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In a famous passage toward the beginning of the Njichomachecan Ethics,’

Aristotle says that "it is the mark of an educated person to look for

- precision in each class of things just so far as the nature of the gubject -

.

admits; it is evidently equally foolish to accept probablé reaépning

ED188112

{rom a mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scienﬁlflc proofs"

L4

\ (Book 1, Chapter 3). Like many of Aristotle's more famous Biatements this

-
(

one ig less obvious than it seems. Implicit in it #re assumptions about

t

- - the nature of truth and certitude which, taken along with other Aristotelian” .
concepts, can.be used as a foundation for a system of critical reading-- .

and inversely, for a system of iavention.

1f critical rea@ihg means making-judgments about the quality of proof

. offered for a-position, the reader's first task is to determine what sort

-~ o N

of proof might be offered. 1f{the;§iject_ig mathematical or sciéntific,
Vo _

E4n

AristotXe says, the proéf should be absolute; if the subject is not one

)

that can be-reduéedﬁtq gclence or mathematics, then the proof can be

only "p{obable"——and\;ﬁg@quct more would be to reveal onesell as uneducated.

. . In this context 1 would 1ike to make the following points:

1. that there are four realmp’of-knowledge, each with a,different

t

' degree of certitude; : . . ‘

LI
i

- 2. that atranged'in=a decreasing oqder of certitude, these realms

"are matehmatics, empirical science, rhetoric, and myth, which_}s

the stuff literature is made of; . '

\ L - 2 ) ,
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tan apply to anything within the realm of rhetoric,

v " : S

3. that the relaiively high degree of certitude id sclence and

- mathematics is achieved at, the cost of limited and reductive

F)

methodologies; ) ' Z>
., \ ~ll1§ ;
4. .that'invoach of these realms, fferent 9ut analogous st

. ~\ W - ’
of questions for critical reading should apply.

I will then propose six quastions for critical reading that studeants

”

: ' a
Implicit {in Aristotle's distinction between science and rhetoric is
the notion that there arbt two kinds of categorical statements: those for

which we can claim cartitude, and those for which we can claim_mere

>

probability. But these two kinds of knowledge cdn be further gubdivided:

&

pure mathematics and.pure logic are the most certain of all systems of

knowledge because they are closed systems, secure in definitions, symbols,
\ - . ’

. and rules that are unambiguous in meaning and unvarying in application.

Empirical science, however, is a éhade less certain than mathematics,
precisely because it_{é empiricnl.‘ and therefore contaminated with
realities thg}ﬁdo not always behave as predictably as ﬁathemgtical
equationsi }he assertions o[.empiriéai Bcience——liké, "the colking of

coal produces hydrogen sulfide''--are always based upon a leap of fafith,

often. not a very daring leap, but a leapnonetheless. There 1s always
/ T . '
a real possibility that the coking of coal will produce something eclee

along with or instead of hydrogen sulfide under some yet undreamt of

conditions. X | )

. B | | / ‘ y
"Even less certain than empirical science 18 rhetoric, not because

rhetoric 18 Inferfor as a methodology, but because the stuff of rhetorfc--

-

gpeculations about values, ethics, politics, and the future of history~--—

.

18 more subtle than data the physical sedences are equipped to handle.

A Y . 4

kal



A Lo
LR ¥ 1 S

}

And least certain of all, because it can be as subtle as reality itselfl,

{s the realm of myth, or pocsy, or literature.

"As a general rule, the greater the certitude, the more reductive the

methodology. Mathematics and dymbollic logic are absolutely certaln

14

because they are uncontaminated by reality; byt they are also-absolutoly

useless until we apply them to human affairs, in which their preciston

%

is* inevitably compromised. The empirical sciencgs, with thelr positivistic

ephistemologies and inductive methods, can achieve marvels in medicine

and ghgineering, but* they can deal only with those realms of human experlence

that can be entirely reduced to observed behavior and quantitative analysis.

A4 A

As it turns out, the most important statements in our lives--gtatements
of value, of justice, of esthetics, political judgments, speculations about

Pl

the future--belong to a less tractable realm, ‘the realm of the mercly

4 -

probably'wheré positiviéh and induction can be odly handmaidens to the
- more comprehensive methodology of rﬁeto; ¢, but not a substitute for it.

For Aristotle, methodology of rhetoric was not just theart of spegchmaking,

but the art of,gﬁaling with questions too elusive for science and.ﬁathemnticsz
. - D l )

{ .
) Should the nation go to war? Who 1is the rightful owner of land taken by -

" force certuries ago? Which of Sophocles's plays is the greatest? When
/ ° . .

does an unborn child-become human? What 18 the differenct betwgen drugs
. 4 . I

‘use and dfug abuse? What will be the effectg of a ho—gfoﬁth economy?

These are all rhetorical questions--not rhetorical in the sense that

~

: the asker knows the un5pbken answer, but rhetorical in the sense that the

educated person does not expect them to be answered with the certitude of

‘mathematics or gscience.. These are questions that can be answered only with

¢4
J

. greater or lesser degrees of.proQabilitx&

A
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It may be the characterlstic error of the twentieth century to

v

4
congider probability as the weak sister of science and mathematics,

o

and to demand the wrong kind of certitude in matters that will not

e

.yield it. We as humanists mgay have baen'tbo eagily cowed,by our

colleagues aérosq campus"who argue that nothing is real unless its
. s Fy

behaviors'.are manifegt and quantifiable, an8 who urge us poegﬂégtypes
Ve
to view thé world as systematically as they view it. What they seoem

not to understand is that thelr answers are relatively certain only

" (

because their quesgions are relatively simple.

The genidbiof Aristotle's rhetoric 1s that it does not disparage

“w

.mathematics and sciences; rather it includes them in a more gcomprechenslve

art. The mathematicians have their certitude and their characteristic

forms of proof; which are deduction and a priori definition; the

rhetorician will use mathematical "proof when the subject matter is amenable.

—

-The scientists have their near cértitude, and their characteristic forms ,
4+ A}
\ P : ~.

of proof, which are induction and quantification; the rhetorician #ill

A

uge'inductive proof when the subject matter can be sampled and counted.
But the rhetorician has a chatacteristic certitude (probability) and character—

“istic formws of proof--the exarfple (which is rhetorical induction) and the

-~

enthymeme (which.is.rhetorical deduction).“

1 would like to\emphasize at this point that the enthymeme, as I N

see it, 1s not a-catﬁgotical'syllogism with a suppressed premise--though '
R . N : . ]

N

some enthymemes may také that form. It 1s a modé of thought analogéps

to the syllogigm. Just as the syllogism'is an airtight pattern of thought

. . . * . »
that is absolutely reliable in thé realm of pure logic, the enthymemg\is
L . 4 . . : \

a probabilistic pattern of=thought that Gorks,_wheﬁ it works at all,
N . o i - . v
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in those situationsg t sclence and loglc cannot grasp. This point s
worth a footnote, and so 1 recommend Lanc Cnbper's discuggion of the

enthymeme in hds introduction to The Rhetorlc of Aristotle - (Englewood

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1932, 1960), pp..xxviwxxvi}i: and the explanation
v .

of Aristotle himgelf, pp. 10-167
Because éach of the four realms df knowledge--mathematics, sclence,
: rhegoric, and'mytﬁ—-has its characteristic squect matter and. its
charadteristic methodology, a comprehensive system 6f‘crit{cn1 fcﬂding

will have to provide a sct of questions appropriate for each realm. Here,

-

however,' I would like to propoee a set of six questions specifically for

+

the realm of rhetorict They can be used as heuristic debices in two ways:
firﬁt as a way of finding something to say by way of a critical analysis

of an egsay at hand; and second, as a way diacovering strategles for

L

writing an original essay about a rhetorical issue. -

\p . .
T will treat the questions in three pairs. The first pair is this:

1. Which assartions require evidence?
o

-

2. What kind of cvidence is offered?

' The first question asks the students to distinguish between assertions

»

» . - :
- that should be tested and those that shouldn't--in other wordg, btrween

€ —

v assertions that are central to tbe.writer's thesis and asgertions that are
[ N .

merely incfidental, perhaps irtelevant. 0f course, only those agsertions

~

that are central to the thesis require evidence, and then only 1f the
asgertions are not self-evident, or thoroughly consistent. with the
reader's experience, or matters of cemmon knowledge.

The second question asks the students to distinguish between

0 , ! / A
nssegtions that dre Susceptible to mathematical or empirical proof and
Ry " . -

assertions that aren't. This is the sigﬂif ance of the quotation. I
. I -lv ('.
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_began with: &f the subject matbehatical or sclientific, demand mathematical

or empirical data; 1f the subjéct is too eluslve for science, look for

*

ﬁrobability, In truly rhetorical situations, non-scienctific evidence

-

i8 required, 1ncludipg example, enthymeme, and the classical topoti,

Examining evidence 1s, of course, examining the '""logos" or ratlonal appeal.

T
The second pair of questions deals w}th“ﬁ?hicnl appeal:

~

3. What is the character of the implied: author?
4. What is the charactef.pf the implied audience?

These two questions set the student to discovering not only the

: _ / .
"personali5y" of ‘the author, but the author's values and standards of

‘

evidence as they are implied in the essay. Except in an ironical ecssay,

£

-

like ""A Modest Proposql,” we can asgume that the implled audience is an
audience éhat'shares the values and standards o[:evidchc of the impllc&
author. When a Particufﬁr_readgf does.not sharé_thosp values or stgndards,
the essay 18 in danger of "failing to be persuasive for ;ha; readEr. Using

. these questions, then, students can learn not to decide whether the appeal

18 a good one, but to determine what sort of audience would find it good .

D Al ’ '
o ahd what sort of audience would reject 1t. 1In this way, students can learn

-

to see the extert to which they themselves'accept or reject an argument "

on, the bagig of values and assumptions that theyemay or may not share with

. ~the author, _ﬁ) X P

The third pair of questions is this:
. 5. What 18 the author's tone? " ) .
; 6; How are the Qar{pue parts of\the'essayagilated to one anOther?'
In brief, these questibns ﬁeal with ;motingl appeal and with

arrangementfrwith the writer's ability to'manipulate the emotionsg of

~ the reader with éharged or neutral language, and with the writer's ability

v . L) -

}. . . - K
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to parcel dut information In the gequence that 1s most advantageous to

the writer's point of view,

. These 8fx questions are not magical or Iimmutable, but they do have

a number of characteristics that T think are essential for any system of

critical reading designed for undergraduate students: the number of
L4 C

&
LY

questions {s8 brief; they cover essential €lements of logical, ethical,

. - < “ .
.and emotional appeal; and they can be applied to any essay within the

-

domain of rhetoric. ~This last feature may be an important departure

; : R - .

from the tradition of prompt ing students with ad hoc¢ questions for each

v A

essay in a reader, instead of teaching them how to ask good questions
7Ffor esgays and articles ontside of anthologies. I am temptel to add’a

seventh question: What did the author leave out that should have been

N included? But I get}Worried when 1ists of queb;ions become too'iong since

-
»

>

- ‘ , _they. usually become useless ét the 84;8 time.” - ) ..

I would like to eng nearly where I began. Implicit in Aristotle’s

k» . comment aboht kinds of proof is the reason that rhétorical analysis 18
P n . - ' A

. -

»

) ,:at least as important to us as scientific or mathematical analysis: “This

’
A

insighﬁ-is,-l tﬁink, an antidote to the worship of sclence that pefvadeé

¢

. ) * ¥ ~
 our culture and beguiles even educated people so that they-demand prools
’ . N '

“"that Aristotle said no educated person’should demand. When we galﬁ our-

be{yee rhetoricians]in a scientific age, therefore, we should do sorwithout

’

. C apology. What we are equipped to do--and what we are prepa%ed to teach’
J . x_

our sLudents to ‘do--i8 to grapplé with those questiOns that are too elusive

for scientists and mathematiginns, questions that neven@heless must be

0

U, . nnswered becausq we need to build clvilizations and cconomies and personal
: - ) . v

lives on those answars.

» L ° ~ -
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" One final point. As the realms of knowledge decreasec 'fn certitude,

they also increage in inclusiveness. Science uses mathematics as a hand- -

maideh, gnd rhetoric can use both sclence and mathematics as handmaidens,

- provided the rhetorician never asks more of them than they can preform;

Obviously, then, the mqst inclusive realm of all is "myth" or "literature,’

, which, chough the least certain of the realms, 1s also the leagt reductive
’ . ) ; - . 4

"’ 5 b .

and the most inclusive, for in myth we make gense of all the other realms

of knowledge aﬁd'experience; exploiting ali the other methodologles with-

7

out being confined to any one. But that, perhaps, should be the sdbject

) of another .paper. ’

~
.




