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ABSTRACT

The fccus of the dramatistic approach as a met’od of
rhetorical criticism is the mzssage rather than the speaker,
audience, or situatioan. Using the approach developed by Ernest
Bormann, the rhetnrical critic examines man's symbolic reality and
reacts to it by looking for strategies that are inherent in certain
drimas. Conspiracy dramas ace popular in America and provide a means
for explaining the method. In analyzing a rhetorical vision that has
a conspiracy plot line, the one predictable character in the drama is
the super-hero. The conspiracy drama employs three predictable modes
of action for the super~hero: to piece tugether the conspiracy, to
uncaver the secret plans of the villain, and to punish the
conspirators. (This method of rhetorical criticism is applied to the
Indian movement of the 1960s, which failed to gather the attention
gained by uther movements during the sane time period.) (RB)
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Events of the fast Yen years have provided ample support fér Douglas
Ehninger's observation that "of all the arts, rhetoric Is perhaps the most
sensitive to the Intellectual and soclal milleu In which it finds ltself,
and Is constantly changing with the times."! It seems ilke ever slnce Edwin
Black put "neo" in front of Aristotie we have been experiencing future
shock.2 New rhetorics, methods, and generic forms have generated a pluralism
that makes assimliation and synthesis difficult.”> I+ is In this context
that | wouid tike to examine one of our critical terms~--rhetorical éfrafegy.

A strategy assumes freedom of cholce, generaily connotes planning, and
implies a category system for labeling the various options that exist, What
we call a rhetorical strategy depends on our notlon of rhetoric, our choice

of critical mthod, and our current 1ist of rhetorical genres.

The adrenalin stirred by our new found pluratism has sent us out looking

. for the exceptlon and the exceptional as opposed to the rule and the common-

place. Rhetoric is discovery, Thus, the labeling of strategles Is ongoing.
Yet our rate of dlscovery Is making redundancy difficult to find. With the
rejection of the wel |-understood neo-Aristotellan system, It was recommended
that we classify rhetorics by situation.? oOur focus qld not shift from the
speaker to the sltuation but Instead to a swirl of message, ldeology, and
sltuation,

Our shorthand for thls change In emphasis was to attach ambiguous

generic meaning to the phrase: "the rhetoric of." A 6ursofy examination of
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our scholarshlp Indicates that we have the rhetorlc of: 8lack Power,5
Black Revolutlon,6 and Radical Black Netionallsm,? We have the rhetorlc ofi
Aglfaﬂon,8 Confronfaflon,9 Abol!flon,10 Women's leeraflon,"oahd the
Civil Rights Movement.12 e also have the rhetoric of: Chrlsflan Soclatlsm,‘}
the True Benever,"‘ the Death of God Theology,"j the Radlcal nghf 16 and
the Medleval Rheforlc of Leffer~erflng.‘7 ;", ' ‘i?”f

!' e

Along with each "rhetoric of" we tend to d!scover a set of rheforlcal
strategles that adhere to the rhetoric, For example, Arfhur L Sqlfh ln~if4e 
 dlcates that there are four speclal rhetorical sfrafegies of revolu+!onary
rhetoric: vlllflcaflon, obJecflflcaflon, legltimation, and my'rhlcaﬂon.‘8
- John Bowers and Donovan Ochs present nine’ sfrafegles that exls+ in the
rhetoric of agltation: petition of the esfabl!shment, promulga+lon, solld~;e7*(°?b -
‘Iflceflon, polarization; non-vlolenf resistance; escalaflon/confronfaflon' o,~9 “w‘  .
guerrilla and Gandhl; guerrilla; and reVoluﬂon.19 In hls efudy of'radlcal
rhetorlo; James Klumpp dlscovered a strategy he labeled: "boler§rejeo1!9e‘
Ident!tication,"20 T

An exhaustive list of the rheforica{ sfrafeqles wo have uncovered in

the last ten years would probably reveal two things, Flrsf, ln the sleles ' ff{ eE
we tended to stress the dlfferences 8s opposed to the slmllar!fles of ‘
‘rheforlcs. Second, wlthout a paradlgm or.even a mefhod, knowlng a rheforlcai_fa
sfrategy when we see If Is no slmpie maffer. As Thomas Kuhn explatns- o

ln the absence of a paradigm or some candldafe for S e
- paradlgm, all of the facts that could possibly per- e
- taln to the dovelopment of a alven sclence Arg o T
© llkely to seem equally relevant. As a result, early =
7:;faof~ga+herlng Is a far more nearly random sctivity '
than the one that subsequenf sc[egflflc deh




3 .

Of course we should not abandon the féig of !qenfifylng,sfrafegleé‘
‘that are unique to a glven rhefor!c.‘ Howover, we need to be about the' »
- bullding of a'macro-fheory;so that we can‘make.larger, more synfheflc~sfa+e-
ments abouf rheforlc.22 This fheory—bulldtng should ‘also be rheforlcal In
‘or!gln and not borrowéd from other disclpllnes.23 Alfhough at one level
of analyslis It may be useful to sort out rhetoric as it adheres to such thlngs
as the four polltical positions, It may aiso be helpful to classlfy rhetorlc
by means of our owh schemafa.

Ernest Bormann, has set forth a method of criticism that can be usefut. 24
The approach Is dramatistic In nature. The detalls of the method were worked
out In small group studles conducted by Bales at Harvard and from similar
small group studles directed by Bormann at the Unlversity of Mlnﬁésofg.25.m~
The focus of the approach Is not on the speaker, the éudlence, or the slt=-

uatlon but on the message. The method allows a eritie to descr!be the

rhetorical dramas thaf form a communlty's soclal reallty and analyze fhe mean- R

Ings, emotions, and moflves that are contalned In these rheforlcal vlslons. s
A rhetorical vIslon 1s a blend of dlscurslve maferlal and fanfasy fhemas ,

that are woven together to form a drama that Is credlbte and compelllng.

The confrastlng rhetor|cal dramas of the abol!flonlsfs and *he pro-slavers ln';.ff“';"‘

the 1800'5 provlde examples of whaf Bormann means by rheforlcal vlslon.,‘  g

s | The norfhern abot!flonlsfs dramaftzed fhelr v!ew of sourfhern whlfes ln a
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The rhetorical critle may examine man's symbollic reallty and react to
It In much the same way as a film critic would respond to a motlon plcture.
As we‘cOIIecf‘publlc rhetoric In the form of rheforlcal dramas, certaln
redundancles wil| become apparent, We can label these strateglies and note
which dramas tend to contain what symbo! cholces.

In using Bormann's approach we should not be looklng for s+nafegleg that
adhere In certain kinds of people, or ldeologles, or situations: We should
look for strategies that are Inherent to certaln dramas. Consplracy dramas
are qulte popular In Amérléa and provide a good example for,explalhlhg the
methiod. | |

~In analyzlng a rheforlcal vision that has a consplracy plot llne one
predlcfable character contalned in the drama Is the "super-hero." - A hero of
such stature that he can defeat the consplracy Is usuaily a man who hos '
dedicated his Ilte to the careful sfudy of the viltaln and over fhé years has
developed the abllity to spot- the few avallable signs of the evll One--slgns
that the average perSOn would easlly overi{ook.

In rellglous dramas fhaf are consplratorial, the super-hero Is usually
a prlesf who has spent hls {ife chaslng the devii and knows the sacred rlfe
of exorclsm, In the Oracula serles the super-hero Is generally Ly college
professor who has read the anclenf documents oh the hablfs of vamplres. In

‘fhe crlme and quasl-pollflcal mysferles lf Is the llkes of Sherlock Holmes

H "'*ha* carry fhe dav.f In sclence flcflon dramas fhe hero mlghf be a sclenflsf'ffx'o“ e

. lvffwho underslands fhe mysfery of blo-chemlcal sfrucfures.l ln fhe domesflc




5 . ,

The scenarlo of a consplracy drama cbn?alhs three predictable dcflon‘
Iines or moflves tor the super-hero: (1) to plece together 1he'consplracy;
{(2) to undercover the secret plans or the secret hideouts of the vlltalh{
and (3) to punish the conspirator. One of the more dramaflq_aspécfsréf con=
splracy rhetoric s the uncoVerlné of the secret hideout and fhe‘reveallng-
of the secret documents.

Within the vision of the criminal conspiracy, the FBI ralded the Mafla
headquarters. When the Black Panthers' "plan" became known, police ralded
thelr headquarfers. When the mllftary industrial complex conspiracy became
a viable drama for some college students, the college president's offlcé was
ralded by students in search of the “"secret documents." In another draﬁé," 
the radical revolutionary bacame tie leading vll!alhiln a plot to overthrow
the establishment. Within thils drama, the "Plumbers" were 6rdered Quf'by
fhé White House to plug the establishment's pipeline so that Imporfan+ksecrefs
would not drip down to the "underground." Thls same cdnspiracy &rama séhf o
CREEP off to flnd the "secret documen#s" tn the natlonal off!ces of fhe
-Democratic Parfy fhaf would prove the "Cuban connecf!on."

A critic can describe a rhetorical vislon such as fhe ones I have

referred to. and then make Judgmenfs about fhe quallfy of 1he drama based on " :

‘an archefype or by compar!ng 1* to slmllar or compefing dramas.v Flnally, he

may attempt o predlcf the behavlor of people ¥ho are caughf up In 2 rhefor-,ﬁ;57" o

Ical vtslon. o

fj The role of a rheforlcal crltlc ls nof analogous to fhe‘foofballfcoaCh
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comments might be reducable to a "how-+o-do-|t" book, 1t iIs not hls purpose.
Thus, although a critic may seek to predlct, he does not seek to control,

Our confusion on thls polnt Is partly due to the fact that Arlistotie
created a manlpulative theory to help rhetors create persuasive speeches.
He dld not create a theory of rhetorical criticism, We just assumed that his
advice to the speaker would work as a system for criticizing rhetorlc. As
long as our focus as critlcs was on the speaker and his speech, the asgumpflon
seemed valld, However, our focus has shifted. Today It would be Ilke usling
a theory of acting to criticlze the whole play. In short, a theory of
rhetorical crlficlsm s no+ a mlrror Image of 2 persuaslve fheory for a
speaker. Thus, what are called rhetorical strategles for a speaker are no+
necessarlly what a critic calls a rhetorical strategy. We have sfrafegles for

deveIOplng persuaslve messages; we have strategles fhaf adhere to Ideologlas, |

and we have strategles that are Inherenf to’ slfuafions. | propose fhaf we
examlne the strategles fhaf are confained In rheforlcal vlslons.

-~ In describlng, interpreting, and evaluating a rhetorical . vIsIOn, fhe

term "rheforlcal strategy" Is the criticls term for Iabei!ng Imporfanf symbol
cholces., Since In mos+ cases a rhetorlcal drama Is created by the chalnlngvf
out of fantasles that are created and repeated by many spokesman fhrough many |
medlums It is not Imporfanf or many times even possible for fhe crlflc fo

determlne lf fhe people caughf up !n fhe rheforlc percelve fhe symbol moves

- fhe crtflc has Iabeled or even lf +he spokesmen for ] rheforlcal vlslon have c e

*"’>ff:fhewsame mefa-language as fha crlflc.. The Imporfanf relaflonship ls befween .
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7

- The rhetoric we might coliect under the label "The Movemehtﬁ seems to
be a product of the sixtles that we have In clearer tocus from the perspective
of the seventles. The Movement drama contalns a set of rheforlcal‘her§es
and villains, a dramatic situation, and & scenario that Is 6ow so famillar - - -“‘~'r'*i
that any }hlrd‘rafe rhetor can recreate a version of the drama for fhe "cause"
of his cholce,?’ | » ‘.'

In examining the plece of rhetorical foofagb that has been labéled,‘

"The Tall of Broken Treaties," | am temptad to look at the credits to see 1f
the motion plcture was made in Italy, | say this not to ridlcule or demean
natlve Americans, nor do | Intend to be flippant., The Movehenf dramas of
the sixties were gripped with tension and suspenss. The dramatic division.
between the counfer-culfure and the establlIshment, between blacks ‘and white, |
befween hawks and doves, between gays and stralghts, and between men and women
was credlble both to the participants caughf up In the dramas and the specta-
tors who watched. VYet, the ‘Indlan vers!on of the Movemen? dfama seems CUrlOus!y ~

ouf of sync, almost comlcal at times, despite fhe fact fhaf the here-and~now

reallfy of the lnd!an sltuatlion should have produced the besf drama,
One explanaflon for fhe failure could be fho +Imlng. By 1972, fhe

novelfy of such dramas had worn fhln. We now have "AII In the Famlly," -

"Sanford and Son," and '"Maude " 'The TV nefworks mlghf have a d!ffICUlf +Ime ‘
produclng ano+her successful sequel. The same fhlng may have happened +o |

,;3fhe Indlan Movemenf. By 1972 we had a basls of comparlson and,compared fo' i
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differences. In terms of cultural plurallsm 1n the Unlted States, the
abor!gingi peoples of North Amerlica are not a sub-culture but a distinctly
different culture.
Edward Splcer, (an ahfhropoioglsf) In speaking about the native Americ-
ans In the southwest, states:
At the end of 430 years, It was clear that, desplte
Intens| flcation of communication among all the peoples
of the region, through the adoption of common {anguage
and a great deal of cultural borrowing and Interchange,
most of the conquered people had retained thelr own -
sense of Identity. Moreover, there was i1ttle or no
ground for predlcting that even by the end of half a
millennium of contact the native peoples wouldzgave
ceased to exist as identifiable ethnlc groups.,
In 1952, over sixty percent of the Navaho (the largest Indlan tribe In the
United States) did not speak Engiish.2® Thus, Carl Degler concluded that one
mistake white Americans make is their refusal "to recognlze that the indlans
are not like other minorlties and particutarly not Ilke the blacks wlth whom
they have so often been mistakenly compared,"30 |
Most of the major spokesmen of the Indlan Movement are urban iIndlans.
They are removed from their own culture and yet not assimilated Into another,
Richard Oakes (the leader of the group that occupled Alcatraz lsland)»expialns:
""They had grown up befwéen two world54~fhe world of thelr elders, which was
dead to them and the confemporary world where fhey'couldyllve‘wlfh reconstructed -

“Indian.Identitles ot yet born,"3!

- Oakes' bwn_rhatorl§ifef1e¢fsithe’!ahggage'ahq'gbltural-dlfféfénées,tﬁat°k,,f,7~~“”

 oopear In Ifailan-nad westorn movies. In describlng the occpation of

| 1105 and agaln we.
That Indig
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The Wall Street Journal's observation on the BIA Occupation Indicates

that the Indlan spokesmen did not create a convincing rhetorical scene that
was credible to white Amerlcéns. |
As much as anything else, that occupation seemed to be
an exercise In play-acting--an effort by a relatlve
handful of militants, claiming to speak for the broader
!Eg;agosgﬂTu;ézzée:$ ggcupy center stage within the
Russell Means proclalmed that: "two hundred indlans had taken a vow to
fight to the death."34 The Indlans told reporters that this would be
"Yanother Wounded Knee'--the famous 1890 battle In which an Army regiment
massacred 250 to 300 Sioux Indlans, most of them women and chl Idren, 135
However, the rhefoflcal elements needed to produce a confrontation were not ,*9
there, |
In the first place a downtown office bultding (even If It 1s the BIA)
in Washington, D.C; Is not the best place to create a dramatic situation for
confrontation between white and red Americans. ‘Movement dramas place 8lack
Panthers In urban ghettoes; student revolutionaries on college campuses,
| and Indlans In spacious western settings. To see natlive Americans dressed
in traditional costumes on Pennsylvania Avenue |ooked rid!cu!ous Instead of
g omlnous. Ironically, Means stated: ‘'We' ve been Ilkened fo fhe blacks but |
we wafched them during fhe 60's and we nofed fhelr mlsfakes T L ‘

The Indlan Is nof golng fo make fhe same. mlsfakes. He's nof golng fo de- i

 « [1fsfroy hls commlfy,"35 However, if was no+ unfll WOunded Knee was occupied
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SItting In an Office bullding, the Indlans dld ndt project the dramatic
persona of a vlllalndbéarevoluflonary that-was needed for a good confronfatlod
~ scene. Ramparts reports that during fhe‘occupaflon: "Seventh graders from
the Flelds School, a private school 1In Washlngton, VIsIfed'fhe scene as part
ot a class project on Indtans."38 Reverend Kar| Mclnflre. a conservaflve
radlo preacher, led two hundred of hls followers to see the Indlans "Ilke a
f1fth grade class" that was vliewing "zoo animals,"39
Set In an urban scene, the Indlan was not a threafenlng villain to the
white esfabllshmeﬁf, particularly to Washingtonlans who have had few experiences
with Indlans. Raclal confronfaflon between red and white America Is not an |
- urban phenomenon, or at least not a visible phenomenon for.mosf'Americans} f‘”w
‘Once the scene was restaged In South Dakota, which was a red-whlfe seffing
fhaf had experlenced raclal confi!cfs. fhe rheforlcal drama became more
credlble. , :
The Indtan version of the Movemant drama also lacked alvlvld vll!aln.

There was no Indian label for the establishment viliain and no common set of

adJoctives to describe him, The Women's Movement used the lébel, "Male .

Chauvinist Plg," the Gay Movement used the label, “Ugly Stralght," and the

;Black Movemenf used "Honky" Bnd "Whlfey.",

Each vlllaln although generally a persona of the esfabllshed power

strucfure, was nonefheiess unlque and dlscernlble. lf Is dlfflculf fo plcfurek ‘izﬂ
~:+he vl!laln In +he lndlan Movemenf and fhus a greaf deal of power of fhe drama:l}fg”

i f was losf. ,~~,,""

Theiﬁndlan  rama appears fo borro" tff“{eéVi}?Efromiéf5156k5ah619§9;’H i
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One element of the Movemont drama that was successfully reproduced by
the Indians was the discovery of the "secret documeq:s.ﬁ‘yln'ihe Movement
rhetorical vision heroes are oppressed by a consplracy viiiain, 'Thus, the

‘Pentagon Papers "exposed" the mllitary conspiracy. The fecent F8l>r§porfs

"exposed" the cop conspiracy against black leaders, One could predlgj-#hafy

the BIA flles would "expose" the bureau's consplracy against Indians.

Newsweok reports:

Although the FBI mounted a natlonwlde search for the
7,000 cublc feet of paper the Indians carrled off,
the documents began to tirn up Instead In Anderson's
column, According to Anderson, the printed excerpts
showed that 'the government has vlolated treaties,
sided with the land and timber barons to explolt -

water, timber, and mlneral rights belonging to the
Indians.

The hare-and-now fact that the U.S. government had cheated the Indians
out of land, timber, and mineral rights has not been a well-kept secret,
Yet, the release of these facts In the context of a consplracy, espeé!ally

by the 1ikgs of Jack Anderson, did much to heighten the excltement and

Interest ot Americans. For some unexplalnable reason, we Americans seem to

have ai:. Insatiable appetite for COnsplracy dramas,

The Trall of Broken Treatles was_génefally'é rhéfof!cal‘fa]ldfé; 'Thqi 

rhetoric was a hodge-podge of &Ifférenf and conflicting fanfastgs 1hgf did

1ot flow from a common rhetorical vision. What might have started out to be

reation of the Civi| Rights Marches of the early 1960's turned

_ Into a pathetic reproduction of the confrontation scene 1 he Movement
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