtuous civic identity need not be stable and 

is not merely personal, but was continually projected and constructed through one’s public 

speech and action. An ideal student of Isocrates would behave much like the second type, the 
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“participatory citizen” described by Westheimer and Kahne, engaging in active “participation in 

collective endeavours” through government and community-based organizations (242). While 

Plato’s method of civic education favored a monarchic state in which a philosopher would be 

king, Isocrates favored no particular political system (democracy, oligarchy, or monarchy) yet 

taught a life joining philosophical reflection and active devotion to the public good, according to 

rhetorical historians Poulakos and Depew.  

For Isocrates, a rhetorical education could only proceed by simultaneous civic service 

and academic learning—a familiar refrain in service-learning discourse.  Good teachers, 

according to the works of Isocrates, follow through from theory to application: First, they  

impart all the forms of discourse in which the mind expresses itself. Then, when they 

have made [students] familiar and thoroughly conversant with these lessons, they set 

them at exercises, habituate them to work, and require them to combine in practice the 

particular things which they have learned, in order that they may grasp them more firmly 

and bring their theories into closer touch with the occasions for applying them.  

(Antidosis 183-184) 

The educator may begin with theory and then go to “exercises” and realistic case studies, but the 

city of Athens itself provided the ultimate occasions for the completion of rhetorical education; 

for in Athens, Isocrates reasoned, “everyone obtains here that practical experience which more 

than any other thing imparts ability to speak” (Antidosis 296).  Application to real civic 

occasions, therefore, was not subsequent to graduation, but part of the educational strategy that 

“imparts” rhetorical skills under the guidance of the instructor.   

Isocrates explained why civic rhetorical practice was so powerful but its teaching so 

difficult: rhetoric is not “an art with hard and fast rules” but rather “a creative process” (Against 
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the Sophists 12). The theory being taught in such a school of civic rhetoric needed to be 

continually adapted to the situations of practical use, and this was only possible through the 

continuous dialogue between rhetorical theory and practice among students and teachers active 

in both realms. “In this process,” he reasons, “master and pupil each has his place … both have a 

part in the exercises of practical application” in which “the master must painstakingly direct his 

pupil” (Antidosis 188).  Humbly learning from the community was an important principle for 

Isocrates, for there one learns the arguments that empower a community to achieve its own 

highest ideals, rather than ideals imposed from above. 

In his Socratic self-defense, Antidosis, Isocrates called true philosophers those who 

“pursue and practice those studies which will enable us to govern wisely both our own 

households and the commonwealth,” and contrasted his school with teachers who “ignore our 

practical needs and delight in the mental juggling of the ancient sophists” (285). Isocrates called 

his system “philosophy” in order to distinguish it from the merely technical training in public 

speech offered by many Sophists.  He also distinguished training in rhetoric from purely 

academic knowledge like “astronomy and geometry” (264) that are merely a “gymnastic of the 

mind and a preparation for philosophy” (266).   

While the Sophistic rhetorical teachers, itinerant lecturers and speechwriters, were 

criticized by many for making the unjust appear just, Isocrates had a strong community-based 

ethical perspective. However, Isocrates would not commit himself so far as to inculcate a 

specific political orientation for a “justice-oriented citizen” described by Westheimer and Kahne.  

Isocrates repeatedly claimed that civic virtue could not be implanted through education and they 

were charlatans who claimed to do so. Although Isocrates himself held political commitments, 

he did not teach his students a particular approach to politics or to private virtue. Nevertheless, 
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he believed personal virtue and the public good could be enhanced by “an ambition to speak 

well” and a good rhetorical education grounded in the doxa (virtues and norms) of the local 

political community, because civic virtue was based on maintaining consistency between one’s 

public words and private character as one sought to defend the noblest causes for the advantage 

of the community (Poulakos & Depew 52). An ideal Isocratic rhetor learned to discover for 

himself the good and true by devoting himself to civic service in speech and action.  

However, Isocratic pedagogy had one weakness that undermined its ease of transmission: 

it lacked a techne or coherent set of principles that would apply to the crafting of persuasion 

across contexts. “It is not in the nature of man,” reasoned Isocrates, “to attain a science by the 

possession of which we can know positively what we should do or what we should say” 

(Antidosis 271). Isocrates’ rhetorical principles were so closely tied to the situations in which he 

and his students acted that he was very cautious about recommending one meta-theory that 

would transcend local contexts.  It was his conscious decision to invest rhetoric in people’s 

character and actions, not in an abstract technique, and to make it impossible for his form of 

rhetorical education to be separated from a practical apprenticeship. According to Haskins’ 

careful reading of Isocrates in comparison with Plato and Aristotle, Isocrates “argues for an 

inclusive and politically responsible discursive training (logon paideia) over and against the 

disembodied mastery of a techne,” “promotes discursive education as training in social action” 

and expects his students to “grow into public persons whose actions are worthy of poetic and 

political praise” (199, 204). 

In contrast with Isocrates, Plato’s school of rhetoric offered a more systematic and 

scientific approach to rhetoric. However, some elements of Plato’s approach are inconsistent 

with theories of community service and engagement that work toward the mutual exchange of 
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learning and collaboration between academy and community. Platonic public rhetoric (not 

Socratic dialectic, which was the mode of dialogic investigation used between teachers and 

students in the Academy) assumes that the good speaker has direct access to virtue and the 

knowledge of the truth, and that he removes his audience’s impediments to true perception 

through speech composed according to technical rules. A good Platonic rhetor will “classify the 

speeches and the souls and will adapt each to the other, showing the causes of the effects 

produced and why one kind of soul is necessarily persuaded by certain classes of speeches, and 

another is not” (Plato, Phaedrus 271b). Plato’s theories are attractive because of their scientific 

approach, but better suit a traditional academic-community relationship of a largely one-way 

flow of service, knowledge and public relations communication from the enlightened academic 

rhetor to the receptive and beloved (or resistant and ungrateful) audience. Platonic rhetorical 

theory requires some adaptation to suit an academy-community engagement program 

collaboratively and creatively led by students, faculty members, and community partners.  

Isocrates’ and Plato’s approaches were later elaborated by Aristotle and Cicero. 

Ciceronian rhetoric, largely based on the ideas of Isocrates, is an important perspective for 

service-learning institutionalization because it fortifies Isocrates’ educational intentions and 

processes with Aristotelian technical rhetoric. Aristotle’s rhetorical theory, the most coherently 

theorized of all ancient rhetorics, arose out of Plato’s school of philosophy in Athens. Aristotle’s 

On Rhetoric offers an excellent understanding of public leadership rhetoric adapted to the 

cultural and political context of ancient Athens. Aristotelian rhetoric has been fruitfully adapted 

to contemporary rhetorical situations, especially in modernist twentieth-century North America. 

In contrast, Cicero’s integrative, sustainable and holistic approach was useful for Renaissance 

humanists when they discovered in Cicero a theory and practice that helped them to unite their 



 

Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 
 

18

academic pursuits with various forms of oral and literate civic engagement. The Ciceronian 

approach to rhetoric was founded on the pedagogy and practice of Isocrates’ civically-engaged 

rhetor while it acknowledged the limited usefulness of explicit theories developed through 

scientific analysis of current civic rhetorical practice. Cicero also added his own teachings on 

civility, virtue, humor, and decorum and expanded the province of rhetoric to include literary, 

philosophical and conversational forms and topics, thereby acculturating Greek rhetoric to his 

Roman contemporaries’ image of the ideal citizen-orator. Cicero acknowledged the limitations of 

past rhetorical traditions and theories, but saw the power of combining and adapting them to 

serve the needs of his own political and cultural situation, including his personally difficult 

situations of political exile and subservience to the Caesars and Triumvirs after the fall of the 

democratic republic.  

Therefore, service-learning and some historical rhetoricians are strongly allied because 

they share a strong emphasis on forming responsible, ethical citizens who have the ability to 

discover how to use persuasion for good ends. Civic engagement and community service-

learning are forms of scholarship and pedagogy that are more consistent with Isocratic rhetorical 

education than with Platonic rhetorical education in terms of their theory, as well as their 

practice.   

As James Muir explains, the lesson we learn from educational and rhetorical history is 

that Isocrates’ approach, and not Plato’s, was sustained for more than twenty centuries.  Through 

Cicero and Quintilian’s works, Isocrates’ ideas influenced medieval universities and the 

European humanists and sustained the liberal arts as the core of higher education until the 

twentieth century.  In contrast, Plato’s and Aristotle’s works were not prominent for most of 

educational history in Western Europe, and when they were recovered in the fifteenth century, 
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they stirred up debate.  Platonic and Aristotelian thinking about truth, identity, communication 

fosters an abstract disciplinary purism and a technical approach to educational ends and means 

and can either produce resistance to service-learning in education (seen in Stanley Fish), or 

promote a version of service-learning that, while ethical in its intentions, is based on a 

hierarchical and technical philosophy, as discussed below.   

 

Rhetorical Theory and Service-learning Institutionalization  

It should be no surprise that as higher education has become such a powerful means of 

influence in our own culture, rhetorical theories should arise naturally within the realm of higher 

education policy and administration to explain how people persuade one another about service-

learning.  In the past decade, service-learning leaders have increasingly discussed the methods by 

which they can promote further institutionalization of service-learning within colleges and 

universities. At the same time that they provide “organizational” theories for higher education, 

they also theorize the “rhetoric” of civic engagement institutional change in higher education, 

often without naming it as such.  

Our role as rhetoricians can include not merely pointing out the “rhetorical” elements of 

service-learning institutionalization theories, but also putting them in dialogue with other 

rhetorical theories, such as the historical theories of civic education contributed by Plato, 

Isocrates, Aristotle, and Cicero, and then offering a productive recommendation or evaluation of 

a theory as a result.  This process may reveal important philosophical inconsistencies within, or 

ethical differences among, certain types of rhetorical approaches to community service-learning 

institutionalization.   
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First, we need to be clear what “rhetorical theory” is and what it does in order to 

distinguish when non-rhetoricians participate in it, and when card-carrying rhetoricians are in 

fact choosing to do something else.  “Rhetorical theory,” as defined by Gerard Hauser and 

thirteen other rhetorical scholars in 2003, “provides occasion for reflection about how language 

is used, particularly and universally, to constitute individuals and groups” and “can articulate and 

redemocratize practices and conditions for deliberation, pedagogy, and public work” (314). 

These theories need not be crafted by rhetoricians or rely on a set canon of rhetorical 

terminology such as ethos, pathos, logos, invention, arrangement, etc.  Like Isocrates’ rhetorical 

theory, it need not include detailed technical instructions or discussions of style and arrangement 

for the production of rhetoric.  Rather, by theorizing how service learning persuasion by 

instructors, presidents, and community organizations impact policies, choices, course outlines, 

they are doing what Carlnita P. Greene calls for:  “rhetorical theorists need to shift our focus to 

examining the structural effects of texts3 instead of primarily focusing on the functional, 

localized effects of texts” (Hauser et. al. 321).  Service-learning discourse aims for a structural 

transformation of higher education institutions.  Theorists examine the underlying philosophies 

behind service-learning rhetoric and examine their impacts on service-learning programs; based 

on this analysis, they may promote or recommend enhanced modes of engaging in service-

learning rhetoric.   

Brenton Faber, an interdisciplinary scholar of discourse and change with a background in 

rhetorical studies, has deployed his rhetorical expertise beyond merely critiquing the terms and 

power of the service-learning movement—he has theorized a rhetorical rationale and an 

organizational plan for the institutionalization of service-learning and community engagement in 

higher education. In the final chapter of his book Community Action and Organizational 
                                                 
3 Emphasis added. 
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Change: Image, Narrative, Identity, Faber helps readers understand how a rhetorical perspective, 

combined with theories from cultural studies, can enable action that promotes positive 

organizational and social change.  He builds an argument that culminates in recommendations 

for the public and academic promotion of service-learning and community-based action research. 

Faber cautions that the broad public benefits of community-based research in a higher education 

institution may go unnoticed while other discourses construct the public image of the institution, 

working against its own internal narratives of identity and social value. In his final chapter, he 

addresses the forces of change in higher education and academic research.  He argues that by 

making the community relevance of academic research more clear to a wide public readership, 

the institution constructs a community-centered public image consistent with its actual practices 

and internal identity. 

Faber contributes his rhetorical expertise to the progress of service-learning 

institutionalization by concluding with twelve specific recommendations that transform the roles 

of academics and administrators and the traditional uses of university finance.  They include: 

reduced teaching loads and paid sabbaticals for faculty who engage in service-learning and 

community based research, grants to help service-learning courses with their community 

projects, community leaders who plan meetings with faculty to discuss service learning curricula 

and service opportunities, and the appointment of civic workers and grassroots community 

leaders to university boards of directors.  In these innovations, Faber highlights the key role of 

faculty members and nonacademic organizational leaders as public communicators and does not 

even mention the external relations departments of academic institutions.   

Unlike recommendations of some institutionalization theorists discussed below, this 

promotion of direct dialogue partly circumvents some of the bureaucracy, and has a 
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democratizing effect on higher education public relations communication.  It takes some of the 

control of the university’s public image out of the management’s hands and places it in the hands 

of scholars, community partners, and students who establish partnerships directly.  It is through 

the direct communication between academics and nonacademic communities, the public voice 

and public ethos of researchers and by extension their institutions, that he hopes to promote 

through supportive institutional policies, creative rhetorical strategies, and joint publication 

venues.   

Service-learning institutionalization theorists who do not self-identify as rhetoricians 

have also contributed rhetorical theories for service-learning institutionalization that rhetoricians 

should acknowledge and analyze. This process has often been treated primarily as a matter of 

creating institutional structures and mechanisms such as tenure criteria and incentives for course 

development and faculty development, as in publications by Andrew Furco and Barbara Holland.  

It may seem controversial to consider the insights of a number of scholars across the disciplines 

to be contributions to service-learning rhetoric when they did not apparently intend their ideas to 

be considered as such a contribution. However, it is beneficial to acknowledge every contributor 

to rhetorical tradition regardless of their disciplinary perspective or the authors’ vocabulary. 

(After all, Isocrates is considered a rhetorician although he named his field “philosophy” and 

criticized the sophists). Bizzell and Herzberg include in their anthology of readings The 

Rhetorical Tradition selections from Mikhail Bakhtin, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida, 

explaining that although these thinkers “do not work in the rhetorical tradition, [they] 

nonetheless contribute to modern rhetorical theory through their important studies of language 

and its relation to knowledge” (14).   
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In discussions of institutionalization of service-learning, the measurement of the degree 

of institutional commitment to civic engagement is predicated largely on a content analysis of 

rhetorical artifacts and presumptions about their guiding influence: faculty testimonies, 

institutional policies, vision statements, and descriptions of programs and courses.  In their 

rubrics for diagnosis, institutionalization analysts have developed implicit theories about how 

language is involved in the spread of service-learning or can create obstacles to its spread. Such 

theories of effective and ethical institutional service-learning communication and its effects, as 

well as ineffective or unethical communication (or lack of communication) and its effects, have 

immediate implications for service-learning rhetorical practice.  Rhetoricians with a broad 

theoretical expertise in the connection between language and power can sharpen the focus of 

these theories.   

For example, Andrew Furco, a leading theorist of service-learning institutionalization, is 

one of the most well-known advisors of general communication strategies for the 

institutionalization of service-learning programs. He asserts that “a critical mass of faculty who 

support and promote the use of service-learning” is the most important factor for 

institutionalization. For this critical mass to develop, “faculty members at research institutions 

must be convinced that service-learning can enhance and advance their roles as researchers and 

scholars” (69). For this persuasion to happen at research universities where research is often 

valued more than teaching, “campus administrators need to promote service-learning as a 

philosophy rather than as a pedagogy” (70). By following the chain of desired effects to their 

causes in persuasive acts, Furco constructs a rhetorical theory about how institutional persuasion 

works by symbolically “tying” service-learning with institutional and scholarly norms and 

incentives.  The reasoning process and narrative examples he uses can be taken up by 
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practitioners to persuade faculty members and administrators.  In the drive to institutionalize 

service learning, the ultimate good end, many rhetorical means are recommended that adapt to 

each stakeholder type’s motivations, bringing them along a Platonic path to enlightenment and 

the ideal republic.  However, Furco’s rhetorical advice does not set limits on persuasion or 

institutionalization, does not establish the importance of listening to resistance and alternative 

points of view about service-learning, and does not invest the persuader with alternative paths to 

sustaining service-learning other than an organization-wide program of institutionalization 

involving central offices and policies within the academic structure.    

A theoretical analysis of a 2006 article in the Michigan Journal of Community Service-

Learning further brings to light the differences between Isocratic and Platonic theories of 

persuasion and the challenges and pitfalls of contemporary efforts to blend them. Kevin Kecskes 

intelligently brings cultural theories of Thompson et. al. to bear on community service-learning 

partnership management. In general, Kecskes is providing a good contribution by offering a 

theoretical perspective on the varied psychological characteristics and cultural assumptions of 

one’s audiences (not necessarily flawed) that may be helpful by providing rhetors with the 

practical wisdom they need for rhetorical success: “Understanding the inherent strengths and 

weaknesses of each cultural frame can help campus and/or community leaders determine how to 

most effectively approach a given public or private, personal, or professional partnership 

building endeavour” (14). Kecskes, despite the implicit denigration of rhetoric in his title, 

“Beyond the Rhetoric: Applying a Cultural Theory Lens to Community-Campus Partnership 

Development,” in actual practice recommends a more comprehensive rhetorical perspective in 

contrast to four partial rhetorical perspectives, three of which I characterize as vaguely neo-

Sophistic (Individualist), neo-Platonic (Hierarchist), and neo-Isocratic (Egalitarian). Borrowing 
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from cultural studies, the article applies the theory to a rhetorical problem and constructs a meta-

rhetorical theory similar to Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Book II, which goes into great detail about the 

psychology of audiences. However, although Kecskes recommends a hybrid egalitarian-

hierarchist view, many elements of his taxonomy lean toward the neo-Platonic. The 

contradictory neo-Platonic tendencies include an audience-stereotyping taxonomy that may 

convince its users they have an idealized objective knowledge of audiences, and reinforcement of 

hierarchical communication models of rhetorical success. He correctly characterizes most 

service-learning practitioners as egalitarian, but because the egalitarian view is merely one 

cultural frame among many, he says we need to “‘unlearn [this] belief system and work to build 

a new system in its place” (5, 14).  

Although Kecskes is right to criticize naïve egalitarian perspectives which “expect to 

find” audiences willing to engage in mutuality (9), a rhetoric that aims to construct egalitarian 

partnership forums need not be naïve, procedurally inefficient, nor impatient with dissent. 

Kecskes offers a helpful corrective to idealistic egalitarianism, but the correction leans too far in 

the direction of the hierarchical model than is necessary, and this leaning may be a result of 

addressing higher educational administrators who will likely favor the “technological transfer of 

expertise,” objectivity, and control as features of his taxonomy (10). 

Furco’s and Kecsckes’ recommendations for institutionalization, as well as those of other 

scholars, have contributed to an oft-cited Self-Assessment Tool for Service-Learning 

Sustainability developed by Community-Campus Partnerships for Health with the support of 

other major service-learning organizations. The instrument elicits information about the 

prominence of service-learning in institutional policy documents, clear definitions, the 

involvement of faculty and students, the quality of community partnerships, the existence of 
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coordinating offices, and measurement of numbers of staff, students and courses involved. While 

Furco and Kevin Kecskes take the approach of recommending rhetorical strategies to advance 

institutionalization that can then be measured qualitatively, quantitatively and by organizational 

structures, Dan W. Butin has  recommended a closer look at the ethics and implications of the 

theories and philosophies of service-learning institutionalization.   

Dan W. Butin cautions that “there may be a fundamental and unbridgeable gap between 

the rhetoric and reality of the aspirations of the present-day service-learning movement” 

(“Limits” 474).  In particular, Butin asks service-learning practitioners to be cautious about their 

rhetoric, which he sees as “nothing less than a grand narrative for higher-education-as-service-

learning, for it positions service-learning as a politics to transform higher education and society” 

(“Limits” 478). Such a vision, he says, is unrealistic and is based on unfounded assumptions 

about the ability and willingness of the primary audience (institutions of higher education) to be 

persuaded and transformed. Like Kecskes, Butin engages in a critical analysis of service-learning 

institutionalization, but his approach generates a more rhetorically viable theory of how it ought 

to be more effectively and ethically conducted. He offers a humble sense of the limits of 

persuasion. Obstacles include the difficulty of integrating service-learning into traditional 

science programs; the fact that the majority of people involved in service-learning have low 

institutional status; and the fact that there is no consequence for institutions who do not fully 

integrate service-learning. He also questions whether institutionalization is likely to achieve 

social justice, since larger factors than pedagogical methods may have more influence on the 

future of students’ civic engagement. Finally, if the service-learning movement desires, as Butin 

says, to “prevent itself from being questioned and critiqued once it has become part of the 
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academy,” such a future would be at the cost of shutting down the very sort of rhetorical 

discourse and debate which sustains academic communities (492).   

Most recently, Butin has critiqued the philosophy of the 2009 “Campuses of Service” 

initiative for being “deeply and distinctly campus-centric,” focusing on quantity of hours served 

and courses taught rather than quality and transformational change in the community, and 

privileging hierarchical concepts about who serves whom:  

In the end, it all too often becomes all about the faculty teaching, the privileged college 

students volunteering, and the colleges which get the attention from all this activity. … 

What we are basically seeing is the institutionalization of service-learning exactly in the 

wrong way as envisioned by the founders of the movement. (Butin, “Who Serves 

Whom?”)    

Instead of a vision that would see service-learning as a means to institutional prestige and an 

imperialistic model of service to the community, Butin’s works recommend a rhetorical future 

for service-learning—as an academic discipline that operates through perpetual self-critique and 

persuasion.  

Some of my colleagues who lead service-learning in Canada have confessed frustration 

with Dan Butin’s objections and his heretical agreement with some of Stanley Fish’s criticisms 

of service-learning as a partisan intrusion on higher education. However, Butin has done service-

learning a good service by being a voice of rhetorical prudence. Robert Hariman explores the 

“close relationship between prudence and rhetorical consciousness” (290): Although “in the 

modern era prudence has lost its close connection to rhetoric,” “[p]rudence, like the art of 

rhetoric, has a portability that allows application to groups, subcultures, institutions, and publics” 

(305). “Prudential thinking,” found in Dan Butin’s cautions about the idealistic vision of service-
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learning institutionalization, “is a mode of reflection on practical affairs that emphasizes 

attention to the limits of action  . . . one has to be aware of obstacles without, contradictions 

within, and unintended consequences across the board” (295). Hariman distinguishes prudence 

from “instrumental rationality” often espoused by corporate administrators. Instead of focusing 

on optimizing the effectiveness of a particular campaign, prudence focuses on how “natural 

limits might have been ignored, how seemingly natural limits might be artificial, and how some 

artificial limits ought to be imposed” (295). By recommending that service-learning “discipline” 

itself by giving birth to the discipline of Community Studies, Butin imposes artificial limits on 

the endeavour of institutionalization in order to preserve its revolutionary potential within the 

academic forum: “If service-learning cannot discipline itself, and if it cannot gain the 

professional and social legitimacy to control its own knowledge production, develop its own 

disciplinary boundaries and norms, and critique and further its own practices, it will be 

unsustainable as a transformative agent within higher education” (“Disciplining” 59).  According 

to Hariman, prudence occasionally makes apparent political compromises, “diminished 

commitments and often embarrassing maneuvers” in order to safeguard “the sustainability of the 

political system” (295).   

 

Conclusion  

The study of service-learning institutionalization discourse is more than a navel-gazing 

study of our own methods of teaching and learning.  It engages in “responsible” rhetoric that 

takes academic scholars beyond the classroom and breaks the academic bubble by considering 

the whole community as the setting for this rhetoric and transformation, and not just the 

academy.  It wrestles with the very question of the ethical responsibility of the campus to the 
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community, and conversely the community’s responsibility to influence campus life in an ethical 

manner.  The larger public contexts of service-learning rhetoric are extremely important to forge 

a more “socially responsible” rhetoric that looks beyond the interests of a program, department, 

discipline or institution.   

As Wayne Booth has recently argued in his manifesto The Rhetoric of Rhetoric: The 

Quest for Effective Communication, “rhetorical training [is] essential in learning not only how to 

protect against deception” (which Booth dubs “rhetrickery”),  “but also how to conduct argument 

that achieves trustworthy agreement and thus avoids the disasters of violence” (x). All academic 

institutions and their communities are in need of less “rhetrickery,” better rhetoric and more 

sensitive rhetorical understanding. “Knowledge and belief are products of persuasion, which 

seeks to make the arguable seem natural, to turn positions into premises—and it is rhetoric’s 

responsibility to reveal these ideological operations” (Bizzell & Herzberg 15). In our developed 

nations, higher education policy and administration is a high-stakes area of public policy, and 

service-learning practitioners are among many voices who seek to “make the arguable seem 

natural, [and] to turn positions into premises” (15) by embedding them into institutional policies 

and everyday institutional life. 

In this article, I have suggested some ways that service-learning rhetoricians may engage 

as scholars to promote effective and ethical service-learning rhetoric. Ellen Cushman has 

recommended joining with community rhetors in their persuasive acts, as well as practicing 

community service-learning in the classroom.  However, rhetoricians are not limited to these 

modes of engagement: they may also apply their knowledge of rhetorical criticism, history, and 

theory to community service-learning institutionalization.  I have demonstrated the benefits of 

rhetorical perspectives on service-learning by discussing contemporary rhetoricians’ principled 
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criticism and praise of the movement.  I have demonstrated how rhetorical historians can engage 

with service-learning discourse by inquiring into the debates and ideologies that structure civic 

engagement in historical and contemporary higher education.  Finally, I have revealed how 

recent publications about service-learning institutionalization theory and philosophy can be used 

to engage insightfully with the connection between power and language, providing cautions and 

recommendations for the overall conduct of institutionalization rhetoric.  

A rhetorical understanding of “community” in service-learning institutionalization, in the 

vein of Ornatowski and Bekins, Butin and Kecskes, should enable practitioners to live more 

comfortably in a space where continual persuasion and negotiation is necessary to maintain or 

transform community boundaries, and prevent them from idealizing a state of institutionalization 

in which no internal divisions or external resistance exist.  Given that institutionalization may 

move resources and attention away from other valuable activities or shift the boundaries of 

inclusion and exclusion, service-learning rhetoric should aim to do the least harm to academics 

and citizens who resist service-learning or those who will suffer from redirected resources. 

In the tradition of Isocrates and Cicero, contemporary rhetoricians can recommend not 

only immediate and local rhetorical guidance, but construct a sustainable, humble, gradual, 

collaborative vision for a democratic forum in higher education and society.  In this idealized 

rhetorical forum, service-learning advocates would be only persuasive one voice among many, 

but would not abandon their ideals. Instructors, students, community partners, or administrators 

may alternately or jointly play the role of the informer/persuader, and every participant would be 

more conscious of their need for rhetorical education and rhetorical ethics. Participation of the 

historically marginalized would be improved by the spread of rhetorical education beyond 

administrators and academics to students and community partners. Civic rhetorical education 
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would empower “students, communities, legislators” and members of the public to engage in 

adapting community service learning to their city and educational institutions, and to more 

confidently articulate their ideas to people with more financial, institutional, and cultural capital 

than themselves.  Conflicts between Platonic and Isocratic perspectives on education would be 

developed and explored, enabling leaders to create spaces for both types of pedagogy.  

Expanding the rhetorical forum and increasing rhetorical expertise would be a way of re-drawing 

the boundaries of the academic community.  Service-learning would thereby submit to 

disciplining itself into epistemic humility while training its voice to perform wise eloquence that 

articulates the relevance of higher education within public and academic forums. 
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Although Christian teaching insists that the moment of conversion is a rebirth into a new 

life, writers of evangelical histories sometimes find it necessary to contain the extent of the 

convert’s transformation.  These narratives necessarily address a dual audience, which has 

marked implications for an analysis of their rhetoric, since the audience is to be understood as 

part of what Kenneth Burke identifies in dramatistic terms as the Scene (Grammar xvii).  An 

internal audience whose conversion reifies the purpose of the discourse constrains the message in 

form and content; at the same time, the rhetor implicitly addresses an external audience, whose 

religious views and experience are necessarily distinct from the internal one, and with whom the 

rhetor establishes a distinct relationship.  This paper will examine how evangelical historians can 

deliberately leave the internal audience’s conversion incomplete, as part of a persuasive strategy 

directed at the external audience.  Moreover, following Burke’s principle that identification 

“implies division” (Rhetoric 45), the rhetor builds identification with the external audience by 

drawing attention to an imbalance of the Aristotelian appeals of ethos, logos, and pathos (Cf 

Aristotle 1.2) in the missionary discourse to which the internal audience responds.  

Two examples of such narratives, representing vastly different social and cultural 

circumstances, are to be found as episodes in the Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (The 

Ecclesiastical  History of the English Nation) written in 731 CE by the Northumbrian historian 

and hagiographer Bede, or Bæda, and in History of the Ojebway Indians; with especial reference 

to their conversion to Christianity, written by the Mississauga Anishnaabe (Ojibwe) missionary 



 

Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 2

Peter Jones (Kahkewaquonaby1), and published posthumously in 1861. These two texts may 

appear an unlikely match, on the surface of things.  Their composition is separated by more than 

a thousand years of history; their authors are separated by language, by cultural background, and 

by religious ideology.  Bede was an Anglo-Saxon in the literal sense, who wrote in the Latin of 

the mediaeval Church; Jones was the son of a Welsh-American land surveyor and a Mississauga 

woman.  Bede was a Benedictine monk, raised within the monastic and scholarly tradition of 

first-millenial Roman Christianity, while Jones, ultimately an ordained Methodist minister, was 

raised in Ojibwe traditionalism, learning English late in his childhood (Smith 41), and only as a 

young man embracing an American Methodism “marked by easy-to-understand and highly 

emotional services” (Smith 56).  While Bede’s reputation derives from his writings, Jones was 

also celebrated in his day as a speaker, especially in the popular genre of the sermon, the ideal 

composition of which was, as Penny Petrone puts it, “a typical blend of straightforward 

exposition and practical admonition, a mixture of spirituality and practicality expressed in 

balanced prose” (40).  Despite these obvious differences, there is a striking similarity in their 

agendas as evangelical historians.   

In both exempla to which my title refers, the authors ostensibly depict the decision to 

embrace Christianity as an enabling strategy for the convert who constitutes the internal 

audience.  Christianity liberates the individual from isolating taboos and practices, and permits 

him or her to enter more fully into the life of the society at large.  I would like to explore the 

construction of this stance in more detail, in terms of what it means to our understanding of the 

internal audience as a means of persuading the external audience.  To do so, it is necessary to 

compare first the role of the authorial, missionary ethos in the two texts' presentation of the 
                     
1Jones’ Ojibwe name translates roughly as “Sacred Feathers.”  NB: Ojibwe terms appearing in or 
relevant to Jones’ text appear in the orthography that Jones himself used.   
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missionary exigence, and then the structure of each narrative.  We will see how each writer 

constructs the nature of the Church's confrontation of traditionalism differently in terms of 

pathos.  At the same time, both concur in according primacy to logos in the crucial moment of 

conversion, an imbalance which is fundamental to each author’s appeals to the external audience. 

When comparing Bede and Jones' approach to the conversion process, it is important to 

stress the crucial differences between the social and cultural situations in which they were 

working.  If each one works on some level to accommodate aspects of traditional belief in the 

evangelical project, the non-identity of their respective traditions, both pre-Christian and 

Christian, is not to be ignored.  We know little of Germanic polytheism and must not assume that 

it operated on the same basis as Algonkian shamanism.  Bede, for his part, seems to have felt 

little inclination to play the role of ethnographer by inscribing the details of what he considered 

devil-worship into the permanent record of written history, and his near-total silence on the 

particulars of Anglo-Saxon religion is one of the reasons that we know next to nothing of pre-

Christian belief in England.  His silence addresses the external audience, and implicitly reassures 

them that they don’t need this data. Bede’s rhetoric here makes clear use of the enthymeme, or 

rhetorical syllogism, which, according to Aristotle, “must consist of few propositions, fewer 

often than those which make up the normal syllogism.  For if any of these propositions is a 

familiar fact, there is no need even to mention it; the hearer adds it himself” (1.2 ).  For Bede, the 

premises of his enthymeme are: The Historia Ecclesiastica preserves and transmits historical and 

doctrinal truth; “heathen” beliefs constitute false doctrine.  Therefore, Bede as historian cannot in 

good conscience include them in his work.  That Bede hardly needs to spell out these details 

attests to the extent to which he can rely on the reader to supply them.  At the same time, 

however, this suppression of the non-Christian side of the argument facilitates the triumph of 
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Christian logos appeals.    

 This effective silencing of the opposition may strike us today as a cynical act of 

propagandistic cardstacking, but we should bear in mind that the enthymeme imposes certain 

constraints on the rhetor who wishes to establish and maintain ethos.  If, as Aristotle puts in in 

the Rhetoric, it is “absolutely true where exact certainty is impossible and opinions are divided” 

that “we believe good men more fully and more readily than others” (1.2), then the rhetor’s good 

character is critical to the effectiveness of the enthymeme.  Moreover, if we accept the premise 

that Bede’s history is to be a permanent record of the truth, then he must suppress “falsehood” in 

order to maintain his ethos.  His practice accords with Aristotle’s later observation that “both the 

acquisition of good things and the removal of bad things must be good” and that “the acquisition 

of a greater in place of a lesser good, or of a lesser in place of a greater evil, is also good” (1.6). 

Bede’s hard line is therefore consistent with his message. 

Seth Lerer, in his book Literacy and Power in Anglo-Saxon Literature, casts Bede’s 

omission of such details in a slightly different rhetorical light.  Discussing Bede’s failure to 

provide the specifics of certain pagan magic spells in his account of the miraculous freeing of 

Imma in 5.22, Lerer writes that “Bede remains deliberately vague on the specifics of this magic 

not because he wishes to deny the details of forbidden craft, but rather because he needs only to 

evoke in the reader’s mind the impressions of a superstitious belief” (37).  While Lerer’s 

approach is not explicitly rhetorical, his attention to Bede’s religious purpose makes a rhetorical 

interpretation implicit, by focusing on the strategic nature of Bede’s omissions in addressing the 

external audience on a sound religious footing.  As Lerer puts it, “these charms do not survive 

within the story on the written page, nor should they live within the conscious memory of a 

Christian audience.  They exist, if they exist at all, purely in the world of rumor or of lore” (39).  
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Lerer’s interpretation modifies the enthymeme slightly, so that what here is a clearly suppressed 

premise is not allowed to rise to the status of a competing, albeit flawed logos; rather, as a 

rumour or impression of past superstition, the content which the reader may supply is likely to be 

at least partly emotional in nature. The Christian logos outweighs heathen pathos, as Bede’s 

Christian reader will assume.   

Peter Jones represents a different stance.  He was interested in what, as a Victorian, he 

might have considered "Indian antiquities"; moreover, being in the main a nineteenth-century 

rationalist (despite his views on shamanism, as we shall see), he felt able to take a cavalier tone 

with traditionalism, believing that its shortcomings would speak for themselves.  He 

characteristically concludes any description of traditional religious practice with a formula such 

as: "In this way the poor dark-minded Indian ignorantly worships the creatures of his own 

imagination" (84). He concludes that "in fact everything that strikes the dark untutored mind of 

the Indian with awe and astonishment becomes to him an object of dread and adoration" (85).  

Jones portrays traditional religion as operating exclusively through pathos; the “certain frame of 

mind” (Aristotle 1.2) to which it appeals here is one of fear and childlike wonder. We should 

note that here Jones clearly addresses a non-aboriginal audience, acknowledging an ethno-

cultural barrier between the internal and external audience which doesn’t exist in Bede. 

However, his vocabulary overtly signals an equally enthymematic rhetorical approach to the pre-

Christian condition to that which Bede communicates through his silence.  If anything, Jones’ 

use of enthymeme here is more implicitly rhetorical than Bede’s, in that Jones encodes 

assumptions about persuasion itself, which reflect conventional assumptions about a desirable 

balance of rhetorical appeals. We may identify the premises of Jones’ governing enthymeme in 

this regard as: a) traditional religion favours irrational, emotional response over a considered 
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acceptance of faith; b) Christianity invites belief on the basis of reasoned arguments in favour of 

faith.  Thus, the acceptance of Christian faith implicitly favours a more equal balance of appeals 

than does traditionalism.  Jones’ implied association of Christianity with the audience’s likely 

self-identification with reason stacks the cards against any consideration of possible merit in 

traditional religion as firmly as does Bede’s reticence. 

Using division to build identification with his own external audience, Jones sometimes 

mocks native spiritual beliefs by placing them in an economic context, in an example of Burke’s 

“perspective by incongruity” (Permanence and Change 69). For instance, he concludes the story 

of a miraculous escape in which a medicine bundle containing the skin of a saw-billed duck 

grants a canoe the speed and energy of that bird by stating that "surely this Indian deserved a 

patent for his wonderful propelling power, which would have superseded the use of the jarring 

and thumping steam-boats, now the wonder and admiration of the American Indian" (Jones 90).  

The implication is that, were traditional spiritual beliefs and practices valid, material benefits 

would surely flow from them, if only as evidence of some value beyond the pathos appeal of 

inducing wonder, in the manner of a stage magician.  It is worth noting that Jones tends to favour 

the word “performance” to describe shamanistic ritual (Cf 143-144). 

At the same time, Jones reproaches traditional shamans as much for their materialism as 

for their doctrine, stating that “the pow-wows are generally paid well for their performances, 

either by a gun, kettle, blanket, coat, or a gallon or two of whisky” (144).  He accuses the St. 

Clair River shaman of having “obtained most of his possessions by his pow-wowism of the sick” 

and states that 

when [whisky] is demanded and paid, the performance of the pow-wow is sure to be crowned by a drunken 

frolic, in which the doctor joins with his companions for a whole night, singing, yelling, and beating a 

drum, much to the annoyance of the afflicted person, whose sufferings are aggravated and his death 
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hastened by this barbarous custom. (144) 

Later scholars such as A. Irving Hallowell, writing in the early 1900s of the Berens River 

Saulteaux in Manitoba, argued that “it would be erroneous to speak of conjuring as it were a 

profession, that is to say, the occupation from which a person derives his living” (31).  For Jones, 

however, the “pow-wow” is simply a quack doctor who passes off his charlatanism under the 

guise of religion. 

Jones could also be extremely critical of the materialism of Euro-American society, 

however.  He once wrote: “Will not the blood of the red man be required at [the white man’s] 

hands, who, for paltry gain, has impaired the minds, corrupted the morals, and ruined the 

constitutions of a once hardy and numerous race?” (29)  He would almost certainly balk at using 

material gain as an incentive to spiritual improvement in direct contravention of Christ’s 

teachings on the subject, in addressing a non-Christian member of the internal audience; 

however, here he addresses the external audience, and in doing so, includes more than a hint that 

what Burke terms “congregation through segregation” (“The Rhetorical Situation” 268) can run 

both ways, by suggesting that the Euro-American public who constitute his book’s audience are 

likely to identify with this appeal, and therefore should be on their guard, lest they fall into the 

same trap.   

This attitude has a striking parallel in Bede’s Historia, where the chief priest, Coifi, 

rejects paganism partly on materialistic grounds.  He tells King Edwin: 

None of your subjects has been more devoted to the service of our gods than myself; yet there are many to 

whom you show greater favour, who receive greater honours, and who are more successful in all their 

undertakings.  Now, if the gods had any power, they would surely have favoured myself, who have been 

more zealous in their service.  Therefore, if on examination you perceive that these new teachings are better 

and more effectual, let us not hesitate to accept them. (Bede 2.13) 
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Here, one potential convert (Coifi) addresses another, Edwin, thus configuring the internal 

audience as Scene.  Their particular reception of the conversion message sends interpretive 

signals to the external audience. By depicting the pagan priest as both pragmatic and 

materialistic, Bede portrays him as doing the right thing for the wrong reason, accepting the truth 

while misunderstanding the larger moral and spiritual objectives of conversion.   Noting this 

problem, the audience is encouraged to perceive its own superior knowledge of Christian 

principles. Coifi emerges as a flawed rhetor, whose ethos is brought down by the materialism of 

his logos and the baseness of his pathos appeal to Edwin’s pragmatism and materialism; we have 

no sense that the “better and more effectual” nature of Christianity to which the priest refers 

involves any clear moral or ethical dimension, let alone a sense of Christian rebirth.  At the same 

time, as in Jones’ text, posing the issue of motivation demands that the audience question 

whether or not they are in fact better believers than Edwin’s cynical chief priest, favouring one 

appeal over another.   

Jones' desire to build identification with the external audience at the expense of the 

internal manifests itself in his attitudes towards other missionaries, especially Catholics.  

Although he praises the selflessness of Catholic missionaries, he argues that Catholic practice 

has too much in common psychologically with native ritualism to be an effective agent of 

conversion; he goes so far as to state that "I have never discovered any real difference between 

the Roman Catholic Indian and the pagan, except the wearing of crosses” (Jones 172).  Such 

incomplete conversion stands in contrast to the religious position Jones’ invites his larger 

audience to share with him.  As we shall see further below, his condemnation of the Catholic 

missionary appeal, which appears to Jones to favour implicitly the pathos of accommodation 

over the logos of the life-transforming gospel, also reveals a major difference between his text 
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and that of Bede in the construction of the internal audience as the scene of rhetorical action 

directed at the external audience.   

The central conflict here is with an evangelical strategy that Bede notes early in his 

history.  In Book I, Chapter 30 Bede records a letter sent by Pope Gregory to the missionary 

abbot Mellitus, in which the Pope advises Mellitus and his fellow missionary Augustine to 

accommodate non-Christian observance whenever possible.  Gregory advises the 

Christianization of existing shrines and temples, rather than their destruction, and the 

reorientation of "heathen" rites and sacrifices to Christian ends since “if the people are allowed 

some worldly pleasures in this way, they will more readily come to desire the joys of the spirit” 

(Bede 1.30). Gregory’s position has behind it the authority of St Augustine of Hippo’s approval 

in De Doctrina Christiania of “despoiling the Egyptians” (2.40.60) by assimilating the best of 

classical thought into a Christian framework, using a metaphor derived from Exodus 3:21-2.  

Moreover, the Pope’s rhetoric embraces pathos appeals; understanding the audience’s attachment 

to “worldly pleasures” allows the missionary to coax them “into a certain frame of mind” 

(Aristotle 1.2) in which they are more readily receptive to doctrine. 

Gregory can urge Mellitus to offset logos with pathos because he is overtly persuading 

the abbot towards effective rhetorical practice.  His discourse acknowledges both Mellitus’ 

potential unwillingness to accommodate pagan practice and the potential converts’ need to meet 

Christianity halfway.  By contrast, both Bede and Jones assume a reading audience for whom 

pathos is a potentially suspect worldly appeal, inferior to the eternal Christian logos.   

Jones’ description of the St Clair River shaman “singing, yelling, and beating a drum” as 

part of a drunken “frolic”  clearly deprives traditional ritual of logos, reducing it to a barbarous 

cacophony of raw sound, but even when he does accord structure and sense of shamanistic 
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practice, he does so in terms which evoke his Protestant distrust of ritual, describing the prayers 

learned by initiates into the medicine society (which Jones rather sarcastically labels “the 

faculty”), as “a vain repetition offered up to the master of life” (143). The term “vain repetition” 

echoes the preface of the 1549 Book of Common Prayer, although Jones as a Methodist  

had little respect for the Church of England, whose clergy among the Mohawks, he wrote in 1830, “have 

for a century past been in the habit of administering that holy ordinance to notorious drunkards, Sabbath 

breakers, and whoremongers.” (Smith 97)  

Jones’ condemnation of the permissiveness of the Anglican clergy operates at only a small 

remove from what Jones saw as the perversity of the Catholic missionaries who  

neglect to teach them [the Indians] the depravity of the human heart, and the necessity fo coming to Christ 

alone for pardon and mercy: in this way they make the Indians ten times more the children of the devil than 

they were before. (Smith 97) 

This “neglect” reminds us of Gregory’s instruction that Mellitus accommodate the Anglo-

Saxons’ attachment to “worldly pleasures,” and thereby makes clear the limits that Jones placed 

on such pathos appeals in the missionary project. 

Jones rejects this kind of accommodation in favour of direct engagement, due to his 

Protestant belief that "superstition" will reveal its own flaws if only one is allowed to look at it 

dispassionately; his un-Bedelike willingness to record traditional beliefs (Jones 83-104; 143-160 

passim) is founded on this assumption.   Accommodation merely confuses the issue by creating a 

grey area between pagan and Christian belief. Bede, on the other hand, accepts a Christian 

supernaturalism, as his loving attention to the miracles worked by saints attests.  Nevertheless, 

despite this difference in perception of the audience's response to accommodation, in the crucial 

conversion narratives that I wish to highlight, both writers subordinate supernatural power to a 

rhetoric in which pathos is subordinate to logos.  
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As Lerer has indicated, Bede does not credit Germanic traditionalists with arguments in 

favour of their beliefs.  Where rhetorical duelling appears, it is between true believers and 

heretics, like the Pelagians (Cf 1:17; 1:22), and not between Christian and heathen.  As a result 

we do not see in Bede the confrontation between the missionary and the traditionalist that occurs 

in certain of the Jesuit relations (Cf Thwaites 10:43-9), or even in Jones' History, where 

individuals such as the previously mentioned but unnamed St Clair River shaman described in 

chapter XII are compared to Elymas the sorcerer who, in Acts 13 (Cf Jones 144-5) was "full of 

subtlety and all mischief" (Acts 13:10) in his efforts to discredit and discourage the apostles.  As 

a matter of fact, although Bede records Gregory's method as doctrine, we do not really see it put 

into practice, although as a Protestant, Jones might argue that Bede's fondness for recording 

miracles is evidence of it.   

While learned argument carries the day for Christianity on the surface of things in 2.13 of 

the Historia Ecclestica, the previous chapter lays a supernatural foundation for the event.     

According to Bede, “the principal factor influencing the king [Edwin] to study and accept the 

truth of salvation was a heavenly vision which God in his mercy had once granted the king when 

he was an exile at the court of Redwald, king of the Angles” (2:12).  Significantly, Bede locates 

his account of the visitation of “a spirit” who advises Edwin and lays his hand on his head as a 

sign to watch for in between two instances of more mundane rhetorical persuasion, namely Pope 

Boniface’s letters to Edwin (2.10) and to his queen Ethelburga (2.11) and the deliberations 

involving the witenagemot and Paulinus (2.13).  Calling the vision “the principal factor” 

enhances the status of the pathos belonging to clearly supernatural religious experience; Bede 

clearly does not wish to subordinate such direct manifestations of divine power to mere debate.   

The Pope’s missives prime Edwin and the reader for the experience of the vision and its 
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confirmation when Paulinus lays his hands on Edwin’s head, at which “the king trembled and 

would have fallen at his feet.”  The emotion encoded in the response counterbalances Boniface’s 

intellectual arguments; Bede shows strong pathos accompanying solid logos.  Ethos follows 

immediately in chapter 13, when Edwin tells Paulinus “that it was his will as well as his duty to 

accept the Faith that Paulinus taught, but said that he must still discuss the matter with his 

principal advisors and friends.”   

Edwin’s personal conversion keeps the appeals in balance, but we should note that God 

has taken a direct hand in the process here.  When the conversion process shifts into a more 

worldly forum, the balance of the appeals shifts as well, so that the subsequent instances of 

conversion are markedly less perfect than that of the king.   

Rhetoric carries the day for Christ with Bede’s internal audience. The debate is located in 

a tradition of learned dispute familiar to Bede from his Latin education, and which had begun to 

make itself felt on the Old English tradition.  The principal speaker is the Chief Priest Coifi, who, 

as previously indicated, accepts Paulinus’ teachings on materialistic grounds.  Significantly, 

Coifi does not make the crucial metaphysical argument against pagan belief, which denies the 

heathen priest an opportunity to establish ethos as a man of insight.  Rather it is an anonymous 

advisor who frames Coifi's point in metaphysical terms: 

When we compare the present life of man on earth with that time of which we have no knowledge, it seems 

to me like the swift flight of a single sparrow through the banqueting hall where you are sitting at dinner on 

a winter's day with your thanes and counsellors.  In the midst there is a comforting fire to warm the hall; 

outside, the storms of winter rain or snow are raging.  This sparrow flies swiftly in through one door of the 

hall, and out through another.  While he is inside, he is safe from the winter storms; but after a few 

moments of comfort, he vanishes from sight into the wintry world from which he came.  Even so, man 

appears on earth for a little while; but of what went before this life or of what follows, we know nothing.  

Therefore, if this new teaching has brought any more certain knowledge, it seems only right that we should 
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follow it. (2.13) 

After the unnamed counsellor has made his speech, Paulinus offers a summary of Christian 

belief, after which Coifi “exclaime[s] ‘I have long realized that there is nothing in our way of 

worship; for the more diligently I sought after truth in our religion, the less I found.’” 

This passage is marked by a profound ambiguity regarding the nature of rhetoric. 

Christianity proves persuasive, and on the surface of things, in the critical rhetorical moment of 

public conversion ethos, logos, and pathos seem to be in perfect balance, as they were in Edwin’s 

individual experience.  The speaker's anonymity lends the metaphor the nature of a universal 

utterance, spoken from the heart of an Everyman-like figure who still has the dignity of rank; the 

metaphor's situation in a familiar natural and social environment constitutes a powerful pathos-

appeal, and the speaker can extract the message in simple, direct, unadorned fashion. And yet, 

Bede’s basic enthymeme regarding hearing the pagans out remains intact: Christianity has 

triumphed in debate over an anonymous man saying his culture has no argument to make, just as 

in 1.17 the “empty words” of the Pelagians are no match for “the venerable bishops [who] fed 

the torrents of their eloquence from the springs of the Apostles and the evangelists, confirming 

their own words from the word of God.”  Bede’s reader is never allowed to forget that in the end, 

the choice lies between the Christian logos, the “certain knowledge” of “this new teaching”, and 

its absence. The other rhetorical appeals are clearly subordinated to this assumption. 

 Bede’s deployment of Coifi's remarks before and after this crucial speech further 

emphasizes the limitations of the non-Christian perspective, as the priest has difficulty 

internalizing the counsellor’s message, despite its apparently sound rhetorical form.  Not only 

does the priest not show the kind of insight or rhetorical skill displayed by the counsellor, but the 

materialistic and selfish nature of his analysis undermines his ethos still further.  He is revealed 
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to have practised his traditional faith cynically, and to have lacked the integrity or intellect to 

have challenged the faith himself.  Nor is his limited nature irrelevant to Bede's construction of 

his liberation from the taboo and traditions of traditional faith.  While he is integrated into the 

male mainstream of his society with his weapons and stallion, his display of faith, although 

"inspired by the true God,” does not transcend a destructive mode; Bede does not show Coifi 

fully assimilated into Christian society, observing the ideals of the Christian priestly class.  

Significantly, while we see Coifi defiant, we do not see him repentant, penitent, or at worship.  

Thus, the convert is both enabled and contained at the same time.  He is freed from the burden of 

error, but Bede limits the external audience’s ability to accept the pagan authority figure as a 

model convert; he gains no moral authority. Bede’s narrative accords primacy to logos, as Coifi 

clearly needs to embrace the actual teachings of the church in order to transcend the worldliness 

of his rhetoric and establish an appropriate Christian ethos.  The reader who recognizes this fact 

is invited to stand with Bede apart from the convert, as more mature believers segregated from 

neophytes. 

Like Coifi, Jones' anonymous conjuror at Lake Simcoe also "does the right thing" in the 

long term; unlike his counterpart on the St Clair river, this traditionalist makes no apparent effort 

to attack the Methodist doctrine that Jones and his associates have brought to his community.  

Jones writes that, while preaching at Lake Simcoe in August of 1828: 

some of the Christian Indians informed me that a certain pagan pow-wow had intimated his intention of 

consulting his munedoos, to ascertain from them whether it was right for Indians to forsake the religion of 

their fathers, and take hold of the white man's religion.  I requested them to let me know when he would 

begin his performance, as I wished to go and hear him for myself. (Jones 150) 

Jones' first-person involvement represents a significant difference from Bede's historical 

narrative.  Nevertheless, the Methodist missionary's presentation of himself as an observer, 
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whose overt purpose for attending the shaking tent ceremony is to gather information, and not to 

provoke a confrontation with the shaman, seeks to reinforce Jones' ethos as a detached witness to 

truth, despite his obviously partisan stance. 

Jones and his companions approach the jeesuhkon, the shaman’s tent, and place 

themselves around it stealthily, "wishing to see and hear his performance without his knowing 

we were present" (151).  Unlike the shaking-tent ritual in which Alexander Henry the Elder 

participated in 1764 (Henry 167ff), or those which Irving Hallowell observed in the early 

twentieth century (Cf Hallowell 40), the ceremony seems intended to be carried out without an 

audience.  Nor does "the juggler" as Jones terms him, in keeping with standard missionary 

practice (Bishop Baraga, in his classic Dictionary of the Otchipwe Language, translates all 

terminology connected with “jeessakiwin” in terms of "Indian jugglery"), seem to report the 

results of his colloquy with the spirits to the community in any official capacity, thus 

emphasizing the isolation and mystery that Jones seeks to condemn in Ojibwe religion.  Even the 

use of the Ojibwe term to describe the tent keeps the artefact linguistically segregated from the 

Euro-American audience. 

The shaman chants and the "the jeesuhkon began to shake as if filled with wind ... on our 

approach we heard the muttering talk of one of the familiar spirits, in answer to questions he had 

put to him" (Jones 151).  Of the four spirits who speak, the first and third endorse conversion; the 

second condemns it, and the fourth predicts the death of one of the shaman's children, without 

obviously entering into the religious debate.  This final pronouncement's ambiguity in rhetorical 

terms is striking.  Jones does not mention it further, nor does the shaman mention it in his 

summary to Jones. The sense of tragedy and injustice of the prediction, to say nothing of its 

evocation of the harsh reality of life in the community, is perhaps best seen as a means of 
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situating the shaman's religious dilemma in terms of imminent crisis, although whether this 

pathos appeal originates with the shaman, his spirits, or with Jones is unverifiable from the data. 

Jones' own ethos as a non-confrontational voice of reason is further emphasized when he 

attempts to discourage a companion from "exorcizing" the familiars with prayer.  The 

companion, however, prays in a low voice that the Great Spirit have mercy on the conjuror, and 

the shaking and "muttering talk" stops "as if the evil spirits had all been put to flight" (151-2).  

The "juggler" guesses out loud that "the Christian Indians are praying" outside his wigwam, and 

then reinitiates the rite, causing the jeesuhkon "to shake as if it would fall to pieces".  One of the 

spirit voices exposes the presence of the Christians, whereupon the shaman comes out of the 

lodge to report that some of the spirits have recommended that he "ought to go and hear the 

missionaries for [himself]".     

Jones concludes the episode in terms that confirm the stance outlined above:  "I have now 

stated what came under my own observation in this one instance, and I leave the reader to form 

his own judgement as to the power by which these deluded Indians perform their incantations.  

This Indian, according to promise, attended worship the next day" (152).  In this conclusion, 

Jones simultaneously affirms his ethos as dispassionate observer, takes a non-coercive, agnostic 

position on supernatural phenomena, and expresses disapproval of traditionalism.  Once again, 

though, the structure of his presentation is more telling than the assertions.  The friend's decision 

to ignore Jones and terminate the ceremony through a whispered prayer demonstrates the 

supernatural superiority of Christianity without a) Jones having to set himself up as a literal 

dispeller of devils in a low-key wizard's duel which would smack of folktale or of Catholic 

hagiography, or b) undermining his project of gathering empirical evidence of how traditional 

conjuring worked.  The unnamed friend and the conjuror represent the internal audience who, 
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like Coifi in Bede, don’t yet see the larger picture; in this case, conversion is about finding the 

most powerful magic available.  Jones’ own ethos, however, seeks to build identification with 

the larger audience, by presenting the episode as at once a lively narrative, an ethnological 

account, and an exemplum demonstrating the spiritual authority of Christianity, balanced in its 

appeals in ways that are not possible in the appeal to the internal audience.    

The fact that Jones informs the reader of the shaman's faithful attendance at Christian 

worship the next day after presenting his conclusions is significant, especially since he does not 

go on to reveal whether the shaman became a thorough Christian.  Jones instead emphasizes that 

attending the meeting draws the traditionalist from his isolated pine-grove into a public forum, 

which is what Jones is seeking to do with regard to the whole issue of shamanism.  As Bede 

portrays Coifi as moving from the empty shell of prohibitive pagan ritual into participation in a 

larger sphere, so Jones' unnamed conjuror moves from solitary interaction with spirits who seek 

to tell him what to do, to a stance whereby he is in a position to gather his own evidence and 

make up his own mind.  For this reason, the shaman's reservation of his decision until after he 

has attended Christian service is crucial to Jones' deployment of this episode.  The conflicting 

voices in the tumultuous jeesuhkon can only restate the shaman's dilemma, with the spectre of 

death raised to add urgency to it.  That the shaman does not report the prediction of death to 

Jones and his companions perhaps suggests how isolating the religious experience of the ritual is 

to the practitioner.  The implications of whichever voice the shaman heeds will be played out in 

the community, in the world, not in the tent in the isolated grove.  The public nature of the 

meeting that the shaman will attend is implicitly held up as a more appropriate forum for such a 

decision; the world's problems must be solved in the world.  Moreover, the shaman's desire to 

listen to the missionaries suggests that he requires information; the spirits have only addressed 
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the problem in terms of pathos.  He must now gain access to the ethos and especially the logos of 

the Christian message.  In other words, he must approach the prayer meeting in the same spirit in 

which Jones has presented himself as approaching the conjuring ritual.  Jones' ethos, and the 

implied ethos of the external audience, is thus implicitly held up as a model. 

In the end, both Bede and Jones deploy an internal rhetorical audience of potential 

converts as the scene for the larger persuasive act of building relation with the external audience; 

moreover, that relation involves configuring the external audience as one capable of recognizing 

the imbalance in the appeals to the internal one.  In both texts, the ethos of the traditionalist 

target audience is problematized, although in Jones the shaman's self-presentation is almost 

totally eclipsed by ritual, and ultimately appears more as a lack or need, than as a discernible 

stance.  These limitations in ethos are used to create a contrast favourable to the rhetor’s 

construction of ethical identification with the external audience.  Similarly, both writers limit 

overt pathos appeals to direct address to the internal audience, where pathos is presented as 

appealing chiefly to the crass and weak sides of human nature, as Coifi's materialism and the 

elements of magic and performance in the conjuring ritual attest.  By contrast, both writers 

consistently foster rhetorical identification (in Kenneth Burke’s sense) with the external 

audience, implicitly prompting them to congregate around a more satisfying equilibrium of 

ethos, logos, and pathos in their religious discourse than is yet available to the new converts.   

Finally, both Bede and Jones depict the traditions which the internal audience is urged to 

abandon as devoid of logos, being based on the satisfaction of appetites and not on any 

substantial programme of spiritual improvement.  The appeal to the external audience, however, 

requires the reader to assume Christianity to be intellectually and rhetorically empowering, 

offering a shared vantage point from which writer and reader can analyse the new converts as a 
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rhetorical audience.  This identification of rhetor and external audience requires the containment 

of the internal audience, who can aspire only to an improved but unperfected spiritual and 

intellectual state. On one hand, the decision to convert is constructed as an enabling strategy in 

social and intellectual terms for the convert, who is invited to join the mainstream community.  

At the same time, paradoxically, the decision marginalizes the convert, who is realized as an 

individual in terms of personal limitation and individual insufficiency, and not of spiritual 

potential.  In the end, the rhetorical demands of enabling the broader audience require the 

circumscription of the transformational act at the centre of the conversion narrative.   
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Life on the Rock:  Island and Identity in Mary Walsh’s “A Hymn to Canada” 

Jennifer MacLennan 
University of Saskatchewan 

 

 Margaret Atwood’s celebrated construct of survival has long been accepted as a  

“unifying and informing symbol” (Atwood, “Survival” 31) of Canadian cultural discourse, 

particularly in its literary works, though not exclusively so (For example, a small sampling 

includes Adams; Craig; Newman; Clark; Lamont; Orchard; Richler; Weaver; Davies; Berton 

“Why We Act”; Desbarats; Rohmer; Herstein et al; Grant). Indeed, this concern with identity 

and cultural survival has been described as having “obsessed the media and the politicians and a 

great many ordinary, thinking Canadian people” (Woodcock 292). Satirist and social 

commentator Mary Walsh is no exception, as her 1993 Spry Lecture, “A Hymn to Canada,” 

explicitly demonstrates. With respect to its celebration of survival as a “realistic and even 

hopeful” Canadian symbol (5), this speech is a typical—perhaps even unremarkable—product of 

its cultural context.  

 However, to dismiss Walsh’s effort as simply one more example of the working out of 

the survival motif is surely to miss much of its meaning as a representative discourse in the 

search for Canadian identity. While it is true that the rhetoric of Canadian identity reveals a 

discourse of difference marked by a thematic preoccupation with images of resistance and 

survival, my contention is that discourses in this tradition exhibit a set of pervasive cultural 

patterns that include, but go well beyond, the notion of survival. Walsh’s speech, like other 

signal discourses in the tradition (including, but not limited to, Hurtig; Connors; Berton; 

Massey), depends for its effectiveness on its invocation of a cultural thread that can be traced 

through the distinctively Canadian artifacts of popular culture at least as far back as Don 
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Messer’s Islanders, a fixture on Canadian radio and then television until well into the 1970s. As 

I will show, the discursive tradition in which this speech participates anchors our understanding 

of Canadian identity in an “Island view of the world” that shapes how Canadians think and talk 

about what it means to be Canadian (MacLennan, as well as MacLennan and Moffatt). Indeed, 

whenever a conscious construction of identity is presented, it is encoded in expressions of 

regional, and in particular Island-like, qualities of singularity and resistance. 

 The Island sensibility can be seen in an identifiable pattern of related metaphors and 

commonplaces that permeate many of our popular texts, as well as in explicit identification with 

Island culture that is increasingly evident in Canadian popular discourse. It also helps to account 

for the popularity of such Island icons as musicians Don Messer, Stompin’ Tom Connors, Rita 

MacNeil, and the Rankins; writers Daniel MacIvor, Anne-Marie MacDonald, Wayne Johnston, 

and Hugh MacLennan; broadcasters and critics Linden MacIntyre, Rex Murphy, Nathan Cohen, 

and Danny Gallivan; and fictional characters like Anne of Green Gables, to name but a few of 

the influential Islanders who have helped to shape the Canadian cultural landscape.  

 One feature of the Island mythos is of course the inevitable motif of survival. But the 

pervasive mythos of the Island includes a number of other elements more complex and subtle 

than survival alone. For example, the Island as symbol necessarily also captures the conflation of 

place and identity that Northrop Frye counts so important to an understanding of the Canadian 

experience (Frye, “Hunted” 22), and embraces, as a central feature, the irony of the Island’s 

love-hate relationship to mainland culture. Further, much of our popular discourse marks itself as 

distinctively Canadian through its use of personal narrative as a form of rhetorical enactment, its 

transformation of the rhetor into a heroic “everyman” figure (MacLennan, “I Can’t” and “The 

Voice”), and its celebration of the outsider and orphan as “authentic” Canadian (MacLennan, 
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“Canadianizing,” Dull).  Finally, Island identification embraces the cultural “outsider,” a 

frequently comic folk figure marked by elements of ridicule, eccentricity, and heroic acts of 

resistance. Such structural and thematic patterns provide a focus for the enactment of cultural 

identification, and in these respects Walsh’s address is quintessentially Canadian. 

 More than anything else, of course, Islanders’ sense of identity is inescapably framed by 

the clearly-defined physical space they inhabit. Indeed, for an Islander, place and identity are one 

and the same. Walsh points out that it is precisely their fealty to “that God-forsaken barren 

beautiful rock” that has given Newfoundlanders a powerful cultural identity that “we’ve clung to 

. . .  as tenaciously as we’ve clung to that rock in the sea” (Walsh, “Hymn” 5). Within the 

framework of her speech, it is this territorial imperative that provides the model of cultural 

identification that Canadians are urged to embrace, and not for the first time. Northrop Frye, 

among others, recognized the extent to which the Canadian imagination has been founded on its 

attempts to come to terms with the landscape when he observed that, for Canadians, the question 

of “who am I?” is more accurately rendered as “where is here?”(Frye, “Hunted” 22).  For the 

Islander, however, the question of “where is here” simply does not arise. As Walsh notes, Frye’s 

questions “were never Newfoundland’s questions—we always knew who we were and where we 

were” (Walsh, “Hymn” 5). 

 As Frye explains, cultural identity is necessarily rooted in the local and regional, in a 

sense of place and belonging conceived on a smaller geographical scale than Canada’s enormous 

landmass (Frye, “Bush Garden” ii). Smaller, geographically separate, and culturally unique, the 

Island offers well-defined physical boundaries that help to maintain the sense of difference 

between “here” and “there” that John Fiske argues is essential to all cultural identification (24).  

Newfoundland novelist Wayne Johnston’s Joey Smallwood expresses this phenomenon 
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explicitly: “For an islander, there had to be natural limits, gaps, demarcations. . . .Between us 

and them and here and there, there had to be a gulf” (132).  

 If the key to establishing a strong sense of identity lies in this symbolic claiming of 

territory and strong sense of place, Canadians, spread as they are over an almost impossibly huge 

expanse of geography and under constant threat of cultural assimilation, are faced with an 

extraordinary challenge. Margaret Atwood captures the dilemma exactly when she describes 

Canada as having traditionally been, both geographically and metaphorically, “an unknown 

territory for the people who live in it” (Atwood, “Survival” 13); “I’m talking about Canada as a 

state of mind, as the space you inhabit not just with your body but with your head” (18). 

Conceptualizing Canadian culture in “Islandized” terms brings Canada’s “unknown territory” 

into a more manageable perspective, allowing us to lay claim to the strong sense of identification 

that distinguishes the Island.  

 Its geographic singularity makes the Island a natural pocket of resistance against the 

influences of the surrounding dominant culture, and therefore a natural vehicle of metaphorical 

identification for any group that must maintain a separate cultural identity within a larger, more 

powerful and pervasive surrounding culture. For a threatened culture with no such natural 

boundary, identification with the Island is one way to impose a division between “here”and 

“there,” and to maintain a strong and necessary sense of “us” amid the prevailing influence of 

“them.”As John Fiske explains, “all social allegiances have not only a sense of with whom but 

also of against whom: indeed, I would argue that the sense of oppositionality, the sense of 

difference, is more determinant [of identity] than [is a sense] of similarity” (24). 

 The reason for Canada’s powerful identification with an “Islandized” perspective is 

immediately obvious: culturally, at least, Canada is an Island, surrounded by a sea of American 
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influence. Few countries in the world have remained unmarked by American globalisation, but 

Canada’s situation is more precarious than most due to the combination of its geographic 

proximity to the cultural powerhouse of the US, and its smaller population and economic clout.  

As Pierre Trudeau famously noted, “Canadians should never underestimate the constant pressure 

on Canada which the mere presence of the United States has produced. . . . Living next to you is 

in some ways like sleeping with an elephant. No matter how friendly and even-tempered is the 

beast, if I can call it that, one is affected by every twitch and grunt” (“Address”). 

 The “Island view of the world” has about it some of the qualities of what Northrop Frye 

characterized as a “garrison” mentality (Frye, “Conclusion” 342).  However, Frye’s metaphor, 

implying as it does an immaturity that must be outgrown and ultimately cast off, fails to account 

for the continued shape of the Canadian cultural mindset. What we are seeing in Canadian 

preoccupations with survival is in my view not the garrison at all, but the more complex 

construct of the Island—a mature cultural mythos that captures Canada’s situation not only 

culturally, but economically, politically, and geographically. It is a situation that is unlikely to 

change as long as Canada exists as an independent country, since—like all Island communities—

it is inundated by influences from outside, including cultural products such as films, television 

programmes, and magazines, consumer and retail outlets, and fast food chains. Even in schools 

and universities, Canadian students read primarily from American textbooks that feature the 

naturalized values of American culture rather than those of their own (MacLennan, 

“Canadianizing”). Unfortunately, as many critics have observed, these material and cultural 

acquisitions frequently come at the expense of our own cultural expressions (for instance, 

Dorland; Brunt; Martin; Davies; Meisel; Francis; Berton, “Hollywood’s Canada”; Atwood, 

“Canadian-American”; Massey; Aird). 
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 Fear for the culture’s survival and a concomitant insistence on distinctiveness are 

inevitable products of such a situation (see Scowen; Stanford; MacGregor; Klein; Martin “We 

Always”; Simpson; Granatstein; Flaherty and Manning; Granatstein and Hillmer; Gwyn; 

Barber), and the Island is an inevitable metaphor for a culture so besieged. Far from 

“outgrowing” Canada’s Island mentality, Canadian popular culture continually reaffirms it 

through such phenomena as Rick Mercer’s “Talking to Americans” segments on This Hour Has 

22 Minutes (Mercer; Toth), the overt nationalism of Stompin’ Tom Connors (“What Other Folks 

Had to Say”), the exuberant celebration of Canadian Olympic gold in hockey at the 2001 

Olympics (Deacon, Sheppard, Levin), and Molson’s well known “I am Canadian” advertising 

campaign (Gill). These expressions and many more like them illustrate the power that an 

assertion of cultural difference still has to evoke strong emotion from the majority of 

Canadians—even when the source is a beer advertisement (MacGregor; Sokoloff; Flynn).  

  In addition to making the Island a natural symbol of survival and identification for a 

marginalised culture, its physical boundaries constitute a symbolic barrier that actually helps to 

preserve the unique values and experiences of the community. In her study of Cape Breton 

Island, for example, Carol Corbin echoes Walsh when she explains how such tangible 

boundaries function both geographically and conceptually to impose a sense of definition and to 

enable the culture to “retain its identity while being bombarded by media messages—primarily 

American media messages—produced by different cultures in distant places” (178). 

 As a “hymn” to Canadian culture, Walsh’s speech takes explicit note both of the extent of 

American influence and the inevitability of our resistance to it, and it invokes the Island as a 

source of cultural centredness and resistance. Walsh applauds the fact that, despite our being  “so 

endlessly bombarded by American culture and American images and American dreams and 
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American everything,” we continue to insist on our own distinctiveness: “still we come together 

and say, ‘But we’re Canadians,’ and we express ourselves as Canadians, and we continue to feel 

that that’s an important thing” (6). In fact, like the cultural theorist John Fiske, Walsh recognizes 

that it is our continuing pattern of resistance and opposition to the dominant culture of the U.S. 

that enables Canadian culture to exist at all, and that provides “the real reason, apparently, that 

there is an us” (4).  As Pierre Berton’s well-known formulation would have it, “we know who we 

are not even if we aren’t quite sure who we are; we are not American” (“Why We Act” 72).  

Continuing to resist American cultural bombardment is necessary and inevitable, and it is this 

resistance that has allowed us to become what Walsh describes as  “so inexorably ourselves that 

at this point I don’t really think we can become anything else” (“Hymn” 6). 

 Certainly a main feature of the “Island view of the world” is its resistance to “mainland” 

values that threaten to subsume it. The Islander embraces difference on both individual and 

community levels, and typically expresses that difference in a cultural “anti-language”—a mode 

of discourse that is “set up and used as [a] conscious alternative to the dominant or established 

discourse types” (Fairclough 91) The anti-language of the Island is one that emphasizes folk 

elements of ridicule, eccentricity, heroic acts of resistance, and survival against the odds—all 

elements familiar in popular discourses of Canadian identity, from editorial cartoons to Farley 

Mowat’s My Discovery of America to Walsh’s own eccentric characterizations on This Hour has 

22 Minutes. 

 However, the Island identity is more complex than a simple linear pattern of resistance 

suggests.  Island experience necessarily endorses a strong sense of cultural as well as geographic 

separateness, but the culture of resistance is not seamless. Even as Islanders take pride in 

celebrating their distinctiveness, they remain—however marginally and whether they like it or 
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not—members of the broader culture, to which they may still instinctively look for recognition 

and validation of their experience. This “recognition anxiety” makes the process of identity 

formation a complex and ironic one for Islanders. On one level, the inevitable rejection of Island 

values by “mainstream” culture, in the form of ignorance or outright repudiation, serves as an 

ironic confirmation of Island difference. As long as this rejection continues, Islanders can be sure 

that they have successfully resisted assimilation.  

 On another level, however, Islanders desire, even seem to crave, acknowledgement from 

mainland culture. Unfortunately, too often the price of acceptance is assimilation, a condition 

that Islanders themselves in turn reject. Thus, either response from the mainland—acceptance or 

rejection—serves to confirm the Islander’s sense of difference, and prompt further acts of 

resistance that reaffirm a sense of the Island’s separate identity. Thus, even as they resent the 

indifference of the “mainland,” Islanders read its repudiation of their culture as a form of 

validation.   

 This quintessential expression of such Island ambivalence in the Canadian mindset is 

evident, for instance, in the love-hate relationship with American culture so prevalent in 

Canadian media. As Pierre Berton explains, Canadians “admire Americans, but it’s a bit of a 

love-hate relationship.  We don’t like cosying up too closely” (“Why We Act” 5)—mostly 

because “we are in danger of being swamped by you” (71).  This sentiment is familiar enough to 

have been exploited by Canadian publishers in their campaign against US split-run magazines.  

“We Love Americans,” announced an advertisement that appeared in many Canadian magazines 

in 1999, “That doesn’t mean we want to be them” (Bill C-55 Working Group).  

 The pattern of seduction and repudiation evident in Island ambivalence results in a 

celebration of mainland displays of ignorance about Island ways—a prototype of the Canadian 
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fascination with tales of American ignorance of Canada (Wilson Smith; Fotheringham; “Identity 

in Crisis”; Smith; Garfield).  Thus, one of the features that marks Canadian popular culture as 

“Islandized” is the commonplace that has been described as “one of our longest-running jokes—

Americans’ lack of knowledge of their next-door neighbours” (Toth).  This obsession is 

frequently evident, for instance, in Canadian editorial cartoons, and has been exploited to 

hilarious effect in Rick Mercer’s wildly successful 22 Minutes sketch, “Talking to Americans” 

(Mercer 27). 

 Despite the validation of Island identity provided by mainstream rejection, however, the 

confident assertion of Island difference is routinely undermined by an accompanying fear that we 

may actually be inferior. That is, members of the marginalized culture may covertly doubt the 

legitimacy of their own cultural experience because it appears to be invalidated by more 

“genuine” experiences reported from outside.  Walsh speaks of growing up with the “feeling that 

the real world was taking place somewhere else, that the real things, the important things, were 

happening somewhere else, and that I was so far away from it that I might never partake of a real 

life” (“Hymn” 2). She attributes this experience in part to “reading books written exclusively by 

authors from Great Britain and the United States” (3) and to “TV . . . our constantly open 

window on the real world of Los Angeles and New York” (2). This Canadian sense of 

“alienation and . . . of not belonging in the real world” (3) is confirmed by both Margaret 

Atwood and Pierre Berton. Atwood observes that growing up Canadian meant that “history and 

culture were things that took place elsewhere, and if you saw them just outside the window you 

weren’t supposed to look” (Atwood Survival 18). The result of such cultural displacement, says 

Berton, is the distinctively Canadian habit “of seizing on the American model and believing it to 

be the only one” (Berton “Why We Act” 89), and in response judging our own culture inferior.  
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 Thus, despite the Island’s confident answers to the twin challenge of discovering “Who 

am I?”and “Where is here?” Walsh notes the ambivalence of its relationship to the mainstream 

culture of which it is also a part.  The result of such ambivalence is that Island identification is 

anything but simple, and is plagued not by the question of “where is here?” but by other, more 

perplexing questions: “Why is what we are considered to be so valueless?” and “why does where 

we are, so important to us, seem of no importance to anyone else?” (Walsh, “Hymn” 5). It is 

easy to extrapolate to Canadian culture in general, and especially to the “national inferiority 

complex,” a habit of mind that Walsh disdains:  “what is it,” she asks, “that makes us constantly 

think that we’re not as good as the other buddy next door?  Why are we so ashamed of what 

shaped us?”  

 Walsh’s speech, with its roots in Island authenticity, recognizes the dilemma, but also 

offers a solution of sorts to this Canadian preoccupation.  “Somehow or other,” she notes, 

“we’ve always thought that their [the American] vision was better . . . and that our vision was 

pedestrian in a way.” However, despite such fears, Walsh intends to demonstrate that the Island, 

and particularly Newfoundland, provides rich resources for claiming a well-defined identity. 

Ultimately, the goal of her speech is to teach us to see “our vision as real and their vision as 

bullshit” (6), to make us understand that “Canada is a strong country, with a strong sense of 

identity and that no matter how many TV stations come in from Detroit, or how many beam in 

from Bucharest or Paris, that Canada will continue to fight and struggle to be and express herself 

as who she is” (7). Thus, even as the Island as symbol dictates the ongoing necessity of cultural 

resistance and estrangement, it also offers a solution to our identity crisis that can be found by 

embracing our own resources of identification. It is an irony of the Island that the two are 

conflated. 
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 Ultimately, Walsh insists, a culture’s identity grows out of its unique experience, and 

need not—indeed cannot—simply mimic another. “If you talk about our culture, then that is our 

culture: we and the way we express ourselves and how we express ourselves, through everything 

we do, would be our culture” (“Hymn 9). In the end, it is our own experience that we must 

accept and validate, as Walsh’s own speech demonstrates in both content and pattern. Thus, she 

insists, “survival and the managing to get by and get through is in fact something that should be 

celebrated and hymns should be sung to” (6). 

 There can be little doubt that Walsh’s “Hymn to Canada” presents a conscious 

construction of Canadian identity that encodes the “Islandized” mythos in its conflation of 

geographic and cultural distinctiveness and in its overt resistance to mainland values. However, 

the “Island view of the world” is marked by a number of other features that show up in the 

popular discourses of the genre. For instance, it is strongly anecdotal, establishing and 

preserving its authenticity in stories that celebrate a sense of distinctiveness and tradition. The 

narrative inclination can easily be seen in such representative works as the award-winning Cape 

Breton’s Magazine and the books that grew out of it (Caplan), in works such as Corbin and 

Rolls’ The Centre of the World at the Edge of a Continent, and in popular works like the music 

of Stompin’ Tom Connors’ or the Men of the Deeps. 

 So strong is this yarn-spinning sensibility that discourses offering a conscious 

construction of Canadian identity are almost inevitably configured as personal narratives. 

Though anecdotal in form, such narratives serve a more sophisticated function than simple story-

telling. Instead, they are a kind of rhetorical enactment, a strategy by means of which the rhetor 

herself “incarnates the argument, is the proof of the truth of what is said” (Campbell and 

Jamieson 9).  Through this device, the rhetor’s individual experience is conflated with a broader 
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Canadian cultural reality; thus, what happens to the rhetor is a depiction in personalized terms of 

what is taking place in the culture at large. The rhetor is thereby transformed into a cultural 

“everyman” figure, whose experiences symbolize the Canadian journey to identity. 

 Rhetorical enactment has become something of a commonplace in representative 

discourses of Canadian identity, from Pierre Berton’s Why We Act Like Canadians to Stompin’ 

Tom Connors’ Before the Fame; from Margaret Atwood’s Survival and “Canadian-American 

Relations” (1982) to John Fraser’s “Who Cares?” (1987) and Margaret Laurence’s “A Place to 

Stand On” (1976)—to name only a few.  Like Walsh, these celebrated Canadian nationalists 

have become highly recognizable icons of Canadian identity, and thus almost inevitably “enact” 

the text of Canadian cultural difference.  

 As used within the discourses of this genre, rhetorical enactment involves more than 

personal anecdote and more than memoir; it also does more than simply offer the rhetor’s 

experiences as typical.  Instead, the rhetor speaks for Canada, as an embodiment of the country’s 

sensibility and values. Given the tradition in which she is working, as well as the nature of her 

celebrity in Canada, enactment is an almost inevitable strategy for Walsh, who for many 

Canadians—and most particularly for the Halifax audience of her Spry Lecture—symbolizes the 

very cultural ethos her discourse is designed to highlight.  The speech thus combines features of 

Island estrangement, displacement, and singularity not simply as external symbols but in the 

very person of Walsh herself. 

 As Walsh recounts her story of growing up, she establishes and personalizes the motif of 

estrangement from mainstream culture that marks the Islander’s world. Her experience, as 

presented in the speech, parallels the experience of Newfoundland as it moved from colony to 

province, and also mirrors the search for legitimacy that continues to characterize the Canadian 
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mindset. She is thus transformed into a representative figure—a knowing outsider, the Islander 

who is at once both a loyal nationalist and a cultural alien.  “While growing up, me, I, I felt 

alienated, and I often had the feeling that the real world was taking place somewhere else, that 

the real things, the important things, were happening somewhere else, and that I was so far away 

from it that I might never partake of a real life” (“Hymn” 2).  These “feelings of alienation” (3) 

are, as we have seen, characteristic of both the Island experience and the search for Canadian 

authenticity. They are also a product also of a personal reality that echoes the Islander’s sense of 

separateness—the estrangement of the symbolic orphan. 

 Walsh describes her childhood experience of being “raised by . . . two maiden aunts and 

invalided uncle” who lived in the upstairs of the house while “Mom, Dad, and the siblings lived 

in the basement and part of the first floor” (“Hymn” 2).  The orderly routine of life in the “lace-

curtain Irish section of the house” contrasts sharply with the “loud nightmarish quality” of 

downstairs, where “there was drinking, fornicating, fighting, yelling, screeching, furniture-

breaking . . . adultery, thieves, firebugs, police cars, Black Marias, fire trucks, china cabinets 

thrown over the stairs, teenage pregnancies, suicide attempts, unexplained deaths” (2). Despite 

its highly singular nature, the tale has a familiar shape: a Canadian shape, the shape of the Island 

experience. As well, even this scene is something of a Canadian set piece, echoing similar 

depictions in the Canadian gothic tradition, as well as in Stompin’ Tom’s autobiography Before 

the Fame, in which extreme suffering and deprivation permeate the first half of the book. (Other 

examples include MacIvor; Moyle; MacDonald; Munro Who and Lives; Laurence The Diviners). 

 Walsh clearly intends her tale as an allegory for the Canadian experience.  Though she 

speaks about her own childhood, she insists that the sense of alienation she describes is not 

merely personal. Instead, she attributes her sense of “dis-ease . . . [to] other factors,” including 
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colonialism, the producer of “unanchored souls . . . who felt that their here was just an inferior 

version of somebody else’s there” (“Hymn” 3). Throughout the narrative, she conflates the 

personal with the political and cultural, and captures the irony at the core of Canadian identity, 

an irony reflective of the Island sensibility in which community and singularity, belonging and 

estrangement, are one and the same.  It is this irony that helps to authenticate her as 

quintessential Canadian figure—a knowing outsider, the Islander who is at once both a loyal 

nationalist and a cultural alien.  

I seem to be in the midst here of what I can only describe as a hymn to Canada—

which is ironic, I suppose, because I learned at my mother’s knee . . . a great 

resentment for Canada and all things Canadian. . . . Almost 50 percent of the 

people in Newfoundland, and I wager all the people in St. John’s, voted against 

confederation with Canada. . . . We went from being England’s doormat to being 

Canada’s laughingstock.  I was born in 1952, and during my childhood anti-

confederation feelings ran very high.  There was no end to complaining about the 

shoddiness of Canadian goods, the dour and cheap nature of the Canadian heart 

(4). 

 How does someone raised in such a context transform herself into a Canadian icon 

widely embraced as a representative of the culture? It seems that it is her very experience as an 

Islander that transforms Walsh into and authenticates her as a spokesperson for Canadian 

identity. As orphan, as Newfoundlander, as Canadian, Walsh is the quintessential outsider who 

gives us insight into the meaning of our own experiences. The irony inherent in the outsider’s 

relationship to the community, and in the Islander’s relationship with “mainland” culture, creates 

what Kenneth Burke calls “perspective by incongruity”—the throwing of things into relief by 
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placing them into an unexpected context (Burke 308-311).  

 The perspective of the quintessential outsider who is doubly an Islander is definitely one-

down: “I was glad to be down here looking up.  I guess that’s some position I’m used to or 

something” (“Hymn” 1).  However, it is this point of view that lends her the authority of 

distance, while at the same time authenticating her as a member, by choice, of the culture she 

comments upon. The Newfoundlander, who has always been the butt of Canadian jokes but who 

has nevertheless established and maintained a tenacious sense of identity, provides us a view of 

Canada that we rarely see; we are too used to playing one-down to the Americans, to comparing 

ourselves, as Margaret Atwood reminds us, “ to the wrong thing” (“Canadian-American” 383). 

For this reason, Walsh can consider the much-discussed question of Canadian identity from what 

is, for most of us, a fresh perspective: 

When I began to tour Canada with Codco I was always surprised at Canada’s 

insecurity about its identity.  Canadians all across the country seemed to be so 

obviously and so recognizably what they were, Canadians, and they seemed to 

share many things and have many commonly held beliefs, one of them being an 

overwhelming certainty that they were all a lot better than us, or so I thought at 

the time.  So as Newfoundlander I’ve never fully understood Canada’s struggle to 

forge an identity. (“Hymn” 5) 

 Walsh explains that despite Newfoundland’s “one-down” position in the larger culture, 

the Island has important lessons to offer a country that has spent “the last hundred years or so . . . 

[in a] search for a Canadian identity” (3). She celebrates Newfoundland’s determination in 

“hanging on against all odds” (5) as a model that Canada should emulate.  For all its challenges, 

despite feeling “inferior, left behind, inept, incapable” in the eyes of mainlanders, 
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Newfoundlanders had a security about their identity that meant they “always knew who we were 

and where we were” (5).  As a result, given the parallels between province and country, 

Canada’s “insecurity about its identity” is something, says Walsh, that “as a Newfoundlander 

I’ve never fully understood” (4).  

 As a Newfoundlander, Walsh also finds satisfaction in the ironic fact that a culture once 

laughed at as inferior has come to be embraced as the quintessential voice of Canadian 

resistance. “I mean, in the early seventies you could make a whole elevator of people from 

Toronto fall down laughing because you said you were from Newfoundland . . . . I used to find it 

embittering beyond belief that people had that idea about Newfoundland” (7).   However, over 

her lifetime—in fact, conflated with her experience—Newfoundland has been transmuted into 

the source of many of the most powerful voices of Canadian culture—Walsh herself, along with 

the rest of the Codco and 22 Minutes troupes; CBC commentator and pundit Rex Murphy;  Rick 

Mercer; novelist Wayne Johnston; and more.  The satisfaction she derives from this irony is 

precisely the same sort of satisfaction that Canadians derive from discovering that UN rankings 

have repeatedly listed Canada—not the United States—as the best place to live in the world 

(“Facts on Canada”).  

 There is no small irony also in the fact that people once disdainful of all things Canadian 

have been transformed into representative Canadian nationalists.  Walsh describes how, in the 

years following Newfoundland’s entry into Confederation in 1949, “anti-confederation feelings 

ran very high.  There was no end to complaining about the shoddiness of Canadian goods, the 

dour and cheap nature of the Canadian heart” (“Hymn” 4). Now, she and her compatriots are the 

source of many of our best-loved jokes on ourselves and on the “mainstream” American culture 

that disdains us. 
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 The ironies of Island identity help to explain, in part, both the origins and the appeal of 

the eccentric folk characterizations for which Walsh is best known.  The Island’s resistance to 

mainland influences traditionally produces a kind of exaggerated eccentricity in parodic folk 

“characters” whose role is to challenge the values of the surrounding dominant culture through a 

mix of outrageousness, ridicule, and eccentricity. Walsh’s comedic acts of resistance are familiar 

to millions of Canadians from both Codco and This Hour has 22 Minutes, and have indeed 

transformed her into exactly such a heroic figure, known for her “perceptive shrewdness” about 

her own culture (Sinclair 1). As doughnut-eating anti-American nationalist Connie Bloor, who 

subjects cut-out paper effigies of American politicians and celebrities to a variety of indignities, 

Walsh provides comedic relief to Canadians who are otherwise powerless to challenge American 

policies affecting Canada’s economic, political, or military position in North America and the 

world.  In the guise of political activist and “Princess Warrior” Marg Delahunty, she takes on 

Canada’s political heavyweights, from the premier of Ontario to the federal finance minister to 

the prime minister himself, and once told Alberta premier Ralph Klein to “put a cork in it” 

(“Marg”).  In 2003, her mock run for the Liberal leadership in character as Marg, Princess 

Warrior, garnered wide support among Canadians hungry for some variety in the political 

landscape. In character as the crudely belligerent but politically sharp Dakey Dunn, Walsh has 

confronted social and political issues from Ralph Klein’s drunken foray into a homeless shelter 

to George Bush’s war on Iraq, and even publicly berated Canada’s Foreign Affairs Minister over 

Canada’s ongoing role in North America of “playing ‘bum boy’ to the Americans” (“Dakey”).  

 These and more of Walsh’s eccentric characters are positioned overtly as spokepersons 

for Canadian cultural and political identity. Through them, and through the very Island resistance 

that they represent, Walsh has, ironically, achieved what all Islanders seem to seek: validation of 



Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 18

their cultural authenticity through the recognition bestowed on them by the mainland. 

 As Walsh recounts in her lecture, her having “spent twenty-three of the forty-one years of 

my life speaking in the voices of a seemingly endless series of loud, opinionated old bags” 

(“Hymn” 1) has made this figure of the eccentric folk hero second nature to her.  These figures, 

as products of what Lister Sinclair calls her “outspoken perceptive shrewdness” and “certifiable 

comic genius” (1) have helped to transform Walsh into a Canadian icon.  “I could prattle on 

forever as one of the series of Margs I’ve been playing over the years,” she tells us. “Or I could 

berate you as Mrs. Dulcey Budgell” (“Hymn” 1-2). She has, and we keep coming back for more.   

 Despite Walsh’s concern that, in the midst of such characterizations, “sometimes to find 

my own voice, is, well, hard” (1), we understand that these comic characterizations are her own 

voice. In an important sense, they also capture our authentic voice, and give expression to many 

of our deepest cultural concerns.  Indeed, though as Lister Sinclair notes, Walsh’s talents “extend 

well beyond comedy. . . [and she] is well known for the strength and depth of her work on social 

issues” (1), it is in these comedic portrayals that her social and political insights are most 

effectively articulated.  

 As Walsh notes, Margaret Atwood ends Survival with “two questions: have we survived? 

and if so, what happens after survival?”  Naturally, the Island, with its history of “hanging on 

against all odds,” provides the answer: “I think we have to say yes, we’re staggered, but we’re 

not knocked down” (“Hymn” 5).  And now that we have survived, what then?  “Well, I think the 

Newfoundland answer to that question would be: more survival” (5).  It may not be flashy or 

glamorous, but, insists Walsh, the Canadian symbol of survival is a realistic and even hopeful 

symbol” (5). Despite the continuing threat of cultural assimilation, its Islandized sensibility has 

made Canada “a strong country, with a strong sense of identity,” and Walsh insists that “ Canada 
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will continue to fight and struggle to be and express herself as who she is” (7).  If 

Newfoundland, with all its disadvantages, can declare with such tenacity a singular and proud 

identity, then so, in its parallel situation, can Canada, especially since that distinctive identity is 

already very much in evidence.  As a result, Walsh insists, “it’s time for Canada to stop asking 

the question: Who are we?  I believe that we know who we are” (5).  From this perspective, it 

can hardly be surprising that the Island, with its well-defined boundaries and strong self-

definition, has manifested itself as a container for Canadian identity, both overtly through the 

popularity of Island cultural products, and implicitly through its powerful metaphorical 

identifications. 
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Bathos: Some Canadian Examples 

Shannon Purves-Smith 
Wilfrid Laurier University 

If irony is at the heart of much humour, the bite of the irony in Canadian humour is often 

tempered by self-deprecation. From Stephen Leacock’s bumbling misadventures to urbanite 

Walt Wingfield’s pathetic struggles as a novice farmer in Dan Needles’ Wingfield Series of one-

man plays, poking fun at situations in which someone botches what should have been a 

respectable, even noble, project is a familiar topos that appeals to the Canadian sense of humour. 

One aspect of this type of humour is frequently the use of bathos, the rhetorical figure consisting 

of “an unintentional lapse in mood from the sublime to the absurd or trivial” which is often “a 

commonplace or ridiculous feature offsetting an otherwise sublime situation, an anticlimax” 

(“Bathos”). Charles Baldick defines it as “a lapse into the ridiculous by a poet aiming at elevated 

expression” (22). In this paper I examine the collections of poetry by two Canadian authors who 

exploit the comic possibilities of bathos to great effect. The rhetorical procedures that they 

employ produce an entertaining and successful persuasion. 

The first text, well-known to many Canadians, is Paul Hiebert’s Sarah Binks. This book of 

poems by the Manitoba author’s eponymous fictitious poet, upon whom Hiebert (1892–1987), 

has bestowed the epithet, the “Sweet Songstress of Saskatchewan,” and for whom he created a 

complex wife history, was chosen as one of the five short-listed works in the 2003 CBC Radio 

“Canada Reads” contest. It had already received considerable recognition when Stratford 

Festival actor, the late Eric Donkin, presented his one-man show of the poetry of Binks, posing 

in drag as Rosalind Drool, Hiebert’s invented biographer of the poet. It is important to 
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distinguish between Paul Hiebert, author of the book about Sarah Binks, and Drool and Binks 

themselves, who are imaginary. 

The second work is a corpus of agrarian poems mostly unpublished as yet, but perhaps 

with a future as celebrated as those of Binks. According to Naomi Norquay, the Toronto 

academic,1“discoverer” and compiler of the poems, these are the work of an equally 

“unsubstantial” author, Edith Babb, who Norquay claims was born and buried in Ontario, but 

spent most of her life in Manitoba. Like Hiebert, Norquay has fabricated a fictive biography and 

literary investigation of the invented poet. Two of Babb’s poems appear in the late broadcaster, 

journalist, and author Peter Gzowski’s fifth volume of the Morningside Papers and I personally 

own a rare copy of the manuscript of the entire Babbsian opus.  

My analysis is based on the tongue-in-cheek rhetorical theory set forth in the eighteenth  
 
century mock treatise, a sort of anti-rhetoric, Peri Bathous, or the Art of Sinking in Poetry. Its  
 
serious model is the Peri Hupsous (On the Sublime) by the author known as Longinus. This work  
 
discusses literary aesthetics, using citations to illustrate outstanding examples of rhetorical  
 
procedures. Peri Bathous is supposedly penned by one Martinus Scriblerus, who also fits the  
 
category of imaginary authorship and who was invented by Alexander Pope and his  
 
distinguished cohorts (John Arbuthnot, Jonathan Swift, John Gay, Thomas Parnell, Robert  
 
Harley) in the Scriblerus Club, from which they took their collective pseudonym. The rhetorical  
 
analysis by Martinus Scriblerus of the pedestrian verses of his contemporaries, unnamed but  
 
mercilessly derided, furnishes their travesty of a manual with an abundance of examples of  
 
poetry which are exactly what Longinus would have them avoid.2 The Scriblerians had simply to  

                                                 
 
1 Dr. Naomi Norquay is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Education at York University.  
2 Ian Gordon explains that “Pope told Joseph Spence, in 1737, ‘The Profound, though written in so ludicrous a way, 
may be very well worth reading seriously as an art of rhetoric.’ The reader needs to invert the narrator's comments 
so that any poetic virtue he praises is negative, and any poetic vice he disparages, positive. Read in this way the 



 
 

Rhetor: Revue de la Société canadienne pour l’étude de la rhétorique 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 

 

3

re-write On the Sublime in an antithetical version to extrapolate the rules of the bathetic poetry of  
 
their targets. We can imagine their glee at such sport.  
 

Besides relying upon enabling ghost writers who have inspired them to produce their  
 
works,  these three invented authors, Binks, Babb, and Scriblerus, share a penchant for bathos,  
 
the “stylistic blemish” (Baldick 22) that Longinus used “as an antonym of sublime” (Dupriez,  
 
Halsall 79) and that Alexander Pope took from the Greek word for depth as the title of Peri  
 
Bathous (“On Sinking”). This rhetoric or manual on how not to write poetry is a satire aimed at  
 
the works of the “Moderns” of the day who, as they say, aimed high and fell low. That Hiebert  
 
and Norquay were influenced by Peri Bathous is doubtful, but for all that, their invented poets  
 
may well have been, so skilled are they in their use of bathos. Norquay was inspired by  
 
this call from Hiebert in 1947: “Who shall take her [Sarah Binks’] place? Some  
 
day, from the ever fertile soil of the West, another genius may spring. Some day!” (150). Edith  
 
Babb sprang from the ever fertile soil of the East and her “rural roots” go back, says Norquay, to  
 
1857. Both scholars in their own right, Hiebert and Norquay pose as discoverers of literary  
 
figures whose verse they have made available in annotated form.  
 

Binks and Babb have in common an adherence to one of the principal rules of Peri  
 
Bathous, which is: keep your readers in the dark. To appreciate the silliness of this advice, we  
 
might consider the counsel of another eighteenth century rhetorician, the French Bernard Lamy,  
 
who recommended clarity in writing, what he called le style “doux”:  
 

When the things are said with such clarity that the mind makes no effort to  
 
conceive them, as we say that the slope of a mountain is “doux” (gentle, easy)  

                                                                                                                                                             
 
treatise is consistent with Pope's critical position elsewhere: it is essentially a defence of critical principles of 
rational common sense, associated with the ancients, against the advocacy of florid elaboration, espoused by the 
moderns, with Pope's satiric spokesperson, Martinus Scriblerus, being ridiculed as the quintessential modern” 
(Gordon).  
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when we climb it without effort. To give this gentleness to a style, we must leave  
  
nothing for the reader to guess. We must sort out everything which could hinder  
 
him; ward off his doubts. In a word, we must say things to the extent that is  
 
necessary so that they are perceived. (359)3 

 
Clearly, the Scriblerians recognized obscurity when they saw it and they mischievously  
 
 attacked the authors who failed to recognize the flaw. The flaws are not simply syntactical  
 
errors, but rather inadequacies of rhetorical imagination and extravagances in the use of  
 
rhetorical procedures.  

Both the intrusion of the trivial and absurd and the anticlimax which undoes an otherwise 

sublime situation that characterize bathos are perfectly achieved in Sarah Binks’ poem “Take me 

away,” written in the author’s period of deep depression and “literary decline” (Hiebert 92). The 

poem hints repeatedly at her inclination to suicidal inclination, couched in the metaphor of 

leaving. How deftly she dashes our sympathies in the first few lines:   

  Take me away, my eyes are red with weeping. 

  Leave me alone, I cannot, cannot stay. 

  Though you may offer these many things for eating,  

     Take me away.  
 
Anything for a rhyme, even a false one. This example, as Scriblerus reveals in his explanation of  
 
the figure, “owes all the spirit of the Bathos to one choice Word” (61), in this case, eating,  
 
although one could say that the poem had already collapsed with the repetition of the word  
 
cannot. The passage illustrates what the Scriblerians called “solemn nonsense.” As Hiebert  

                                                 
 
3« On dit qu’un style est doux lorsque les choses y sont dites avec tant de clarté que l’esprit ne fait aucun effort pour 
les concevoir. Comme nous disons que le penchant d’une montagne est doux, lorsque l’on y monte sans peine. Pour 
donner cette douceur à un style, il ne faut rien laisser à deviner au lecteur. On doit débrouiller tout ce qui pourrait 
l’embarrasser; prévenir ses doutes. En un mot, il faut dire les choses dans l’étendue qui est nécessaire, afin qu’elles 
soient aperçues «  (Lamy 359). Translation mine.  
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acknowledges, "Sarah, more than most poets, seizes upon the trivial, or what to less souls would  
 
appear trivial, incident and experience, the loss of Ole’s ear to a duck, as an occasion for a lyrical  
 
outburst of pulsating beauty” (Hiebert, xx). 
 

However, bathos is most commonly an “unintended failure,” and while these fictional  
 

authors may be oblivious to the bathetic, hence the pathetic lapses in their writing, Hiebert,  
 
Norquay, and Pope and friends, whom we might call the extradiegetic4 authors of the works, are  
 
anything but naïve in their use of the device. When I asked Norquay if I might use her Edith’s  
 
verses as the subject of this study, her reply was “while it is one thing to rescue the obscure  
 
from obscurity, should we be rescuing from oblivion the oblivious?” There are always two levels  
 
to the Hiebertian and Norquasian satire in these books, which include some very funny  
 
instances of bathos in the verses of their pseudo-authors and also in their own prose pseudo- 
 
commentary. This latter parodies historical documentation and literary criticism and is  
 
as counterfeit as Pope’s literary precepts in Peri Bathous, which are those of Longinus, “stated in  
 
reverse” (Pope liv).5  Editor Edna Leake Steeves calls the work of the Scriblerus Club a satire of  
 
“literary dullness and ineptitude,” but Scriblerus himself is quite serious when he describes the  
 
poetry of his paragon of the “Lowlands of Parnassus” (6) in the art of writing badly:  

He is to consider himself as a Grotesque Painter, whose works would be spoil’d by an Imitation of 

Nature, or Uniformity of Design. He is to mingle Bits of the most various, or Discordant kinds . . . 

as it shall please his Imagination, and contribute to his principle End, which is to glare by strong 

                                                 
 
4 The term “extradiegetic,” borrowed from narratology, means “outside the story.” Here, it refers to Hiebert, 
Norquay, and the Scriblerian authors. Binks, Babb, and Scriblerus would then be “intradiegetic” authors. 
5 Edna Leake Steeves explains, “The treatise [Longinus’ On the Sublime] takes its place among traditional artes 
poeticae because it suggests the means by which this excellence has been and may be attained; Pope’s essential 
purpose, on the other hand, is to ridicule literary ineptitude. The ancient treatise is in a definite sense Pope’s model; 
he simply reverses its precepts in an extraordinarily sustained irony” (Pope).  
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Oppositions of Colours, and surprise by Contrariety of Images . . . . His Design ought to be like a 

Labyrinth, out of which no body can get you clear but himself. (17-18)  

 The framework of their collections allows Hiebert and Norquay to commit with impunity 

the faults that serious writers try to avoid. The real authors are exonerated by their impersonal 

academic stance; free to hyperbolize in the commentary the invented poet’s favourable qualities, 

they make the “songstress” responsible for the compositional absurdities in the poetry. Neither 

author would have offered these collections in his/her/own name for fear of being taken seriously 

and thus disparaged and forgotten. I have attended a presentation of Norquay’s recitations of the 

works of her Edith Babb for a Fine Arts club in a city in southern Ontario. It was not until she 

sang one of the poems to the accompaniment of her banjo that the members of the audience 

realized the spoof. Only then did they feel comfortable at laughing at the rest of the performance. 

 In the matter of putting the wrong word in the right place,6 it would be hard to decide 

who has the greater expertise, Binks or Babb. The latter’s use of Anticlimax, which Scriblerus 

lists as one of the “diminishing figures . . . where the second Line stops quite short of the first, 

than which nothing creates greater Surprize” (53), can be appreciated in the following example. 

Of the soloist with the “The Touring Grand Opera,” she writes:  

The lusty hero clears his throat, 

And bellows forth a merry note.  

But not the one the composer wrote. (Norquay 11) 

Rhyme, by the way, is absolutely essential to the success of the strategy. Rhyme has the quality 

of augmenting the sense of aptness, even truth, of a line of poetry; the better the rhyme, the more 

                                                 
 
6 Or the reverse, one might say. 
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the thought persuades, because the rhyming word is often anticipated. In the case of bathos, 

however, the rhyme heightens the incongruity of the conclusion and so augments the hilarity.  

Scriblerus devotes two chapters to the various figures of speech that contribute admirably 

to the effect of bathos. These are grouped in three classes: the Variegating, confusing, or 

Reversing Tropes and Figures, the Magnifying, and the Diminishing. Among the variegating, he 

includes metaphor, of which, he says the author, once started, “must be sure to Run it down, and 

pursue it as far as it can go” (47). One of Babb’s poems, “My Iron Steed,” her inspiration drawn 

from such models as Shakespeare, Oscar Hammerstein, and even Binks herself, transforms 

through both metaphor and prosopopoeia the traditional paean to the horse into a similar song of 

praise to her bicycle. The poem is reproduced in the appendix; it illustrates how far a conceit can 

be “run down” under the wheels (or trampled under the hooves) of a master of bathos. It ends:  

My horse! My Steed! My iron brown mare!  

My companion for life’s wayward travel.  

I’ll keep my eye out for which way to turn,  

And she’ll watch for the ruts in the gravel. (18)7 

Peri Bathous mentions mixed figures “which raise so many Images, as to give you no 

Image at all” as particularly confusing. According to Scriblerus, “its principal Beauty is when it 

gives an Idea just opposite to what it seem’d meant to describe,” citing the example of a poet 

writing of the Spring talking of “a Snow of Blossoms.” This is often the effect in Sarah Binks’ 

                                                 
 
7 Coincidentally, this poem resonates remarkably with a passage from Longinus in his discussion in section II (2) of 
the existence of the art of the sublime. He writes: “The expression of the sublime is more exposed to danger when it 
goes its own way without the guidance of knowledge,--when it is suffered to be unstable and unballasted,--when it is 
left at the mercy of mere momentum and ignorant audacity. It is true that it often needs the spur, but it is also true 
that it often needs the curb.” The question now is “was Norquay influenced by Longinus in Peri Hupsous?”  
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poem, “The Hired Man on Saturday Night,” the model, incidentally for the Babb poem just 

quoted. It begins: “A horse! A horse! Give me a horse/ To dash across the frozen north” (36). 

But if the north is frozen, how can her horse “wallow in the mire” as the poem goes on to 

relate? And should not that image have been placed in another of her encomia to farm animals, 

“Pigs”? Why is the horse “a noble barb with cloven hoof” and what is its “blatant snoof”? What 

is the boar she will “blot off the page” astride this Saskatchewan “Pegasus”? As Lloyd Wheeler 

says in his introduction to Sarah Binks, “Hiebert exploits incongruity in both diction and idea” 

(Hiebert xii). To illustrate this “discrepancy between the ideal and the fact” (Hiebert x), we need 

only to read in the Author’s Introduction to Sarah Binks where Hiebert, already well on the 

“ludicrous descent from the elevated to the commonplace in writing,” as Steeves characterizes 

the bathos, situates the Sweet Songstress in historical context thus: On a small scale the Golden 

Age of Pericles in Greece, or the Elizabethan age of England, finds its counterpart in Canada’s 

fairest and flattest province. Already in brief historical perspective that age is beginning to take  

on an aura of romance. Sarah Binks was its artistic expression (xvi). 
 

Edith Babb likewise exploits incongruity. Could anything be more profoundly  
 
unfathomable than her ode to Ontario farmland, “O! Sing a Hymn of Praise” (40-41), an  

outburst of passion in praise of “prairie sod,” that “precious loam,” the blessed grime,” the “holy 

dirt,” and her stunning oxymoron, “Soil immaculate”? On the other hand, perhaps Binks could be 

more enigmatic: one of her poems is entitled, “Me and My Love and Me” (89), the logic of 

which, I must admit, escapes this reader.  On the stately subject of the Senate, Babb writes:  

The Senate! The Senate! The Canadian Senate!  

  They meet in chambers, red.  

Clause by clause they review our laws, 

And then go home to bed. (26) 
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Scriblerus would probably refer to this usage as what he describes as “The Inanity, or 

Nothingness” (57). He offers this example: “The Glories of proud London to survey, / The Sun 

himself shall rise – by break of Day” (58). In an earlier strophe of the same laudatory poem on 

the Senate, Babb further indulges her fondness for word-play:  

The Senate! The Senate! The Canadian Senate!  

The Senators meet today!  

They rule the land, from Ottawa – bland!  

They do it with yeas and neighs. 

While puns are not overly used, they are very effective because they are of the type that Stephen 

Leacock, in Humour: Its Theory and Technique, says are “lifted into a higher range when the 

confusion of the sound, accidentally as it were, brings out a secondary effect. . . . The pun in this 

case is not a mere verbality: it carries an underlying meaning” (22). Both the characters of Sarah 

Binks and Edith Babb – enthusiastic, even passionate, but for the most part autodidactic in their 

writing – are portrayed so convincingly that we accept these spelling errors such as “neighs” for 

“nays” as spontaneous, rather than contrived, in their poems. 

In the discussion of the Passions in Peri Bathous, the author writes: “nothing contributes 

so much to the Cool,8 as the Use of Wit in expressing Passion: The true Genius rarely fails of 

Points, Conceits, and proper Similies on such Occasions. This we may term the Pathetic 

epigrammatical, in which even Puns are made use of with good Success” (42). And so they are 

in Babb’s poem, “On the Banks where he Braes”:  

The piper wanders off alone  

To squeeze the bag and sound the drone.  

                                                 
 
8 From Scriblerus’discussion on the passions, one may infer that the “Cool” denotes a want of them. He equates 
“Coolness” with “Mediocrity” (Pope, 14). 
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The notes he plays are loud and clear,  

They stop the heart and pierce the ear. (14) 

But it is in “A Christmas Caroll,” an account of the birth of Edith’s baby pig, that this poet 

reaches her pinnacle of double entendre:  

  T’was in the darkest hour of morn, 

The Chosen One, The Babe was born.  

The night was black, the air was bitter,  

When there in the barn, another litter.  (15) 

The poem ends outrageously:9 “The Babe, my Chosen One, whom I rescued from the  

stable;/Was destined for a crown of cloves upon our dinner table” (16). 

Did I mention that Norquay’s father was a United Church minister? This poem leaves the reader 

very much in doubt as to Babb’s understanding of “double-entendre.” However, we understand 

that Norquay knew that the conceit had been extended so far as to defy common sense as well as 

political correctness and good taste.  This is this is just what Peri Bathous extolled: “dullness, 

mediocrity, false taste, and critical and artistic obtuseness.” 

Scriblerus recommends the use of “the Antithesis, or See-Saw, Whereby Contraries and 

Oppositions are balanc’d in such a way, as to cause a Reader to remain suspended between them, 

to his exceeding delight and Recreation” (50). I cite Babb’s “The Next Election” (23-24) for its 

richness in this figure:  

We’ve finally won the right to vote,   

And so, dear gentlemen, take note! 

  For there are many we’ll demote,  

Come next election day.          

                                                 
 
9 So does the runt. 
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We’ll vote them in, we’ll vote them out.  

They’ll sink or swim, they’ll smile or pout.  

The men will know what we’re about,  

Come next election day.         

We’ll vote for peace, we’ll vote for war,  

We’ll vote against or maybe for.  

We’ll vote the no-goods out the door,  

Come next election day.          

We womenfolk are more than able  

To tell what’s fact from what is fable.  

We’ll know a manger from a stable,   

Come next election day.          

We’ve had the truth, we’ve heard the story.  

We’ve seen the Power and the Glory,  

We’re either Liberal or we’re Tory!  

Come next election day.          

And so we are with no regrets,  

The second meeker, milder sex.  

But who’ll know that when we mark our X?  

Come next election day!  
 

In my opinion, this is where elocutio of rhetoric unites with inventio,10 the figures of 

speech so perfectly expressing the intention than the two are inseparable. What better trope than 

antithesis to propose the argument of the polarity of the sexes, and in particular, to challenge the 

old masculine adage that a woman can never make up her mind? There are so many possibilities 

of interpretation of these verses that we, like the “gentlemen” they address, are completely 
                                                 
 
10 The theory of the interrelationship of the topics of invention in developing an argument and the rhetorical figures 
of style (elocutio) are explored thoroughly in both Sister Miriam Joseph’s Shakespeare’s Use of the Arts of 
Language (New York: Hafner, 1947) and in Albert Halsall’s L‘Art de Convaincre (Toronto: Paratexte, 1988).  
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confused by their argument. One could argue equally that the poem mocks feminine political 

savvy or that it mocks masculine loss of power; that women are astute enough to see through 

propaganda, personal and political party opportunism, and politico-religious affiliation or that 

they are naive enough to think that they have achieved equality with men. It does point out 

correctly that at least they know that they have an anonymous vote, which allows them, like the 

men they taunt, to use it irresponsibly, with no fear of reprisals. The antitheses leave us with no 

idea whose part is taken. The women are as illogical as the men are exploitive. 

Binks is equally effective with this device. As evidence I offer two examples from “The 

Song of the Chore” (89): Oh it’s time to milk or it’s time to not,” and, later, “Oh, it’s time for 

this and it’s time for that”. These two writers have found that point of balance in the Scriblerus 

poetic See-Saw.11  

Of the Magnifying figures, we find this explication in Peri Bathous:  

A genuine Writer of the Profund will take Care never to magnify any Object without clouding it at 

the same time; His Thought will appear in a true Mist, and very unlike what it is in Nature. It must 

always be remember’d that Darkness is an essential Quality of the Profund . . . The chief Figure of 

this sort is; The Hyperbole, or Impossible. (51) 

We may say of Sarah Binks not that she hyperbolizes the object so much as that  

she hyperbolizes its significance, and at the same time, its affective value.  The depth of feeling 

in some of her poems is matched only by the depth of style, that is to say, “profund” in the 

Scriberian sense, or shallow. This next poem, “The Plight” (54), inspired by the first confessions 

of love between the cross-eyed Mathilda Schwanzhacker and the farmer, Steve Grizzlykick 

(Gryczlkaeiouc); I think readers will agree that the subtle hyperbole of the imagery in Binks’ 

                                                 
 
11 One could add, “or they haven’t.” 
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hands is equal to the amplification of the work which this poem was modeled on, and which you 

will no doubt recognize, despite the change of tense and, of course, the omission of the 

synecdoche:12 

Is this the tree that saw our first love’s plighting,   

And those the leaves that heard our first love’s vow?  

And yonder limb that saw love’s first delighting,  

Is that the very limb, the self-same bough?  

Is this the scanty shade where love first hit me,  

And caterpillars tumbled from on high;  

Is yonder ant the very ant that bit me,  

And them the same mosquitoes in the sky? 

Can this then be the tree that seemed so leaden,  

And grey and dull a scant few hours ago?  

Now all is changed; its branches reach to heaven,  

And up and down the angel antlets go;  

Time cannot change, though leaf and twig may wither,  

And caterpillar struggle into moth.  

This is the tree that heard love’s first sweet blither,  

This is the spot we loudly plighted troth.  

This is not the only Binks poem in which the creative point of departure is readily 

identifiable. However flat the prairie, or the life of a female writer in that place and time, one 

could after all, read those great works of literature that could inspire a young author to the peaks 

of literary grandeur, to the summits of the sublime. It is not surprising that sometimes both Binks 

and Babb can not resist the urge to imitate their favourite authors. Like Longinus, Scriblerus 

                                                 
 
12  Christopher Marlowe wrote in Doctor Faustus, “Is this the face [synecdoche for Helen of Troy] that launched a 
thousand ships and burnt the topless towers of Ilium?” 
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recommends imitation of other writers as an aid to one’s own literary development:13 “That the 

true Authors of the Profund are to imitate diligently the Examples in their own Way [that is to 

say, of other mediocre writers], is not to be question’d, and that divers have by this Means 

attain’d to a Depth whereunto their own Weight could not have carried them, is evident by 

sundry Instances” (38). He also advises the imitation of the poets “who have excell’d in the 

Sublime” (39), the theory being that where a great writer can find “gold in a dunghill,” the 

“Genuine Writer of the Profund” will find the reverse. You will have already noted some of the 

traces of a wide variety of authors that kindled the spark of Genius in the prairie songstresses, 

and there are many more. I am convinced, for instance, that Binks’ poem “The Sparrow” (102), 

which is also about a toad, could have been inspired by Victor Hugo’s touching poem, “Le 

Crapaud,” from the epic, La Légende des Siècles:14 the similarities are unmistakable. Likewise, 

reciting her father-and-son dialogue, “Father, thy beard” (94), recalls Goethe’s Erlkönig, 

immortalized in song by Schubert. The simplicity of tone, so appropriate to the subject matter of 

“The Little Lambs” (4 -5) by Babb, and the inevitable progression from the image of the 

gambolling lambs to the harsh reality of the sinister connection of the farm mortgage to the 

abattoir – from innocence to experience, so to speak – must have been influenced at least in part 

by Blake, to say nothing of John McCrae, in his poem “In Flanders Fields.” It begins:  

In yonder field where sheep do graze, 

There lies a ewe in a mothering daze.  
                                                 
 
13 In her commentary on The Art of Sinking or Peri Bathous Edna Leake Steeves mentions the chapter on Imitation 
and states, “Longinus had observed that one way to attain the sublime was through imitation and emulation of great 
writers. Pope closely travesties his model here” Pope 143. 
14 In « Le Crapaud, » an ugly toad is brutally stepped on by a priest, stabbed in the eye by the point of an umbrella of 
a lady passing by, and stoned by a group of boys who then eagerly await its death in a rain-filled rut, where it had 
crawled for relief. As they watch, a donkey-drawn cart comes along, heading right for the wretched animal. But at 
the moment of the toad’s expected death, the donkey steps aside, saving its life. In “The Sparrow,” a bird comes 
upon a “warty toad,/Who, toiling on a dusty road,/Did sweat beneath his heavy load.” The sparrow assists the toad 
by shoving it along. Many references from the Hugo poem reappear in the Binks poem, both which make the point 
that a lowly animal has more “human kindness” than humans do. 
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Her young ones caper to and froe. 

They stop and eat, they stop and go. (4) 

In my opinion, the naïveté of such reference reinforces the caricature that the real authors create;  

the allusions to poets that their imaginary authors might have read is a rhetorical strategy on the 

part of the latter to enhance their uncertain ethos. This reminds us that at the imaginary time of 

the supposed conception of the poetry, it was a long way from Manitoba to London, New York, 

and Toronto, where writers and scholars gathered and works were published. 

However, the work of Edith Babb cannot be critically treated without considering the 

influence of Sarah Binks herself on the less celebrated poet. There are so many poems of the two 

authors that correspond that we cannot mistake the debt that Edith owes to Sarah. Indeed, one of 

her poems is entitled, “Owed to Sarah Binks.” Ever one to pay homage, whether to the farmer 

and his wife, the spreader, the cows, the pigs, or the mortgage menacing above the whole lot of 

them, Edith was only giving Sarah her due when she chose exactly the same themes of which her 

illustrious predecessor sang. If Binks could translate from the German Heinrich Heine’s “Du bist 

wie eine Blume” (43) (“You are like one flower, / So swell, so good, and clean. / I look on you 

and longing, / Slinks me the heart between”), then Babb would translate from the French “Je 

serais ton miel” (16 -17) (“Oh, I’ll be yer honey, if you give me yer money”). We need only to 

compare “The Meeting” of Sarah Binks with “The Family Tree” (see Appendix) to see how 

useful a tool imitation is in attaining what Scriblerus calls “the Felicity of falling gracefully” (16) 

to the depths of bathos. There is probably another paper on the intertextuality of the works of 

these prairie poets. 

The subjects of these poems — the hardships and hard work, the precarious economic 

circumstances, the curious mating rituals, and the down-to-earth everyday pleasures of the 
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agrarian community — are not trivial. We must remember that part of bathos is the act, and in 

the case of Binks and Babb, the art, of “aiming high” in writing. It is the expression, not the 

subject matter of their works that must be examined in the light of the principles of Peri Bathous. 

The flaws are in fact the true value of the verse, from the reader’s point of view. As well, they 

are the very virtues that Alexander Pope and his friends set down, with negative inference, of 

course, in their manual on bad writing. Peri Bathous exposes inadvertent glaring errors in Pope’s 

contemporaries, analyzing them, with their appropriate rhetorical terminology, point by point. By 

this standard, Hiebert’s Sarah Binks and Norquay’s Edith Babb do exactly what Scriblerus tells 

us to do.  

One can simply accept this game at face value and appreciate the real authors’  
 
entertainment; recognition of the joke is enough. As Leacock says, “thus does life, if we look at  
 
it from sufficient distance, dissolve itself into “humour” (287).  However, there may be a broader  
 
recognition in these works. If we read some of the works of the “Confederation poets” (Bliss  
 
Carmen, Charles G. D. Roberts, Archibald Lampman, and others), we realize that Canadian  
 
poetry has had a tradition of unintended bathos that may have inspired Hiebert and Norquay.  
 
Some examples from the lyrics of these authors15 are so reminiscent of that style that we have to  
 
wince when we acknowledge that they are part of the canon of Canadian literature: 
 
From The Book of the Native by Charles G. D. Roberts: 
  

“Afoot” 
 
Comes the lure of green things growing, 
 
Comes the call of waters flowing, — 
    

                                                 
 
15 These excerpts are taken from the following web site: “Canadian Poetry: The Confederation Poets” at 
http://www.uwo.ca/english/canadianpoetry/confederation/index.htm.  
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And the wayfarer desire 
 
Moves and wakes and would be going. 
 
Hark the migrant hosts of June 
 
Marching nearer noon by noon! 
    
Hark the gossip of the grasses 
 
Bivouacked beneath the moon! 
 
From Songs of Vagabondia by Bliss Carmen and Richard Hovey: 
 
“A more ancient mariner” 
 
The swarthy bee is a buccaneer,  
 
A burly velveted rover, 
 
Who loves the booming wind in his ear 
 
As he sais the seas of clover. 
 
From Labour and the Angel by Duncan Campbell Scott: 
 
“In the Ruddy Heart of the Sunset” 
 
In the ruddy hear of the sunset, 
 
Fading and fading still,  
 
A planet throbs and smoulders, 
 
Over the sapphire hill. 
 
From Snowflakes and Sunbeams by William Wilfred Campbell: 
 
“To a Robin in November” 
 
And thou, red-throated, comest back to me 
 
Here in the bare November bleak and chill, 
 
Breathing the red-ripe of the lusty June 
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Over the rime of withered field and mere; 
 
O heart of music, while I dream of thee, 
 
Thou gladdest note in the dead Summer’s tune, 
 
Great God! thou liest dead outside my sill, 
 
Starved of the last chill berry on thy tree,  
 
Like some sweet instrument left all unstrung, 
 
The melodious orchestra of all the year. 
 
Dead with the sweet dead summer thou had’st sung; 
 
Dead with the dead year’s voices and clasp of hands; 
 
Dead with all music and love and laughter and light; 
 
While chilly and bleak comes up the winter night,  
 
And shrieks the gust across the leafless lands. 
 

          These extracts are not untypical. On the contrary, it is hard to find a strophe, let alone a poem, 

from these authors which doesn’t remind us of the incongruencies of Sarah Binks and Edith  

Babb. There is a lesson to be learned from this comparison. We have only to think of the  

Air Farce comic, Dave Broadfoot, whose well-known characters, hockey player Big Bobby  

Clobber, or Sergeant Renfrew of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, to understand that our  

national humour is often based on the exaggeration of qualities that do exist. These characters are  

filled with a self-importance that always seems to end in a humbling result. In self-deprecation,   

we take another look at ourselves, and we gain some sophistication in the process. No one is  

writing those naïve verses any more – at least they are not getting them published. Perhaps Binks  

and Babb and other bathetic humorists teach us humility.  
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Stephen Leacock uses the terms “comic verse” for “verse that is written with the intention 

and with the effect of making it funny.” He compares this with “super-comic verse,” which “is 

written without the same intention but with the same effect. In the one case we laugh with the 

writer; in the other we laugh at him” (137).When bad writing is unintentional, it is bathos, but when 

bathos is intentional, it is irony. We are to read these poems as though the gaffs are bathetic because 

the poets had no ironic intentions, but we recognize the irony intended by the extradiegetic authors.  

There is nothing naïve about Hiebert in a line such as “[The farmers] play the quaint old-fashioned 

game of mortgagor and mortgagee” (68) nor in Norquay’s ode, “But the spreader has gone all to 

hack: It doesn’t spread, it spits it back” (3-4). Peri Bathous advises always that we “follow Nature.” 

There we have it, in the raw. It is my opinion that Binks and Babb do indeed write excellent bad 

poetry.  They have in common with Martin Scriblerus a creator of another name with admirable 

writing skills and great wit. They write bathos for bathos’ sake. All violate our sense of decorum in 

the interest of humour. I am sure that the Scriblerians would agree, and that they would have 

welcomed these Canadian prairie poets into their club with a hearty chuckle.  
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Appendix 

EDITH BABB (Naomi Norquay) 

MY IRON STEED 

Some famous man in literature 

Cried out (with no remorse),  

To all the world around him: 

“A kingdom for a horse!” 

Empty words? Oh probably! 

Like so much else I read,  

Some men will promise anything, 

To satisfy their greed. 

Well, I’ve a horse, an iron steed,   

With which I’ll never part. 

Not for kingdom nor for country,  

For she’s stolen away my heart. 
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She’s beautiful! She’s painted brown! 

With a saddle of genuine leather, 

And mud guards front and rear, so I 

Can go riding in inclement weather. 

My iron steed! My horse on wing! 

With wheels that spin and whir, 

And pedals to push and a bell to ring, 

Who cares if I’m not demur! 

With the wind in my hair, my petticoats fly 

Behind me in wild abandon, 

As I ride my steed through the countryside, 

Choosing my routes at random. 

The road is often a quagmire mess 

With holes that cry out for correction. 

But I love to go rollicking down the hill,  

Spitting gravel in every direction.   

My horse! My Steed! My iron brown mare! 

My companion for life’s wayward travel. 

I’ll keep my eye out for which way to turn, 

And she’ll watch for the ruts in the gravel. 

THE FAMILY TREE 

Great-grandpa met great-grandma at  

the autumn country fair. 
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She’d such a pretty bonnet on; he Convert it into cash;      

didn’t mean to stare.  

She coyly dropped her hankie where  

he’d be sure to come upon it. 

At last he had a chance to  

meet and comment on it.  

They stood beside the hog ring 

where the judges were debating, 

Which pigs deserved the first, the  

second and the third place rating. 

They spoke so very briefly, not much  

more than a minute. 

For great-grandpa that was enough to  

know “there’s something’ in it.” 

They bade good-bye, great-grandma  

smiled and lowered both her eyes. 

She knew that stupid hankie trick 

would take him by surprise. 

But just before they were to part the 

rain began to fall. 

Great-grandma asked great-grandpa  

to share her parasol. 

They ran inside the dairy barn where 
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all the cows were mooing. 

Great-grandpa thought this was his  

 chance to try some lover’s wooing. 

He shyly asked great-grandma to  

attend the evening dance. 

And she agreed. She did indeed! 

Thus started their romance! 

They waltzed and did a polka,  

They reeled across the floor. 

 

 

They do-si-doed and curtsied and 

then they danced out the door. 

A ten o’clock they headed home in            great-

grandpa’s two-seat carriage. 

And underneath the harvest moon, he  

asked her hand in marriage. 

Two days later they were wed  

by a circuit riding pastor. 

They set a county record; no one else 

had done it faster. Etc.  

OWED TO SARAH BINKS 

A poem’s owed to Sarah Binks, 
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Our poet laureate, methinks.  

Her rhymes were many, thoughts were few. 

Sometimes her poems combined the two. Copyright Naomi Norquay 2000 

 

“The Organist” (abridged) by Thomas Lampman 

In his dim chapel day by day 

The organist was wont to play, 

And please himself with fluted reveries; 

And all the spirit’s joy and strife. 

The longing of a tender life,  

Took sound and form upon the ivory keys; 

And though he seldom spoke a word,  

The simple hearts that loved him heard 

His glowing soul in these.  

 

One day as he wrapped, a sound 

Of feet stole near, he turned and found 

A little maid that stood beside him there. 

She started, and in shrinking-wise 

Besought him with her liquid eyes 

And little features, very sweet and spare. 

“You love the music, child,” he said, 

And laid his hand upon her head,  
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And smoothed her matted hair. . . .  

 

“You love the music, then,” he said,  

And still he stroked her golden head,  

And followed out some winding reverie’ 

“And are you poor?” he said at last 

The maiden nodded, and he passed 

His hand across his forehead dreamily; 

“And will you be my friend?” he spake 

“And on the organ learn to make 

Grand music hear with me?” . . . . 
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Communicating for Influence: Ethical Borders 
Jim Gough 

Red Deer College 
Introduction 

It is obvious that most of our communication with others is intended to influence 

them somehow. What is less obvious is the ethical guidance that should determine the 

ethical limits of how we can communicate to influence others. These ethical guidelines 

need to be “spelled out,” regardless of whether the result of giving voice to them is 

greeted with universal acknowledgement and acceptance or not. Spelling out the test will 

involve the exposition of the notion of personal autonomy and provide an open 

possibility for reflective analysis of the relationship between influence and 

communication. We need to suggest some initial boundary conditions for limiting the 

influence exerted in communication and how it is manifest.  

Some important examples of communicating for influence from the areas of 

advertising/marketing, branding, social work counseling, propaganda should help us to 

focus on some aspects of the problem of communicating for influence. To this end, it is 

necessary to briefly explain and then employ the right to personal autonomy as a test to 

decide the acceptable ethical limits of communicating for influence. Some examples of 

the need for such a test are provided as well as an evaluation of these examples. In 

developing the groundwork for the evaluations the concepts of the right to personal 

autonomy, situational control, border crossing, etc. will be explained and employed.  

 

Autonomy - A Moral Compass  

The first question that might reasonably be asked is why moral autonomy should be 

the moral compass to test the limits of influence in communication. A completely 

satisfying answer to this question will involve a response well beyond the confines of this 

paper. So, I will give some less than adequate reasons to simply provide a focus for what 

follows. First, in the main there is a tendency towards character as the basis for good 

decision making in our professional roles and in personal relations. Rules and principles 

are notoriously full of holes and are, to use a cliché, “no better than the people who use 

them.” Codes of ethics or principles are not effective if there is no motivation for 

individuals to use them. Out clauses predominate most codes of ethics and guidelines are 
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deliberately general and vague in order to provide for varying circumstances in their 

application or use. Rules require moral characters to use them, as Bernard Williams 

maintains (Sher 25-26). Autonomy is the development of moral character (Gough 101) 

through self-authored moral agency. Second, teleological accounts of the consequences 

of a choice rely too heavily on the possibility of expediency; that is, contrary to Mill’s 

attempt to avoid this possibility, people will inevitably only worry about consequences 

when it suits them and only rely on a consideration of others when it appears to others 

that they are doing so (Sher 376). Expediency bypasses the internalization of moral 

character, intention or duty in a way which can be worrisome.  

Finally, the innocent victim problem identifies the serious ethical issue that social 

utility can be enhanced neatly at the expense of moral character and moral principle (Sher 

25-26). This serious ethical problem occurs when some member or a minority group 

within a society, governed by utilitarian considerations of promoting the greatest good for 

the greatest number, is discriminated on the basis of what Mill calls the “tyranny of the 

majority” to achieve benefits for the majority denied the minority.  So, for example, if 

individual autonomy is violated for the sake of the public good, on sound utilitarian 

grounds,  there seems to be applause all around and little utility in worrying about its 

negative effect on the individuals who compose the society supposedly protected in 

making their individual such choices (Gough, “Autonomy” 101).  

 

Communicating for Influence—the Audience 

To some extent, all communication is used to influence someone - an audience 

that may be general or specific, an audience with its own set of beliefs and attitudes, an 

audience that is able to understand the communication and make a decision about 

whether to be influenced by it or not in their beliefs, attitudes and behaviour. It is 

important for the communicator to understand his or her target audience in order to be 

able to influence their beliefs. At the same time, however, there are limits to the influence 

that the communicator should develop.  

In ethical determinations, these limits can be defined as borders with a 

“borderline” established,  up to which it is acceptable to influence an audience to 

consider your idea or product or service in a favourable way, but beyond which the 
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influence exerted on the audience is unacceptable (Cooper 135-136). At one end of the 

limiting conditions is the use of censorship which should, following Mill, be avoided so 

as to allow for the free expression of opinion to provide everyone with the maximum 

number of options in autonomously choosing a life of their own. At the other extreme end 

is propaganda, which seems clearly determined to prevent the best understanding of 

alternatives. This has the negative effect of rendering the rhetorical context of fully 

informed choice inoperable. Between these two extremes is a continuum within which 

particular examples of influencing fit. We start with what we believe, namely that both 

unrestrained censorship and propaganda are wrong. So, we use these two extremes of 

dialogical poles to fix on what is ethically acceptable in particular cases of 

communicating for influence. For example, in the local newspaper in my city, every 

automobile accident report used to be accompanied by the following information: where 

it occurred, when it took place, what damage and/or injuries occurred and who was 

involved in the accident with the name, gender and age of those involved. In the last few 

years, the following information has also been included: whether alcohol was involved at 

all in the accident and whether or not the occupants of the automobile were wearing 

seatbelts. This information is included to influence a general perception (whether this is 

supported statistically or not) that not wearing seat belts is wrong since it is often related 

to serious injury and that alcohol use related to driving often is associated with serious 

accidents. Is this propaganda? Some people think that it is propaganda, while others look 

at its positive possibilities and suggest it is not propaganda since it exhibits positive 

support for good practices. This difference needs to be negotiated by informed discussion 

and dialogue, not legislated by a fixed definition and a category of cases. There is a gray 

area where propaganda can sit, where communication does not necessarily violate truth 

conditions but is still more subtly manipulative. 

 These borders are normative and force-field relative (Cf Quine 42-43); that is, 

they are determined by the process of deciding on acceptable social norms and these 

norms are not fixed in any absolute sense, forever. For example, when presented with 

various internet possibilities, is it normatively assumed (not without controversy, 

however) that children should not be subject to communicative influences that will cause 

them to make –critically unreflective—bad choices for themselves, and perhaps others.  
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In a force field, there is a core and a periphery field, and an interaction between the two, 

such that the core influences the periphery and the periphery influences the core in a kind 

of symbiotic relationship. In the force field metaphor as I employ it here, there is a core 

set of normative values, while at the periphery of this set there is a set of values, intended 

to reflect the core set but much more susceptible to change because of changes in 

technology, changes to the constitution of the individual, changes to the educational 

background of the audience, and so on.  

In the force field metaphor (Gough, “Autonomy”), one core value is the 

protection of the right to choose a life for oneself, the right to autonomy. This is related to 

a periphery concern for the protection of the right to confidentially, the right to be told 

the truth, the right to privacy, the right to informed consent. These are periphery because 

the justification for overriding any of these periphery rights and the values inherent in 

them is provided by the core right or values. So, for example, in order to protect the 

individual’s right to choose for herself, it may be necessary to override privacy conditions 

of herself or others in order to provide the means necessary or the opportunities necessary 

to protect her autonomy. To understand the border crossings that do occur, it will be 

useful to consider some examples (Gough, “Ranking”). 

In the domain of technical communication by professionals in a recognized area 

of expertise, one of the central ethical tasks is to learn to communicate in language across 

differences in culture, attitude, socio-economic situation or worldviews. This is not an 

easy task, but one which is normatively expected of professionals in a multi-cultural, 

multi-stratified society or state. By using language in such a way as to talk through 

differences (not eliminate or level them), it is possible to think through differences, 

conceptualize oneself as writer or speaker in a non-domineering relationship to an 

audience. (Gough, “The Writer”) Respect is shown the other or audience by recognizing 

the place of each in a diverse society. This can preserve individual autonomy by guarding 

against the professional practitioner using technical, esoteric language to disempower the 

professional’s client, patient, customer or student. So, within this context of language use, 

it can reasonably be expected that the individual worth of a human being is recognized by 

insuring that the individual’s capacities and social environment mutually contribute to 

supporting the possibility that someone, anyone, can choose and act autonomously. The 



 

Rhetor: Revue de la Société canadienne pour l’étude de la rhétorique 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 
 

1

effects of autonomous choices can be adversely determined by branding for influence in 

ways that are similar to the already questionable use of propaganda to influence choices.  

 

Propaganda and Branding for Influence 

The failure of the principle of respect for autonomy can be explicated by 

elaborating critical ways that the practice of branding treats the individual in relation to 

some features of propaganda. In both propaganda and the marketing strategy known as 

“branding”, there is an attempt to distract the reader or audience and to control the 

interpretation of the message. Both offer serious threats to individual autonomy. By 

analogy and parity of reasoning, if there are sufficient, relevant similarities between the 

situation of propaganda and that of branding, then any ethical qualms we have about the 

analogue should be equivalent to our reaction to the primary subject of the comparison, in 

this case branding. Otherwise we suffer the logical and an ethical pain of inconsistency, 

which itself is akin to anxiety associated with entertaining a contradiction.  

 Propaganda is defined as “the organized attempt through communication to affect 

belief or action or inculcate attitudes in a large audience in ways that circumvent or 

suppress an individual’s adequately informed, rational, reflective judgement” (Marlin 22) 

in a stipulative attempt to avoid “negative import.” However, this definition fails to 

distinguish between the process of argumentation and propaganda since the former, like 

the latter, “attempt[s] to alter their cognitive environments … to alter their actual thought 

processes: to bring them to hold what we have introduced to the cognitive environment to 

make manifest to them” (Tindale 107). This occurs specifically in “communications 

where the form and content is selected with the single-minded purpose of bringing some 

target audience to adopt attitudes and beliefs chosen in advance by the sponsors of the 

communications” (Carey 20). By shaping attitudes and beliefs of a target audience, 

propaganda becomes “the more or less systematic effort to manipulate other people’s 

beliefs, attitudes or actions by means of symbols (words, gestures, banners, monuments, 

music, clothing, insignia, hair styles, designs on coins and postage stamps and so on)” 

with an added notions that there is “a relatively heavy emphasis on deliberateness and 

manipulativeness distinguishes propaganda from casual conversation or the free and easy 

exchange of ideas” (Smith 187). The process is a deliberate shaping, manipulation of 
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beliefs and attitudes which is significantly different from the process of simply 

attempting rational persuasion.  

 Propaganda is often accompanied by “labeling,” “slanting of information,” “card 

stacking,” “distorted references and questionable classifications” and deliberate “close 

mindedness.” If branding is propaganda, then it is the gray rather than the black variety in 

that both involve “simplified or ‘pat’ answers” to complicated issues,” a picture of the 

world composed of “good guys and bad guys,” as well as “a simplistic and direct 

connection between cause and effect”(Marlin 101).  My seven year old grandson was in 

need of a wallet. We went shopping and he immediately fixed on one wallet which 

seemed very similar to all the others except that it contained the bold letters of a branded 

logo on it. It was the most expensive wallet of all the options. My grandson was using his 

scarce resources to buy it with his own money. Like his grandfather, he values his money. 

However, the cost of the branded wallet manufactured by the same manufacturers of the 

alternatives was triple that of alternatives. He had succumbed to what John Kenneth 

Galbriath has called the “dependency effect,” where advertisers create new wants rather 

than satisfying existing wants, with an accompanying low level of satisfaction, since the 

new product wanted often does not deliver the quality or conditions promised. (Gallbraith 

116) His scarce resources made no difference to his decision because, as he said, even if 

he bought the alternatives he couldn’t have anyone see him using it since it would be in 

his words “too embarrassing to be seen using any of the alternatives.” He had only one 

choice. Like the soldier who is propagandized to kill the enemy without consideration or 

thought to the person on the other side of the barbed wire or looking at the person in the 

uniform, his sights are slanted, his reference distorted into one solitary image of a threat. 

My grandson’s choice was cauterized on the logo letters “DC” on the outside of the 

wallet and like the soldier, he had no choice.  

 Branding is the blurring of the foreground with the background in a message in 

order to influence recognition of an attitude or a lifestyle to override critical evaluation of 

the product or the service being marketed. The background or placement of the message–

illogically—seems to confirm or support the recognition of the message, independently of 

the produce or service being sold. Negative political advertisements severely slant 

information well beyond gray propaganda towards black or negative propaganda but to 
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an ill informed public, this is still the most effective advertising message that can be 

communicated to affect voting patterns. In such ads there is no counter view. There is an 

emphasis on a confrontational style that seems to elicit a bandwagon style reaction from 

viewers unconnected to alternative views. As well, product placements in television 

programs and movies is a 1.5 billion dollar business that is so effective as a marketing 

strategy for brand recognition and acceptance that over 1000 companies employ it. Of 

course, the effectiveness of the strategy depends on the fact that we are not overtly aware 

of the placement. That is, there is some level of deception. The literature on the subject 

indicates that if the product becomes too obvious, then the positive brand identification 

effect is diminished or negated. It seems a normal or unobtrusive object in the 

background not consciously intruding on our awareness. Nonetheless, this leaves the 

viewer autonomously defenseless to make a choice to avoid it or to overcome its 

influence. Naomi Klein has some observations on these related phenomena: 

“these companies don’t wear their image like a cheap shirt—their image was so 

integrated with their business that other people wore it as their shirt” (Klein 16); 

“the brand reinvented itself as a cultural sponge, soaking up and morphing to its 

surroundings” (Klein 17); “brands must ‘establish emotional ties’ with their customers 

(through shared pleasant experiences)” (Klein 20).  The communicated message is placed 

inside the confirming influential focus of the background environment in which it is 

placed. Sometimes symbols and the connotations associated with them - quality, 

coolness, and so on - are the message that is communicated. So, nothing needs to be said 

along with or besides the Nike swirl. The swirl conveys the message of speed, simplicity 

and being at one with oneself and the universe. The reference and the symbolic visual 

message are clear. What is read and understood is influenced by where it is read and what 

is believed about the place where it is localized. There is nothing subliminal or 

subconscious about this, even though much of what is going on is unspoken. To speak 

might break the spell. The spell binds the audience to the image so well that they 
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purchase and wear the image everywhere as part of the recognition that they too are now 

a part of the communicated message, confirming its authenticity. It is what Naomi Klein 

has called the beginning of the “reign of logo terror” (Klein 27). 

 But there is something ethically wrong in this communication situation. What is 

wrong is not so clear and that it is not clear says volumes about the effectiveness of the 

techniques employed in marketing brands. No one gives voice to the structure of the 

messaging of the image or the brand. This communication omission is ethically 

significant. It is not just a model of distortion or technical wizardry. It is a 

communication ethical problem of disclosure. In the medical domain, for example, failure 

to disclose what the medical practitioner will do, the way he or she will structure his or 

her relationship with the patient, what processes will be followed, and the inherent right 

of the patient to refuse to be involved in the relationship, are all paramount ethical 

concerns connected to the right to autonomy.  

 For branding to work effectively, the transition from visual image to recognition 

to acceptance to purchase must be seamless. If the structure is released, the process 

realized, and then the effect will be greatly diminished or lost altogether as the audience 

pauses to critically consider a choice. The communicative influence of branding could 

fail if the audience recognizes the technique employed - the diversion that is taking place 

- so full disclosure is ineffective to achieve the marketer’s anticipated result but it is 

effective to maintain and protect individual autonomy in decision making. As in the case 

of the medical model, it is not up to the recipient of the medical service or the audience of 

the message to achieve disclosure. Technically this may be impossible for the audience. It 

is not the victim’s task to repel the attack, nor is it the audience’s mantra to chant the 

“caveat emptor” mantra in response to influence peddling through communication in 

marketing. The experts in the technical knowledge of the communicative message 

delivery have the ethical responsibility to make sure that individual autonomy in 

decision-making is preserved and the right of individuals to full disclosure of information 

is protected in order to protect individual autonomy. “Those brands are free to soar, less 

as the dissemination of goods or services than as collective hallucinations (Klein 22); 

“ads that position a corporation, its values, its personality and character…[are] a way of 
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life, an attitude, a set of values, a look, an idea (Klein 23).  Compulsion and manipulation 

can occur because of the distortion that takes place because of the omission of relevant 

information about the kind of communicative influence that is taking place. Branding 

interferes with the normal developmental process of human beings becoming 

autonomous, a process that involves a combination of intuition, emotion or positive 

feeling (and negative) of approval learned in a pre-procedural stage of development in the 

family 

 The border has shifted from selling a product or service to influencing the choice 

of a lifestyle or attitude—identification with a group—potentially subverting individual 

choice and management of relevant information by cutting off the critical skeptic. While 

most of us have been involved in various groups that help to shape our lifestyle and 

influence our choices, there is within these groups on-going debate and intellectual 

discussion, whether the group is political, religious or environmental. In the case of 

branding no such internal debate is made public. This is a critical component of respect 

for informed choice that is omitted. It can have a serious negative effect on autonomous 

decision making. One might think, and management strategists might believe, that the 

critical skeptic is not a good audience for marketing or selling a product, so why frame 

your influence in terms of that audience when the less discerning audience is more likely 

to be successfully influenced to accept your brand? An audience that will simply comply 

with the influence, that will simply accept the message or the brand, that will find the 

imprint to be identical to their imprint of their identity, is the best way to frame the 

message and to be successful at selling the message. There are, of course, a number of 

psychological variables that influence the varying effects of branding on decision making 

(Petty and Cacioppo). 

 Branding is not a serious problem for the teleological account of ethics since it is 

possible to argue that the branded personality is better than the autonomous chooser. The 

branded personality provides a uniform base from which to make accurate decisions 

about what humans and what they would want distributed to their advantage or 

satisfaction. The consequences of a branded personality may be beneficial to both the 

individual and society. The individual may be better off, depending on how this is 

measured, because he has not had to expend any costly effort to create his personality and 
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the personality of the branded individual may indeed be a good one, sensitive to the needs 

of others, not egoistically focused, environmentally conscious, caring, and so on. Society 

could be better off because the collective effort of the majority to try to reach consensus 

among themselves and with the minority may be eliminated. Social policies could 

efficiently be determined and implemented since knowledge of the nature of the 

individual in society is fixed and not an imponderable. The bane of social utility could be 

eliminated as inter-subjective utility calculations could seamlessly be accomplished.  

 However, the branded personality is a serious threat to the idea that ethics is built 

on the nature of the ethical chooser, the moral agent. The necessary self-respect, duty to 

oneself, right to be the sole author of one’s self-chosen plan of life may be put in 

jeopardy. Jean Paul Sartre provides a well-known response to the idea that a plan of life 

for the individual may be chosen by another. For Sartre, the freedom to choose for 

oneself, a life for oneself and a meaning for that life and reciprocally accord the same 

respect to others efforts is seriously compromised. The individual is converted from 

autonomous creator of his or her life to an instrument realized in the plan and meaning of 

a life provided by someone else, in his case the other is God. 
The concept of man in the mind of God is comparable to the concept of a paper-cutter in the mind 

of the manufacturer, and, following certain techniques and a conception, God produces man, just 

as the artisan, following a definition and technique, makes a paper-knife. Thus, the individual man 

is the realization of a certain concept in the divine understanding. (Luper 265-266) 

Mary Wollstonecraft argues (Gough, “Mary”) that women who define themselves in 

relation to the personality or characteristics assigned them by men are like planets “out of 

orbit” with no self –direction or possibility of making ethical choices for themselves 

(Mahowald 124). Harriet Taylor Mill suggests that women who believe they are safe 

within the confines of the harem supported by men are sadly mistaken about their own 

future and the future of the society where they live (Mahowald 154). As Simone de 

Beauvoir suggests, while women may be complicit in their own bondage by always 

finding themselves in some personal relationship with their oppressor, the move away 

from the other is a self-determined one since no oppressor ever gives up his superior 

power relationship willingly (Mahowald 204). Even if the choice is a difficult one, it is 

still the individual’s choice to make. Not making the choice, allowing one’s situation to 
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remain the way it has been given, is itself a choice. It is inauthentic to oneself to choose 

not to choose and indeed the choice to enslave one is the only choice not tolerated by 

someone who supports autonomous decision making, since such a free choice would 

insure that no further autonomous choices could follow. We do have self-created 

obligations to ourselves as much as we reciprocally have similar obligations to others. 

 
Minimal Conditions 

We can be distracted by the transformation of the distortion of the environment 

into the political or ideological, for example, in order to deal with the problem of a 

deficient social environment. This distraction can tend to blur existing or presumed 

borders or the borderline between what is acceptable on ethical grounds, promoting and 

supporting autonomy, and what is unacceptable on the same grounds.  

There are several well-known instances of communication for influence which are 

ethically suspect. For example, the AIDS crisis and some of the ethical debates 

surrounding the situation tended to distort the issues and hence possible resolutions to 

them. When a crisis occurs in ethics, the first move is often to determine whether our 

existing beliefs can serve to resolve the crisis –sacrificing nothing at either the core or 

periphery of our belief set—or whether we need to make some sort of sacrifice to our 

belief set in order to help resolve the controversy. For some, there could be no sacrifice of 

a fixed interpretation of their text, the Bible, which both proclaimed homosexuality a sin 

and sanctioned “natural” punishment of it. For others, however, there needed to be a 

sacrifice of this interpretation, a modification of the “guilt/sin” language of 

condemnation, which was a distortion of the loving father figure of an all caring God. A 

normative borderline had been encountered, producing the crisis in determining an 

acceptable ethical response to the situation of AIDS, one which preserved the core set of 

beliefs in an all loving, all caring God and the wrongness of violating divine commands, 

while dealing with the reality of a disease.  

First of all, using language to classify a disease as a sin commits the genetic 

fallacy by assuming that the source determines the rightness or wrongness of a 

consequence, when no such authority exists (Govier 191). The source, in this case, was 

an interpretation taken to be authoritative. It is also characteristic of fundamentalisms and 
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their varied attempts to reinterpret events in light of only one reading of the past as it 

relates to the present. Fundamentalism often tries to reduce that which is complex to a 

simple, although often inconsistent, alternative which contains ideological, political and 

paradoxical components. Second, to place AIDS within an already condemned category 

of activities, which includes adultery and promiscuous sex, and so on, is to condemn by 

labeling and to reduce a complex situation to a simplified cartoon version of reality. The 

language shaped and to some extent determined the decision, making it functionally 

impossible to autonomously choose whether the situation was to be condemned or 

treated. The language of condemnation served to distort the situation and make possible 

autonomous decision making on the part of the participants and audience functionally 

impossible. What should be treated as a disorder is instead condemned as an intentional 

commission, which is ethically questionable since no one ought to be condemned for the 

effects of a disease. This violates the logical and ethical principle of possibility or the 

ought implies can principle (Cooper 291-292), which correctly maintains that it is not 

possible (inconsistent and incoherent) to expect, condemn, advise, applaud or reward 

someone for doing something that is not within his or her power, ability or capability to 

accomplish or avoid.  

This kind of distortion is common. A less serious but similar language distortion 

occurred when a government official was questioned about the possibility that he might 

receive severance pay as a result of quitting a government appointed position. The 

official first moved the discussion from an ethical issue to a legal one, in order to shift the 

frame of reference to what could be buried under impersonal rules, laws and principles. 

The executive director indicated that his lawyers were working with government officials 

to determine what entitlements he might be entitled to. Some of those questioning him in 

a publicly televised meeting were frustrated by the distortion of severance pay to an 

entitlement, which seemed a way of making it impossible for them to get answers to their 

questions in order to help resolve a conflict in meaning or intention. The entitlement 

classification set up legal borders for resolving ethical considerations of entitlement, in a 

reductionist attempt to make what was legally permissible ethically acceptable, when the 

two are not identical. A reframing of the controversy served to confuse and distort what 
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was initially a relatively clear cut case that was open to clear resolution. The reframing 

into legal discourse closed the possibility of an open resolution.  

When the economic worldview considers the natural world its fancy, it naturally 

turns to a classification of resources (with economic value) and non-resources, sometimes 

externalities (having no economic value, but measurable consequences of choices or 

actions), which can frustrate environmentalists who cannot accept the language to convey 

meaning about the natural world, its important and intrinsically valuable self-organized 

relationships. The distortion is apparent and it does nothing to eliminate the conflict.  

The issue of distortion of meaning or the conversation, which directs us away 

from the possibility of resolving an ethical conflict, is connected to our natural attempt to 

manage issues, problems or situations, within a conceptual-linguistic framework of our 

own creation or accommodation. This, like most other kinds of management, involves a 

transformation of one belief system or value scheme into another. There is nothing 

neutral or detached about this transformation and the language used to facilitate it. A 

comfortable or accommodating (to the individual’s ideas or beliefs) linguistic framework 

and language is imposed on the description and explanation of the situation or issue. The 

solution is often captured in the linguistic description and explanation, a solution not 

likely comfortable to those outside the linguistic framework. The ethical problem is one 

of accommodation, open-mindedness and the possibility that one could “change one’s 

mind.” This means that the language employed in a descriptive or explanatory mode has 

to invite, rather than reject, opposing points of view into the discussion, conversation or 

argumentation, not exclude the other.  

The public debate over sustainable development as a prelude and necessary 

component to the debate over the need for the reduction of green house gas emissions, is 

one that was initially framed in the terms, concepts and ideas of economics: free-market 

bargaining as a component of individual free choice satisfaction of preference 

maximization, substitutions, resource management for profit, compensation, and so on. 

This framing of the debate distorts the issues and blurs an understanding of a possible 

resolution to some conflicts. This dulls the possibility that individuals can make fully 

informed autonomous decisions for themselves and others within the public domain 

(Mitchell 20-22).  
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This is a serious problem since there is a developmental component to autonomy. 

As children we learn to recognize an emotional response to our actions, either 

disapproval or approval and we are constrained by the negative emotions to refrain from 

the choices that trigger it. So, early on in our ethical development, usually in the family, 

we learn a pre-procedural approach to dealing with ethical situations at the same time that 

we learn to identity what is of ethical significance. We learn gradually to see the ethical 

situation as one which contains an emotional component and then we move to a 

procedural approach learning to employ rules or principles in our deliberations about 

what to do and what advice to give others. Finally, we learn to make choices in such a 

way that we just intuitively know what to do and only in confusing or complicated cases 

do we go back to the calculations, principles, rules or theories. This internalization is 

essential if the autonomous individual is able to develop a response based on good 

character, creating reasonable and uniform expectations for him and others. However, at 

no point do we lose completely any of these developmental stages. From the beginning to 

the end of our ethical development we have an emotional, empathetic reaction to an 

ethical problem, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to “see” the problem and assign our 

responsibility for dealing with it. Communicating for influence can subvert our developed 

emotive responses by using them to serve the purposes of lifestyle preferences and brand 

loyalty above doing the right thing, regardless of “how it looks or is perceived by others.” 

 

Setting the Limiting Ethical Conditions 

 In the first place, what needs to be done is to establish the basis for limitations 

since the initial presumption is against any constraints on human behaviour. That is, the 

reasonable liberal democratic political presumption of an individual being free from all 

constraints and coercion requires an argument or justification to override it or interfere 

with this initial condition. It is also the minimalist construal of intentional action that 

some prominent cognitive psychologists now argue is central to accept the claim that 

animals and human beings deliberate and think (Bermundez 46-51). To establish the 

basis for ethical limitations is to introduce the process for making the decision about the 

justification for limits. I may need to do something to change my grandson’s decision 

making in light of the influence of branding. As well, none of should be smug about our 
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own abilities to critically evaluate communication influences, like branding, on our 

decisions. The process minimally requires the following components in serial order.  

First, we need to either argue or assume that developing and enhancing moral 

autonomy is the ability or capacity that needs the full protection of rights and society 

paralleling the protection for safe and secure cognitive development strategies.  

Second, if we accept the first claim to the priority of moral autonomy, then we 

need to do empirical research to determine the actual negative effects of branded 

personality, distorted reference and product placement to the capacity and ability of 

individuals to function autonomously. 

Third, we need to set the issue of negative communicative influences before the 

public so that there is an open conversation, dialogical context in which the public 

considers the negative possibility of restraining individual freedom of choice (Mitchell 

24) in communication for influence and the negative effects of such communication on 

the development and application of autonomous decision making. This discussion takes 

place within various communities or organizations in which the religions open the 

discussion of the nature of the righteous individual to ongoing critical scrutiny, the 

fraternal organization continues discussions of its membership conditions and the 

political organization is often in the process of revising its ideas about its partisans and 

their beliefs.  

Fourth, there is a need for parents and individuals in the private domain of the 

family—to provide the means whereby children can understand the need to question,  

skeptically criticize the set of claims made by advertisers in order to insure that they are 

fully aware of the capacity  and ability to choose other than the  branded personality. 

 

Conclusion 

In the end, the issue of how to identify and mitigate the borders, limiting some 

debilitating influence in communication, will remain open to a continuous critical debate 

and on-going conversation. However, despite cultural differences, the priority placed on 

the value of preserving and enhancing the ability to fully exercise individual autonomy 

will remain the initial touchstone. Whatever anyone would want, minimally it would be 

(a) the ability to choose what is best for themselves consistent with (b) their self-chosen 
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life-plans. Branding influences choices in ways that can make (a) either difficult or 

impossible, rendering (b) distorted so that it is not fully self-chosen.  
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May Sinclair: Idealism-Feminism and the Suffragist Movement 
 

Jim Gough 
Red Deer College 

Abstract 

Never heard of her? May Sinclair is one of the least appreciated founders of 

feminism by her contemporaries as evidenced by the lack of the appearance of her ideas 

in contemporary debate and anthologies documenting feminist views. This is unfortunate 

because she offers a unique and valuable contribution to feminist ideas through her 

involvement in the universal suffrage debate and the development of her idealist-feminist 

arguments. Her ideas continue to offer a unique solution to the antagonism between men 

and women. She is, by her own accurate description, of a class which maintains a 

psychic, conscious identity beyond limiting conditions.  

 May Sinclair (England: 1863-1946) and Sir Almroth Wright (Ireland: 1861-1947) 

developed strong parallel interests in philosophy, literature, science, and feminism, but 

their interpretations of these areas led Sinclair and Wright to diametrically opposed 

viewpoints.  Nicely, their individual conclusions coalesce in public defenses of their 

distinctive positions on feminism and the suffrage movement:  Sir Almwroth Wright 

argues for physicalism as the basis for the established societal roles of men and women in 

his March 27, 1912 letter to the London Times, whereas May Sinclair defends the 

reconciliation of the sexes through the distinctiveness of the prompting Life Force in her 

1912 essay Feminism.1 

                                                 
1 Although the main focus of this paper is on the specific debate between Wright and Sinclair as expressed 
in his Times letter and in her essay, “Feminism,” complementary works by each are used for further 
clarification of the issues.  Sir Almwroth Wright used the Times letter as a basis for a more sustained 
argument in The Unexpurgated Case Against Woman Suffrage. May Sinclair’s novel The Tree of Heaven, 
in which the character Dorothea becomes involved in the suffragist movement and all the issues 
surrounding this movement at the time, complements Sinclair’s arguments in “Feminism.” 
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 In this paper, I first present the context of the clash between May Sinclair, 

philosopher and woman of letters, and Sir Almroth Wright, philosopher and man of 

science, over the concept of feminism and the suffrage movement.  I then identify the 

particulars of Sinclair’s attack on Wright’s physicalist position as the basis for his 

arguments against feminist demands for change, power, and the vote.  Next, I examine 

the question of whether or not Sinclair’s Idealist philosophy is able to include a defense 

of feminism as well as the individual feminist role within the suffragist movement, 

showing Sinclair’s unique solution to the antagonism between men and women. Finally, 

through the findings of this inquiry, I conclude with new understandings of the 

significance of May Sinclair as a philosopher and a woman of letters in the development 

of feminism. 

 Sir Almwroth Wright, a distinguished medical doctor and researcher, ranking with 

the immunologists Pasteur, Ehrlick and Metchnilcoff, is credited with developing “an 

entirely new school of medicine, that of therapeutic immunization by vaccines” 

(Colebrook 977).  His first degree in 1882 was in modern literature and he thought of 

taking up literature instead of medicine; he wrote more than one hundred and thirty 

scientific publications “with the most scrupulous regard to literary quality” (977).  As an 

essentially self-trained philosopher, Wright developed a new system of logic of the 

human mind and philosophy in a posthumously published manuscript Alethetropic Logic 

(1953). Recognized as a respected authority on the Old Testament and a champion of 

Protestantism, Wright has been described as “almost theatrically puritanical in his attitude 

to food and drink, and blatantly prejudiced against women” (Reid 5).2  George Bernard 

                                                 
2 Reid follows this comment about “Sir Almost Wright,” as Wright was characterized by some critics, with 
the following story: “The man who probably perpetuated Wright’s popular fame was George Bernard 
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Shaw had numerous conversations with Wright; he even ridiculed Wright’s views of 

women in the character of Sir Colenso Ridgeon in The Doctor’s Dilemma.  “In The 

Doctor’s Dilemma, Shaw takes Wright’s view of the inferior and irrational feminine 

mind and applies it remorselessly to his gallery of scientific men” (Holroyd 160). Having 

a keen interest in the social and political issues of his day, especially issues surrounding 

women’s suffrage, he published both an influential letter to the Times, March 27, 1912, 

and in 1913, The Unexpurgated Case Against Woman Suffrage (7).  The Times article is 

said “to have caused the whole of the Irish vote in Parliament to swing against universal 

franchise” (Reid 149).  At the very least, this belief indicates the influential place of 

Wright in the suffragist debate.  Among many honors, including several honorary degrees 

from universities across Europe, Wright was knighted and elected FRS in 1906 

(Colebrook 978).  Wright brought these considerable credentials and esteemed reputation 

to the debate on the suffrage movement. 

 Sir Almroth Wright stepped into a raging debate in the Times, which began with 

an editorial condemning what was described as an “outrage” when some shop windows 

were broken in East London by suffragists.  This editorial identified “militant hysteria” as 

the root cause of the suffragist agitation and suggested “that doctors have direct 

knowledge of this hysteria through their medical consultations with militant suffragist 

patients” (Wright, “Letter”).  The Times’ use of the passionate words outrage and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Shaw, who modeled his character, Sir Colenso Ridgeon, in The Doctor’s Dilemma, on the doctor scientist, 
and gave the phrase ‘stimulate the phagocytes’ to Edwardian hypochondriacs.  Shaw had been visiting 
Wright’s laboratory when one of Wright’s assistants happened to say that yet another patient had applied 
for treatment that afternoon.  Shaw then turned to Wright and asked him what would happen if more people 
applied for help than could properly be looked after.  In his dogmatic fashion, Wright answered: ‘we should 
have to consider which life was the best worth saving.’ Shaw put his index finger to his nose and said: ‘Ha! 
There I smell a drama – there I smell drama.’  The doctor’s dilemma had crystallized.  When he went to see 
the play, Wright walked out.  He thought it a travesty of his true beliefs and work” (Holroyd 160). 
 



Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 
 

4

hysteria suggested from the outset of the debate that suffragist agitation was viewed as an 

unthinkable and appalling violation of the male social and political establishment.  The 

controversy heated up when Dr. Leonard Williams responded in the letters column of the 

Times, claiming to have empirical evidence of the “suffragist hysteria” connected to 

women’s physiological emergencies (Carre-Smith).   

In opposition, Dr. Ellie Sayers entered the debate, trying to provide a scientific 

focus to dispel the bandwagon effect around this malaise.  She claimed that the argument 

was created through rhetoric, rather than demonstrated by science, to account for 

suffragist behavior described as an “outrage” (Sayers).  As the debate progressed through 

various issues of the Times during March of 1912, Sir Almroth Wright’s letter of March 

27 fueled the anti-suffragist paranoia by cataloguing women who suffer “militant 

hysteria” as  (i) those who “take advantage of physical violence,”  (ii) those who are 

“strangers to joy, women in whom instincts lay suppressed have in the end broken into 

flame,”  and (iii) the incomplete, for whom “one side of their nature has gone through 

atrophy” (Wright “Letter”).3 Wright agreed that these are the type of women “Dr. 

Leonard Williams’ recent letter brought so distinctly before our eyes – the women who 

are poisoned by misplaced self esteem” (Sinclair, Feminism 13). 

 On the basis of his widely-recognized professional status as a scientist, Wright’s 

arguments against feminism would hold credibility, and his position would establish him 

as a spokesman for populist objections to the suffragist movements (Sinclair, Feminism 

                                                 
3 Letters objecting to Wright’s views occur on March 30, 1912, from T.H. Baty and Emily Lutyens, March 
30, 1912, as well as from Silvanus P. Thompson.  May Sinclair wrote a letter of June 17, published in the 
Times on June 19, which focuses on the treatment of women as political prisoner. “It ridiculed the 
government’s acknowledging the leaders of the militant suffragist movement as political prisoners by 
removing them to the first division, and so practically admitting the justice of their claim, while classifying 
the obedient rank and file as common criminals.  In terms of the logic of comparative guilt, the militant 
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13). 4   So, the continued credibility of the suffragist movement relied upon a retort from 

an equally qualified and respected feminist.  May Sinclair entered the foray with a 

castigating response to Sir Almroth Wright in Feminism, published by The Women 

Writers’ Suffrage League.  As one of the popular novelists of the early twentieth century 

in England and the United States, Sinclair wrote twenty-four novels, two major works of 

philosophy, poems, short stories, translations, and reviews. 5  She knew and encouraged a 

wide circle of writers including Bertrand Russell, D.H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound, Ford 

Madox Ford, T.S. Eliot, Hilda Doolittle, Dorothy Richardson, Violet Hunt, and Charlotte 

Mew; like them, she “strove to uncover the mysteries of the individual psyche and the 

differences between the individual woman and the individual man” (Barash 415).  During 

her only formal schooling at Cheltenham Ladies’ College between 1881 and 1882, 

Sinclair began studying philosophy under Dorothea Beale, developing and later defining 

her views against the reigning realism in A Defense of Idealism: Some Questions and 

Conclusions (1917) and distinguishing between primary and secondary consciousness in 

The New Idealism (1922).  Raised in a strict, religious Victorian family, Sinclair used the 

“philosophies of Plato, Spinoza, and Kant as ways to resist Christian dogma and to search 

for a more universal truth” (Barash 414). For her work in philosophy, Sinclair was 

distinguished by election to membership in the Aristotelian Society for the Systematic 

Study of Philosophy in 1923.  In her philosophic and literary works, May Sinclair 

brought “together the compact, imagistic language of poetry and the hard, moral 

                                                                                                                                                 
leaders would probably plead ‘more guilty’, because they must be held more responsible than the rank and 
file” (Boll 97). 
4 Wright’s erroneously connecting expertise from one domain to another without any direct relationship 
between these areas is a fallacious strategy commonly called “Improper Appeal to Authority”. See Trudy 
Govier, A Practical Study of Argument (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1985). 
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questioning of idealist philosophy” (415).  Sinclair used both the strength of her language 

and philosophical acumen to vanquish Sir Almroth Wright’s arguments against the 

suffragist movement.6  

 In Feminism, Sinclair attacks Wright’s limiting physicalist position, his defective 

argumentation, his pseudo-science, and his irrational defense of exclusive male power.  

Wright’s physicalist attack on the suffragist is based on a description of a natural, 

material, conventional contract implicitly formed between the sexes and a sustained 

questioning of the inherent intellectual ability of women.  Sinclair argues against 

Wright’s explanation that the relationship between the sexes is founded in a contract to 

which the woman contributes gentleness, personal refinement, modesty, and joyous 

maternity, and the male provides physical and material support – a contract which is 

infringed “when the woman breaks out into violence: when she jettisons her personal 

refinement: when she is ungrateful: and, possibly, when she places a quite extravagantly 

“journalistic rhetoric” (Wright, The Unexpurgated 20) in place of sound scientific 

argumentation to produce an ad hominem high estimate upon her intellectual powers” 

(Sinclair, Feminism 1).  Sinclair also attacks Wright’s explanation that the operation of 

women’s minds is based on emotional reflexes, providing gratification and producing 

“neural distress” whenever intellectual analysis or judgment is attempted (Wright The 

Unexpurgated 36).  He believes that it will be impossible to educate women to become 

the intellectual equal or better of men because their starting point is so far behind the 

male’s inherent ability (40).  His implicit conclusion is that the suffragists upset the 

                                                                                                                                                 
5 For a thorough discussion of the works of May Sinclair, see Hrisey Dimitrakis Zegger’s May Sinclair, 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1976).  An earlier work by Theophilus E.M. Boll, Miss May Sinclair: 
Novelist, is also useful. 
6 Notice the David and Goliath differences between the authority commanded by Wright and Sinclair. 
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“natural” order of society, create false aspirations for women, and create conditions 

which cause antagonism between the sexes. This is a version of the defective fit-by-

nature argument.  

 Sinclair points out Wright’s overall defective argument form, developed by using 

a fallacious attack on “a whole class, a whole sex” (Sinclair Feminism 1), and by a 

questionable generalization based on the single instance of “the outrage.”  Sinclair 

charges Wright with capitalizing on his reputation and the position as a man of science to 

portray misplaced pseudo-scientific views as if they were scientific, and “using biased 

rhetoric and examples to support his opinion and suppressing all the rest” (1) while 

unscrupulously appealing to the instincts, emotions, and momentary prejudices of the 

“man who reads the papers.”  Sinclair argues that Wright’s legitimate expertise in 

physical science lends illegitimate weight or esteem to his criticisms of the suffragist 

movement.  As Sinclair points out in Feminism, “the man (not medical) who chuckles 

over his pronouncements in the papers, thinks that this sound logic and physiology; that it 

is the psychology of sex!” (4). Sinclair charges that Wright, a man of science, is 

decidedly unscientific when he used an insufficient sample to preclude any reliable 

generalization and adequate testing of his hypothesis.  She further charges that he does 

not attempt to defend his hypothesis against alternative hypotheses; that he uses facts that 

fly in the face of his views; and that he classifies according to his own attitudinal 

prejudices, leaving out any counter evidence that does not reconcile with these biases.7  

                                                 
7 Wright’s defective line of reasoning is almost a case of “wishful thinking” on the part of a committed 
physicalist.  The identification of a non-existent physical cause (hysteria) is used to account for the mental 
instability which creates violence and social disorder in the suffragist movement, issuing in a conflict or 
war between the sexes and, finally, providing a reason for the continued disenfranchisement of women.  
This line of reasoning is distinguished by the lack of any attempt to provide empirical support for any part 
of it.  A rhetorical claim (hysteria) is used to support a line of reasoning which requires empirical 
verification. 



Rhetor: Journal of the Canadian Society for the Study of Rhetoric 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 
 

8

Sinclair concludes that Wright’s defective reasoning panders to the lowest level of the 

‘man who reads the papers’ and encourages conflict between the sexes.  

 Sinclair’s criticisms of Wright’s defective argument lead her to condemn his 

notion of a physiological disorder or hysteria as the cause of deviant behavior in women.  

His pseudo-scientific views to defend the unsupported claim that militant suffragists 

suffer from a disease, a viral hysteria, which causes violent behavior.  Wright associates 

this disease with militant suffragists who oppose prescribed, socially acceptable domestic 

roles, creating a divisive conflict between women and men, and establishing by their 

violent behavior that they are incapable of rationally exercising the franchise to vote 

(Wright, The Unexpurgated 84-85).  Sinclair finds the development of this notion bizarre: 

what starts out as a “claim” for the cause of violent suffragist behavior soon becomes the 

“root physical cause,” identifying, without empirical support, suffragist behavior as a 

disease transmitted on the basis of organized social connections between women aiming 

at substantial political change.  Sinclair condemns Wright’s cure for the suffragist 

disease: a return to the traditional state in which women accept their God-given domestic, 

child-bearing, sexual roles. 

 Sinclair attacks Wright’s defective argumentation and pseudo-scientific procedure 

as false premises which lead to two false conclusions.  First, Wright falsely concludes a 

position of the separation of the sexes.  He argues that the unity of the sexes is based on 

women accepting a passive, subservient, defined social position and that only man should 

be in positions of authority, leadership, and power.  According to Wright, any alteration 

of this established order leads to the separation and conflict between the sexes,  prompted 

by women who are guilty of fighting for some misplaced self-esteem which, when 
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frustrated, produces hysteria, chaos, and violence.  Second, Wright falsely concludes that 

women are incapable of exercising economic and political power.  This claimed failure – 

in the case of the Canadian debate about women’s right to vote – produced the view that 

giving women the right to vote would give husbands two votes essentially, which 

disadvantages bachelors. He maintains that it is both against the nature of women and the 

rules of society for women to desire to move out of their compliant, dependent, domestic 

roles.   

Wright argues against economic equality, maintaining that it is against woman’s 

physical makeup to work equally and reliably side by side with men.  Further, because it 

is contrary to the economic well-being of a marketplace that is rightfully controlled by 

men, woman’s nature should prompt her to seek fulfillment in the non-economic, 

domestic sphere.  Finally, Wright also argues against women exercising political power, 

maintaining that the exercise of political power offends woman’s refined nature because 

it includes the possibility of the rational and morally acceptable use of violence, either 

indirectly through voting-in representatives who are morally positioned to punish 

political offenders, or through acting as one of these representatives who have the right to 

exercise violence.  The suffragists, according to Wright, have demonstrated through their 

irrational, hysterical, violent behavior that they are neither capable of the rational exercise 

of political power nor capable of choosing representatives to exercise that power (Wright, 

The Unexpurgated 84). 

 Sinclair condemns both these conclusions because they are based on faulty 

premises and because they do not accurately represent the changing social reality.  She 

not only identifies the defects in Wright’s arguments but also the defective motivation for 
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his conclusions.  Sinclair points out that ultimately Wright’s irrational argumentation is 

motivated by fear – fear that women, in their attempts to achieve economic and political 

power, will understand that power is both gained and held through the exclusive right to 

use morally justifiable, physical force to maintain power – and fear that either the 

representatives elected will be women or the men elected will be subject to the political 

power of women.8  Sinclair’s astute and caustic evaluation of Wright’s position 

concludes that he adopts illogical premises in the hope of defending and protecting the 

source of male economic and political power - the vote.  She recognizes that Wright’s 

desire to deny women the power of the vote forces him to use defective argumentation to 

characterize women as irrational, illogical, and non-spiritual and to establish a bogus 

disease to account for why women use violence to gain economic and political power. 

 Sinclair’s attacks on Wright’s physicalist position and its implications to 

feminism and the suffrage movement are prompted by her Idealist philosophical 

perspective, valuing individual consciousness as the initial reality to be achieved by the 

human person.  She makes a distinction between men and women whose acquaintance 

with Life Force – which she defines as the unified will of the consciousness and the body 

– prompts them to full and complete self-awareness.9  Although men and women are 

distinguished by different translations of the Life Force, they can finally achieve unity at 

                                                 
8 In “Defense of Man,” English Review, July 1912, Sinclair points out that although there may be 
contemporary differences between the material manifestations of the Life Force in men and women, with 
women exhibiting a higher spiritual role, in the past, men were the progenitors of spiritual/religious 
movements. Spiritual completeness could be achieved if men re-focused their manifestation of the Life 
Force away from the mere accumulation of wealth back to their spiritual beginning, with the help of 
women. 
9 This kind of engagement occurs as the individual’s will focuses on the energy of the Life Force: “It is 
through his will, through his need, want, desire, interest, affection, love, that he appears as self-determined.  
It is his will or energy that, whether in resistance or obedience, knits him to the forces of the ‘real’ world 
outside himself.  It is his will that in submitting or aspiring, in adoration or longing, links him to the 
immanent and transcendent Reality, that he calls God” (Sinclair, A Defense 69) 
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the level of spiritual consciousness.  These individuals are engaged in the world, creating 

the world and their place in it, through interaction of the primary (content) and secondary 

(reflective) consciousness, aware of the Life Force which connects the individual to the 

unified (spiritual) consciousness (Sinclair, Feminism 33).10  There is no passive 

detachment from the conscious lives of others for either men or women and no reliance 

for meaning outside of the spiritual self.  This grounding of reality in the Ideal and the 

consciousness is the foundation for Sinclair’s defense of feminism. 

 While promoting this unity between the sexes, Sinclair’s feminism, at the same 

time, distinguishes a feminine uniqueness – a respect for life and death. Woman is the 

reservoir of the vital Life Force; through it woman makes use of the unified energies of 

her body and mind.  Like the poet/seer, her mystical understanding of the world 

transcends apparent physical conflicts based on material, economic, social and political 

distinctions which make no real difference to the possibility of psychic unity and 

harmony – a reconciliation between the self and the divine Absolute.11  Through the 

creative impulse of the Life Force, woman promotes humanity, not only in the physical 

manifestations of childbirth and child nurturing, but also in the translation of the creative 

impulse into other life-promoting activities of the intellectual, visionary, and mystical 

woman committed to social and political change (33) in order to promote a unified 

consciousness (14). 

 As part of Sinclair’s defense of Idealist-Feminism, Sinclair supports the 

individual, personal feminist commitment to social and political change.  Sinclair’s 

                                                 
10 Rebeccah Kinnamon Neff suggests the importance of Sinclair’s mysticism in “’New Mysticism’ in the 
Writings of May Sinclair and T.S. Eliot,” Twentieth Century Literature, 26:1 (Spring, 1980). pp. 82-108. 
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philosophical perspective on feminism supports the reconciliation of the sexes; as she 

says, “I am not an ultra-feminist, and I do not think that the suffrage movement is a war 

of one sex against another … I hold no brief for women against men” (30-31).  Sinclair’s 

particular brand of feminism includes men and women together as suffragists whose 

actions are guided by consciousness in a triumph of the recognition of the Life Force.  

The equalizing factor between men and women is the common connection to the Life 

Force and the conscious respect for this unifying force.  By necessity, this respect for the 

Life Force translates into practical affairs to address economic, political, and social 

inequalities between men and women. 

 In her defense of the individual’s commitment to Idealist-Feminism, Sinclair 

explains how the individual is able to connect with the collective; therefore, Sinclair’s 

Idealist-Feminism supports the individual’s involvement in the suffragist movement.  

Idealist-Feminists join the collective movement in a particular act or acts when the act is 

in response to a legitimate prompting and expression of the Life Force (Sinclair, 

Feminism 46).  In this way, the Idealist-Feminist philosopher, May Sinclair, answers the 

major charge against Idealism: the Idealist-Feminist need not be detached from the world 

of practical affairs.  This individual, unlike the myopic physicalist, moves towards 

practical problems with a conscious awareness of the conscious whole, analyzing the 

pieces from within this unity rather than desperately trying to make physical connections 

with no apparent rationale behind this attempted unity.  Because Sinclair’s defense of 

Idealism logically connects to her defense of feminism and leads to her defense of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
11 “There is everything in that everlasting readiness to bring forth; everything in those profound and 
intorissable wells of instinct, in the stream of the Life Force, of which woman is pre-eminently the 
reservoir” (Sinclair, Feminism 30). 
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suffrage movement, there is no contradiction between Idealism-Feminism and the 

suffragist movement. 

 Even though Sinclair thinks consciousness and the Life Force must be considered 

as the starting point, she does not preclude action right up to and including the point of 

violence if that action is based on conscious deliberation (43).  Accepting violence is 

neither a giving in, nor a concession to, nor an addition to, her theory; it is a fundamental 

condition.  Sinclair maintains that life must be protected at all costs.  If the Life Force is 

violated, violence is allowed.  In this way, the use of violence to protect life is 

fundamental to Sinclair’s definition of the Life Force.  Moreover, a movement to 

violence expresses a joining of the individual consciousness into the conscious collective 

spirit, allowing individual consciousness to experience happiness and even ecstasy in this 

joining with the collective soul.  Certainly, Sinclair, the Idealist, is concerned that the 

individual acting within a movement is not destroyed at the conscious level, for this 

destruction could indeed happen when an individual is submerged into the collective of 

the herd, losing control of individuality at the conscious level and becoming absorbed 

into the irrational Vortex.  In such a situation, both the individual and the collective will 

fall into a state of chaos.  Violence ensuing out of a state of chaos feeds on itself and does 

not connect to any real, long-term changes in both material and spiritual conditions.  But 

“the end – if it indeed can only be accomplished through violence – will justify it; the 

justice of History, which judges only after the event, will defend it as it has defended 

similar violences in the past. … The Suffragists have tried rose-water - oceans of rose-

water - and it has done nothing for them.  No wonder if they have abandoned it.”12 

                                                 
12 The Vortex draws characters into its chaos; individual consciousness is detached from psychic unity and 
submerged in the undefined and directionless movement. 
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 Sinclair’s endorsement of active engagement in the feminist struggle entitles her 

to a prominent place in the history of the feminist movement.  But even within her own 

lifetime, the decline in the general reputation of Idealism and the surging popularity of 

physical realism marginalized the strength of her vision.  Among her contemporary 

feminists, her distinctive voice for the mediation and reconciliation of the differences 

between men and women seemed ambiguous and timid against the voices strident for the 

separation of the sexes.  Within the feminist movement, the depth of her intellectual, 

critical, self-reflective involvement in the movement separated her from those feminists 

concerned with single-minded political action. 

 As a feminist philosopher and woman of letters, May Sinclair offers a unique 

solution to the apparent antagonisms between men and women.  Sinclair’s vision of the 

world is an integrated whole, only appreciated through an understanding of her multi-

faceted approach in support of a feminism that includes both men and women.  Her 

unified approach in support of feminism from this multi-faceted base provides a critical 

perspective which advances feminism beyond a mere physical movement to a higher 

spiritual consciousness.  In Feminism, Sinclair makes several significant contributions to 

the development of feminist philosophy and literature.  She plays a major part in an 

important debate on the issue of universal suffrage.  As an Idealist-Feminist philosopher, 

Sinclair develops a powerful, logical position against the defective, biased view of the 

anti-suffragist, Sir Almwroth Wright, demonstrating through her essay Feminism that 

controlled intellectual involvement is preferable to a biased emotional response.  She 

elevates the debate beyond the rhetoric of the man ‘who reads the papers.’ 



Rhetor: Revue de la Société canadienne pour l’étude de la rhétorique 3 (2009) <www.cssr-scer.ca> 
 

15

 Sinclair infuses Idealism into the suffrage debate to forge reconciliation through 

the Life Force of the conflict between men and women.  She logically demonstrates the 

place of violence within the feminist movement while arguing for the rational debate 

among individuals within the movement.  These philosophical tenets contribute to the 

self-reflective growth of the feminist movements.  Although Sinclair recognizes the need 

for material change, she is not satisfied with only material change: she demands a 

transformation of the involvement of the individual at the conscious level, seeking 

spiritual unity.  She speaks to men and women on an intellectual and emotional level, 

involving them in the depth of her ideas through the dramatization of the concepts using 

fictional characters. 

 Sinclair’s major contribution to the debate on feminism and the suffrage 

movement is her clear focus on the identification of the root struggle between men and 

women in the debate on the vote and the proposed reconciliation of this struggle.  She 

identifies the cause as the fear that if men lose their exclusive right to vote, they will also 

lose their exclusive right to exercise violence in support of that power.13  Sinclair herself 

represents the personal embodiment of the woman feared by male power – a passionate 

woman in control of her psychic life, conscious of divine reality, beyond the illusions of 

temporally bound pseudo-science and of a class which maintains a psychic, conscious 

identity beyond physical limiting conditions, creating in full communion with the Life 

Force, like the mystic poets and musicians – and the suffragist.14  As a participant in the 

                                                 
13 Mary Wollstonecraft makes a similar claim about the violence and fear. See: Jim Gough’s “Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s Argumentative Strategy” in Post Scriptum, vol. 2, Issue 5, July, 2005. 
14 I am indebted to Dr. Janet Panuska, retired Professor of English Literature, Red Deer College, who by 
her enthusiasm and dogged determination fired my continuing interest in pursuing this work on the writings 
of May Sinclair.  I owe her my continuing need to pursue the almost forgotten early feminist writers, whose 
ideas should not be lost in contemporary feminist debates. 
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initial debate on feminism and the suffrage movement, Sinclair is a model for feminist 

leadership; May Sinclair defines, evaluates and demonstrates the individual’s conscious 

agreement to participate in self-definition and self-fulfillment in the feminist movement. 
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The Rhetorical Paradigm of Nietzsche’s Aphorisms 

Josef Schmidt 
McGill University 

 
Probably the most famous of Nietzsche’s aphorisms, “God is dead,” is a parody of Psalm 

14, verse 1, “There is no God” (King James Version); it is a parody because Nietzsche 

deliberately fails to contextualize this statement, whose preamble is: “The fool hath said in his 

heart. There is no God.” His declaration uses the aphoristic form as a manifesto against 

theologians he accuses of having killed God. The locus classicus of the above declaration is the 

beginning of Zarathustra where the philosopher first contemplates the probability and then the 

certainty of the death of an outdated god (Haas 32ff.). 

It is a very strange modus operandi for a classical scholar, well versed in classical 

rhetoric, and a strange role for the biblical court jester: namely to assign himself the role of an 

implied ‘fool at heart!’ A closer look at the Western tradition of the aphorism, however, reveals 

Nietzsche’s use of this literary genre to be firmly rooted in its transformations throughout the 

centuries (Geary).  What makes his use unique is the way he fully exploits its multi-purpose 

functions and, in the process, creates his own paradigm by mimicking biblical language. But this 

comes at a high price, for he ends up falling into the kind of assertive practice he tries to 

denounce and explode, sounding like a parody of his parody: a modern prophet! In classical 

Aristotelian rhetoric, this role touches on the issue of ethos; the credibility of the aphorist 

depends on wisdom, virtue, and good will. Nietzsche, in his self-representation as a cultural 

critic, does not necessarily live up to all these characteristics! 

My short historical-systematic excursion is mainly based on the very substantial research 

article of Harald Fricke in volume I of the Historisches Wörterbuch der Rhetorik/The historical 
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Dictionary of Rhetoric, edited by Gert Ueding and others (Fricke cols. 773-790). The first 

function of the aphorism was as a non-literary genre in that it was used to state non-

contextualized information of a didactic nature in prose form. This feature separated it as a 

paradigm from analogous short-text forms like the epigram, the anecdote, or the joke. However, 

its closest relative seems to be the maxim: “A general assertion expressed in a single sentence 

and formulated in a striking way” (Dupriez/Halsall 265f.). But one particular rhetorical 

dimension of the aphorism remained genre-specific: its use of reduction (detractio), one of the 

four basic rhetorical figurative devices-the other three being exchange/immutation; 

rearrangement/transmutatio, and addition/adiectio).  This reduction could take on the form of an 

example without rule, intended banality, omission of a part in a logical sentence, and double 

entendre. The intralinguistic techniques to achieve this ranged from baffling word usage, 

neologisms, allusions, contrafacture, to juxtapositions of loaded words; these features apply to 

Nietzsche’s paradigm in one form or another. The rhetorical denominator is the comparatively 

poorly documented elocutional figure of aporia: the simulated technique of intentionally asking 

open-ended questions in the form of ambiguous and/or apodictic statements (Matuschek cols. 

826ff.). 

The case becomes more interesting when one tries to describe the unifying force behind 

the style of this unorthodox classical scholar who became a philosopher. “Through the aphoristic 

form, Nietzsche rejects on a stylistic level traditional philosophical thought, and furthers his 

project of the reevaluation of all values”; so writes Karin Bauer in her study Adorno’s 

Nietzschean Narratives. Critiques of Ideology, Readings of Wagner  (Bauer 205). From a 

different perspective, or to use the description of a local latter-day prophet who introduced a new 

paradigm, Marshall McLuhan, when talking about his aphorisms that constitute his bestseller 
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Understanding Media: “aphorisms are verbal hand grenades!” (Fitzgerald 109) How they 

explode or implode is, of course, quite a different question.   To return to Nietzsche, however, it 

is easy to observe how his aggressive playfulness coined aphoristic statements that, intentionally, 

left themselves open to many-layered interpretations. Douglas Burnham characterizes them as: 

“playful, almost vaudevillian… equivalent to a double-take, or a sarcastic taunt” (Burnham 2).  

Kathleen Merrow, a scholar of classical rhetoric, characterizes his technique with regard to the 

historical tradition as follows, drawing a link from antiquity to the Renaissance: 

Intertextuality was a means to connect present to the past and to reconstruct this past by wrenching an 

allusion out of its original context and relocating it in a new one. Each such allusion redraws the line from  

past to  present. Nietzsche is well aware of this practice. His highly allusive texts put it into use…Yet 

Nietzsche’s aphorisms are dense, and a single allusion condenses much that needs to be read, or perhaps 

unraveled into the threads that connect it to the larger problems it signifies (Merrow 288). 

Let’s take a look at a random sample from Beyond Good and Evil (1886). In article 3 on 

“The Peculiar Nature of Religion,” No. 46, Nietzsche states: 

From the very beginning, the Christian faith is a sacrifice, sacrifice of all freedom, all pride, all self-

assurance of the mind; at the same time it is servitude, self-mockery and self-mutilation./Der christliche 

Glaube ist von Anbeginn Opferung: Opferung aller Freiheit, allen Stolzes, aller Selbstgewissheit des 

Geistes; zugleich Verknechtung und Selbst-Verhöhnung, Selbst-Verstümmelung. 

This sentence starts in a biblical tone, leading to a central concept, “sacrifice,” that, in a 

parodistic way, is undercut into a contrafacture, meaning exactly the opposite, using a mixture of 

chiastic and anaphoric form. For good measure a hyperbole is thrown in, and the English 

translator has beautifully rendered the sardonic wit in appropriate alliterations. 

When I mentioned that I chose a random sample, I was not quite honest! For Beyond 

Good and Evil probably offers the most striking examples of  Nietzsche’s aphoristic style. In 

clear mockery, the nine “articles”–a  parodistic reference to both traditional theology and 
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philosophy-are subdivided into nearly 300 enumerated sections, many of which contain just one 

short aphorism; especially in the fourth article. Douglas Burnham, in his Reading Nietzsche: An 

Analysis of ‘Beyond Good and Evil,’ has devoted a whole chapter to this section (Durham 99-

106), characterizing these aphorisms as Nietzsche’s being “after a rhetorical effect –giving an 

entrenched metaphysical, moral or social prejudice a jolt by way of deliberately hyperbolic 

expression.” Another locus classicus and the subject of much debate has been the “Third Essay” 

of the Genealogy of Morals (Bauer 207ff.). Thematically, it deals with the problem of “what do 

Ascetic ideals mean?” The XXVIII sections (roughly 70 pages in the English translation) are 

prefaced by a quotation from Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-1885): “Wisdom likes men who are 

reckless, scornful and violent; being a woman, her heart goes out to a soldier./Unbekümmert, 

spöttisch, gewaltthätig-so will uns die Weisheit: sie ist ein Weib, sie liebt immer nur einen 

Kriegsmann.“ 

The Nietzsche reader can contextualize this aphorism with the notorious provocation in the first 

sentence of Beyond Good and Evil: 

Supposing that truth is a woman - well, now, is there not some foundation for suspecting that all 

philosophers, insofar as they were dogmatists, have not known how to handle women?/Vorausgesetzt, dass 

die Wahrheit ein Weib ist -, wie? Ist der Verdacht nicht gegründet, dass alle Philosophen, sofern sie 

Dogmatiker waren, sich schlecht auf Weiber verstanden? 

According to Douglas Burnham, in interpreting this preface remark (Burnham 2ff.), Nietzsche 

frequently resorts to this form of thought construction: asking a “hypothetical” question loaded 

with puns. E.g., in the above quotation the last German term “verstanden” takes on a derogatory 

meaning although its basic meaning, the simple past tense of the verb “to understand,” is also 

neutral-standard vocabulary of traditional philosophy. The modern debate has contextualized the 

former quotation in two diametrically opposing ways. For the Critical School, the whole third 
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essay is a series of aphorisms elaborating on the ascetic ideal as an analysis of the mechanism of 

power and domination. For the disciples of the postmodern-e.g. Derridean-persuasion, it is  a 

clear indication of the philosopher’s “indeterminacy and undecidability.”  

But the recent history of reception has also brought quite a different clientele of 

Nietzsche readers into play: an angry young generation that delights in Nietzsche’s rejection of 

traditional values and the individualist’s right for self-determination. One of the most colorful 

examples is Tom Tykwer’s film Run Lola Run (Lola rennt, 1998) that translates one of 

Nietzsche’s key concepts, the eternal recurrence, into an innovative kind of movie plot 

(Ludewig/Keller 130ff.).  In three 20 minute segments that are filmed as real time, the heroine 

has 20 minutes to recover 100,000 marks that her boyfriend has misplaced. If she does not turn 

up with the dough, he will be killed by his gangster boss. Lola careens across the screen from 

one near-disaster to another in order to save him from his grisly fate. Each possible story 

constitutes also her will to self-determination; e.g. in the second segment the soundtrack erupts 

in a series of aphoristic exclamations proclaiming her will to self-determination: “I want to go/I 

want to fight/I want to rush/I want to run....Never, never, never letting go/Never giving up, never 

saying no.” So Nietzsche’s thoughts in aphoristic form are very much alive and have received, 

true to the originator’s intention, diverse interpretations. They even made their way to 

Hollywood into all kinds of vulgarizations and misconceptions of the “Übermensch.”  Matthew 

Pollard found the image of “Nietzsche as a social/sexual deviant” perpetuated in numerous 

movies where a “Nietzsche citation in these films replaces the viewer’s actual act of reading any 

of Nietzsche’s works” (111). “In lieu of aphorisms there are ‘informational soundbites’- 

fragments that refer in vague ways to statements of “that insane German philosopher” and stand 

for irrationality and evil (Pollard 112).  But before returning to the rhetorical aspect of his 
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aphoristic style, one more salient feature in the history of reception has to be mentioned. It was 

precisely Nietzsche’s aphoristic style that made the Western philosopher palatable to modern 

Chinese philosophical thinking. Adrian Hsia/Chiu-Yee Cheung cite several instances where 

Nietzsche’s aphoristic style (conceived as being “rather assembled than composed”) proved to 

have an elective affinity to major traditional Chinese philosophical classics (Hsia/Cheung 308f.). 

The modern aphorism has, through history, picked up a sizeable number of literary 

relatives similar in their concise literary structure and form, such as the maxim, the curse, the 

proverb, exclamations, etc. A showcase in Nietzsche’s work is, as mentioned above, Beyond 

Good and Evil, whose subtitle “Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future”/Vorspiel einer 

Philosophie der Zukunft is omitted in the English translation by Francis Golffing. It playfully 

contains whole sections that are labeled as collections of aphorisms, most notably the Fourth 

Article, or the “Seven Little Woman-Aphorisms” in No. 237 of the Seventh Article. A few 

samples shall preface my rhetorical conclusion: that Nietzsche, a sage in the classical and 

biblical tradition, got caught in his attempt to devalorize the Christian tradition in  becoming an 

anti-prophet who articulated his non-systematic cultural critique in precisely the paradigm that 

he vowed to ridicule and to undermine: biblical statement of truth. These aphorisms should 

demonstrate the philosopher’s systematic use of the classical figure of dissimulatio, a specific 

species of provocative irony through which the speaker insinuates that he holds back far more 

than he is questioning. “Love for any one thing is barbaric, for it is exercised at the expense of 

everything else. This includes the love for God / Die Liebe zu Einem ist eine Barbarei: denn sie 

wird auf Unkosten aller Übrigen ausgeübt. Auch die Liebe zu Gott” (IV 67).  The two salient 

features creating the dissimulating shock effect are the juxtaposition of “Love” and “barbaric,” 

and the afterthought- a reference to Jesus of Nazareth’s first commandment! If one searches for a 
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sympathetic exegesis of this loaded aphorism, then one has to hinge it on “for any ONE thing,” 

for we should not overlook that Nietzsche uses another rhetorical-philosophical form, that of 

definition. But, of course, the attribute of the predication “one” leads to a whole number of other 

interpretations. For what Nietzsche does foremost question, undoubtedly, is the validity of the 

first Christian commandment. 

Not always is the reevaluating onslaught so direct. Dissimulation can also come in the 

form of witty mockery;  Nietzsche’s rhetorical relation to language as persuasive doxa 

(consensual meaning) and episteme (not fully attainable knowledge) leads to other facets for this 

technique and paradigm of persuasion (Kopperschmidt 44 et passim): 

The devil has the farthest perspectives for God - that is why he stays so far away from 

him. The devil, in other words, is the oldest friend of insight. /Der Teufel hat die 

weitesten Perspektiven für Gott, deshalb hält er sich von ihm so fern: - der Teufel 

nämlich als der älteste Freund der Erkenntnis. (IV 129) 

If you remember the biblical context, the devil’s mode of distancing himself away from God 

happened quite differently! A first reading simply seems to advocate that critical thinking 

automatically demonizes from the perspective of religious orthodoxy, but then one has also to 

take into consideration the biblical account of Satan’s temptation of the first couple; “insight” 

then becomes Nietzsche’s mocking dissimulation of “then your eyes shall be opened, and ye 

shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.” (Genesis  3.5) This also reiterates the theme of the 

whole book Beyond Good and Evil and is, again, a very concise aphorism with multiple 

reverberations.  

A last example should demonstrate how dissimulation can take the form of direct biblical 

parody: 
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Jesus said to his Jews, “The Law was made for servants. Love God, as I do, love him as a son does. What 

do we sons of God care about morality!”/Jesus sagte zu seinen Juden:”das Gesetz war für Knechte, - liebt 

Gott, wie ich ihn liebe, als sein Sohn! Was geht uns Söhne Gottes die Moral an!” (IV 164) 

The compressed juxtaposition of New Testament concepts - Law/servant/sons of God, etc. - 

starts out with an authentic premise, but the continuing phrasing perverts the morality implied in 

the Law into its dialectic opposite. When one reflects on this last aphorism some more, one will 

detect other parodistic features, e.g. the formula “as I do” with its implications. 

I think that Nietzsche’s aphorisms, his rejection of formulating his ideas in a traditional 

systematic fashion, had repercussions that got him caught in his own parody. The history of 

reception provides ample paradoxical  proof that his aphorisms as open forms of though-

provoking moral reflections suffered the same fate as the Bible, whose sayings-maxims, 

warnings, curses, proverbs, etc.-by Jesus also originally questioned a religious status quo 

according to our modern understanding, but when taken over by various organized religious 

factions throughout history,  could be contextualized to whatever controlling mechanisms of an 

existing power structure they should serve. The ethos of the originator was then shifted to the 

text that took on a life by itself. Or, as German satirist Kurt Tucholsky phrased it in “Fräulein 

Nietzsche:” ”Tell me what you need, and I’ll supply you with the right Nietzsche quotation” 

(Frisch 11). 

I would like to close on a lighter note from my teaching experience. One of my wittiest 

students, when delivering an oral presentation on Nietzsche, began as follows:” Nietzsche 

became famous with his dictum ‘God is dead.’ Well, we know that Friedrich Nietzsche has been 

dead for about 100 years; news about the demise of God, however, are still unconfirmed!” Well, 

when questioned in the ensuing discussion, he had to admit that his aphoristic statement had 

slightly overreached  the state of discourse of a critique of our contemporary  culture. It seems 
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that both God’s and Nietzsche’s aphorisms are still very much alive. 
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